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    On the hard edges of Afghanistan’s mountains, where terrain punishes certainty and improvisation becomes doctrine, The Other Side of the Mountain traces how lightly equipped mujahideen probed, evaded, and countered a modern army, revealing the contested space between local knowledge and industrial power, between dispersed initiative and centralized command, between patience measured in seasons and pressure measured in tonnage, between fleeting ambush and grinding logistics, between morale and materiel, and—most of all—between the irreconcilable narratives that soldiers carry back from opposite sides of the same ridgeline, to shape tactics, memory, and the politics of what lessons endure.

Ali Ahmad Jalali’s analysis, developed with Lester W. Grau, belongs to the tradition of applied military history: a rigorous set of case-based studies grounded in Afghanistan during the Soviet–Afghan War from 1979 to 1989 and assembled in the late 1990s as the conflict’s participants and documents became accessible. Rather than a grand narrative, it offers operational snapshots that illuminate the guerrilla side of a well-studied war. Its setting is provincial roads, narrow valleys, and contested towns; its context is a global Cold War struggle refracted through local priorities, limited resources, and the relentless tests imposed by altitude, weather, and distance.

Readers encounter a sequence of engagements—selected from Afghan accounts—that unfold with an economy of description followed by sober commentary on what worked, what failed, and why. The voice is professional and concise, favoring clarity over drama; the style is clinical without losing sight of the human pressures borne by small units. The book does not ask for partisan allegiance; it asks for attention to terrain, timing, and logistics. Its tone is instructional, almost seminar-like, guiding the reader through patterns of planning, reconnaissance, ambush, withdrawal, and adaptation while avoiding sensational detail and preserving the specificity of place and circumstance.

Several themes recur with force. Asymmetry is not only a mismatch of equipment but a way of thinking that substitutes time, surprise, and dispersion for firepower. Terrain is agency: passes, rivers, wadis, and treelines dictate the shape of risk and opportunity. Decentralized initiative empowers fighters but complicates coordination and sustainment. Intelligence, concealment, and patience often outweigh audacity. External support matters, yet local legitimacy and discipline govern endurance. Across the vignettes, adaptation is constant: tactics migrate from one valley to another, are unlearned when conditions change, and occasionally collapse under friction, reminding readers that doctrine emerges from practice, not proclamation.

For contemporary readers, the book matters because the problems it dissects persist. Modern conflicts still pit dispersed networks against technologically sophisticated forces; urban edges and rural sanctuaries continue to blur; logistics, media, and morale intersect in unexpected ways. The lessons here speak to small-unit leaders preparing for irregular threats, to planners tasked with counterinsurgency or counterterrorism, and to analysts mapping how local actors outmaneuver larger formations. Equally important, the Afghan vantage point complicates easy conclusions by showing how strategy looks from communities living inside contested ground, challenging mirror imaging and encouraging humility in both operational design and strategic assessment.

Although centered on tactics, the work also invites reflection on the human and ethical dimensions of protracted struggle. Civilian presence shapes routes, timings, and choices; sanctuary and scarcity collide; weather can be as decisive as weaponry. The case studies show how restraint, discipline, and intelligence-sharing can safeguard momentum, while lapses can squander local trust and tactical advantage. Without prescribing policy, the analysis implies that success in irregular war depends on relationships as much as raids, on sustainability as much as shock. In this respect, the book doubles as a study of leadership under constraint, readably grounded in concrete, bounded episodes.

As an introduction to the other perspective in a much-argued war, this volume offers a disciplined antidote to myth and cliché, asking readers to understand before they judge. It will reward those who look for transferable frameworks rather than formulas, who accept that context rules tactics, and who value firsthand perspectives tested against careful analysis. In a century marked by hybrid conflict and strategic ambiguity, its balance of granular detail and lucid synthesis equips practitioners and citizens alike to read the landscape of irregular warfare more intelligently, and to recognize how the lessons of the mountains echo far beyond them.
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    The Other Side of the Mountain: Mujahideen Tactics in the Soviet-Afghan War, co-authored by Ali Ahmad Jalali and Lester W. Grau, presents the Afghan guerrilla perspective on the 1979–1989 conflict. Designed as a companion to Soviet-centered studies, it gathers firsthand accounts from field commanders and fighters, organizing them as tactical case studies with commentary. The narrative voice remains restrained and instructional, reconstructing operations from the ground up and then distilling their practical implications. Rather than offering a sweeping chronicle, the work concentrates on how small, dispersed units confronted a technologically superior army, keeping attention on decision points, constraints, and the adaptation of means to terrain.

The authors open with the war’s operational context: a mechanized superpower operating across forbidding mountains, valleys, and deserts against fragmented resistance networks tied to local communities. Without overemphasizing ideology or geopolitics, the book frames insurgent activity as a problem of movement, concealment, and endurance. It describes the mujahideen’s limited resources, variable training, and dependence on social support, alongside the Soviets’ mobility, firepower, and air dominance. By situating tactical choices within geography and logistics, the work sets up a persistent tension between speed and stealth, dispersal and mass, and between short, sharp actions and the need to preserve scarce cadres.

The core of the book is a set of vignettes that detail ambushes, raids, defenses, interdiction of supply routes, and efforts to harass or isolate outposts. Each case recounts planning, execution, and disengagement, followed by lessons that identify what proved decisive or wasteful. The authors compare what participants intended with what actually unfolded, noting the constraints of time, terrain, and coordination. The editorial analysis highlights recurring patterns—surprise, rapid concentration, and disciplined withdrawal—while also pointing to friction points such as ammunition expenditure, command authority under stress, and communications limits that shaped outcomes regardless of bravery or will.

A prominent theme is the deliberate exploitation of terrain and local intelligence. Fighters used vantage points, narrow defiles, and seasonal conditions to shape engagements, often preferring positions that neutralized armored mobility and forced adversaries into predictable movements. The book underscores how caches, dispersed logistics, and familiarity with foot trails enabled sustained pressure without requiring large formations. It further examines the use of mines and other obstacles to channel movement, the timing of fires to cause dislocation rather than annihilation, and the practicalities of night operations in austere settings, with an emphasis on simplifying plans to match training, equipment, and the likelihood of unfolding contingencies.

Countermeasures and countermoves occupy a significant portion of the analysis. Soviet air mobility, reconnaissance, and combined-arms sweeps repeatedly threatened static sites and known routes, compelling guerrillas to innovate in early warning, camouflage, and deception. The vignettes show how dispersion before contact and swift reaggregation for short engagements complicated targeting. The work discusses the gradual improvement of anti-aircraft responses and the shifting balance between concealment and deterrence, not as a decisive turn but as an evolving interaction. The authors stress how adaptation often outpaced formal instruction, with successful techniques spreading informally across regions as fighters observed, copied, and refined.

Beyond tactics, the book explores the social architecture that sustained operations: decentralized authority, reliance on local legitimacy, and the challenge of coordinating across factions with differing priorities. Commanders featured in the cases balanced immediate tactical gains against the risks of attrition, collateral harm, and internal rivalry. Training was practical and incremental, focusing on marksmanship, fieldcraft, and small-unit cohesion rather than elaborate doctrine. The narrative acknowledges the unevenness of performance and the frequency of partial success, indicating that persistence, learning under fire, and selective risk-taking were as important as any single weapon system or clever plan.

The work closes by situating these experiences within a broader study of asymmetric warfare. Its significance lies in documenting how under-resourced forces convert intimate terrain knowledge, local support, and flexible command into persistent pressure on a stronger opponent. By presenting Afghan voices alongside analytic commentary, it cautions against mirror-imaging and emphasizes the limits of technological advantage when context is misread. As a complement to studies of Soviet operations, the book retains enduring value for practitioners and scholars seeking to understand how learning, adaptation, and culture shape combat effectiveness without relying on dramatic reversals or definitive tactical formulas.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    The Other Side of the Mountain situates its case studies in the Soviet–Afghan War of 1979–1989, when the USSR deployed its 40th Army to sustain Afghanistan’s Marxist-led Democratic Republic after the 1978 Saur Revolution. The People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan, split between Khalq and Parcham factions, faced widespread rebellion in rural provinces. Soviet forces occupied major cities, airfields, and lines of communication while partnering with Afghan state units, militias, and security organs. The war unfolded amid the late Cold War, with Moscow seeking to sustain an allied regime, and Kabul’s new institutions attempting to extend control beyond administrative centers into resistant, often autonomous districts.

Afghanistan’s topography shaped every engagement described. The Hindu Kush and associated valleys, deserts, and high passes fragmented movement, funneled convoys, and provided cover for guerrillas. Seasonal snows and spring floods governed campaign tempos, while the Salang Pass and the ring road remained strategic arteries for the garrisoned state. Millions of civilians fled bombardment and conscription, creating large refugee communities in Pakistan and Iran. Cross-border sanctuaries around Peshawar and Quetta enabled training, rest, and logistics for resistance groups, while Iranian border provinces hosted Shia parties. This geography and displacement dynamic allowed insurgent networks to disperse, reconstitute, and strike Soviet and Afghan targets opportunistically.

The resistance drew from diverse Islamic and nationalist currents rather than a single command. Major Sunni parties based in Peshawar—such as Jamiat-e Islami, Hezb-e Islami (Hekmatyar and Khalis factions), Ittehad-e Islami, Harakat, and Mahaz—distributed funds and arms to regional commanders. Shia organizations operating from Iran mobilized in central Afghanistan. Weapons came via Operation Cyclone and allied channels, including Chinese, Egyptian, and European stocks, later augmented by U.S.-supplied FIM-92 Stinger missiles. Organization remained decentralized: local shuras, kinship ties, and personal reputations shaped units. This structure fostered initiative and resilience but also competition, complicating efforts to coordinate large, sustained operations.

Moscow’s “limited contingent” centered on the 40th Army, supported by airborne formations, Spetsnaz, and aviation units armed with Mi-24 attack helicopters and Su-series aircraft. Afghan government forces included the Army, Sarandoy (paramilitary police), and intelligence services such as KHAD. The state increasingly relied on locally raised militias to hold terrain. Soviet-DRA tactics combined air mobility, convoy operations along vulnerable routes, sweeps into contested valleys, and garrisoning towns. Static strongpoints and outposts guarded depots and airfields, while special forces hunted supply caravans and ambush teams. Despite firepower and mobility, extending secure control beyond urban hubs and main roads proved persistently difficult.

Several inflection points shape the book’s backdrop. Repeated offensives in strongholds such as the Panjshir Valley highlighted Soviet emphasis on denying insurgent sanctuaries. From 1985, Moscow sought to afghanize security and reduce its footprint, while Mohammad Najibullah—installed in 1986—pursued “National Reconciliation” and expanded pro-government militias. The 1986 arrival of Stinger missiles eroded Soviet air superiority, complicating helicopter resupply and air assaults. Diplomatic tracks culminated in the 1988 Geneva Accords between Afghanistan and Pakistan, with U.S. and Soviet guarantees, setting a withdrawal timetable. The last Soviet troops departed on 15 February 1989, leaving a still-contested state facing a durable, armed opposition.

Ali Ahmad Jalali, a former Afghan Army officer, compiled these vignettes with military scholar Lester W. Grau as a companion to Grau’s Soviet-side anthology The Bear Went Over the Mountain. Drawing on interviews with resistance commanders conducted in the 1990s and on contemporaneous documents, the book catalogs small-unit actions, ambushes, raids, and siege-breaking attempts from the insurgent perspective. It highlights techniques for mining roads, interdicting convoys, employing recoilless rifles and DShK machine guns, and organizing temporary coalitions for localized offensives. The case-study format emphasizes practical decision-making under constraints of terrain, logistics, and factional politics rather than grand strategy or postwar outcomes.

The broader Cold War setting shaped resources and constraints. Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence coordinated much external aid distribution, aligning with the Reagan Doctrine that backed anti-Soviet insurgencies. Saudi Arabia matched significant U.S. funding, while China and Egypt supplied arms compatible with Soviet calibers. Human costs were vast: over five million Afghans became refugees, and widespread land-mining left long-term hazards. These conditions influenced tactics chronicled in the book—preference for ambush over positional battles, reliance on human porters and pack animals, and episodic offensives calibrated to supply cycles, weather, and external political pressures emanating from capitals far beyond Afghanistan’s rugged battlefields.

By privileging field-level voices, Jalali’s volume reflects the era’s asymmetry and critiques simplistic narratives of victory or defeat. It documents how local initiative, religious motivation, and intimate knowledge of terrain offset material inferiority, yet it also records frictions among factions and the limits of coalition warfare. The focus on tactics—site selection, reconnaissance, deception, fire discipline, and withdrawal—illustrates how the insurgency adapted to Soviet and state countermeasures over a decade. Presenting this “other side” alongside Soviet accounts invites comparative analysis of decision-making under pressure and offers historically grounded lessons about intervention, resistance, and the costs borne by civilians and fighters alike.
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INTRODUCTION
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From the Philippines to Somalia, Marines have long faced guerrillas and will meet them again in the 21st century. Mastery of equipment alone cannot secure victory; understanding the foe is critical. The mujahideen, foot-mobile and decentralized, defeated a larger, better-armed Soviet blitzkrieg that entered Afghanistan on 27 December 1979 and withdrew nine years later. Their command of terrain and detailed study of their enemy offset overwhelming firepower, lessons captured in The Other Side of the Mountain and its companion, The Bear Went Over the Mountain. Urban combat sections aid force protection. I strongly recommend this volume to every Marine.
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In 1979 the Soviet Army rolled into Afghanistan; experts proclaimed the armed Mujahideen doomed before mechanized might, insisting Moscow meant to stay. Even those recalling Britain’s ordeal dismissed the parallel, and Arab or Western guns appeared only to keep a wound bleeding, not to win. Yet by 1989 the invader pulled out, bled by a thousand cuts from fighters who battled simply because it was right. Soviet dead totaled 13,833; over 1.3 million Afghans died, a third fled. To grasp guerrilla craft, the Marine Corps sent two veteran interviewers, whose welcome yielded a handbook on small-unit survival, tactics, training—partner to The Bear Went Over the Mountain.
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In heartfelt gratitude, the authors salute the many Mujahideen who opened doors, naming Mawlawi Abdul-Rahman through General Gulzarak Zadran, and pray that peace lets them rebuild Afghanistan. They recall warm hospitality from Nancy Dupree, Pir Gailani, Agency staff, the Karzais and consular friends, and hail Major Nasrullah Safi for venturing where they could not. Though hopeful to meet Ismail Khan, Masood, Abdul Haq and Haqqani later, the team presses on, aided by U.S. Defense Attaché officers, Marine Corps funding, FMSO champions, translators, librarians, a seasoned “band of brothers,” attentive editors, skilled mapmakers and patient wives, accepting sole blame for any errors.
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Afghanistan, set on a rugged crossroads, shelters Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek, Turkman, Hazara, Balochi and other peoples whose ties stretch beyond modern borders yet whose identity sharpens against those same kinsmen abroad. Nearly all twenty-odd million inhabitants follow Islam, most Sunni, and four-fifths farm isolated valleys linked only by a fragile asphalt ring. Power rarely flows far from Kabul; kinship and Qawm—clan, village, sect or trade—command loyalty, settling and rekindling blood feuds, rallying men when invaders appear. Volunteers armed by conscription’s rudiments become Mujahideen, scorning paid askers, shaping tactics valley by valley to defend faith, hearth and custom rather than spread doctrine.
From 1734 Russian expansion pressed southward, and by the 1830s its shadow met British India’s, launching the Great Game that rolled back and forth across Afghan passes. Britain invaded in 1839, withdrew after fighting, watched Russia reach the Amu in 1869, struck again in 1878, then signed the 1907 accord that froze empires outside Kabul. Afghan raids in 1919 sparked a third British invasion and full independence. For six decades Kabul balanced neighbors and patrons until April 1978, when Soviet-trained officers seized power, proclaimed Marxist reforms, enraged villages, and met a swelling jihad; deserters crippled the army, Herat erupted, and regime bombs leveled the city.
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Afghanistan’s communist regime, split between feuding factions, held only the cities while clan chiefs ruled the countryside. In September 1979 Prime Minister Hafizullah Amin murdered President Taraki and seized power, prompting Moscow to act. On Christmas Eve 1979 Soviet forces stormed Kabul, killed Amin, installed a new leader, and expected to stabilize the country and depart within three years. Instead they faced insurrection. Trained for grand maneuvers, their columns found themselves skirmishing with elusive bands. At home the “twilight of the general secretaries”—Brezhnev, Andropov, Chernenko—left strategy adrift until Gorbachev ordered one last push, then negotiated withdrawal completed 15 February 1989 after nine costly years.
Early Mujahideen villagers raided district armories with swords, muskets, rifles, then broke into small clan cells led by local elders. The Soviet arrival spurred Pakistan and Iran, soon joined by the United States, China, Saudi Arabia, to channel arms and cash through Pakistan’s ISI to seven exile factions, four fundamentalist. Part-time fighters sold captured gear to feed families, while mobile bands of young men roamed for pay. The contest became logistical: guerrillas cut roads; Soviets bombed granaries, mined fields, emptied villages, turning peasants into millions of refugees. Mountains, deserts, tangled green zones favored ambush, inflicting a thousand cuts and leaving tales of raw survival.





About the Book
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Les Grau shuttles to Russia, receives a classroom-only Frunze Academy volume, translates it with commentary into "The Bear Went Over the Mountain," revealing Soviet tactics but omitting the Mujahideen. Marines Charlie Cuthbertson and Dick Voltz insist on balance and dispatch Grau and Ali Jalali to Pakistan and Afghanistan for interviews. Jalali, a former Afghan colonel, instructor, Frunze graduate and journalist admired across factions, secures forty accounts in Pakistan while Taliban-closed borders block Americans; Major Nasrullah Safi gathers more inside Afghanistan. Their map-based vignettes—some third-, some first-person—span the Soviet invasion to withdrawal, employ Russian graphics, blue Mujahideen, red Soviet/DRA, and highlight the guerrillas’ ancestral, supply-shattering ambush.





VIGNETTE 1: AMBUSHES AT THE MAMUR HOTEL
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Mohammad Akbar of Shahi Kale joined Hezb-e Islami in 1979 and scarcely a day passed in Logar without fighting. In summer 1980 fifty fighters led by Commander Hayat lay in wait where the Logar River pinches the Kabul-Gardez Highway. Groups occupied Bini Sherafghan ruins, the Mamur Hotel, and Pul-e Qandahari, where Akbar commanded. Hayat's signal was the column's tail passing the ruins. About a hundred fuel and supply trucks rolled in; escorts stayed passive. Rifles cracked, RPGs flared, men advanced up the line, blasting or crippling almost every vehicle, wounding many drivers. The Mujahideen slipped away untouched before helicopters or reinforcements could appear.
Autumn 1981 the ground flared again. Doctor Abdul Wali Khayat held the Mamur Hotel, Commander Hayat Pul-e Qandahari; thirty-five men with AK-47s and three RPG-7s wrecked twelve trucks, seized three trucks and two 76-mm guns, then slipped away unhurt. July 1982 Khayat hit a convoy. An RPG tore an escort APC; a wounded Soviet officer was left behind. Khayat shot, re-wounded, lobbed a grenade, took the officer's AK-74 and Makarov, and left. Dawn found Soviet troops cordoning Kotubkhel. Sameh Jan rallied 150 fighters; firefights raged all day. Seven Mujahideen, including Sameh Jan, died; Soviet losses were heavy before they withdrew with the officer's body.





VIGNETTE 2: YET ANOTHER AMBUSH AT THE MAMUR HOTEL
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On 8 July 1986 my 13-man team—seven of mine, six of Dr. Khayat’s HIH—set one RPG on the Logar riverbank, another on Gumbazo Mazogani above the Kabul-Gardez highway beside Mamur Hotel. At dawn a Soviet convoy neared; the launcher struck, herding jeeps, trucks and two APCs into the kill zone. RPGs, PK bursts and AK volleys wrecked two APCs, three jeeps and eight trucks; survivors scattered. We seized eleven AKs, two pistols, a heavy gun and projectors, slipped to Wazir Kala as gunships shredded our ditch, later returned, took matches from bus passengers, burned the hulks. Only Baryali, HIH’s Asef and I survived the war.
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