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Introduction

The peoples of Afghanistan have been able to utilize their massive mountain ranges and caves to repel numerous onslaughts from foreign invaders for centuries. In ancient times, militant Assyria was unable to subdue the independent tribes of the area. The hugely successful armies of Alexander the Great were bogged down in mountain warfare for three years. The highly mobile and ruthless Mongol invasions of the 13th century met with no more success then the highly mechanized armies of the Soviets seven centuries later. The United States invaded Afghanistan in 2001 in order to oust the Taliban regime and crush the Al Qaeda network held responsible for numerous attacks throughout the world. Though successful in the initial invasion, the most sophisticated and best-supplied military the world has ever witnessed has been unable to control the country and its different inhabitants. Various groups, including fighters from the Al Qaeda and Taliban organizations, have used the age-old mountains and their caves to withstand the tremendous weaponry of the Coalition forces for the past three years. Irrigation channels, mountain strongholds, caves and tunnel systems dot the countryside, and have proven to be unassailable in the long term. Not all of the natural or manmade defenses are identical. For example, Tora Bora (Black Dust), one of the first areas bombed by Coalition forces where Al Qaeda’s most prominent member Osama Bin Laden was thought to have hidden, is a series of individual caves, whereas the Zhawar region is much more developed. Some sites are logistics depots or supply points and vary from complex mazes of tunnels to simple cliff overhangs. Taken together, however, the cave and tunnel systems of Afghanistan are difficult obstacles for any invading army to overcome.

Technological advances over the centuries have changed the nature of warfare, but age-old maxims still hold true in the 21st century, especially in the unforgiving mountains of Afghanistan. Soldiers and sophisticated equipment cannot operate effectively at high altitudes for long periods of time, and the simplest of tasks can become extremely difficult. Exhaustion and oxygen deprivation are just some of the obstacles the modern infantry grunt must overcome to fight effectively. Helicopters and fast-moving fixed-wing aircraft are only as effective as the terrain and weather conditions permit. High-altitude carpet bombing, smart bombs and thermobaric (heat and pressure) weapons, combined with the ability to operate effectively at night, have clearly given an edge to the Coalition soldier. Thousands of guerrillas and civilians have been killed, and there have been, as in all other wars, friendly fire casualties, but no matter; the incredibly rugged and beautiful yet desolate mountain ranges dominate the war, and render mankind seemingly insignificant. Mountainous regions in warfare have always sided with the defenders and never the invading army.
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The mountainous region of Kohe Sofi on March 27, 2003. Afghanistan has been repeatedly searched by elements of the 82nd Airborne Division for weapons and fighters. The terrain is a natural obstacle to conventional war fighting. (U.S. Army)

Another interesting aspect to the conflict in Afghanistan is the absence of a unified military command structure. Indeed the various ethnolinguistic tribes, warlords and political parties have fought each other with the same dedication that they demonstrated toward destroying the will of the Soviets from 1979 to 1989. This disparity, this lack of a central military authority, coupled with the extreme geography, makes the conquest of Afghanistan impossible; for how can any army pin down and destroy conventional units that don’t exist? Militias disperse and unite according to seemingly intangible rules, and at times, contrary to military doctrine, amid the mountains and caves that serve as ideal places to weather the foreign and domestic military storms.
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Marines from E Company, 2nd Battalion, 8th Marines, pull security on the Naghlu Bridge in Sarobi on April 13, 2004. (U.S. Army)

It is very little surprise then that the war in Afghanistan cannot be won by killing large numbers of the enemy, although this may be helpful and certainly allows for body count statisticians to announce victories. But “winning” the war in Afghanistan is, like all wars before, dependent on destroying the will of the people. And as the mountains bear witness, the will of the Afghani peoples is forged by centuries of deprivation and hardship. According to the International Red Cross, mines and unexploded ordnance in Afghanistan have injured more than 200,000 people over the last two decades of war. The country is one of the most heavily mined nations on Earth. Nearly 1,000,000 Afghanis were killed during the 20 years of conflict in the latter half of the 20th century, including 3,000 killed by toxic agents, and millions more are living as refugees throughout the neighboring nation-states. Islam is the only common thread that provides some stability within the war-torn country.

The country

Afghanistan is a landlocked country consisting of three basic geographical regions and covers an area of 250,985 square miles (650,000km2), approximately the size of the state of Texas. To the north, Afghanistan’s neighbors are Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, and Tajikistan. Pakistan lies to the east and south, and Iran to the west. In the extreme northeast lies a long, narrow panhandle, the Wakhan Corridor.

Three distinct geographical regions mark the country. The Northern Plains (Steppe) are characterized by mountainous plateaus and rolling hills at an average elevation of 2,000ft above sea level. The plains are actually steppes with seasonal grasslands capable of supporting a small nomadic population. The Central (Afghan) Highlands cover two-thirds of the country and has elevations up to 25,000ft. Finally the Southwestern Plateau (Desert Basins) is a mostly arid environment; a barren desert with large areas of drifting sand, scattered hill belts, and a few low mountains. Its elevation ranges from 20,000ft in the east, to 500ft above sea level in the west.

The Hindu Kush (Hindu Killer) is a spectacular mountain range, 1,000 miles long and 200 miles wide, running northeast to southwest. Subsidiary ranges continue south and west with decreasing elevations, gradually merging into the plains that continue into Iran and Pakistan. It has over two-dozen summits that measure 24,000ft (7,315m) or higher. In the east, the mountains are indistinguishable from those of Pakistan. The snow-capped Hindu Kush have sharp-crested ridges and towering peaks, while the lower, western mountains are generally rounded or flat-topped. Historically, the passes across the Hindu Kush, in particular the Khyber Pass, have been of great military significance, providing access to the northern plains of India.
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A U.S. Navy SEAL clears a crevice/cave entrance in eastern Afghanistan. Numerous natural overhangs or crevices can be used as is or further improved upon. No matter which, these areas are difficult obstacles to overcome for any foreign army. (Tactical Assault Gear)
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2nd Battalion, 27th Infantry, 25th Infantry Division (Light), soldiers pass through a valley during a mission on April 5, 2004. (U.S.Army)

Afghanistan is mostly dry with seasonal temperature extremes. Countrywide, the extreme summer high temperature is 118°F in the west and the extreme winter low is -4°F in Kabul. The rainy season, usually scant and drought-plagued, lasts from October through April, and extends across the entire winter, which lasts from December through February. Summer runs from June through August and is usually sunny, dry and hot.

Afghanistan has four major river systems that originate in the Hindu Kush: the Kabul, the Helmand, the Amu Darya and the Harirud. Of the four, only the eastward-flowing Kabul reaches the ocean; the other three eventually disappear into salt marshes or desert wastes.

All the Afghan rivers and their tributaries are used for irrigation. Supplementing the stream irrigation is the karez, a system of underground channels (with vertical access and maintenance shafts) carrying water from the base of the mountain slopes to oases on the valley floors. The signature of karez (qanat in Iran), particularly noticeable from the air, is the row of evenly spaced openings (shafts) surrounded by mounds of earth that define the course of the underground channels.

The U.S. Library of Congress study on Afghanistan states that Pashtuns are the country’s dominant ethnic group, comprising about 38 percent of the population. Tajik (25 percent), Hazara (19 percent), Uzbek (6 percent), Aimaq, Turkmen, Baluch and other small groups also are represented. Dari (Afghan-Persian) and Pashto are official languages. Dari is spoken by more than one-third of the population as a first language and serves as a lingua franca for most Afghans, though the Taliban use Pashto. Tajik, Uzbek, and Turkmen are spoken widely in the north. Various smaller groups throughout the country speak more than 70 other languages and numerous dialects. Afghanistan is an Islamic country, with an estimated 84 percent of the population Sunni, and the remainder predominantly Shi’a. Throughout the civil war years that ravaged Afghanistan, the division tended to fall along ethnic lines as the Pashtuns sided with Gulabudin Hikmatyar’s Islamic Party (Hizb-e Islami), a Pashtun party, while the non-Pashtuns supported Ahmed Shah Massoud, a Tajik and Burhanuddin Rabani’s military commander, and his Supervisory Council (Shoray-e Nezar)/Islamic Society (Jamiyat-e Islami). There are hundreds of Islamic groups throughout the region, all vying for power. Ethnic cleansing, which has most recently been associated with Eastern Europe and parts of Africa, is no stranger to this land, thousands have been murdered throughout the years and Coalition forces have encountered several mass graves.

[image: images]

The view from the crew door of a UH-60Q Blackhawk, from the 717th Medical Company (Air Ambulance), shows the rough terrain of northeastern Afghanistan on the route back from Salerno Forward Operating Base (FOB) on January 25, 2004. (U.S. Army)
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A UH-60Q Blackhawk from the 717th Medical Company (Air Ambulance) flies through the scenic mountains of the Gardez Pass returning from Salerno Forward Operating Base (FOB) after an equipment change over on January 25, 2004. (U.S. Army)
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Afghanistan is a land-locked country with massive mountain ranges in the east, which have been used extensively over the centuries as bulwarks against invading forces. (© Copyright Osprey Publishing Ltd)
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An aerial view of a destroyed Russian tank located on a hilltop near Bagram Airfield, December 15, 2003. Huge amounts of destroyed Russian military equipment remain scattered throughout Afghanistan, and serve as a reminder of the fierce battles that raged here during the Soviet occupation. (U.S. Army)

Afghanistan is one of the world’s poorest and least developed countries. The infant mortality rate based on a 2000 estimate is 149:1,000 births, and life expectancy is approximately 47 for men and 45 for women. Key cities are Kandahar, Kabul, Jalalabad, Mazar-e-Sharif and Herat.
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On Saturday November 15, 2003, a Romanian priest and the bearer of a cross lead a procession for a fellow soldier on Bagram Airfield. This procession is held to honor fallen Romanian soldier Anton Mihail Samuila, who lost his life during Operation Enduring Freedom. (U.S. Army)

Although Afghanistan yields natural resources, such as natural gas, oil, coal, copper, chromite, talc, barites, sulfur, lead, zinc, iron, salt, precious and semiprecious stones, it is still an agrarian society producing wheat, corn, barley, rice, cotton, fruit, nuts, wool and mutton. In addition, exports include gems and carpets. Afghanistan produces 80 percent of the world’s opium supply with estimates ranging up to $2.5 billion in underground revenue in 2002–03. Farmers have no choice but to raise poppy plants.
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