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    Here right and wrong are reversed: so many wars in the world, so many faces of evil: the plough not worthy of any honour, our lands neglected, robbed of farmers, and the curved pruning-hooks beaten into solid blades. Here Germany, there Euphrates wages war: neighbouring cities take up arms, breaking the laws that bound them: impious Mars rages through the world: just as when the chariots stream from the starting gates, add to their speed each lap, and the charioteer tugging vainly at the bridles, is dragged on by the horses, the chariot not responding to the reins.

    —Virgil, Georgics, Book 1
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        	ADT
        	Agribusiness Development Team
      

      
        	AID
        	Agency for International Development [USAID]
      

      
        	ANA
        	Afghan National Army
      

      
        	ANAP
        	Afghan National Auxiliary Police
      

      
        	ANP
        	Afghan National Police
      

      
        	AP3
        	Afghan Public Protection Program
      

      
        	ARG
        	Afghanistan Reconstruction Group
      

      
        	ATFC
        	Afghan Threat Finance Cell
      

      
        	A3
        	Accountable Assistance for Afghanistan
      

      
        	AVIPA
        	
          Afghanistan Vouchers for Increased Production in Agriculture

        
      

      
        	AWK
        	Ahmed Wali Karzai
      

      
        	BAT-HIDE
        	
          Biometric Automated Toolkit and Handheld Interagency Detection Equipment

        
      

      
        	CA
        	Civil Affairs
      

      
        	CC
        	Contracting Company
      

      
        	CENTCOM
        	Central Command
      

      
        	CERP
        	Commander's Emergency Response Program
      

      
        	CHLC
        	Coalition Humanitarian Liaison Cell
      

      
        	CIA
        	Central Intelligence Agency
      

      
        	CJITF
        	Combined Joint Interagency Task Force
      

      
        	CJTF
        	Combined Joint Task Force
      

      
        	COIN
        	Counterinsurgency
      

      
        	COP
        	Combat Outpost
      

      
        	COPP
        	
          Compliance and Oversight Division for Partner Performance

        
      

      
        	COR
        	Contracting Officer Representative
      

      
        	CORDS
        	Civil Operations and Revolutionary Development Support
      

      
        	CPA
        	Coalition Provisional Authority
      

      
        	CT
        	Counterterrorism
      

      
        	DOD
        	Department of Defense
      

      
        	DST
        	District Support Team
      

      
        	EPLS
        	Excluded Parties Listing System
      

      
        	FATA
        	Federally Administered Tribal Areas
      

      
        	FOB
        	Forward Operation Base
      

      
        	4A
        	Assistance to Afghanistan's Anti-Corruption Authority
      

      
        	GAO
        	Government Accountability Office
      

      
        	GDP
        	Gross Domestic Product
      

      
        	GIAAC
        	General Independent Administration for Anti-Corruption
      

      
        	GIRoA
        	Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan
      

      
        	HAM
        	Hearts-and-Minds (mission)
      

      
        	HoO
        	High Office of Oversight and Ami-Corruption
      

      
        	HTT
        	Human Terrain Team
      

      
        	IC
        	International Community
      

      
        	IED
        	Improvised Explosive Device
      

      
        	IMU
        	Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
      

      
        	IRD
        	International Relief & Development
      

      
        	ISAF
        	International Security Assistance Force
      

      
        	ISI
        	Inter-Services Intelligence
      

      
        	JPEL
        	Joint Priorities Effects List
      

      
        	JSOC
        	Joint Special Operations Command
      

      
        	JSSP
        	Justice Sector Support Program
      

      
        	KLE
        	Key Leader Engagement
      

      
        	MAIL
        	Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Livestock
      

      
        	MAN
        	Malign Actors Networks
      

      
        	MCC
        	Millennium Challenge Corporation
      

      
        	MOI
        	Ministry of the Interior
      

      
        	MRAP
        	Mine-Resistant, Ambush-Protected
      

      
        	NATO
        	North Atlantic Treaty Organization
      

      
        	NDS
        	National Directorate of Security
      

      
        	NGO
        	Nongovernmental Organization
      

      
        	OCO
        	Office of Civil Operations
      

      
        	OGA
        	Other Government Agency
      

      
        	OIG
        	Office of Inspector General
      

      
        	PDPA
        	People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan
      

      
        	PLP
        	Bureau of Policy, Planning, and Learning
      

      
        	PRT
        	Provincial Reconstruction Team
      

      
        	PT
        	Physical Training
      

      
        	QA-QC
        	Quality Assurance-Quality Control
      

      
        	QIP
        	Quick Impact Projects
      

      
        	RAMP
        	Rebuilding Agricultural Markets Project
      

      
        	RC-East
        	Regional Command-East
      

      
        	SEALs
        	Sea, Air, and Land teams
      

      
        	SIGAR
        	Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction
      

      
        	TF
        	Task Force
      

      
        	3Ds
        	Development, Diplomacy, and Defense
      

      
        	TIC
        	Troops in Combat
      

      
        	TNCC
        	Taranom National Construction Company
      

      
        	UN
        	United Nations
      

      
        	UN AMA
        	United Nations Assistance Mission to Afghanistan
      

      
        	UNO DC
        	United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime
      

      
        	USAID
        	United States Agency for International Development
      

      
        	USDA
        	United States Department of Agriculture
      

      
        	USSR
        	Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
      

      
        	VSU
        	Vetting Support Unit
      

      
        	WHAM
        	Winning Hearts and Minds
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        	329 BCE:
        	Alexander the Great's armies invade the region later known as Afghanistan, precipitating a native resistance that eventually ties up half of the Greeks’ forces and 95 percent of his cavalry.
      

      
        	1221 CE:
        	Genghis Khan's Mongol army invades Afghanistan, where his army suffers its only defeat outside of east Asia in eighty years.
      

      
        	1747-1773:
        	Ahmed Shah Abdali, founder of the Durrani dynasty, consolidates and expands Afghanistan, forming an empire that extends from central Asia to Delhi; from Kashmir to the Arabian Sea.
      

      
        	1773-1826:
        	Afghan rulers Zaman Shah, Mahmood, Shah Shuja, and the sons of Timur Shah rule over an Afghanistan rent with internal fighting and civil war.
      

      
        	1826-1863:
        	Dost Mohammad Khan takes power, beginning a rule that continues, with interruptions, until 1863.
      

      
        	1839-1842:
        	First Anglo-Afghan War ends with Britain suffering its worst colonial defeat. A withdrawing British force of over sixteen thousand soldiers and camp followers is reduced to a sole survivor.
      

      
        	1843:
        	Afghanistan is again independent under Dost Mohammad Khan, who returns from a three-year (1839-1842) British-mandated exile in India.
      

      
        	1878-1880:
        	Second Anglo-Afghan War concludes with negotiated settlement that cedes Afghan territories to British India. British forces withdraw from Afghanistan, though Britain retains control over Afghanistan's foreign relations.
      

      
        	1893:
        	The British-mandated Durand Line demarcates the Afghan border with British India, splitting the Pashtun tribal heartland in half.
      

      
        	1919:
        	Third Anglo-Afghan War ends in a second British defeat, allowing now-independent Afghanistan to oversee its own foreign affairs. Amanullah Khan assumes power after his father, Habibullah, is assassinated. Amanullah later initiates ambitious modernization efforts.
      

      
        	1929:
        	Conservative Afghans led by Tajik leader Habibullah Kalakani overthrows Amanullah Khan in reaction to his social reforms. Months later, the Pashtun Musahiban family led by Nadir Khan overthrows Kalikani, beginning a five-decade-long dynasty.
      

      
        	1933:
        	After Nadir Khan is assassinated, his son, Zahir, inherits the throne. Zahir Khan rules until 1973, a relatively peaceful period often referred to as the golden age of Afghanistan.
      

      
        	1934:
        	The United States officially recognizes Afghanistan.
      

      
        	1947:
        	Britain withdraws from India. Comprised of Indian and Pashtun lands, Pakistan is founded.
      

      
        	1949:
        	Afghan parliamentarians denounce Durand Line as legal boundary between Afghanistan and Pakistan. Pashtuns in Pakistan proclaim an independent Pashtunistan, but the world community fails to recognize it.
      

      
        	1959:
        	Zahir Shah begins reform and modernization efforts that continue into the 1960s. The Soviet Union increases military support.
      

      
        	1973:
        	While vacationing in Europe, Zahir Shah is overthrown in military coup led by Afghan Communist Party, the PDPA.
      

      
        	1975-1978:
        	Communist-dictated modernization programs precipitate a conservative backlash. Armed resistance led by fundamentalist Islamic and tribal leaders erupts in the rural areas, beginning the Afghan mujahideen movement.
      

      
        	1979:
        	Faced with the near-collapse of their client Afghan government, the Soviet Union invades Afghanistan on Christmas Eve.
      

      
        	1979-1989:
        	Soviet-Afghan War rages, with US, Saudi, and Pakistani governments arming and equipping the fundamentalist Islamic mujahideen to fight the Soviet military and their Afghan allies.
      

      
        	1986:
        	The United States begins supplying the mujahideen with Stinger® missiles, negating the Soviet air supremacy. The same year, Soviet Premier Mikhail Gorbachev announces a partial withdrawal of Soviet forces.
      

      
        	1989:
        	The last Red Army units withdraw from Afghanistan. Fighting continues between the mujahideen and the Afghan communist government led by Najibullah.
      

      
        	1992:
        	The mujahideen close in on Kabul, and Najibullah falls from power. An anarchic civil war between ethnic-based warlord armies breaks out, eventually destroying much of Kabul.
      

      
        	1994:
        	The Taliban rise in southern Afghanistan, beginning a campaign that leads to control over most of Afghanistan by 2000.
      

      
        	1998:
        	The United States fires cruise missiles on al Qaeda training camps in Khost Province, where jihadis led by Osama bin Laden planned attacks on American embassies in Tanzania and Kenya.
      

      
        	1999-2001:
        	International pressure mounts against the Taliban to force it to hand over bin Laden, whom it is harboring.
      

      
        	2001:
        	On September 9, al Qaeda suicide bombers assassinate Ahmed Shah Massoud, the Tajik leader who fought both the Soviets and the Taliban. Two days later, on 9/ 11, al Qaeda operatives hijack four commercial jets and crash three of them into the World Trade Center towers and the Pentagon. Fifteen days later, a CIA team code-named Jawbreaker lands in Afghanistan to begin the campaign against the Taliban. By the end of the year, Taliban leaders and fighters disperse as the United States begins to plan the war in Iraq. Pressured by US diplomats, anti-Taliban Afghan groups choose Hamid Karzai as leader of the interim government and sign the Bonn Agreement, which laid out plans for a representative government.
      

      
        	2002:
        	Led by the United States, international militaries arrive in January to stabilize Afghanistan and hunt the remnants of al Qaeda and Taliban forces. In August, insurgents launch operations in Kandahar and Khost Provinces, signaling the start of the rebellion against the Karzai government. Civilian casualties caused by errant US air strikes and raids prompt Afghan protests. In April, President George Bush announces a “Marshall Plan” for Afghanistan, linking an ambitious development plan with security goals.
      

      
        	2003:
        	The United States invades Iraq, shifting focus and resources away from Afghanistan. Clashes in the south and the east between Taliban fighters and US-led coalition forces increase. NATO takes over security in Kabul, the organization's first operational commitment outside of Europe.
      

      
        	2004:
        	The loya jirga grand assembly approves a new unitary constitution that institutes a strong presidency. Afghans elect Karzai president with 55 percent of the vote. As international aid money pours into Afghanistan, the insurgency increases. Corruption from the booming opium industry and skimmed international development and logistics funds begins to wrack the country.
      

      
        	2005:
        	The insurgency continues to grow, with an increasing use of Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) and suicide bombers. Well-armed Taliban begin to attack the cities and challenge US-led coalition forces. The rampant opium industry run by US-allied warlords and the Taliban effectively turns Afghanistan into a narco-economy. As insurgents reestablish training camps in the Afghan-Pakistan borderlands, Afghans vote in their first parliamentary election.
      

      
        	2006:
        	Fueled by frustrations over corruption and failed development, anti-US riots erupt in Kabul in May. Beginning in the spring and continuing through the warm-weather “fighting season,” the US-led coalition launches major offensives in southern and eastern Afghanistan to try to counter the growing insurgency. NATO takes over southern Afghanistan security in July and the entire country in October. In August, a suicide car bomb attack against a NATO convoy in Kandahar kills twenty-one. In November, disagreements over NATO national caveats that restrict individual countries’ contributions in Afghanistan disrupt the NATO annual meeting in Riga, Latvia.
      

      
        	2007:
        	Afghan opium-poppy production sets new record, continuing Afghanistan's infamy as the world's largest opium producer. Afghan government corruption is endemic. Insurgent attacks grow.
      

      
        	2008:
        	With the Taliban and other jihad groups resurgent, the United States, Britain, and Germany all boost their troop levels. President Bush terms it a “quiet surge.” After Afghan insurgents bomb the Indian embassy in Kabul and kill fifty in July, US intelligence sources report that Pakistan's intelligence services, the lSI, is involved, continuing its longtime support of the Afghan militants.
      

      
        	2009:
        	As insurgent attacks continue to set new records for violence each year, President Barack Obama announces a nearly 50 percent surge in US forces in Afghanistan and increases aid and development funds. Transparency International ranks Afghanistan as the second most corrupt country in the world. Hamid Karzai is declared the winner of the presidential election, reportedly rife with fraud. The Nation reveals US military contracts help fund the Taliban.
      

      
        	2010:
        	General Stanley McChrystal resigns under pressure after a Rolling Stone article reveals his criticism of the US civilian leadership. Wikileaks releases 90,000 government documents relating to the war in Afghanistan. The Wall Street Journal reports that corrupt Afghans fly billions of dollars skimmed from US-funded aid and logistics programs out of Kabul. US intelligence documents indicate that the insurgents have shadow governments in thirty-one of Afghanistan's thirty-four provinces. A congressional investigative report, Warlord, Inc., confirms US military logistics contracts systematically fund the Afghan insurgency.
      

      
        	2011:
        	US Navy SEALs kill Osama bin Laden in Abbottabad, about a mile from Pakistan's West Point. President Obama announces a rapid withdrawal of ten thousand US troops from Afghanistan, with thirty-three thousand to follow in the summer. The bipartisan congressional Commission on Wartime Contracting in Iraq and Afghanistan reports that at least $31 billion of US taxpayer money has been lost to fraud and waste.
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    DEEP IN THE FASTNESS of eastern Afghanistan's White Mountains, the American commandos called down massive bombs on Tora Bora, the fortified cave complex where al Qaeda and Osama bin Laden were making their last stand in December 2001. Apocalyptic blasts shook the jagged peaks and echoed down the steep Wazir and Agam valleys. Almost one hundred American air strikes a day pounded the six-mile-square al Qaeda redoubt with precision-guided explosives—over seven hundred thousand pounds of explosives in three days alone.1

    Emboldened by the strikes, the ragtag Afghan tribesmen the Americans recruited to storm Tora Bora were finally giving some serious fight. By December 11, as Afghan leader Hamid Karzai was being sworn in as the interim government's prime minister, the surviving al Qaeda fighters huddled in trenches and caves at heights above eleven thousand feet. It was below zero at night; snow fell along with the bombs. Even Osama bin Laden seemed to lose his taste for the fight. The US Delta Force commander leading the assault, pen-named Dalton Fury, reported signals-intelligence operators had snagged an al Qaeda radio message the day before: “Father [meaning bin Laden] is trying to break through the siege lines.”2 When Fury received intelligence on bin Laden's location, the elite special ops team headed up the mountain, intent on killing or capturing the world's most wanted man. Barely three months after 9/11, revenge for al Qaeda's murderous assault on America seemed near.

    But it was not to be. Through American arrogance and Afghan treachery, Osama bin Laden and his al Qaeda fighters escaped Tora Bora. And the hubris and duplicity in the war's earliest days have set the tone for the American experience in Afghanistan since.

    [image: images]

    Only a few weeks before, a small team of CIA agents and special operations troops arrived in Tora Bora with a few thousand haphazard Afghan tribal militiamen commanded by two squabbling warlords, Hazrat Ali and Hajji Zaman Ghamsharik.3 Intending to win the war on the cheap—in dollars, diplomatic effort, and American lives—the Bush administration had outsourced much of the Tora Bora ground fighting to Afghan militia. The Washington-mandated “light footprint” was so faint, there were more Western journalists in Tora Bora than American troops.4

    Ostensibly fielded by the Eastern Shura (the ad hoc government the United States cobbled together after the Taliban fled in mid-November), the militiamen were as conflicted as their leaders, who supported the Taliban and al Qaeda. The al Qaeda sympathizers included the powerful Nangarhar Province leader, Maulvi Younus Khalis, a wizened mujahideen who had fought the Soviets. In 1996, Khalis welcomed both the Taliban and Osama bin Laden to Jalalabad. Khalis later helped bin Laden fortify Tora Bora, about six miles from the Taliban-friendly haven of the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) of Pakistan.5 After the US-supported Northern Alliance forced the Taliban to withdraw from Jalalabad, bin Laden facilitated transfer of the city authority to Khalis.6 In late November, Khalis—now purportedly a member of the US-rented Eastern Shura—announced, “The Americans can bomb all they want, they'll never catch Osama.”7

    The Afghan militia commanded by Ali and Ghamsharik were remarkably poor soldiers, perhaps reflecting their regard for both the al Qaeda fighters and their own leadership. General Ali was the Eastern Shura security chief. Long on the CIA payroll, Ali was a short, blue-eyed Pashai tribal warlord with a fourth-grade education and a wry smile—the “laughing warlord,” the Western press called him. Since Ali came from a remote northeastern Afghanistan Pashai village, the Pashtun tribesmen of eastern Afghanistan called him Shurrhi—the Pashto word for “hillbilly.”8 Ali had fought as a US-funded mujahideen field commander against the Soviets and then joined the Taliban before defecting to join the Northern Alliance.9 Delta Commander Dalton Fury wrote that General Ali would follow anyone as long as he “didn't impede the cash and arms flowing in from the good ole United States of America.”10 Or from al Qaeda, as it turned out. While General Ali's men were attacking Tora Bora on December 3, the wily warlord was thirty miles away, in the tatty Spin Ghar Hotel lobby in Jalalabad, negotiating safe passage for three al Qaeda fighters.11

    Ali's rival, Hajji Zaman Ghamsharik, was a wealthy, CIA-connected opium lord. The United States arranged for Zaman to serve as the Eastern  Shura Jalalabad commander to balance Ali's power. Natty, well-educated Zaman had visited Alexandria, Virginia, numerous times. During the Soviet war, Zaman commanded mujahideen before fighting for and against the Taliban. After Zaman fell out with the then-ruling Taliban over their campaign against opium poppies, he lived a well-cushioned life in Dijon, France. Just after 9/11, the United States lured him back to Afghanistan—probably with a promise to allow his opium empire to again flourish.12 Ali and Zaman wrangled from the beginning, though they shared a hunger for money and armaments—no matter who was doling them out. Ali accused Zaman of letting forty Arab al Qaeda escape into Pakistan.13 By that time, Zaman had already sent emissaries to al Qaeda to “give them some options.”14

    On December 12, with al Qaeda on the ropes from the bombing, Zaman made a startling announcement: al Qaeda was surrendering. “This is the greatest day in the history of Afghanistan,” he crowed to Fury.15 When Zaman demanded a cease-fire for negotiations, the special ops commanders were suspicious, particularly when the Afghan commander radioed, “Under no circumstances are the Americans allowed to attack al Qaeda.”16 When twenty-five American commandos started up the mountain to engage the enemy, eighty of Zaman's fighters leveled their AK-47s at the team. The fix was on.

    In the ensuing two-day cease-fire, as many as eight hundred of the al Qaeda fighters at Tora Bora paid local Afghans $500 to $5,000 to guide them to safety—“a golden opportunity,” one tribal leader termed it.17 Only a diversionary force of a few hundred jihadis remained.18 “There was no doubt that the whole surrender gesture was a hoax,” Fury wrote.19 The largest concentration of al Qaeda fighters in Afghanistan had escaped.20

    When not a single al Qaeda fighter surrendered, the bombing resumed on December 13. The same day bin Laden radioed his men, “Our prayers have not been answered. Times are dire,” and gave them permission to surrender.21 On December 14, the dispirited bin Laden wrote his last will and testament. He wrote, “Allah bears witness that the love of jihad and death in the cause of Allah has dominated my life and verses of the sword has [sic] permeated every cell in my heart,” and quoted the Koran to his followers: “‘and fight the pagans all together as they fight you all together.’”22 By December 16, Osama bin Laden was long gone from Tora Bora, helped by double-dealing Afghan warlords and a US command distracted with already planning the next war—in Iraq.23

    Aided by America's erstwhile Afghan allies, Osama bin Laden simply walked into Parachinar, a Pashtun tribal region of Pakistan that juts into Afghanistan.24 In late December, a videotape of a wounded, dispirited bin Laden surfaced. He said, “I am just a poor slave of God. If I live or die, the war will continue.”25 Bin Laden escaped because the Afghan commanders failed to guard the exit routes—some journalists say because of al Qaeda payoffs ranging up to $6 million, though the figure was probably much less.26 General Ali paid Ilyas Khel, a particularly untrustworthy lieutenant, $5,000 to block the main routes, but as CIA Field Commander Gary Berntsen wrote, “Our problem was the Arabs paid him more.”27 Ilyas Khel scampered off to Pakistan with both the American and the al Qaeda money. Ali, Zaman, and Khalis were all implicated in the al Qaeda escape.28 Gulbuddin Hekmatyar and Jalaluddin Haqqani, US-supported mujahideen leaders in the Soviet era who later become anti-American insurgents, both took credit for bin Laden's disappearing act. Haqqani told a Pakistani newspaper, “We will retreat to the mountains and begin a long guerrilla war to claim our pure land from the infidels and free our country again like we did against the Soviets. We are eagerly awaiting the American troops to land on our soil. They are creatures of comfort.”29 Washington failed to comprehend that American largesse couldn't trump culture and religion. In spite of the $70 million the CIA had paid Afghan warlords, the United States was learning a lesson that the British, with their long, painful experience in Afghanistan, had ruefully summarized: “You can't buy an Afghan's loyalty, but you can certainly rent it.”

    Pakistan, America's richly rewarded coconspirator in the 1980s anti-Soviet war, was not much help at Tora Bora either. Though the United States had given Pakistani authorities almost $1 billion to seal the borders, there were few troops on the Pakistan-Afghan frontier.30 The Pakistan Frontier Corps guarding the passes were lightly armed tribesmen beholden to their local leaders, who were sympathetic to al Qaeda. The Pakistani military certainly wasn't going to make a stand, given its preoccupation with India and Pakistan's decades-long support of fundamentalist Islamic jihadists. After al Qaeda escaped, special ops teams discovered the jihadi ammunition came from the Pakistanis, who used American dollars to buy American bullets for the terrorists.31

    Though the CIA and special ops teams pleaded for more American troops to bottle up the al Qaeda fighters, the Bush administration refused to put more American soldiers on the ground.32 By then, the Bush administration was already focused on Iraq. As early as November 21, 2001, while the American-supported Northern Alliance was still fighting thousands of Taliban and al Qaeda fighters massed in the north, and Osama bin Laden was retreating to Tora Bora, President Bush and Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld ordered General Tommy Franks to immediately update war plans for Iraq. “Son of a  bitch,” Franks remembered thinking. “No rest for the weary.”33 Military intelligence and planning immediately shifted focus from Tora Bora to Baghdad.

    Even as the Ali and Zaman militias dragged the last bedraggled al Qaeda out of their Tora Bora caves on December 16, Americans and Afghans were already in their torturous relationship. It was a troubled couple: the arrogant Americans, infatuated with free-market ideology and high-tech warfare and morally enraged by attacks on the very symbols of the imperium; the Afghans, cynical after generations of war waged by reborn Great Gamers and homegrown thugs who'd perfected their treachery on fields of opium and battle.

    Within scant months of Tora Bora, the seeds of American failure in Afghanistan were sown: the US consort with deceitful Afghan warlords and leaders; the American complicity in the revived Afghan opium trade; and the flawed US logistics-and-development schemes that fueled corruption and helped finance the Taliban. A gallery of rogues soon arrived: Iraq-distracted careerist US military and development officials; neoconservative ideologues; high-priced nongovernmental organization (NGO) consultants; and venal Afghan leaders, including Hazrat Ali.

    In spite of his duplicity, Ali went on to become a powerful figure in President Hamid Karzai's US-backed government of Afghanistan—almost serving as a poster boy for subsequent United States-Afghan relations. Though the CIA internally debated having the Afghan government arrest Ali after Tora Bora, President Karzai instead made him a three-star general. Ali became the strongman of eastern Afghanistan, as well as a member of the Afghan parliament for Nangarhar Province, where he skimmed staggering amounts of US aid.34 Though he was fingered for corruption by an earnest Afghan attorney general in 2006, Hazrat Ali dodged that too.35
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    I WENT TO AFGHANISTAN to cover a team of Midwestern farmer-soldiers who were on a mission to improve Afghan agriculture. They'd picked their destination, a province along the Pakistani border called Khost, because it was green on a map—indicating water in an arid land. “We can work with that,” they said. Only later did they learn Khost was the most violent province in Afghanistan.

    Trundling around mountainous eastern Afghanistan in the team's armored vehicles, dodging ambushes and hitting IEDs, I began to hear grotesque tales of corruption and failed development. Soldiers, diplomats, and development officials told me of a vast collusion between American and Afghan officials that resulted in US taxpayers funding the Taliban. “We're funding both sides of this war,” one sergeant blithely told me. At first, it seemed preposterous. But as I encountered story after story, I began to realize the soldiers and aid people were telling the truth. There was a toxic system that connected distracted American careerists, private military and development contractors, Afghan kleptocrats, and wily jihadists. “It's the perfect war,” one US intelligence officer sardonically told me. “Everyone is making money.”

    Trained as a historian, I wanted to know the origins of this pernicious system. As a journalist, I wanted to see how the patterns played out on a day-to-day level.

    My questions started me on a journey back to the Afghanistan front lines and into the long corridors of power in Washington. I talked to generals and grunts in the field; ambassadors and everyday Afghans; aid workers and dissidents; congressmen, government staffers at a dozen levels, academics, wartime contractors, and journalists; apologists for the status quo and people fervently opposed to the current war and development cultures. While I found most to be hardworking, dedicated people—patriots in the best sense of the word—they were operating in a dysfunctional, self-aggrandizing system that  demanded short-term results in a war with generational timelines. The perfect war might have worked for the beneficiaries of the system, but it was for the most part catastrophic for the Afghan people and the American taxpayers.
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    My subsequent coverage of a number of development teams operating in eastern Afghanistan provided a great window into the whole spectacle of counterinsurgency, from combat and conflict-zone development to interagency initiatives and cross-cultural interactions. I discovered that war and development policies that sounded so foolproof from the podiums of Washington played out much differently on the front lines of Afghanistan. I observed the voraciousness of a corrupt Afghan government manipulating an arrogant, ADD-afflicted American bureaucracy. I learned that the linkage between third-world development and US national security that foreign-aid lobbyists peddled to American policymakers was a faith-based doctrine with almost no foundation in research. Development experts told me that foreign aid might be the right thing to do for humanitarian purposes, but there was little data to indicate it made America safer. Indeed, some research indicated poorly administered foreign aid actually destabilized countries. Like Afghanistan.

    So Funding the Enemy: How US Taxpayers Bankroll the Taliban depicts what I experienced and what I learned. Following a generally chronological order, the book explores the roots of the problem in the post-9/11 US government decision to ally with Afghan warlords who were tied to their centuries-old tribal culture and the international opium trade. The decision provided a cheap way to subdue Afghanistan as the Bush administration raced toward the ill-starred Iraq invasion. But the devil's bargain in Afghanistan fostered a culture of corruption, fueled by a rampant opium industry and massive sums extorted from US development and military logistics contracts.

    With the United States focused on Iraq, the strategy in Afghanistan shifted repeatedly—almost a strategy du jour as commanders and mission directors rotated in and out on absurdly short tours of duty. As the Afghan insurgency flared, Washington executed the typical bureaucratic response to a problem: throw money at it. But it just made it worse. More money, more corruption, more insecurity. Attracted to the increased appropriations, the guns-and-aid crowd flocked to Afghanistan, engendering the “Kabubble,” wartime Kabul awash with international aid money and the private military and development contractors who fed on it.

    As the Bush administration departed, the US government belatedly and reluctantly recognized the mess in Afghanistan. Consequently attempting to roll out a dandied-up counterinsurgency strategy and reformed development policies, the Obama administration encountered a now-deeply entrenched system with a host of beneficiaries. The result was the perfect war.
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    FOUR MONTHS AFTER TORA BORA, President George W. Bush was at the crenellated Virginia Military Institute calling for a new “Marshall Plan” for Afghanistan. Speaking at the venerable alma mater of General George C. Marshall, architect of the post-World War II plan that revived Europe and Japan, President Bush said, “We know that true peace will only be achieved when we give the Afghan people the means to achieve their own aspirations.”

    Bush promised support for a stable Afghan government, a strong national army, and education for both sexes, as well as roads, healthcare, and business expansion. Development—very expensive development—was going to be the key to transforming the impoverished, war-ravaged Afghanistan into a peaceful country that would no longer harbor Islamic terrorists. “As the spring thaw comes,” Bush said, “we expect cells of trained killers to try to regroup, to murder, create mayhem, and try to undermine Afghanistan's efforts to build a lasting peace. We know this from not only intelligence, but from the history of military conflict in Afghanistan. It's been one of initial success, followed by long years of floundering and ultimate failure. We're not going to make that mistake.” Reversing his earlier disdain of “nation building,” Bush promised a broad-based, long-term US commitment to Afghanistan: “We will stay until the mission is done.”1
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    Bush was right about the history of Afghanistan. Afghans have successfully resisted imperial ambitions for centuries. Time and again, powerful invaders have prevailed on the battlefield and still lost the war. Alexander the Great marched into Bactria, the region that includes today's northern Afghanistan, in 329 BCE. It was initially an easy campaign, though marked by Bactrian warlords’ serial betrayals. Bactria seemed pacified. But a resistance movement led by local commanders soon emerged to challenge Alexander's army. In the battle at Polytimetus River, Alexander's army suffered its greatest defeat, losing every officer and most of the soldiers to a wily warlord, Spitamenes, who used protoguerrilla tactics.2 Alexander called the natives “lawless savages,” “enemies of civilization.” He told his men they were saving Greece itself: “This is a noble cause, and you will always be honored for seeing it through to the end.”3 Though Alexander's army conquered Bactria, it was never a quiescent province. Rebellions and revolts raged against the outlander Greeks, forcing Alexander to garrison half his infantry and 95 percent of his cavalry in this one small corner of his vast empire. Mountainous eastern Afghanistan created particular problems for Alexander's soldiers. The native fighters attacked and then retreated into the remote upper valleys. In spite of Alexander's total war policies (which included both scorched-earth campaigns and “hearts-and-minds” programs that included Greek colonization), more Greeks and Macedonians died in Bactria than in any earlier campaigns.4 After his painful experiences, Alexander is said to have lamented that Afghanistan is “easy to march into, hard to march out of.”5

    In 1221, Genghis Khan's Mongol army invaded today's Afghanistan with the Mongols’ typical duplicity and wholesale butchery. But at Parwan, where today's Bagram Airfield (the US-led Coalition's headquarters) is located, the Afghans and their Turkic allies confronted thirty thousand Mongol warriors in a steep defile. When the day was done, half the Mongol army lay in piles through the valley. It was the only defeat the Mongols suffered outside of east Asia in eighty years. The Afghans’ victory at Parwan inspired uprisings across Afghanistan, but Khan retaliated with legendary slaughters at Bamiyan, Herat, Ghazni, and Balkh, where sedentary Afghans bore the brunt of the Mongol rage while the nomadic mountain people remained relatively unscathed. Soon after Khan's death in 1227, his quarrelsome Afghan empire devolved into independent satrapies.6 In the subsequent centuries, Afghans continued to challenge the might of the Mongol Empire—both the famous fourteenth-century Mongol Tamerlane and the founder of India's Mughul Dynasty, Babur, fought some of their fiercest battles in Afghanistan.7

    Full of imperial vigor, the British marched into Afghanistan in 1839, intent on countering the Russian Czarist advances into central Asia. The invasion was an early gambit in the Great Game, the rivalry between the Russian and British empires for the wild lands between the Caucasus Mountains and the Khyber Pass.8 After an easy victory against their mismatched Afghan opponents, the British force, many with their families, ensconced themselves in a comfortable cantonment in Kabul. But it was a hollow victory. In November 1841, thousands of Afghans declared a holy war on the British, forcing the entire British retinue of more than fifteen thousand soldiers and camp followers to flee toward the safety of India. The Afghans attacked the beleaguered column until it was a bare remnant, killing in one winding, four-mile-long pass three thousand men, women, and children. Britain's inglorious defeat culminated in January 1842 at Gandamak, where sixty-five soldiers made their last stand on a hilltop before the Afghans slaughtered them. Printed copies of William Barnes Wollen's vivid painting, The Last Stand of the 44th Regiment at Gundamuck, were widely distributed in Britain. Akin to the depictions of Custer's last stand that decorated countless saloons across America, the prints seared Afghanistan into the minds of the British public. In 1843, an Afghan War survivor, army chaplain reverend G. R. Gleig, summarized the conflict in his memoir: “A war begun for no wise purpose, carried on with a strange mixture of rashness and timidity, brought to a close after suffering and disaster, without much glory attached either to the government, which directed, or the great body of troops, which waged it. Not one benefit, political or military, has Britain acquired with this war. Our eventual evacuation of the country resembled the retreat of an army defeated.”9

    A generation later, the British were still playing the Great Game. Fearing the Afghans were about to favor Russia, the British launched their second invasion in 1878 with thirty-five thousand British troops. As with the first war, it was a quick, easy conquest. On May 26, 1879, the British imposed a punitive peace with a treaty signed at Gandamak, the village where the ignominious defeat had taken place forty years before. But as with the first Anglo-Afghan War, the easy conquest soon turned hard. By early September, the British delegation in Kabul was surrounded by thousands of angry Afghan tribesmen. As before, there was butchery in Kabul. Though the British soldiers at Kabul killed six hundred Afghans, over seventy of the British also died. A British retribution force was soon on its way to Kabul, where it exacted a harsh justice, hanging one hundred of the alleged perpetrators—including some who were reportedly innocent. English-language newspapers in Britain and British India fretted the British force was, in the words of one paper, “sowing a harvest of hate.”10

    And the harvest soon came. By December, tens of thousands of tribesmen were streaming to Kabul to confront the 6,500 infidels quartered there. In the early hours of December 23, 1879, fanatic ghazis attacked, leading sixty thousand howling tribesmen against the cantonment. The detachment's artillery and Gatling guns carried the field that day. The Afghans lost over three thousand men; the British only five. But at the village of Maiwand in southern Afghanistan, the British suffered one of the worst defeats the empire ever suffered in Asia, losing one thousand men. Among the Afghan heroes that day was a shepherd's daughter named Malalai, who is still invoked as a symbol of the indomitable Pashtun fighting spirit. According to legend, Malalai snatched a falling flag and rallied the fighters, who included her new husband, with a call: “Young love! If you do not fall in the battle of Maiwand, by God, someone is saving you as a symbol of shame!”11 In the battle, the British won the war and some oversight in Afghanistan, but it only garnered them a momentary advantage in the Great Game.12 In the war's aftermath, the British commander Major General Frederick Roberts, the diminutive craggy-faced frontier veteran his soldiers called “Bobs,” summarized his experience: “It may not be very flattering to our amour propre, but I feel sure I am right when I say that the less the Afghans see of us, the less they will dislike us.”13

    And sure enough, even Britain's “light footprint”—control of Afghanistan's foreign policy and a few military posts—chafed the Afghans.14 This was despite the large British subsidies to Afghan strongman Abdur Rahman, whom the English press dubbed the “Iron Emir” for his ruthless campaigns against the mullahs and tribal powers. During World War I, the British stipends continued to his heir, Habibullah, though the new emir also plotted with Turkish and German agents about an invasion of India. When assassins felled Habibullah in February 1919, his brother Amanullah inherited the emir's throne. With Britain distracted by the war in Europe, Amanullah unleashed the third Anglo-Afghan War in May 1919. When the Afghan Army attacked across the specious Durand Line that the British had drawn in 1893 to divide the Pashtun heartland—Pashtunistan, as it is known—between Afghanistan and British-controlled India (today's Pakistani tribal territories), the mullahs roused the Afghan tribes with calls for a jihad, a holy war against the infidels. The Afghans sacked British frontier posts before the British counterattacked. The balance shifted when British aircraft bombed Kabul and Jalalabad, forcing Amanullah to seek peace. While Amanullah lost his generous stipends and had to accept the Durand Line, he regained control of his country's foreign affairs, ending a long chapter of the Great Game.15
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    Then there were the Soviets, determined to help the Afghans join the community of modern Socialist countries, and the United States, equally eager to draw Afghanistan into the capitalist sphere. And the Afghans, who were happy to let the two superpowers fight their Cold War chapter of the Great Game with competing foreign-aid incentives. The initial Soviet aid followed the Afghan-Soviet Treaty of 1921—the first international agreement signed by the infant Soviet government. Through the 1950s and 1960s, the Soviet Union provided enormous amounts of development aid in northern Afghanistan, building roads, schools, dams, river ports, and irrigation systems. The United States contributed competing aid projects south of the Hindu Kush range, which bisects Afghanistan. The projects included a gargantuan Helmand Valley hydrology project and a major airport in Kandahar. By the end of the 1970s, the Soviet Union had contributed about $1.25 billion in development funds; the Americans, about $0.5 billion.

    But it was ultimately military aid that drew Afghanistan toward the Soviets. When the United States refused Afghan requests for arms and training in the 1950s, the Soviet Union began military aid, which eventually topped $1 billion. Thousands of Afghan soldiers, students, and technicians studied in the USSR, and the Afghan Army bought Soviet and Czech armaments on easy credit terms. Inculcated with the same Soviet ideology that had transformed the Muslim “-istans” along the USSR's southern flank, the Afghan government officials initiated some modest modernization programs, including female education and job opportunities, which alienated fundamentalist Afghans—especially the conservative Pashtun tribes. In 1978, backed by rebellious Soviet-trained and Soviet-advised army units, the leftist People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan took over the government.

    Peace didn't last long. Soon after the Afghan Communists announced a compulsory female literacy campaign, credit reform, land redistribution, and minority-group empowerment in March 1979, Herat erupted in rioting. Across Afghanistan, Pashtun tribesmen once again brandished their rifles. The Hindu Kush became a stronghold of anti-Communist insurrection. Afghan soldiers defected in droves; units mutinied. Responding to their client state's alarming deterioration, the Soviet Union dispatched thousands of military advisers, hundreds of tanks, helicopters, and other armaments. But in midsummer 1979, the opportunist United States began to surreptitiously supply the fundamentalist Islamic insurgents. Hoping to fuel an intractable Vietnam-style insurgency in the Soviet sphere of influence, the CIA initially provided the Islamic fighters $500,000 of propaganda, radios, medical equipment, and cash. It was the first tiny rivulet of what came to be a raging river of money. As the superpowers began parrying with their Afghan proxies, the Great Game got hot again.

    By late 1979, the isolated Afghan Communist government was foundering. Despite the Afghans’ history of resistance and the Islamic clerics’ overweening influence, the Politburo made a fateful decision to invade Afghanistan. On December 24, 1979, Soviet airborne troops landed at the Kabul International Airport and Bagram Airfield. The next morning, the Soviet Fortieth Army crossed the Amu Darya River as Soviet tanks began clanking across the border.16 “It'll be over in three to four weeks,” Communist Party general secretary Leonid Brezhnev predicted to Anatoly Dobrynin, the Soviet ambassador to the United States.17 But it was another story of easy to get in, hard to get out.18

    There were soon almost one hundred thousand Soviet troops stationed in Afghanistan. The Soviet soldiers called the Afghan fighters dukhi (ghosts), who could emerge like wraiths from the mountainsides and disappear as quickly. It was a will-o’-the-wisp war waged by a hydra-headed resistance that sprang up in Afghanistan's hinterlands. Though the Soviets had clear superiority in armaments and technology, the Afghans called on their age-old tactics: surprise, flexibility, and terror, inventively using simple materials to wreak unexpected mayhem. And with Pakistan's ardent mujahideen support that was financed by over $3 billion of US covert aid (which Saudi Arabia matched dollar for dollar), the Islamic fundamentalist fighters had a sanctuary, suppliers, and two powerful bankers.19 The CIA turned the Afghan irregulars into a new breed of techno-guerrilla, ready to do age-old battle with burst-transmit radios, GPS systems, and modern weaponry, including Stinger® antiaircraft missiles that the United States began providing in 1986. USAID, the US agency responsible for development and humanitarian aid, also supported the mujahideen war through a cross-border program that delivered tons of food and medicine to Pashtun villages in the Afghan-Pakistan borderlands. The program, which soared from $6 million in 1985 to $90 million in 1989, was designed to keep functioning Pashtun villages to support the mujahideen.20

    While mujahideen leaders, such as Younus Khalis, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, and Jalaluddin Haqqani, were happy to take the US money and material, they had nothing but contempt for the American infidels. The mujahideen exhibited early on the double-dealing that characterized their subsequent interactions with the Americans. CIA operative Howard Hart, who ran the mujahideen assistance program in the 1980s, said about the Afghan fighters, “They're so crooked that when they die you don't bury them, you just screw them into the ground.”21 The mujahideen knew their power. When the Soviets sent twenty thousand troops to overrun a guerrilla base in Khost Province, Time magazine quoted Haqqani: “We stood alone at first against the Soviet invader with bare hands. It is the bravery of the Afghan people that has attracted the foreigner to help.”22
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    The Afghans’ true advantage was culture—a deeply rooted, xenophobic culture that saw time, weather, and terrain as part of their weaponry and their tribes, clans, and mullahs as allies against the infidels. While many of Afghanistan's numerous ethnic groups, including the Tajik, Uzbek, and Hazara communities, have fearsome reputations, it was the conservative Pashtun tribe that formed the bulwark of the mujahideen. Approximately twenty-five million Pashtuns are centered in eastern and southern Afghanistan and northern Pakistan, forming the world's largest ethnic group without a nation-state. The Pashtuns are a highly segmentary society, delineated into approximately three hundred fifty tribes, further divided into a multitude of clans—or khels— subkhels, and extended family groups called kahols.

    The thousand-year-old Pashtun society has an obdurate warrior culture embedded in the tribal code of Pashtunwali, which emphasizes personal freedom, honor, revenge, and chivalry.23 Among the code's many tenets, nang is the word for honor, associated with the egalitarian mountain Pashtuns who fiercely defend their independence from outside authority. In the Pashtun mountain heartland, the central government has seldom been anything other than a vague distant entity. Nang extends to the defense of the Pashtun tribesman's personal honor, property, and women. Tora means sword, the concept for courage. Badal is the word for revenge, an important aspect of this endlessly warring society. A warrior must avenge his loss, however long it takes. One Pashtun proverb states, “I took my revenge after a hundred years, and I only regret that I acted in haste.”24 The celebrated seventeenth-century Pashtun warrior-poet Khushal Khan defended his tribe's mountain home against both the Moghuls and other Pashtun tribes. He wrote:

    Now blooms the rose, now sharply pricks the thorn,

    Glory's the hazard, O man of woman born!

    The very name Pashtun spells honor and glory,

    Lacking that honor what is the Afghan story?

    In the sword alone lies our deliverance.25

    The Pashtuns’ embrace of melmastia (hospitality to guests) and nanawati (sanctuary to a defeated foe) are cultural cornerstones as important as courage and revenge. Pashtun lore resounds with tales of a defeated foe asking his enemy for nanawati, and the victor being forced to offer haven rather than face dishonor. Nanawati requires the tribesman to provide food, shelter, and protection, even at the risk of his own life. When the US government demanded the Taliban surrender Osama bin Laden, the American officials failed to understand the power of nanawati, which required the Taliban to refuse. Taliban leader Mullah Omar told a Pakistani journalist, Rahimullah Yusufzai, “I know I can't fight the Americans, but if God helps me, I will survive. I don't want to go down in history as someone who betrayed his guest. I am willing to give my life, my regime, since we have given him refuge. I cannot throw him out now.”26 Later at Tora Bora, nanawati informed Younus Khalis's insider assertion that the Americans would “never catch” his guest, Osama bin Laden.

    A conservative branch of Sunni Islam, Deobandism, also fired the mountain Pashtuns. Emerging from nineteenth-century Muslim theologians based in Deoband, India, the strict creed echoed many of the austere beliefs of Saudi Arabian Wahhabis, who harkened back to early Islam's pure desert ways. As Victorian-era Deobandism developed in the Pashtun tribal regions, the creed became increasingly anticolonial and antimodern, fueling the Pashtun zealotry that the British encountered. In the Soviet war era, financial support from Pakistan, Saudi Arabia, and the United States helped nurture thousands of Deobandist madrassas (schools) in the Pashtun border regions.27 These strict religious schools shaped a generation of mujahideen.28
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    The mujahideen won. The last Soviet troops crossed the Amu Darya River back to Soviet Uzbekistan on February 15, 1989. Before their final withdrawal, more than 620,000 Soviet troops served in Afghanistan. Though the Soviets kept between 90,000 to over 104,000 troops in Afghanistan for almost a decade, they were spread very thin over a country five times the size of Vietnam, where the United States had over 500,000 troops. Experts concluded the USSR never had enough troops in Afghanistan to win.29 The long conflict bled the Soviet Union. During nearly ten years of war in Afghanistan, the Soviets suffered almost 15,000 deaths and 469,685 wounded or seriously ill.30 The war that was ultimately judged a defeat left a generation of ravaged Soviet veterans.

    The war also wracked the Afghan population, with millions killed and wounded. More than five million Afghan refugees fled the country, with additional millions internally displaced. In the 1980s, half of all the refugees in the world were Afghans.31 Though the Afghan fighters persevered against the Soviets, they suffered grievous casualties to do so. Roused by their mullahs and tribal leaders, the Afghan warriors continued to emerge from the hills, mountains, cities, and refugee camps to wage a war for national honor and Islam that finally brought down a modern superpower.

    In the years following the defeat of the Soviets, US interest in the mujahideen waned.32 They'd served their purpose. By the end of 1991, both superpowers had dramatically reduced their spending in Afghanistan. With the brief Gulf War over, the United States focused on Iraq and Saddam Hussein, though under President George H. W. Bush the CIA continued reduced covert aid to the mujahideen, with an inordinate amount going to Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, the radical anti-American warlord.33 And as for the Soviets, soon they were simply no more. Gorbachev's resignation on Christmas Day 1991 signaled the dissolution of the Soviet Union, with each of its constituent republics becoming independent nations. So Afghanistan's communist government was left to its own devices.

    Bribed with Saudi money and cajoled by Pakistan's Inter-Services Intelligence (the ISI was the primary Pakistani agency that funneled US aid to the mujahideen), seven mujahideen leaders formed the Afghan Interim Government in February 1989, anticipating taking control after the Soviet withdrawal. But the alliance fractured into warring factions, primarily along tribal lines. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar was soon out assassinating Afghan rivals. Hundreds of millions of US taxpayer dollars funded Hekmatyar's radical Islamic agenda.34 But rival Tajik and Uzbek forces thwarted Hekmatyar when they took Kabul from the Communists in the spring of 1992. It was a watershed event: for the first time in three hundred years, the Pashtuns lost control of the capital. A vicious civil war ensued as heavily armed Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek, and Hazara militias battled for control of the country. Afghanistan had plenty of guns. After the 1980s arms race between the Soviets, the United States, and China in Afghanistan, thirty million Afghans had more personal weapons than over one billion Indians and Pakistanis combined.35 As the war raged, interminable rocket and artillery attacks reduced Kabul to rubble. Historians estimate thirty thousand Kabulis lost their lives, with over one hundred thousand wounded.36 With the country in chaos and foreign aid scarce, Afghanistan became a center of the world's opium trade. Warlords, with their militias and logistics, allied with rural farmers in desperate need of a cash crop. Once the warlords connected with heroin labs in Pakistan and the former Soviet republics, an industry was born. Afghanistan was soon supplying 70 percent of the world's heroin supply.37

    By mid-1994, competing warlords had divided the country into fiefdoms, some ruled by lex talionis, or “the law of retaliation.” Many Afghans, especially in southern Afghanistan, were living a brutish reality. Espousing a passionate belief in an austere, messianic Islam, the Taliban emerged out of the anarchy. The movement began in southern Afghanistan near Kandahar, where local tribesmen approached a mullah named Mohammed Omar about a warlord who had raped several girls. Omar called on his religious students to help him. After they killed the warlord, they went on to confront armed brigands. The Taliban quickly became a force in southern Afghanistan. Seizing the opportunity to quell the anarchic border regions and extend their power over Afghanistan, Pakistani officials supported the Taliban with arms, training, and advisers. Swelled with thousands of recruits from the borderland madrassas, the Taliban army swept across southern Afghanistan over the next months. In early 1995, the Taliban turned north through the mountain provinces along the Pakistan-Afghan boundary, with bands of mujahideen either surrendering or joining them. The growing Taliban army even forced powerful Gulbuddin Hekmatyar to flee to Pakistan. In September 1995, the ancient city of Herat, on the western border with Iran, fell to the Taliban. The western warlord, Ismail Khan, scurried to safety in Iran. By that point, the Taliban had over fifty MiG-21 attack jets, helicopters, tanks, and sixty artillery pieces.

    The Taliban turned its attention toward Kabul, momentarily controlled by the forces of the Tajik leader, Ahmed Shah Massoud. As rockets rained down in the winter of 1995-1996, the United Nations had to organize emergency airlifts of food. In the summer, not long after the Taliban gave sanctuary to Osama bin Laden in Jalalabad, Gulbuddin Hekmatyar returned to Kabul to take the post of prime minister. The Uzbek warlord Abdul Rashid Dostum joined the government, as did Hazara leader Karim Khalili. But the Taliban had the momentum, continuing its siege of Kabul. Led by Mullah Omar, the Taliban unleashed an offensive east of Kabul, where it took Jalalabad and its critical supply line to the capital. With the Taliban threatening the remaining supply line to Kabul from the north, Massoud's Tajiks withdrew from Kabul on September 26, 1996. The next day, the Taliban warriors rolled into the city with their trademark machine-gun-mounted pickups. They broke into the United Nations compound, where they found Dr. Mohammed Najibullah, the former Communist leader. After torturing, castrating, and killing him, they strung up his body near the UN headquarters. Within twenty-four hours, the Taliban was enforcing its strict Islamic law: girls’ schools were closed, affecting seventy thousand female students. Women were sequestered without education. Criminal punishment included lopping off of hands, ears, and heads.38 Public stoning was the penalty for adultery. Kite-flying, cameras, and music were banned. Strung-up radios and televisions hanging from Kabul utility wires evidenced the Taliban's Department for the Propagation of Virtue and Suppression of Vice's summary justice.
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    In spite of a torrent of negative stories in the American press about the Taliban takeover, there was a studied nonchalance in the upper tiers of US policymakers. Indeed, there was even some mild enthusiasm in the Clinton administration for the perceived stability the Taliban was bringing to the chaotic country. While the State Department issued weak statements protesting Taliban human-rights policies, the US government's default policy condoned the support Pakistan and Saudi Arabia gave the Taliban.39 There was also tacit US government support for the American company Unocal and its proposal for a gas pipeline project across Afghanistan to link Turkmenistan gas fields with south Asian markets. Unocal was prepared to do business with any Afghan faction in power, irrespective of human rights or political correctness.

    But by late 1997, US officials were voicing a changed view of the Taliban. The deteriorating political and economic situation in Pakistan concerned Washington, as did Pakistan's refusal to confront the Taliban about its gender policies. The plight of Afghan women had become a cause célèbre in the United States, and feminist activists forced the Clinton administration to take a stronger stand against the Taliban.40 The administration had a perfect spokesperson in Secretary of State Madeleine Albright, who traveled to Pakistan in November 1997 to condemn the Taliban. Standing on the steps of the Pakistan Foreign Ministry that supported the Taliban, she said, “It's very clear why we're opposed to the Taliban. We're opposed to their approach to human rights, to their despicable treatment of women and children, and their lack of respect for human dignity, in a way more reminiscent of the past than the future.”41 But over the next couple years, the Washington policy toward Afghanistan was muddled at best. While publicly hammering the Taliban over human rights, the United States also continued diplomatic contact, particularly regarding the Unocal deal.42

    When the Taliban gave Osama bin Laden sanctuary in Jalalabad in September 1996, one arm of the diplomatic corps demanded the Taliban give him up. But nine days later, Secretary of State Warren Christopher negated that message by telling the Taliban, now in possession of Kabul, “we wish to engage the new ‘interim government’ at an early stage.” A May 10, 1997, State Department memo stated that US policy “will inevitably be messy and the policy we follow will be ridden with inner tensions, as we simultaneously engage with the Taliban and criticize their abuses.”43 The Taliban proved to be the more facile party at double-dealing; the diplomatic green-tea drinking yielded few positive outcomes, except for the Taliban's acceptance of US funds for alternative crops to replace opium-poppy cultivation. The Taliban dodged the US diplomats’ requests for inspections of the al Qaeda training camps long enough for al Qaeda to plan the August 7, 1998, attacks on the US embassies in Kenya and Tanzania, where 212 were killed and over two thousand wounded. Though the US retaliated thirteen days later with seventy-five cruise missiles launched at the al Qaeda training camps in eastern Afghanistan, bin Laden and his al Qaeda leaders left the camps before the missiles landed.44

    Despite the bombings, the contradictory US policy toward the Taliban continued. While al Qaeda's embassy attacks prompted President Clinton to attack, it was the feminists, a powerful interest group for the Democrats, who ultimately forced the US government to harden its position toward the Taliban with legislation and aid programs targeted toward Afghan women.45 President Clinton's July 1999 executive order began sanctions against the Taliban after the discovery of bin Laden's banking links to the regime. Secretary of State Albright told a women's conference on October 3, 1999, “the Taliban seems determined to drag Afghan women back from the dawn of the [twenty-first] century to somewhere closer to the [thirteenth].”46 Despite the critical public rhetoric and legislation, the Clinton administration continued its conflicted Taliban policies, as US State Department representatives squired Taliban delegations around the country to build support for the pipeline project.47

    But after the Taliban destroyed the giant seventh-century stone Buddhas in Bamiyan Province in March 2001, the global condemnation made Mullah Omar and Osama bin Laden international pariahs.48 In the face of increasing international pressure, the two radical Islamic leaders solidified an alliance of convenience that served their differing visions of jihad. The uneasy partnership climaxed on the morning of September 11, 2001, when two passenger jets wheeled out of a clear, blue New York sky, and crashed into the World Trade Center towers.

    The United States rapidly moved from demands for the al Qaeda perpetrators to war in a matter of weeks. But even as the US bombs began dropping on October 7, 2001, so did aid. Hoping to mollify international criticism, the United States dropped tons of packaged meals into Afghanistan. Like much of the subsequent American aid to Afghanistan, the meals did little. Noting that a million Afghans were fleeing the US attack, Doctors Without Borders said the US combined bombs and aid drop was counterproductive. “Such action does not answer the needs of the Afghan people and is likely to undermine attempts to deliver substantial aid to the most vulnerable,” said Doctors Without Borders spokesman Dr. Jean-Hervé Bradol. The mullahs were likewise not impressed, calling for jihad “if infidels invade an Islamic country.”49

    Though the United States had vastly superior firepower, a former Clinton administration official noted the problem of asymmetrical warfare: “When we looked at Afghanistan before, the sense was we were going to bomb them up to the Stone Age. There is just so little to attack.”50 Ever-confident president George W. Bush told a group of senators, “When I take action, I'm not going to fire a two-million-dollar missile at a ten-dollar empty tent and hit a camel in the butt. It's going to be decisive.”51 But like the other invaders of Afghanistan, Bush found his decisive moment to be elusive.

    The Taliban fighters quickly melted away. Accompanied by his bodyguards, Mullah Omar puttered over the Pakistani border on a motorbike. The warlords began retaking their old territories: Abdul Rashid Dostum in Mazar-e-Sharif; Massoud's Tajik successors in the north and Kabul; Ismail Khan to the west. Gulbuddin Hekmatyar returned to grab his old power center to the east of Kabul. In Jalalabad, the aged mujahideen and bin Laden patron Younus Khalis took control. The major mujahideen commanders who had fought the Soviets and each other during the civil war were back in power—ready to confront a new set of infidels.
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    Far from the central Asian battlefield, a coterie of international powers and four factions of anti-Taliban Afghans convened in Petersburg Castle, a luxury hotel outside of Bonn, Germany, to organize an interim government for Afghanistan. The delegates were also choosing the leader of the new Afghan government, a critical issue for US officials.52 The four Afghan factions included the US-aided Northern Alliance, primarily comprised of Tajiks, Uzbeks, and Hazaras. The Rome Group was comprised of representatives of the eighty-seven-year-old former king, Zahir Shah, exiled in Italy since 1973. Long before 9/11, Washington had been wooing the royalists, with Congress even allocating funds to the king to convene a loya jirga, a grand assembly of tribal leaders.53 The two other delegations in Bonn included the Cyprus Group of Iran-backed exiles and the Peshawar Group, which the Pakistani ISI had hastily organized a month before with a convention of seven hundred mullahs, tribal leaders, and mujahideen. The four groups shared little but mutual distrust. Adding to the intrigue, diplomats from more than two dozen countries jostled to advance their agendas.

    The US officials lobbied hard for Hamid Karzai to be the interim government's president. The Americans perceived Karzai to be a moderate, anti-Taliban, aristocratic Pashtun with a pro-Western cant. Hamid Karzai was the scion to an important family of the powerful Pashtun Popalzai tribe, whose power base was in Kandahar. During the Soviet invasion, Karzai and his wealthy extended family fled to Quetta, Pakistan. During the anti-Soviet resistance, he served as a press and humanitarian-aid coordinator for the royalist mujahideen faction. Karzai's fluent English, noble heritage, and diplomatic ways caught the attention of the international crowd.

    After the defeat of the communist government, Karzai served as the deputy foreign minister in the embattled Kabul government until he was imprisoned on suspicion of colluding with Pakistan's ISI. Though severely beaten, Karzai used a serendipitous rocket attack to escape back into exile in Pakistan. Not long after his return to Pakistan, a group of religious warriors calling themselves the Taliban began to impose order on Karzai's anarchic Kandahar homeland. Karzai knew the Taliban from Kandahar: “They were my buddies,” he told journalist Steve Coll, “They were good people.”54

    Karzai gave the Taliban $50,000, a large cache of weapons, and introductions to other Pashtun leaders. Using Pashtun connections and the support of Pakistan's ISI, Taliban leader Mullah Omar was able to broaden his campaign to take Afghanistan. “The Taliban will fight until there is no blood in Afghanistan left to be shed and Islam becomes a way of life for our people,” Omar said.55 Alienated by the Taliban's reliance on the ISI and bin Laden's al Qaeda, Karzai began to organize political resistance. When the jihadists retaliated by killing his elderly father, Hamid Karzai leapt into a campaign of revenge. He allied himself with the Americans, Massoud, and other groups fighting the Taliban. Karzai was soon part of America's invasion of Afghanistan, helping to rally Pashtuns against the Taliban. It was a dangerous mission. In October, Taliban fighters surrounded Karzai, forcing him to call in the Americans, who reportedly helicoptered him to safety.56 Until Karzai began his quixotic campaign to sway Pashtuns, US diplomats hadn't taken him too seriously. The Americans decided that since he was the only qualified Pashtun leader fighting the Taliban, they would support him to lead the interim Afghan government.57

    As the diplomats began gathering at the Bonn castle, Karzai was in Afghanistan negotiating with Mullah Omar. When the Taliban sent one thousand fighters to assassinate Karzai, American special operations forces assigned to protect him called down precision bombs on the convoy, sending the survivors skittering back to Kandahar.58 His combat credentials burnished, Karzai awaited developments in Bonn.

    In an attempt to increase Karzai's prominence, the United States arranged for him to address the opening conference event in Bonn with a dramatic speech from the Kandahar front lines—delivered via a CIA-rigged satellite phone link. In his address, Karzai urged the factions to make a decision that would benefit the entire nation, not just each one's ethnic group. “This meeting is the path towards salvation,” Karzai said.59 Goaded by the international powers, the Bonn Conference delegates swiftly hammered out an agreement on an interim government that would run the country for some months until a loya jirga could be held. But the conference lost whatever amity it had when the delegates began debating about peacekeeping forces and the choice of interim leader. Wanting to maintain its newly won military advantage, the Northern Alliance called for all-Afghan peacekeepers. The other three delegations feared that a Northern Alliance-dominated force would trigger another civil war and demanded the UN organize a multinational force, which became the International Security Assistance Force, or ISAF. As the conference wound down in Bonn, two candidates vied for interim leader: Abdul Sattar Sirat, an Uzbek royalist backed by the Rome Group, and Hamid Karzai, the US favorite.60

    On December 3 the United Nations posted a web story citing Reuters, CNN, and Agence France-Presse reports saying, “Following presentation this weekend of a UN proposal for governing Afghanistan in the months ahead, Afghan delegates meeting in Koenigswinter, near Bonn, are reportedly ready to name Abdul Sittar [sic] Sirat, a top aide to exiled former King Zahir Shah, to serve as interim prime minister until a traditional grand council is convened to set up a longer-term administration.”61 But although the Northern Alliance and the Rome Group agreed on the royalist Sirat, the story wasn't over.

    In his opening address, UN secretary-general Kofi Annan warned the Afghan delegates that $6-10 billion of reconstruction aid was contingent on approval of the US-and UN-concocted plan. In numerous sidebar meetings, US special envoy on Afghanistan James Dobbins seconded the point. Earlier in the week, a Washington Post editorial laid down the Bush administration position: “The prospect of international reconstruction aid can be used as leverage; so can eventual Western and UN recognition for an Afghan government, which is something the Taliban never achieved.” The editorial said further, “a stable Afghan solution will require the Northern Alliance to accept the political primacy of the southern Pashtuns.” The editorial ominously concluded, “For now, with crucial battles still to be fought against al Qaeda, it's worth giving our Afghan allies that chance to be reasonable. Yet, over time, if reason fails, stronger steps should not be ruled out.”62 Stronger steps were already being taken. Back in southern Afghanistan, one thousand US Marines were seizing the Kandahar airport.63

    As the United States and other international players pressured the delegates to choose Karzai, the Northern Alliance delegates prepared to return to Kabul for “further discussion.” Worried the Northern Alliance was bolting, Dobbins called Secretary of State Colin Powell for direction. Powell told Frontline that he told Dobbins, ‘“Do not let them break up. Keep them there. Lock them up if you have to. We do not want this to go anywhere else. We're almost there, and this is the time to grind it out on this line. If they go off, I don't know when I'll get them all back together.’ Rich Armitage [deputy secretary of state] loves the little idea that once you get frogs in a wheelbarrow, you don't let them get out. That was a good analogy. So we kept them in….” Powell also called his Russian counterpart, Russian foreign minister Igor Ivanov: “Well, I called Igor and let him know that this was starting to slip away from us, and to make sure that he emboldened his representatives there to keep them there.” Worried about Islamic radicalism in their former Muslim republics, the Russians likewise pressured the Northern Alliance, warning it that aid would not be forthcoming if it didn't accept Karzai as the interim president.

    After a US rocket “accidentally” landed near the home of Northern Alliance leader Burhanuddin Rabbini, the group fell into step for Karzai.64

    On December 5, 2001, the Bonn Conference delegates announced that Hamid Karzai had been selected as the interim president. (According to Afghan insiders, even the first election of the new Afghan government was tainted. The insiders intimated that while Sirat received the overwhelming majority of the votes in the election, the international powers ensured Karzai, who garnered only a small number of votes, became the president.)65 But at that moment back in Afghanistan, a misdirected American bomber was dropping a two-thousand-pound bomb on the very spot where Karzai was standing. Ten people died and scores were wounded, including Karzai, who took the blast in his face. Scarce moments later, Karzai's cell phone rang. It was a BBC journalist calling to tell him he had been chosen as the interim president of Afghanistan.

    A half hour later, the Taliban surrendered Kandahar to Karzai after days of negotiation—but it was too late. Using the same strategy that al Qaeda employed in Tora Bora, the Taliban engaged indecisive Karzai in a duplicitous negotiation that bought time for Mullah Omar and his fighters to escape. When Karzai finally entered Kandahar four days later, a CIA-recruited former mujahideen warlord, Gul Agha Sherzai, had already grabbed power. Compelled to appoint Sherzai as governor, Karzai began his deference to powerful Afghan warlords.66 In the post-Bonn interim government cabinet, Karzai was the only southern Pashtun. The Northern Alliance held seventeen cabinet seats, including the critical posts of ministers of defense, interior, intelligence, and foreign affairs. With the Taliban on the run, the United States continued to empower the warlords who had emerged to retake their regions. Though he was pilloried as a mass murderer for the deaths of Taliban prisoners, the United States considered Abdul Rashid Dostum in the north to be an ally. Eastern warlord Abdul Qadir was likewise the beneficiary of extensive CIA support. Karzai's nemesis in Kandahar, Gul Agha Sherzai, gained control of four important southern provinces with US support. The US authorities curried Ismail Khan's attention in the west and pumped up support of Hazara warlords, such as Karim Khalili. The Tajik warlord Mohammad Fahim held the powerful position of defense minister, allowing him to channel government funds to other warlords in exchange for support for himself and his Tajiks.

    The Bonn Agreement that facilitated the rise of Hamid Karzai greased his selection in the June 2002 loya jirga as head of the transitional government. But with the US decision to empower the warlords, President Karzai was fatally compromised, forcing him to constantly cut deals with warlords more interested in financial gain than in statesmanship. As he faced the problems of a weak central government trying to administer a ravaged, warlord-plagued nation, Karzai warned the international powers against withdrawing financial support as they had after the Soviet retreat. “The international community saw the consequences of neglecting Afghanistan,” he said. “It should be wise enough not to do it again.”67

    Karzai was heartened by Bush's April 2002 “Marshall Plan” speech at the Virginia Military Institute. But Bush's lofty rhetoric, which Colin Powell's State Department orchestrated to gain some influence over Afghan policy, ultimately came to little. With Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld decrying nation building, the National Security Council under Condoleezza Rice never organized a plan or allocated resources. President George Bush never mentioned a Marshall Plan for Afghanistan again.

    Glorying in tough-guy solutions, the Bush administration neoconservatives turned over many of the postwar issues to the CIA and the Pentagon, sidelining State Department diplomats and development officers. Even USAID humanitarian food deliveries were taken over by military teams. It took a year for the State Department to appoint a full-time coordinator for Afghanistan reconstruction. William Taylor arrived at the Kabul embassy in October 2002, where he discovered that the CIA still had most of the money and the other American development players were uncoordinated and often at odds.68

    In January 2002, the war in Afghanistan was very cheap: $3.8 billion for a quick and easy war with seventeen special ops teams directing laser bombs, Hellfire®-laden drones, and a host of inexpensive Afghan proxies. On the eve of the loya jirga in May 2002, it was still an extremely affordable war, costing only $17 billion, a pittance compared to the hundreds of billions later squandered.69 America had her moment of victory. But it was soon to get much more expensive. As the United States became increasingly preoccupied with Iraq, Karzai's corrupt cohorts were in cahoots with neoconservative free-market ideologues, high-priced international NGO consultants, ambitious US military officers and development officials, and their incestuous multinational corporate partners. US taxpayer money began to lubricate an entire system of corruption that eventually extended even to the Taliban.
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    Scene: Jalalabad, Afghanistan, February 23, 2010. A suicide bomber killed Afghan warlord Hajji Zaman Ghamsharik during a government-sponsored ceremony for returning refugees at the village of Dasht-e-Chamtala. Infamous for drug smuggling and his role in Osama bin Laden's Tora Bora escape, Hajji Zaman Ghamsharik had lately been trumpeted as a political supporter of President Hamid Karzai.

    In the uproar following Tora Bora, Hajji Zaman Ghamsharik fled, bolting to eight years of exile in France and Pakistan, where he continued to spin his webs. Ghamsharik was implicated in the 2002 assassination of Hajji Abdul Qadir, a Karzai administration vice president from eastern Afghanistan who had thrown Ghamsharik out of power. Qadir was a Bonn Conference delegate who had voted for Karzai and one of the few ethnic Pashtuns in Karzai's Tajik-dominated government. Hajji Abdul Qadir's murder launched a blood feud between the Ghamsharik and Qadir families. Besides his other tribal and opium-trade rivals, the CIA and special forces burned at Tora Bora also had it in for Ghamsharik. “He was bitterly disliked by very many people. And then there were business interests, too,” Mirwais Yasini, a Parliament member from Nangarhar Province, told the New York Times.

    But during his 2009 presidential campaign, Hamid Karzai called Ghamsharik back from exile to bolster Pashtun political support, a reprise of Karzai's penchant for making deals with unsavory characters. Ghamsharik returned to Afghanistan a tribal hero, traveling from the Khyber Pass in a huge motorcade with thousands of supporters cheering him, a replay of his return from exile in 2001, when his tribesmen welcomed him with a thousand-gun salute. But within a few months of his 2009 return, Hajji Zaman Ghamsharik was assassinated in the contract suicide attack that illustrated Afghanistan's ceaseless tribal and governmental machinations. Though the Taliban normally took responsibility for successful suicide attacks, their spokesman, Zabiullah Mujahid, said he didn't know who did it. There were so many suspects, investigators hardly knew where to start.70
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    OPERATION ANACONDA WAS A DO-OVER for the US military. Attempting to make up for the Tora Bora failure, the Pentagon replaced its light-footprint tactics with a heavy boots-on-the-ground presence in the Shah-i-Kot Valley, where hundreds of al Qaeda and Taliban fighters were entrenched in March 2002.1 One hundred miles southeast of Tora Bora, in mountainous Paktia Province, Shah-i-Kot was another mujahideen sanctuary where Islamic fighters had twice defeated the Soviet army. Located about twenty miles from the scruffy provincial capital of Gardez, the highly defensible valley lay in the cleft of two-mile-high mountains with passes to the adjoining Pakistani tribal regions. The CIA and special ops team established their command post, Fire Base Gardez, at the eastern edge of Paktia's provincial capital, where they rented an Afghan qalat, a wealthy landowner's traditional compound of adobe structures surrounded by twenty-five-foot-high mud-brick walls that stretched one hundred meters on each side. As much a bastion as a farm compound, Fire Base Gardez was Fort Apache in eastern Afghanistan's “Indian Country”—the soldiers’ term for insurgent territory. Inside the six-foot-thick walls, the sprawling courtyard was chockablock with the Americans’ tents, trash, equipment, and vehicles that could slip through the compound's steel gate. A satellite dish perched on the medieval walls. In the evenings, dozens of coalition soldiers and operatives clustered around the adobe farmhouse's pot-bellied stoves, reading fresh intelligence and the history of Afghan warfare, particularly the Soviet-Afghan War.2

    As at Tora Bora, the Americans planned to use special operations forces and Afghan fighters, led this time by a tall, young warlord with CIA approval from Logar Province, Zia Lodin. The ostensibly “friendly” Afghan force that the Eastern Shura had cobbled together included many former Taliban.3 It was another cash-for-allies operation. Every few days, a CIA helicopter landed beside Fire Base Gardez and the CIA moneyman hopped out with carryalls stuffed with US cash for Zia and other Eastern Shura warlords.4 But the American military planners were conflicted about their Afghan proxies. While they still wanted to put an “Afghan face” on the war, they feared Afghan betrayals. To avoid another Tora Bora fiasco, the Pentagon overcame its aversion to US casualties and deployed substantial American ground troops to Anaconda.5

    Spring 2002 was a heady time for American officials. The US military and CIA were crowing about their quick air-and proxy-powered victory over the Taliban. The commander of the British forces, Brigadier Roger Lane, announced that the war in Afghanistan was “all but won,” and thought the mopping-up work would be “completed in a matter of weeks rather than months.”6 In late March 2002, there were only 5,300 American troops in Afghanistan. The US warlord strategy let them administer the country through alliances of convenience with local power brokers. Though the coalition partners were already planning their withdrawals, they first wanted to make up for Tora Bora with a big win at Shah-i-Kot.

    According to the US plan for Operation Anaconda, the force of friendly Afghan fighters and special ops soldiers would drive the jihadi fighters from the valley into the upper slopes, where a brigade-sized US infantry force that had been helicoptered in would kill or capture them. In military parlance, the friendly Afghans and special ops were the hammer, and the US infantrymen were the anvil.

    But the operation was deeply flawed. In violation of the military's cardinal rule of unity of command, the air and infantry were under bifurcated commands—and special ops teams were under yet another.7 The infantrymen were woefully undersupported: no artillery and scant air assets. With Iraq already dominating the agenda, the Anaconda operational planning was uncoordinated and understaffed, in part because Central Command (CENTCOM) contended that the Afghanistan war was over, so they could focus on the juicy new war. Though the al Qaeda leadership was still virtually intact and the Taliban had merely removed itself from the battlefield without surrender, much of the senior US military staff had moved on to Iraq matters.8 Intelligence missed something big. Though a Taliban informant provided accurate numbers, US military intelligence mistakenly thought there were 150-200 al Qaeda fighters in the valley, rather than the 700-1,000 seasoned Arab and Afghan fighters who were dug in there. And, also as at Tora Bora, the US military and CIA wholly overestimated their Afghan proxies’ capacities.

    The attack went badly from the start. The convoy of thirty-five trucks carrying two special forces A-teams and the four hundred Afghan proxies overturned on the mountain roads, and then was attacked by a huge AC-130 Spectre gunship, which began to strafe the unit with its fearsome cannons and machine guns, destroying trucks and killing several Afghans and Chief Warrant Officer Stanley Harriman.9 The soldiers reported the last words Harriman whispered: “I hope that this has not been in vain.”10

    When the survivors arrived at Shah-i-Kot, they anticipated an immense aerial barrage to devastate the jihadi positions. Instead, a paltry six bombs landed. When the frustrated Afghan fighters began to take intense mortar and small-arms fire, Zia's men gave up the fight, heading back to Fire Base Gardez, where Zia's fighters railed about American mistakes to anyone who would listen.11

    In the meantime, Chinook® helicopters ferried the US conventional forces to their first battle in Afghanistan—and landed them in a kill zone. Almost as soon as the soldiers hit the ground, they were pinned down by heavy mortar fire. The jihadi fighters already held the high ground and had the landing zones zeroed in. Intense ground fire held off the Apache® helicopters sent to provide cover, and the US soldiers were unequipped to respond to the al Qaeda mortars. The military planners didn't anticipate that al Qaeda might have mortars or artillery, nor did the planners take note of the propensity the mujahideen had demonstrated during the Soviet war to take the high ground.

    With the battle still raging days later, an ill-advised helicopter landing on a Shah-i-Kot mountaintop swarming with al Qaeda allowed the enemy fighters to hit a Chinook with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), causing a Navy
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