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We would be hitting both compc
simultaneously. That meant splitting the team
— half the ODA hitting the second compound,
half the first. We'd be in eight trucks, all
Toyotas. We in our three four-door 4WD gas
Tacomas brought from the States, and our four
squads of MRF in their 4-door ‘

i i » The lead truck would be Bu
o i he knew the complicated r
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g m— ; rural landscape to get the e
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_ ‘ L in mine, and wo M
it yowes " . et rear, would hit the
Srmemermmons> s rear of each compound fo

acl compound

remaining squads would ent
s: Jim’s team for the

. behind our assault eleme
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task of blowing each com

rd Special Forces A-Team from We were looking for action, and this was going to be it.
20th Group, ODA 2025 recently  Laval and our Senior Weapons Sergeant, Jason, had been out vehicle yet and were .
months deployed to castern there the day before on a recon. Dressed in “hajjiflage,” rid- the techniques of th ODA 1 hey ‘were
istan. The story of the team’s mis-  ing with the source in a nondescript Toyota that looked like extra guns as backup rémammg at the trucks.
sions against the Taliban-run  a taxi, they’d managed to safely get a few klicks away on a

~ opium/heroin trade continues  ridge without raising suspicions. They did not stay long, for Element Of Surprise Lost By The “Infidel Invaders?”

~ now, as the team, on the road  fear of being compromised, but it was from their observa- Likewise. I would remain outside because |
with some of its MRF (Mobile-  tions and sketches that we drew up our plan. had not go;lc through the SFAUCC (Special

: ,fReaction Force — the Afghan The dirt road we’d be traveling went through a village set Forces Advanced Urban Combat Course) with
- militia the team formed, amidst terraced poppy fields that at that time of year were the ODA while Stateside: Ewould man” the M
,vequlpped trained and led) hours  barren. The road then swept back around at an incline along 240 machinegun mounted on Tefry’s Tacoma
n before dawn, was now, in the a ridgeline and ran about a klick to the two walled com- ahead of mine and offer possible covering firc
. gray hght just before sunrise, pounds in question, both on the left. The two compounds for Terry’s assault team. The ODA had gone
“about to hit a pair of suspected  themselves were about two hundred meters apart, and the through weeks of building- and room-clearing

ing labs in the foothills of  road, according the Laval and Jason, ended at the second. drills during SFAUCC, learning to secure inte-
Bora Mountains, a Behind both compounds was a ravine of terraced fields, elim- riors as a full team and as split teams, and it

 area. inating that direction as an approach for us. would be reckless to have the TPT or me enter

TEXT & PHOTOS By
PAUL AVALLONE

Through one of our “terps” (right), John questions one of the detainees during the
Y mop-up of the drug labs. This young man, eventually taken into custody, proved to
Thousands of gallons of acetic acid anhydrate burn. be the nephew of Hajji Watan, the Taliban owner of the drug labs who the ODA had
hoped to capture. Hajji Watan was there, taken with the others, but his nephew and
the others remained loyal and tight-lipped about his identity.
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with them and risk shooting someone in the back or getting
shot ourselves because we weren't familiar with the teams’
clearing procedures.

Drawn up on the dry-erase board the night before back at
the safehouse, the plan was as good as we were going to get,
provided the circumstances, including the inability to actual-
ly have eyes-on watching the target continuously a minimum
of twenty-four hours prior to assault. That was simply impos-
sible in our neck of Afghanistan. First, there is no conceal-
ment there, and oneisn’t going to be able to dig ahide sitein
the rock-hard dirt. Second, getting to the hide site by vehicle
is a dead giveaway. Even wearing hajjiflage, an American is
disguised only from a distance or for a limited amount of
time. In the same sense, Afghan strangers (our own MRE, for
example, as recon) in arural area are very soon suspect and
investigated by the locals. We had risked compromise by
sending Laval and Jason to recon the site, and we hoped that
their presence had not been detected and suspicions raised,
taking away our element of surprise.

Either way, whether we would arrive in complete surprise
or not, we expected resistance. No one— not the Brits nor the
American teams before us — had pulled adrug raid in Shin
War, which had been a strong Taliban area before the war and
was still, afterwards, pro-Taliban and leery and hostile to out-
siders, in particular, the American forces whom the ban
propaganda machine was still calling “infidel invaders.” (
intel said that this man Hajji Watan owned the two labs, but
we knew nothing more about him — not evel ooked
liked — and we knew nothing about th
forces. That they would protect their

—p—

question. Obviously, we were counting on arriving just at
dawn, out of nowhere, so to speak, in tota surprise. If they
aready knew we were coming, we'd either find two empty
compounds, (with no traces of processed drugs or equip-
ment), or we'd be hammered like hell by shooters behind the
compounds’ walls as we drove up.

For backup, we had our Air Force TAC-P (Tactical Air
Control Party) at the time, Tech Sergeant Frank Lofton,
pulled some strings with his counterparts in Bagram to have
fighter air-cover. How Frank did it | don’'t know, because ask-
ing for air cover prior to an operation would throw red flags
up al over the CJSOTF and risk having the mission disap-
proved because it would thereby be deemed to dangerous.
But Frank got us air cover prior to, during the raid, and sub-
sequent destruction of the labs and also for the return trip
back to the safehouse — sometimes considered the most dan-
gerous part of any operation, since often, asit was that day, a
large portion of the way in was the only way back out — an
engraved invitation for ambushes or IEDs.

Everything was set, we were a little late, but we were
amost there. Up ahead was the village, at least it looked like
the same setting Laval and Jason had described. Then Frank
passed the word along the internal coms that we had &
Harrier as air cover and, further, that the pilot had re
that hewas ge from his thermal sights excessi
natt om the two compounds as he

xcessive heat signatures, lik
DS detecting unusua

rough the village and
N

Laval (second on right) and Terry (rear left, DCU hatagd uniform), direct the MRF to storm a
rural village compound suspected as being an opium/heroin-processing lab.
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John stands guard over detainees captured during a raid on rural
opium-processing labs. Poppies, from which opium and subse-
quently heroin are derived, fis the major cash crop of Afghanistan,
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and the two labs raided this day by the Special Forces ODA were
owned by a Taliban operative, with money from them funneled to
exiled Taliban in Pakistan.
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incline, and suddenly, Terry’s
Tacoma right in front of me
stopped, and | slammed on the
brakes. Chuck, riding the mounted
M-240 on that Tacoma, jumped off,
then | saw what was wrong: The
barrel of the 240 lay on the ground
where Chuck now retrieved it. All
the jarring and bouncing had
snapped the barrel from the receiv-
er in the gun mount. Chuck jumped
back up into the truck bed; the
other trucks were out of sight over
the crest. Terry’s Tacoma shot for-
ward, and | followed, watching
Chuck attempting to reattach the
barrel whiletrying to hold on, being
bounced around the back. That was
the gun | was supposed to man
when we hit thetarget, which, aswe

the first walled compound.

crested the incline, was right 2head, oo 0 of tho rarded drog |abs. T COA G et MRF with us fired their PKs, then

whom, and | pulled my truck up
beside Terry’s. The gunfire was
tapering to single shots back around
the side of the compound, which |
assumed was our MRF taking care
of the shooters.

| hopped out, and | saw Captain
Jm, Frankie and a MRF at the com-
pound’s closed steel doors. Up on
thetruck, | grabbed the mounted M-
240, with its barrel hanging half-
loose, and | thought, “I’'m not risk-
ing it, who knows what’s missing?
This thing'll blow-up in my face!”

At that time, Jm and Frankie
were pushing in the steel front
doors, and as Jim told it later,
“There was a guy in there with an
AK and he opened-up on us. So |
fired my M4, as did Frank, and the

realize that Watan was among the 20-some When we looked again, the guy was

Then, SUddenIy, came the rat-tat- detainees until showing the photograph of which gone. And | dont know how we
tat-tats of AKs firing! The lead thisis a close-up detail to the source, who hadn’'t ~ missed him. Or where he went.”
trucks had skidded to stops, and been present during the raid. Credit for loyalty

some of the MRF were dispersing, a must be given the other detainees for not reveal-
few now firing also, tat-tat-tat, tat- ing Watan’s identity during questioning before

tat-tat-tat, going around the corner ~ their release.
of the compound.

As Jm described it later, “We were driving toward the
first compound, and | saw three barrels flashing. The MRF
jumped out and took-off in their direction.”

It was wrong — Bubba Jon had pulled-up and stopped at
thefirst compound, and the three trucks behind him, includ-
ing dm’s, had followed. | saw it and thought, “Too late now.
Murphy’s Law, go with the flow.” | didn't hear bullets hitting
my truck and couldn’t tell who exactly was firing, and at

-4 I L
L i =

“Say Aut And Frdtect Qut Here”

Silence followed; no more gun-
fire. Jm and the rest of the ODA
quickly organized to enter, and,
since manning the busted 240 was out of the question, | deter-
mined not to miss the action inside and jumped off the truck.
| unslung my M4 and ordered the nearby handful of MRF, in
gestures as much as words, to “Stay put and protect out here.”

Since we'd hit only the first compound, we had plenty of
MRF around, our backside would be secure. | grabbed my
cameras and headed inside behind the rest of the ODA and a
squad of MRFE

It didn't take long for the team
to secure the compound and the
20-odd men caught inside.
Whoever had been firing from
inside was gone; same with
whomever it was initialy firing at
us outside. Out back, Junior Medic
John saw a man with an AK across
the ravine setting up to snipe from
behind a rock wall, and John took
cover and fired. The man disap-
peared, and John moved forward,
with Terry now spotting for him
with binos. The man did not reap-
pear. Later, we would search the
terraced barren fields across the
ravine for a body or blood trails
and would find neither.

The case was the same for our
MRF who had pursued whomever
had been shooting at us when we
arrived: no body, no blood trails.

But when we were leaving the
area two hours later, driving on the

Sergeants First Oass Randy (left) and Deke uncover a stash of over 300 55-gallon barrels of  other side of the village, we saw vil-
acidic acid anhydrate in a compound used as a supply depot in a rural mountain village. The lagers in the distance carrying a
acid, used to process poppies into opium and heroin, would be transferred into smaller, 5-gal-  jegq body we suspected might

lon containers and donkey- or camel-humped to individual, even more remote, drug-process-

ing labs.

have been a shooter. We'd already
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stayed in the area too long, body-count was not a
priority, and there was no real value in investigat-
ing, so we let them be.

Meanwhile, once wed secured the first com-
pound, we quickly did the same with the second,
finding it empty of people. Whoever had been there
(kerosene burners used as heaters were still hot in
the rooms) had aready left, melting into the land-
scape. It was our mistake: We might have had them
had Bubba Jon not goofed in the excitement of the
moment and adhered with the plan, driving by the
first compound to attack the second with Jm’s team.

Both compounds proved to be active drug-pro-
cessing labs, with huge steel presses — that we
tried but couldn’t even dent with thermite grenades
— dozens of drums of liquids, vats for cooking, and
sacks of both powered and rock chemicals. We
turned the compounds upside-down, dumping the
liquids and powders and destroying by gunfire all
the barrels and vats. We confiscated the two Toyota
cars there for our own future use and, against our
MRFs’ protestations, Jm ordered the one Toyota

T

HiLux pickup destroyed, and it was put ablaze with  captain Brian stands above the barrels of acid burning in the ditch, set ablaze
by the ODA. The team uncovered a stash of over 300 55-gallon barrels of

athermite to the engine.

o T LA | : R et a1 BN

“A Toyota pickup is a most valued possession to  acidic acid anhydrate in a compound used as a supply depot in a rural moun-
them in Afghanistan,” Jm explained later. “By tainvillage.

burning it, we were showing them we weren't there
just to take from them.”

Attacking to pillage has been away of life for a thousand
years in Afghanistan, and Jm’s intention by destroying the
pickup instead of taking it was to emphasize that our purpose
was to root-out Taliban, not secure booty. Our MRF didn't see
it that way; they figured we could do both, and we had to
control them from stripping places we raided of everything
down to the dirt. Needless to say, it hurt them watching the
truck burn.

Six days later we did a simultaneous raid on three drug
labs just over the ridgeline, about 2 miles away from these
two this day. They also were owned by Hajji Watan. Two
proved active, one was adry hole, and we destroyed the sup-
plies and equipment in the two, accidentally setting afire one
entire compound in the process.

Afterward, that same day, out of curiosity we paid a visit
to these two compounds, and both were cleaned up, as if

we'd never been there less than a week earlier. Walking
through these spotless compounds gave one the eerie feeling
that drug production would begin again the moment the local
bosses felt secure that we wouldn't ever be coming back.
Wed surprised them that morning, and we continued that
way, randomly roaming the valley so that the Taliban drug
operatives could not gain that security.

Neither the two-compound raid that first day nor the three-
compound raid six days later netted any Taliban, as we had
hoped, and that didn't set well high-up the chain. That first
day, of the 20-some men we'd detained, after intense on-the-
spot questioning, we concluded that Hajji Watan was not
among them but wound up taking into custody one who would
proveto be Watan’s nephew, though a very minor player.

Asit turned out, Watan had been there and was among our

Continued on page 8

An active-duty U.S. Air Force TAC-P based in Germany,
TecSgt Frank Lofton was attached to ODA 2025 from
September through mid-January. At 26 and single, he's theideal
candidate for a TACP who, with the op tempo of today’s
Special Forces units, is deployed far more than heis at home.

There may be TAC-Ps as good as Frank, but | can’t imagine
one better. To begin with, he loves his job. There is nothing
he liked better than to arrange air for us, then play hopscotch
on the radio, orchestrating the pilots’ actions while coordi-
nating with our different ground elements and his own con-
trollers in Bagram.

After leaving us, Frank returned to his basein Germany. The
next thing we knew, one of us learned through e-mail that
Frankiewasin Iraq in the middle of the desert there, in thewar,
attached to an SF team, calling-in airstrikes; doing what he
loves to do. —PA.

FRANK LOFTON, TAC-P
I
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Heroin Trade Part 2

Continued from page 7

detainees — the ones we turned loose
— but we did not know it until later
that evening when our source pointed
him out in the photographs | had taken
of the detainees. We had not brought
the source along with us on the raid
because we did not want him to be com-
promised, but in hindsight we should
have. We could have kept him hidden in
one of the Tacomas, behind the tinted
glass, to identify the person we wanted.
It was alesson learned the hard way —
losing our potential prize catch.

Gease Al Such Missions

Coming away with no High-Value
Taliban Target in either that day’sraid or
the one six days later had the Combined
Joint Special Operations Task Force
(CJSOTF), according to Jm, coming
down hard on him. We figured that the
colonel there was himself getting clob-
bered from above with the “SF isn't in
the  counterdrug  business in
Afghanistan” mantra, because very
shortly after the second drug op wewere
directed to cease dl such missions.

Opium/heroin is Afghanistan’s only
real export, and it'samoney-maker, and
we knew that in the Shin War Valley
there were drugprocessors, like Hajji
Watan, who were funneling their prof-
its to the Taliban. Our command would
no longer allow us to go after labs, but
that did not prevent us from submit-
ting, and getting approved, operational
plans that described suspected

—p—

“weagpons caches’ that just happened
towind up being— “Oh, my Lord, who
would have believed it? — drug labs.

Two of these “weapons caches’
turned out to be remote foothill storage
depots for a chemical used in the
poppy-processing — acetic acid anhy-
drate. In those two raids we netted over
five hundred 55-gallon drums of the
chemical. That was nearly 30,000 gal-
lons of acid that had been trucked all
the way across the country from Iran
and high into different mountain vil-
lages to the depots, to eventually be
donkey- or camel-humped to the indi-
vidual processing labs. No one could
convince us that our burning all those
drums of acid didn’t put adent in some
Taliban’s pocketbook.

We met resistance, however small
and inconsequential, that very first
raid that day. We had even taken some
sniper-fire during our two-hour occu-
pation and noticed armed villagers
gathering across the ravine, but
Frankie had our fighter jet come down
from atitude and drop flares as an
effective warning, in a display of the
air power we had as immediate back-
up. But, thereafter, in the Shin War
Valley, we roamed freely, raiding or just
patrolling, without resistance.

“What we were doing on that first
drug raid,” Captain Jim explained
months later, “was sending a message.
Sure, we wanted to capture a Taliban
drug-money man, and we didn’t, but we
werereally saying, ‘Hey, weknow you're
here with your labs. We're Americans.
We're not afraid of you. And well come
in the front door if we want to.”

Staff Sergeant Dean (left) and Sergeant First Class Deke (right) show some of the many
pounds of brown powder heroin taken as evidence during a raid on an opium-processing
lab in rural Afghanistan. Staff Sgt. John is in the middle.
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That’s what we did during that first
druglab raid — went right through
their front door in total surprise. The
resistance, we figured, having no idea
the Americans were now targeting the
valley’s drug labs, probably thought we
were simply arival Afghan gang coming
to take their drugs. That raid was a
message: The Americans were there.
And it worked: No one messed with us
after that. Not in Shin War.

Hiji Watan E&ES To Pakistan

As for Hajji Watan, Laval’s source
network reported that he had fled for
the safety of Pekistan. Months later,
Laval learned that Watan was back and
was being blackmailed by a number of
the sub-commanders of the U.S.-backed
Eastern Corps Commander, General
Hazarat Ali, whose command was locat-
ed in our city, Jalalabad. These sub-
commanders, we were informed, were
extorting money from Watan with
threats to turn himin to us.

That is Afghanistan: commanders
alied with us using that alegiance for
their own profit, not for the cause of
bettering the country.

Word was passed to Laval that
Watan was sick and tired of paying-off
the corrupt subcommanders and want-
ed to make adeal with us. His propos-
al, passed through an intermediary,
was to meet with us and reveal al he
knew in exchange for us not taking
him prisoner and his winding up in
Guantanamo Bay. But our deployment
ended and his offer was not explored.
Hajji Watan today remains free.

We had turned everything over to
our replacements, an active-duty 3rd
Special Forces Group ODA which, one
could assume, had also been directed
not to engage in counter-drug ops, and,
therefore, showed little enthusiasm to
pursue this avenue.

By the time we were to leave
Afghanistan in mid-April, the terraced
fields of the Shin War Valley that had
been dirt just months before, were then
a beautiful carpet of waist-high flower-
ing poppy plants. White, red and pur-
ple flowers as far as the eye could see.
Were the labs up and running, crank-
ing-out heroin for the European mar-
ket? No doubt about it.

But for a while there, shortived
though it was, ODA 2025 showed that
if the U.S. wanted to, by using one
Special Forces ODA, it could own the
Shin War Valley.

Since 1978, Paul Avalone has served
with the 7th, 12th and 20th SFGA.
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