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    Foreword


    By Lt. Col. David Grossman 


    This is one of the most amazing and important books to come out of the Global War on Terrorism.  


    Again and again our media has declared and predicted our nation’s defeat in Afghanistan and Iraq.  Yet, as of 2018, for over 16 years, through liberal and conservative administrations, these war-torn nations continue to survive as fragile, fledgling beacons of freedom and democracy in a region beset by endless centuries of tyranny and oppression.  And one of the major reasons for this survival can be found in the pages of this amazing and profoundly important book.


    Future generations who want to study and learn from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan will find this book to be a mother-load of critical insight into these wars.  And warriors in the years to come will turn to this book in order to succeed in similar wars in the future.  Many great books have been written about these wars, but to my knowledge this is the only book to cover this critical, vital and essential aspect.


    Born out of the fierce fighting experienced in Fallujah, Iraq and the devastatingly effective new weapon—the Improvised Explosive Device (IED) used by Al Qaeda-Iraq (AQI)—U.S. Army and Marine Corps leaders recognized that contemporary tactics and strategies were ineffective against an insurgency that acted more like thugs and criminals than a regular fighting force.


    The question that plagued these leaders was who within their arsenal of warriors understood organized crime, the mindset of street criminals, and the tactics and techniques of gangs? The solution was not found within the DOD. It was found in their brothers in blue, the American policeman.


    Thus, in 2006, at the direction of the Department of Defense (DOD), the Law Enforcement Professional Program (LEP-P) was established by the aptly named Joint Improvised Explosive Device Defeat Organization (JIEDDO). The mission of the LEP Program was to obtain and employ police officers and federal agents from across the U.S. who had a minimum of twenty years of criminal enterprise investigative and analytical skills and embed them at corps, division and brigade/regiment levels in Iraq and Afghanistan. The unique skill sets of the American police officer was being called upon to assist the U.S. Army and Marines Corps to more effectively understand, identify, penetrate, interdict, and suppress the insurgent organizations.


    In 2007, the program transitioned from JIEDDO to United States Army Criminal Investigation Division Command (USACIDC) whereby this highly unusual and extremely unconventional project began to quietly recruit veteran police officers from across the country and place them smack dab on the front lines on the War on Terror.


    These street-hardened cops, LEPs as they became known, who had already fought crime and done their time on the mean streets of America, laced up their combat boots, left retirement behind and joined the ranks as Staff Advisors and so much more in the COIN fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. Although they were still civilians, these LEPs were outfitted as soldiers and treated as such. They ate, slept, laughed, cried, and when necessary fought and died alongside our country’s finest warriors.


    In this book, author JT says, “I have always believed that making the supreme sacrifice on behalf of your country as honorable and noble.”  And then he speaks of a fellow LEP killed by one of the Afghan police that they were training.  “The Department of Defense politically coined these events as ‘Insider Threat’ but out on the street it is just called straight up murder…nothing heroic or romantic about that. Welcome to the show that no one wants to talk about. Not war, just cold-blooded murder.”


    This is the world our law enforcement officers live in, over there and over here, when we hear of police officers ambushed and murdered in America almost daily.  But there is honor here, there is even glory here, if we give them honor and glory.  This book captures their stories and immortalizes their sacrifices.  This book even gives their sacrifices a greater value, because others can follow the pioneering law enforcement paths that these trailblazers have carved in history, with their blood and their lives.  


    Author Randy wraps up this superb book by telling us that, 


    The police make the invisible, visible. The primary advantage of an insurgency is its anonymity, the fact that its actors do not wear uniforms and cannot be distinguished from ordinary members of society, except on rare occasions when their actions identify them...


    Experienced insurgents are those who avoid field engagements, which means that the game of cat and mouse in a room full of undistinguished mice (which the cat may not slay willy-nilly) goes on. And on and on….


    If only the cat had an ally, a mouse of its own that lived among the mice, knew them intimately and could easily determine which mouse was an insurgent and which is a simple farmer wanting to be left alone.


    The point of this chapter is to show that such a mouse exists, and you’ve been reading about him...


    This is the raison d’être of the police. It is the role of police in society to live among the people, to know them as individuals and as a community, to be intimately familiar with the human terrain which hides the insurgent, and to be able to apply basic police techniques to determining who was responsible for a given offense or penetrate a criminal gang in order to dismantle it before it continues its outrages. To a properly constituted, well-trained and equipped police force, this type of activity is basic bread and butter. 


    It is for this reason that the police are so often the first and continuing target of insurgents in any asymmetrical conflict. 


    Men and women who have served their time protecting our nation at home are also some of the best suited to assist in protecting our nation abroad. They have little use on the traditional battlespace, the ideal for which our nations forces train, to which they are oriented and in which they are unmatched. But in the little wars of the street and alley, the back-room plot and the operation of a continuing criminal enterprise, against these they are irreplaceable and invaluable, both as force multipliers and as actors in their own right.


    My book, On Combat, introduced the concept of “the Sheep, the Wolf and the Sheepdog”. Our children’s book, Sheepdogs, goes deeper, telling us, “The sheep will die to protect the ones they love. Only the sheepdog loves enough to die for other people’s loved ones. But they are not heroes because they die. They are heroes because they walk out the door every day, prepared to lay down their lives.  Sometimes the greatest love is not to sacrifice your life, but to lead a life of sacrifice.”


    To the authors, Dave and JT, a hearty, “Well done, my brother, warrior-wordsmiths!” To the readers, an exhortation to not just read this, but to study and learn from this amazing resource. And finally, to the sheepdogs among us – the brave men and women who risk their own safety, and their own lives, on a daily basis in the selfless, endless pursuit to protect and serve others – we hope that this book, in some small way, gives glory and honor to you and your families. 


    Lt. Col. David Grossman USA (ret.)


    Author of On Combat, On Killing, and Assassination Generation


    July 4th, 2018

  


  
    Introduction


    JT Taman—


    On a sunny spring day in Houston, I conducted my retired morning ritual of opening my emails. It was National Police Officers Memorial Week. As I signed in, a message popped up from an old cop friend of mine that I had been deployed with in Afghanistan. “You need to read the attached Leavenworth Times article by Dave.”


    The Tale of a True American Hero


    James Taman is a man of character and intestinal fortitude


    By David R. Shearman


    The Leavenworth Times | Gatehouse Media | May 7, 2015


    Within a few days of arriving at Bagram Air Field in Afghanistan, I was told to report to the Law Enforcement Professional (LEP) Office located near the medevac helicopter hanger and base hospital. After walking down a long, narrow and rock-filled alley lined with tents and makeshift latrines, I found the B-Hut with a sign that said “LEP” on the door. For a COP – that was a clue.


    I entered the haggard office and asked to see the Operations Chief. A moment later, I watched a rather stocky, noticeably muscular man, in his mid-fifties, with a tight square jaw and serious eyes slowly emerge from a rear office. I couldn’t help but notice that he had some difficulty walking as he slowly made his way to me.


    Whatever thoughts were going through my mind from that point on were immediately interrupted when he delivered a crushing handshake that would rival any lumberjack. He spoke in a friendly, calm and confident tone and introduced himself as JT. Now, I have met many a formidable man in my time but at the top of the list is this man named James Taman.


    Let me introduce you to an incredible American.


    For twenty-one honorable years James Taman served this nation as a Special Agent with the U.S. Customs Service/Department of Homeland Security. During that time, he was the recipient of numerous commendations and citations from the DEA, DOJ and DHS for exemplary work. He received the DHS Special Service Award for serving in Iraq and was the U.S. Customs Special Agent of the Year. During his career he specialized in criminal trans-national gangs, counter-terrorism, Threat Finance, undercover operations, police intelligence and served on the DHS Special Response Team.


    A desk jockey JT is not.


    Agent Taman’s level of experience was a perfect fit for a small, relatively unknown DOD program called the Law Enforcement Professional program. Mr. Taman and the relatively few former officers fortunate to serve in this capacity were referred to as LEPs and functioned as senior advisors to U.S. Army and Marine Corps commanders in the fight against insurgents in both Iraq and Afghanistan.


    JT arrived in Afghanistan in March of 2009, whereupon he began training the Afghan Police in close quarter battle and counter-insurgency operations. Little did he know that in just a few months his life would change forever and that the tenacity, endurance, commitment and sheer will power that had driven him to excel in his law enforcement career would be called upon once again, as he would face one of his life’s greatest challenges.


    It was May 17, 2009, the counter insurgency mission called for the joint team comprised of U.S. military personnel and Afghan Police to conduct a raid against Taliban Insurgents deep within Kapisa Province located north/northeast of Kabul.


    Kapisa, like so many “gateway” provinces located close to Kabul, was a hotbed for the Taliban and launching points for attacks against the capital city.


    The team arrived at the target location, a mud-walled Qalat—typical housing compound—and initiated contact. Unbeknownst to JT and the others, the bad guys had fled moments earlier and were watching them from the nearby hills and mountains. In favor of the Taliban was the fact that there weren’t many roads into or out of the location and this allowed them the opportunity to set up an ambush at a “Choke Point” in the road nearby.


    As the team ex-filled, the massive IED, secreted in the earthen road, detonated directly underneath JT’s Humvee. The explosion literally pushed Taman’s body into the roof which subsequently tore open from the sheer force. JT would have been blown clear of the vehicle had it not been for the fact that his feet were hung up in the jagged metal of the former floor. His body was laid out on what was left of the Humvee’s roof. The IED broke his back and neck, both legs, feet, blew out his teeth and much more. He wore a HALO for four months while he recovered. The doctors said he would never walk again, much less have a normal life.


    Those words didn’t ring true for a man of the character and intestinal fortitude as James Taman. From that moment on he made a commitment to himself to persevere through the darkest of times and he refused to quit even in the face of the tremendous pain he endured daily as a result of his injuries. Taman was a man of incredible athleticism and devoted to maintaining high levels of fitness throughout his life and career, and this, no doubt, helped him recover as he did. Eleven months later he was walking and moving. Not in the comfort of his home, but back in Afghanistan, and that is where I met him.


    Long after I left, he would continue to serve our great country in defense of our liberties and freedom until 2012—having been there for almost three years. He then continued to provide service to the U.S. Army as a LEP Special Training Manager until 2014.


    For most men—Taman not being one of them—this would have been a good time to retire, hang it up and go fishing. For JT, astonishingly, he will graduate next week from a police academy in Texas to become a Harris County Deputy. Not so shocking is the fact that only one young kid beat him in the 1.5-mile run.


    This fall the Secretary of Defense will award James Taman and nine other incredible Americans with the Defense of Freedom Medal—those who were either Wounded in Action or Killed in Action as a direct result of their service as Law Enforcement Professionals in Afghanistan.


    Now you know part of the story of a man who chose to serve his nation and community as a career law enforcement officer, dedicated himself to his family, served his nation in combat, refused to take “never” as an answer, is an example to his colleagues and friends, and is an incredible American.


    Thank you, JT, for your service as we enter the month of May and we memorialize those who have been wounded and who have given the ultimate sacrifice for our great nation.


    † † †


    I must admit that I was somewhat taken back. We seldom have the chance to see ourselves through someone else’s eyes. It had been over three years since I last parted ways with Dave in Afghanistan and I was truly honored by the words that he had shared with his readers. I immediately “went to ground” to find his number so that I could thank him for the tribute.


    We reminisced, laughed, and paid tribute to our fallen comrades who would be missed by all. Then, as old cops do, we began to discuss our views on the current state of affairs in the world of law enforcement. It was the time of the Baltimore riots and the 24/7 news cycle hammered away about the “militarization” of our police and those few within our ranks that had given us a black eye. Wouldn’t it be something if the public and those young officers out there knew the true meaning of a “Law Enforcement Professional?”


    I thanked Dave again and we agreed to get together in the future, even though we both knew we probably would not. Within an hour we were both back on the phone with each other. Let’s do it.


    The results are a fascinating true account which chronicles the trials, tribulations, successes—and yes, failures—of a small yet extraordinary group of police officers. Cops who had taken what they’d learned on the mean streets in cities across our great nation to the deserts and mountains of Iraq and Afghanistan.


    It is our hope that by the end of their story you will never look at that beat cop again in the same way. Outside the Wire in Blue: The Untold True Story of American Cops Downrange in the War on Terror. We hope you enjoy it.

  


  
    Background


    Birth of the DOD Law Enforcement Professional Program


    Born out of the fierce fighting experienced in Fallujah, Iraq and the devastatingly effective new weapon—the Improvised Explosive Device (IED) used by Al Qaeda-Iraq (AQI)—U.S. Army and Marine Corps leaders recognized that contemporary tactics and strategies were ineffective against an insurgency that acted more like thugs and criminals than a regular fighting force.


    The question that plagued these leaders was who within their arsenal of warriors understood organized crime, the mindset of street criminals, and the tactics and techniques of gangs? The solution was not found within the Department of Defense (DOD). It was found in their brothers in blue, the American policeman.


    Thus, in 2006, at the direction of the DOD, the Law Enforcement Professional Program (LEP-P) was established by the aptly named Joint Improvised Explosive Device Defeat Organization (JIEDDO). The mission of the LEP Program was to obtain and employ police officers and federal agents from across the U.S. who had a minimum of twenty years of criminal enterprise investigative and analytical skills and embed them at corps, division and brigade/regiment levels in Iraq and Afghanistan. The unique skill sets of the American police officer was being called upon to assist the U.S. Army and Marines Corps to more effectively understand, identify, penetrate, interdict, and suppress the insurgent organizations.


    In 2007, the program transitioned from JIEDDO to United States Army Criminal Investigation Division Command (USACIDC) whereby this highly unusual and extremely unconventional project began to quietly recruit veteran police officers from across the country and place them smack dab on the front lines on the War on Terror.


    These street-hardened cops, LEPs as they became known, who had already fought crime and done their time on the mean streets of America, laced up their combat boots, left retirement behind and joined the ranks as Staff Advisors and so much more in the COIN fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. Although they were still civilians, these LEPs were outfitted as soldiers and treated as such. They ate, slept, laughed, cried, and when necessary fought and died alongside our country’s finest warriors.

  


  
    PART 1: Tragedy and Comeback


    Chapter 1


    No worries, sir, you’re not the only one


    LEP JT Taman, May 2009—


    I was summoned to the head shed—U.S. Army Headquarters at Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan—for an upcoming mission by the U.S. Army Commander who was responsible for the surrounding provinces of Bagram, Bamyan, Parwan and Kapisa. The commander wanted to conduct a “Rule of Law” assessment of the police and judiciary capabilities in those areas and, as such, we would roll out and spend four days at each District Headquarters of the Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP). An MP captain would be responsible for assessing their equipment. A JAG—Judge Advocate General Army attorney—would be responsible for assessing the courts and prosecutors (or lack thereof). I would be responsible for assessing the police. We would also be given a combat photographer to document our actions for use in the COIN piece of the equation. An operational plan was drafted and we were set to execute.


    On May 16th, we arrived at the Tagab District in Kapisa Province. For security purposes we arrived unannounced—as the Tagab Valley in 2009 was the backyard of the Taliban. We sat down with AUP Commander Mir Abdul Mokim and stated our intentions. The commander was a formable and weathered man, and I was told that he was a former Mujahedeen (holy warrior) in the fight against the Russians. I could not help but wonder what he would think if he could spend a shift in a black and white police car in South Central LA.


    After we received the blessing from the commander, I mustered all the AUP together to run clearing drills. There was a vacant Kalat (Afghan house) next to the district HQ that the AUP used for training. I was impressed to find that about half of them had some level of skill with regards to tactically clearing. I suppose I should not have been surprised as there was a Special Forces Unit located at FOB Morales Frazier which was only a click away from them. It was obvious that the SOF and French guys had been working with them as the area was French battlespace under Task Force Lafayette.


    After conducting some house clearing drills the AUP officers demonstrated taking down a vehicle with a suicide bomber in it. This was taking what is known in our world of police work in the U.S. as Felony Car Stop to the next level.
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    Afghan Uniformed Police; Tagab District, May 16, 2009


    My next stop was to meet with the AUP Criminal Investigations Division (CID) officer. He showed me a list containing several suspects who were wanted on various criminal charges. I informed him that we would like to accompany them on an operation to capture someone on that list. The idea was to conduct an operation and assess how the AUP interacted with their prosecutor, handled a search, identified and handled evidence, and interrogated their suspect. The JAG would then bring a judge over from Kabul and we would conduct the preliminary hearing. Consequently, the CID officer picked the top two bad guys on his list. Both were brothers who had murdered two AUP recruits in an attempt to dissuade the local villagers from joining the police force. They were from a family of five, with one brother currently fighting with the Taliban and the other two having been killed in an airstrike some months before.


    That evening we sat in on their operational planning. We would jump off at 0300 hours. The MP Captain, the JAG, several of their senior soldiers and I would accompany the AUP search and arrest team. In military speak, this was the assault force. We would be followed up approximately thirty minutes later by the Quick Reaction Force (QRF), who would stand off a couple of clicks from the target. The Cavalry, if you will.


    I was totally fine with the preparations until we returned to our temporary quarters to get some shut eye. Upon approaching the compound, I immediately noticed that it was totally surrounded by concertina wire and there was an armed sentry guard posted. When I inquired with the young man standing guard why the internal compound was fortified in such a manner, he informed me that the physical barriers were necessary to protect us. This seemed strange to me as the compound was in fact located within a secure police compound, so I asked an additional question I should not have asked: “Protect us from whom?”


    “The police, sir,” was his response.


    Now I was worried because the first LEP killed in action (KIA) came at the hands of the Afghan police, but we will get to that later.


    0300 hours arrived and we were on the move. You don’t have to be a cop or a soldier to be familiar with Murphy’s Law. We got about four clicks from the police compound and the lead AUP vehicle broke down. The road was narrow and walled on both sides so there was no way around it. There we sat for two hours while they cannibalized another vehicle to fix it. Our plan of patrolling into the target residence under the cover of darkness and executing the warrants at first light just went out the window. Instead, our arrival would be with the sun coming up overhead. At least it was at our backs.


    The AUP did a great job putting us on the target house and, all things considered, their movement tactics were excellent. They ran a floating point, had both flanks covered, and ran a rear guard. When we got on target they set up an outer perimeter, or in military terms, “a blocking force.”


    Back home, we would have knocked and announced our presence, made entry and secured the residence in short order, but we weren’t back home. The Afghan Major, also a former Mujahedeen and a very charismatic man, knocked on the door and it was answered by an Afghan woman in her fifties who turned out to be the suspect’s mother. The woman immediately stated that she was there alone, and with those words everything came to a screeching halt.
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    Tagab District, Kapisa Province, Afghanistan; May 17, 2009


    As strange as it may seem to you reading this account, those male policemen were not about to enter that house. Not because they did not have the legal authority to do so under Afghan Law, but because she was there alone without a male family member. This is one of the reasons why many of our soldiers would be so frustrated with our efforts there. Many did not understand that there were two parallel legal systems in Afghanistan and that both were applied simultaneously to law enforcement as we know it. There was the Afghan Constitution and written police laws, which had been around since the 1960s, and there was their religious law, Sharia, which had been around for centuries. Failure to understand the dynamics of how the two intersected and incorporate them into your operational planning could have fatal consequences.


    The clock was running and we were now forty-five minutes on target. The major was negotiating with Momma to get a male relative to the house so they could conduct their search for the suspects. At about the one-hour mark, the major began to receive cell phone calls from a source he had in the area who informed him that the Taliban were moving into position all around us. Things started to get tense and you could sense the danger in the faces of the Afghan Police Commandos on scene.


    In 2009, in the Tagab District, if you were on target more than thirty minutes, you were going to be in for a fight.
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    Tagab, Afghanistan: Search & Arrest Warrant House; May 17, 2009


    An hour and fifteen minutes into the operation, one of the exterior perimeter officers radioed that a nearby farmer had told him that when we were approaching, the two suspects ran out into the wheat field directly behind the house. The Afghan police wanted to do a linear push through the wheat field and attempt to flush them out.


    Fortunately, the young MP Captain knew enough about tactics to know that this method had a very high probability of resulting in some of those police officers getting killed. So he radioed Bagram Air Field and requested gunship support. Now we would stand fast and wait for some eyes in the sky. As a policeman and not a soldier, what I did not realize was that because this was not an Army CONOP, and we were not currently in contact with the enemy, that it would push us to the bottom of the list.


    An hour and a half into the operation, the young captain made a command decision. We would terminate the mission, ex-fill back to the QRF and wait for our gunships to cover us as we moved out of the danger zone.


    Now, I like to think of myself as a pretty squared away and brave cop, but I honestly have to say that you could not have pounded a toothpick up my ass with a sledgehammer as we patrolled back to the QRF. We were walking in a depressed creek bed with elevated wheat fields for concealment on both sides. If I was the enemy, this is where I would strike.


    When we made it to the QRF, we immediately “assed-up” into the first armored Humvee we came to, but we were now faced with a new problem. The QRF Commander informed us that the secondary ex-fill route that had been chosen was impassable in the Humvee. You did not have to be a member of Seal Team 6 to figure out that going back the same way we came in was a very bad idea. However, we should be okay if we waited for our gunships.


    I learned this in Iraq:


    While I was deployed in Iraq as a DHS Agent, I was asked to attend an IED conference at Al Udeid Air Base in Qatar. I felt honored as a lot of very high-ranking and very smart people were in attendance, both military and civilian. We were getting hammered in Iraq at that time by massive IEDs and the military was looking for solutions. Our part, of course, was to champion the ongoing efforts to strangle Al


    Qaida’s unlimited funding strings to pay the local Iraq criminals to put them in the roads. I remember a statistician presenting an appeal for more air cover on all convoy movements. From studying the statistics, he made his case that we had not lost a single life during a movement in which we had close gunship support. That made perfect sense to me. The only problem was that we did not have enough gunships in service to cover the hundreds of movements happening every day.


    Two Kiowa attack choppers arrived on scene and we began to move—slowly but moving just the same. The Afghans had three policemen on foot ahead of the package looking for IEDs followed by an Afghan pick-up containing officers in the back with a Dishka 50-caliber machine gun and RPGs. I was in the lead Humvee and as we began to approach a narrow, walled road leading into a small village, I took off my helmet so I could clean my eye protection—which had so much sweat on them that I could no longer see through the lenses. I dozed off immediately after strapping on my helmet.


    If you have ever been a uniformed police officer assigned to nights, you know that somewhere around 0400-0500 hours you begin to hit the wall. If you are the passenger in a two-man unit, you nod off and usually snap to at the crackling of the radio. In effect, you have micro dreams.


    Well, I was having one of those micro dreams, only I felt like I was upside down. I tried to right myself when an intense pain shot up my spine into my neck. I wasn’t dreaming at all. I was hanging upside down off the back of the Humvee. I had been blown through the armored roof by an IED that had been detonated directly beneath my seat. Never had I experienced pain like that. I could not hear anything, and I could not see anything. It’s been described that war can be “surreal” in many ways and particularly when you are seriously injured. I knew I was screaming from the pain, but I could not hear it. Yes, surreal.


    As a street cop and an agent, I had been involved in several shooting incidents. I was very familiar with the fact that during extreme moments of high adrenaline and intense emotional stress the human brain shuts down different functions to protect itself. Cops will commonly describe violent confrontations as being played out in slow motion. Not hearing the loud bangs as their gun is firing, not even knowing how many bullets they have fired. This was different as I had absolutely no control. If you’re a cop by trade, you know that can be terrifying.
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    LEP JT Taman
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    Tagab District, Kapisa Province, Afghanistan: May 17, 2009


    The first sight picture that I can remember was glimpses of the young medic on my left side working on my legs. I could not lift my head from the ground to see what he was doing. At this point, I realized I was wounded. Now, ten years ago I would have never been able to admit this, but I became gripped by fear. Not the fear of dying, as I had come to terms with that a long time ago. It was the fear of being a fifty-two-year-old cripple with no legs. I’m not sure, but I know I asked him if they could save my legs more than a couple of times.


    It was at this point that something amazing happened. One of the soldiers took a knee beside me and held my hand. A wave of embarrassment washed over me as I looked over at him. I was ashamed that I had been screaming while they were attempting to free me from the mangled Humvee. “I’m sorry for screaming like a little bitch,” I blurted out.


    “No worries, sir, you’re not the only one,” he replied.


    With these words, God turned my senses back on and I could hear the kids lying around me on the ground crying and screaming. Time to think about someone other than yourself, was the message from the man upstairs.


    Time to be a leader.


    Once the morphine entered my bloodstream, everything began to blur. The last thing I remember was looking out the side door of the medevac chopper, watching the wheat below me bend with the wash from the spinning rotors.


    “We will see you when you get back, sir,” a voice from outside the door proclaimed. “You can count on that,” I said in return. The UH-60 lifted off and things went black.
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    LEP JT Taman


    I was flown to the Craig Joint Theater Hospital at Bagram Air Base. From there I was taken on a C-17 flying emergency room to Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany. It is the largest military hospital outside of the United States.


    I have almost no recollection of my six days in transit through the two military hospitals, with the exception of a brief conversation I had with a fellow cop in Landstuhl’s ICU. I think it stuck in my memory because of the enormity of its consequences.


    In 2002, I was the Deputy Attaché assigned to the Department of Homeland Security’s Foreign office in Frankfurt, Germany. One of my men was Agent Pete.


    Agent Pete was a former Naval Criminal Investigative Service (NCIS) Agent. As a bit of military trivia, Agent Pete was one of the agents assigned to investigate Seal Team 6 commander, Richard Marcinko. Commander Marcinko was convicted of defrauding the government over the price of contractor acquisitions. In my opinion, Dick was railroaded, but we won’t go there. In any event, he had the last laugh with his series of Navy Seal action books titles: “Rouge Warrior.”


    When I was on my way to Germany, my wife called Agent Pete, who was still in Frankfurt, and he responded to the hospital, where he stayed with me until I was sent on to Tampa. The one time I remember coming out of my morphine-induced state, I looked up and saw Agent Pete sitting beside my bed. He had a solemn look on his face and I immediately reassured him that I would be okay.


    “It’s not that, JT,” he said. “You have two large hematomas on your testicles and the doctors are afraid of a blood clot being released into your system.”


    “So what the hell does that mean?” I asked.


    “If they don’t go down in the next twenty-four hours, they are going to remove them,” Pete stated matter-of-factly.


    “Good,” I said.


    “No, JT, you don’t understand. They’re going to remove your balls.”

  


  
    Chapter 2


    Sometimes All It Takes, Is All You Have


    “Rehab begins the minute the smoke clears and you realize you’re not dead.” JT, June 2009


    LEP JT—


    It was week two in the intensive care unit of the Tampa General Hospital that I awoke to a young man sitting beside my bed holding my medical chart. He was a rather fit man with a square jaw and a command bearing usually fitted to a veteran street cop or a Marine from a John Wayne movie. He introduced himself as a doctor from the Navy and I quickly learned that my friends at the Special Warfare Development Group (Seal Team 6) had sent him to check up on me.


    We had a long-lasting relationship with Team 6 dating back to the early 90s when I was a member of the U.S. Customs Warrant Entry Teams, and later with the Department of Homeland Security Special Response Teams. We were all a natural fit together from the beginning. Our teams were all comprised of former “blue collar” cops from agencies across the country, and we conducted a lot of our drug enforcement missions on and around the water. Their teams were also “blue collar” type professionals whose operating environment was in the water or, as they say, “over the beach.” We would provide training venues for them, then take their advance team around and introduce them to any local sheriff or chief of police for that particular venue to avoid blue on green FUBARS and then provide the on-site security during their training hits. In return, they would allow our warrant teams to do runs on the targets and host us once a year at their training facility in Virginia.


    It’s funny how relationships within the police and military worlds are built when you are dealing with double “ALPHA” personalities. This was an area that many LEPs in Afghanistan would struggle with, and sometimes all it took was for one LEP to go that extra mile to bridge that gap. Our first meeting with Team 6 was a prime example.


    The seals wanted to do a hostage rescue mission, so we borrowed one of our undercover houses that was located on the inter-coastal waterway in Treasure Island, Florida. The operational plan called for their assault team to use our fifty-foot Hatteras (radar platform boat) to get within striking range in the Gulf, swim up the inter-coastal waterway, make a covert entry into the residence, kill the bad guys, and swim the hostage back out to the Hatteras for a little bird extraction. It was decided that me and three other agents would be on the Hatteras with them.


    After all, it was our toy.


    Our relationship over the preceding twenty-four hours since they had arrived with a contingent from the 160th SOAR was best characterized as tense. They were “Special” guys from the Navy and we were “Special” guys from the police world, and there was a lot of sizing up going on.


    During the afternoon pre-mission briefing, one of my team guys (Mike) affectionately known as “Shark Man”—a prior Florida Marine Patrol Officer—made a request that would totally change the dynamics of our relationship with the world’s top counterterrorism team. As I was writing this passage, I asked Shark Man if he would like to share this story with you.


    He took a long drag on his backwoods cigar, smiled, and said, “Easy day.”


    † † †


    Mike (Shark Man)—


    It was 1745 hours on a Monday afternoon and I found myself dressed in my black pajamas, also known as my tactical uniform, just outside the briefing room at Coast Guard Station Bayboro in St Petersburg, Florida. I was due to attend an 1800 meeting with three of my teammates from our U. S. Customs Tactical team based out of Tampa and a complete assault element from Seal Team 6, including their air operations partner that I knew as the spooky 160th, based out of Ft. Campbell, Kentucky.


    The men and I did not want to be late, so we waited outside the conference room door until about five minutes before the meeting was scheduled to begin. No one had entered the room and we all believed we were at the wrong conference room and began to shuffle around looking for an adjoining room or door, which we never found. Starting at 1759, and ending no later than 1800 and 59 seconds, the entire assault element entered the room, not arriving in a formation but from every direction. I was taken aback by both the punctuality and the fact that each sailor or pilot operated independently and with a precision I had never seen, eclipsing any special police unit that I ever worked with.


    We all sat at the large briefing table configured so each individual could view one another but arranged in a way that only the commander (Bill) was in a center location where he could be seen and heard for optimum effect. This again raised my hackles, because in vanilla government law enforcement, the pecking order was a big deal, as were most of the employee egos. I got the impression that each man was equally important in this room, with the slight exception of Commander Bill, who outlined the entire op plan.


    When Bill finished the briefing, he glanced over at our section of the room and asked if there was anything he could do for us as a routine courtesy. I must admit that after watching them conduct their briefing, instead of four super cool pajama-clad ninjas, we were feeling like a barbershop quartet. We did bust ass for him and his men as our job was to locate and procure unique sites in our particular urban environment—which could be used as practice assault locations where a hostage could be possibly held. We also provided security at these locations and liaison with the local police in case anything went sideways. After all, what could go wrong with night-time realistic practice runs on locations where helicopters, breaching explosives and live ammo were often used?


    Realizing that we frequently trained the same way, I could tell that their techniques varied from ours simply from watching how they entered, exited, and interacted in the briefing room. As Bill was ready to conclude, I asked one small favor at the last second, to the disbelief of my colleagues and disgust of his. I asked if it would be acceptable for one or more of our law enforcement tactical team to shadow their operators to observe the techniques they utilized to see if we could improve our own team’s ability. This was a five-night operation and, as I briefly scanned the room, the friendliest look from Bill’s men was a Donald Trump-like scowl as the room was absolutely quiet. Commander Bill graciously asked for a moment to step out of the room to see if it could be arranged. He reentered and quickly uttered my favorite words, “Shouldn’t be a problem.” Although none of us in that room realized it at the time, those four words would ultimately form the foundation of life-long friendships on and off the battlefield.


    That night I found myself in international waters off Treasure Island, Florida aboard one of our larger undercover vessels capable of carrying an entire seal assault group as well as T (I affectionately called Agent Taman T) and me. As we motored toward one of our undercover houses where the hostage was being held, T would observe everything he could from a leadership position aboard the vessel and I would make the swim with the Seals. I sat on the deck located to the stern of the vessel, again in a circular fashion, which I perceived to indicate each swimmer being of equal importance. I remember feeling like a two-headed man in a circus sideshow as everyone was looking directly at me.


    I never spoke of my background to any of them, which gave me a strong feeling of confidence, and in return gave them the impression that I was simply another cling-on, a sea anchor, another wannabe, or at best just another vanilla strap-hanger in decent physical condition. In reality, I was a licensed boat captain with thousands of hours under my belt running speedboats for the government almost exclusively at night in the Caribbean, Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico. I moonlighted as a commercial lobster diver, almost always free diving. I learned these skills from a person that I consider the best there is in the Florida Keys. At times, we would work half or the entire seven-mile bridge where sharks, current, and jagged rocks were in constant play. I was very comfortable in the dark and working around any type of barnacle-encrusted structure, even in a rip current. A boat was equivalent to a car for me. I was highly trained in close-quarters combat (CQC), but not to their ability.


    I had to figure out a way to break the ice as well as the associated stink eye. I could tell our approximate position off the coast as I had fished that area many times. I piped up and asked if anyone had ever grouper fished this area before. One or two answered back. Great, some conversation, I thought. In our occupation, police work, engaging in conversation, having someone feel comfortable with you and gaining respect, was all part of the game. It is sometimes referred to in tougher parts of town as “street cred.” T would later utilize these skills down range in Technicolor.


    Fishing talk soon turned to bait and then to ocean bottom, then to boats, and then to diving. Seals are very curious and eager to learn anything. Soon, I was barraged with questions about running the speedboats at night and that transitioned into lobster diving which transitioned into early-morning SWAT hits on all types of structures and compounds. A good cop rarely struggles for words involving wild, unbelievable stories. In minutes, I went from feeling like a circus side show to feeling like Matt Hooper aboard the Orca trading tales with Captain Quin.


    As we neared the drop-off point, I needed to transition from talking the talk to walking the walk. After all, we had to exit the moving boat, perform a fairly long night swim, go over the beach (OTB), neutralize the bad guys, rescue the hostage (precious cargo – PC), swim the PC back, and board the insertion vessel all without being seen or heard. My swim buddy Jimmy was probably ordered to make sure the Agent made it there and back with no further duties assigned. As we entered the water, I was right at home and in my element. The training evolution went off without a hitch and I witnessed the eleven words spoken by our nation’s quiet professionals that have literally changed lives, “We’re Seal Team Six and we’re here to take you home.” Even as an “observer,” as we approached the ex-fill point on the swim back, you could not help but feel a sense of pride. It also didn’t hurt that I was near the front of the pack as we climbed aboard.


    As I shed my thin wetsuit, I felt the eyes of the entire team on me once more. “You kept with the pack during the entire mission,” blurted one of the men as if he was very surprised.


    I replied with, “Easy day,” one of their favorite vernacular sayings. I pulled some dry surfing baggies (swim trunks) out of my dry bag, put them on and then reached for my backwoods cigars. I fired one up and noticed that most of the men had also slipped into dry clothing. In a matter of seconds, everyone was smoking their own cigar. The whole mood of the team changed. Just like that we were no longer just “cops” to them.


    † † †


    Over the years to follow we would share many skills related to the police world with them and pick up many skills related to the military world in return. In the big scheme of things, I suppose that being a LEP was predestined for me.
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    Virginia Beach Training 1995: from the left; Agent Willie (Big Man), Agent Mike (Shark Man), Agent JT


    The Seal doc, getting to the point, had one question for me. “Are you headed back to Afghanistan?”


    “Yes, I am,” came out with no hesitation.


    “Well then, I don’t see anything here in your chart that is going to keep you from that,” he said very matter of fact. “You’ll get used to the loud cracking in your neck when you turn your head. It’s nothing that a lot of our guys don’t have.” The doc then told me that he was working in the local area emergency rooms for the next few months and gave me his card with a cell phone number on it. Doc said if I needed anything to give him a call. I had no way of knowing at the time, but the doc would play a part in my rapid return to Afghanistan.


    In about week nine I asked my son Jay to go to Sports Authority and buy some of those colored elastic bands that some people use for strength training. It was time to start getting ready for my in-hospital rehab. Between the two of us we engineered a way to connect the bands to the side rails, top rail, and bottom rail of the bed. This would give me the ability to perform presses and flies for my chest, triceps extensions from behind me, and some leg raises for my quadriceps and stomach muscles. It was a start and the kid would be my trainer. What a strange reversal of roles, as I used to take him to the gym with me when he was little and now he was the one in control.


    That was just fine with me as I was totally consumed with the thought of getting upright and into the hospital’s rehab training facility.


    Around week ten, a rehabilitation specialist showed up in my room for the first time. I was like a little kid on my first day of school. She brought in two big orderlies who lifted me up and sat me in a recliner chair that had been placed next to my bed. Once in the chair, I began blurting out a flurry of different exercises that we could do. She stood there looking at me with a blank stare, which I interpreted as, are you kidding? Have you not looked in the mirror? Then she said, “Just sit there and I’ll be back.”


    So there I sat. In about fifteen minutes, she returned with the orderlies and they picked me up and placed me back in my bed. She smiled at me politely and said, “That’s enough for today.”


    That’s it, seriously? I thought to myself.


    The next afternoon, the young lady returned, and we repeated the movement into the recliner chair. Once again, she turned to leave. “Excuse me, ma’am, but is what you’re doing part of my rehab program?” I asked.


    She smiled politely and said, “Yes, sir, it is.”


    “Then you’re fired.” The words came out of mouth without even thinking about what I was saying. I was not going to get back in the game by sitting in a chair looking out the window. No one showed up the next day for my session.


    That night, Officer Damien, who was my most regular visitor, showed up in my room. Damien had been my first probationary officer when I was a field training officer (FTO) with the St. Petersburg Police Department. I had been his trainer even though we were both just kids in our early twenties. We’d developed a very special bond; a bond that fellow cops develop through a shared event in which they both could have been killed—it’s similar to the bond young soldiers share who face death in combat.


    The Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office was conducting a “buy & bust” for a pound of cocaine on the south side of our city and we had been called to assist as uniform officers. Now you might think a pound of cocaine does not seem to be all that much, but back in 1983 that was a pretty big deal for a local agency. The deal was set to go down inside the bad guy’s liquor store, and the young undercover detective went into the back office of the store and examined the cocaine, then went out and got the money from the trunk of his undercover vehicle. Everything seemed to be going per the textbook, or at least as far as I could tell with my extensive experience at that point of about eighteen months on the job. Suddenly, a detective broke the air with, “We’ve lost the wire.”


    Officer Damian, who was in his first week on the job, looked over at me with an expression that said, I’m not feeling good about this. Before I could say something reassuring to him, the LT broke the air with, “Let’s hit it.” His next transmission was, “Have the uniforms lead so they know we’re the police.” As they say in the Army, ‘You don’t have to like it; you just have to do it.’


    We led the way into the business not knowing that the bad guy was standing at his desk counting the money in front of a two-way mirror that looked out into the liquor store floor area. What he saw was exactly what the LT had wanted, two uniform cops running towards him. He reached into the desk and pulled out a .357 Magnum and opened fire literally several feet from us through the mirror. He would die in that exchange, but Officer Damien and I would walk away with only scratches from the exploding glass. We were apparently now bonded for life.


    When I was hit in Afghanistan, Officer Damien was there at the emergency room of the hospital in Tampa when I was air medevacked from Germany. He and Shark Man would be there almost every day for the entire time I was there. For that, I owe them both a debt of gratitude that I will never be able to repay.
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    Tampa General Emergency room; May 24, 2009


    On this night, Officer Damien could see that I was down, and when he found out that it was because I had apparently been put on the physical therapist’s “bad patient” list, he did what any good partner would have done. He pulled out the badge and began raising hell.


    The next afternoon, a pretty young therapist showed up and went to work on me for real. I think she got it. Either that or this was a plan to cause me as much pain as possible.


    It was week twelve and I made my application for a bed in the hospital rehab center. I had done the work and I was ready. But I was not ready for what would happen next.


    The Director of the rehab unit showed up in my room looking at my chart. As he thumbed through my chart, he began to speak, “I’m recommending that you be released to return home to ‘convalesce.’ Based upon your age, number of surgeries and the extent of your injuries, I don’t think you’re a good candidate for in-house rehab at this time and we have limited beds available.” It was like I was hearing the words, but they weren’t registering in my brain. Convalesce. They wanted to send me home to sit in a chair and look out the window again. I immediately broke into the “bad patient” again, but he was unfazed. He was the director of the unit and that was that.


    So there I lay in silence. After some time, my son stood up and said, “Why don’t you give the Seal doc a call, Pop?” He dialed the number and handed me the phone.


    Thank God the phones those days were so small or I could never have gotten it under the medieval cage on my head. Two rings later and the Seal Team doc roger’d up. I gave him the dump and he fired back with a simple and concise explanation of what had just happened, which put everything in perspective. “He thinks you’re a citizen,” he said. The next words out of his mouth were said in typical Navy speak. “Stand fast, I’ll work it.”


    Two hours later, the director showed up in my room with a big smile on his face. “I found you a bed in my rehab,” he said.


    The Seals had rescued me without a single shot fired. Fair winds and following seas, Doc.

  


  
    Chapter 3


    “Be careful what you wish for because it just might come true.” JT, August 2009.


    LEP JT—


    Up until then I had enjoyed the privilege of a private room, partially due to the government picking up the tab, and partially the result of Officer Damien’s badge and, of course, the fact that his dad had spent a career there as an on-staff physician. But I was moving to rehab and I would have to share a room.


    When I first arrived, I was alone. I, of course, was hoping that it stayed that way. Not to be. On the first night there they wheeled in a young man who was paralyzed from the waist down. He was, in fact, an in-custody crack dealer who had led the Tampa Police on a high-speed pursuit on a stolen motorcycle and crashed. Now we were cell mates.


    On the first day, as I wheeled myself into the rehab center, I was totally switched on. They had weight machines that were designed to be used from a wheelchair, elevated mats to stretch on, and two absolutely beautiful young ladies who were running the show. I was back in the gym.


    Unfortunately, as I had previously experienced, they were used to rehabbing “citizens” so our initial assessment did not go so smoothly. I was informed that the weight machines were off limits to me and that if I wanted to stretch or do any activities on the mats that they would have to stand there and supervise me in case I “rolled off on my head.” Of course this was all quite unsatisfactory.


    I tempered my “bad patient” routine but insisted that they call the director and get me authorized to use all the equipment. They wheeled me over to the water cooler and then disappeared into the office. A few minutes later they returned and informed me that this was all “highly unusual” but the director had told them to let me do whatever I wanted. I guess he did not want another visit from the United States Navy.


    I spent as much time in the rehab center as they would possibly allow me because returning to my cell was a living hell. The crack dealer was taking me to the limit. There were constant visits by different “baby mamas” who were interested in whether he would now be eligible for social security disability so they could get a piece of the money. There were constant cell phone conversations in the middle of the night to his friends in the county jail. He represented everything that I had, in fact, spent a career defending communities against. I began planning on how I could quietly get into my wheelchair and kill him with his pillow in the middle of the night. I actually had a dream one night like the scene from Forrest Gump when LT Dan dragged Gump out of his bed onto the floor. I was becoming LT Dan.


    Rehab was my refuge and I had visits every day from countless agents, officers, detectives, deputies, and United States Attorneys who I had worked with over the years. All of them brought that sense of brotherhood with them and, of course, the sense of humor that only cops can appreciate. One morning as I was on the mat, I looked up and standing over me was Sergeant Jim from the Tampa Police


    Department. Sergeant Jim was a “cop’s cop” who loved life and the ladies. He is happily married now so I probably should not say this, but he once told me, “If prostitution was legal in Florida, I would never have another girlfriend.” It would be a lot cheaper than giving away his furniture every couple of years, was his rationale.


    One time, Sergeant Jim and I were at the Tampa International Airport looking for drug couriers with one of his K-9 guys. We were having the dog climb up and sniff the arriving bags on the carrier right before they would spin out to the waiting passengers. To all our surprise, the dog suddenly had a bout of diarrhea which spread over several bags. Sergeant Jim did not miss a beat. He looked up at us and said,


    “Let’s haul ass.”


    Sergeant Jim looked at me, looked over at my rather attractive young trainer, and uttered, “You have it made.” That said it all.


    It was week fifteen and time to go home. Bobbi, my wife of twenty-seven years at that time, and Janet, my mother-in-law, had decided that Janet’s house, with its open-floor plan, would be much easier for me to get around in with my wheel chair, so that’s where I was headed. Janet was a widow, as my father-in-law, a brilliant surgeon, had passed away some years before.


    Janet was your typical Southern matriarch in her late seventies from Baton Rouge. She was a staunch Republican and as patriotic as anyone I have ever met. Although my wife and my children, Janette, Alex and Jay, were very much against me returning to Afghanistan, my mother-in-law fully supported me. She referred to me as the million-dollar man. I never asked her if that was an indication of my worth to our efforts in Afghanistan or the amount of money it took to put me back together again. Anyway, Janet made it her mission to get me ready.


    For the next two months, Janet put up with my moaning, nightmares, and incessant dragging of my walker and my casts around her house as I slowly learned how to walk again. Janet was a dietitian by education and had me on a training diet like a prize fighter. Once I could manage with just my walker, she would drive me every day to the YMCA, where I would spend every afternoon. I’m sure we were quite a sight, the old woman and the fifty-one-year-old cripple with a HALO. Even though Bobbi and I would eventually divorce, Janet and I remained close. She passed away in Tampa a few weeks prior to me writing this passage. She will always have a special place in my heart.
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    September 2009, my son Jay and I: Bob Sierra Family YMCA; Tampa, Florida


    It was during this time that my youngest daughter Alex, who was a senior in a private high school in Tampa, began her college application process. Alex is a beautiful young lady who is extremely intelligent and has a gift and passion for photography. She had set her sights on getting into the Tisch School of the Arts at NYU. However, her school counselor informed her that she should not get her hopes up as Tisch only accepted about fifty students each year from the entire country. Now, she did not get her intelligence from me, but I came up with a suggestion. As part of her application package, she had to submit a photographic portfolio. The way I figured it was that after 9-11 there would be no admissions board in the country that would be as patriotic as New York, so I suggested that she do a photographic spread on her wounded dad in rehab as he was getting ready to return to Afghanistan.


    She was accepted. In April of 2014, I sat in Rockefeller Center with her mother and sister and watched her graduate. It seems that pain is often a prelude to happiness and I was a proud father.
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    NYU Tisch School of the Arts Graduation; Rockefeller Center Janette (Left) Alex (Right)


    I was now into my sixth month and starting to run. The HALO had come off my head the month before. Of all the medical procedures and operations they conducted on me, there was none so unnerving as the removal of that contraption. I can still hear the screws being turned out of my scull, the sound of which is like taking screws out of a hard piece of wood. The neurosurgeon actually had me sign a release of my medical records so they could use them for teaching at the University of South Florida. You see, I had suffered a burst fracture to my C-1 disk. The doctors refer to it as the “superman” break, as it was the same injury that crippled actor Christopher Reeve (Superman). The break is about 85% fatal or results in complete paralysis. The reason I was not killed or paralyzed—well, we’ll get to that later.


    It was time to go back to work, but if I was to get a ticket back to the “big show” I was going to have to pass a PT test. Now, just like Forrest Gump, if I was going somewhere, I WAS RUNNING!

  


  
    Chapter 4


    Critical Incident Survival


    LEP JT—


    Critical Incident Survival, that’s a mouthful isn’t it? How in the world do you prepare yourself to make it through a war zone?


    When I was in the hospital, a Secret Service friend of mine brought me a book written by a gentleman who had conducted thousands of interviews with people who had survived an assortment of life and death situations. In that book the author made reference to the 10-80-10 Theory. It goes like this: Ten percent of the population when faced with a life and death situation will immediately evaluate the incoming circumstances, come up with an appropriate plan, and immediately execute that plan, which will directly contribute to the survival of the event. Eighty percent of the population when faced with a life or death situation will do nothing. They will go into what is known as sensory overload and whether they live or die will be totally dependent on how the situation unfolds. The other ten percent will incorrectly evaluate the incoming circumstances, come up with a plan of action based upon faulty interpretation of the circumstances, and execute that plan of action which will directly contribute to their death.


    When I first read the theory, an Agent I knew immediately came to mind. He was a friend, a mentor and a fellow tactical officer. Like me, he was formally in blue as a young man and like me he had learned some very valuable and hard lessons out on the street. Late one night, he and his partner were nearing the end of their shift and were making one last swing through a business district. They stopped at a liquor store so that he could get a bottle of water. Or at least that’s what he told Internal Affairs. Instead of a bottle of water, he got a bullet which severed his femoral artery. He had walked into an armed robbery in progress. His partner rushed into the store, engaged the gunman then dragged him out to the cruiser, loaded him up and drove Code-one to the closest emergency room. His partner had immediately and correctly assessed the circumstances, came up with a plan, executed that plan and, in fact, saved his life. Had his partner called for EMT and attempted to stop the bleeding with direct pressure in place, he would have died right there on that filthy liquor store floor.


    The important take away is that all the LEPs are in that first ten percent. They would have never made it through a law enforcement career otherwise.


    Next up, you have to look at the hard facts about IED events. At the time, these statistics reflected that one in four IED strikes resulted in a fatality. That means that statistically you have a seventy-five percent chance of survival.


    So, if the LEPs were, in fact, better prepared than ninety percent of the walking dead around them to deal with critical incidents and they have a seventy-five percent chance of surviving, then what is the deciding element of the equation?


    Mental preparation: Mental Preparation is getting up each day with the attitude of WHEN this happens to me versus IF this happens to me. Accepting the WHEN puts you into the six P’s. Prior planning prevents piss poor performance. It’s all about having your own battle plan. WHEN this happens to me, I’m going to do A through D. Now you might look at this and say, what good does that do when you are physically all fucked up? The very simple answer is that this is, in fact, the most important time to have your plan ingrained into “muscle memory.” You see, even if your body can’t execute your plan, your mind will. As long as your mind is engaged then you are still functional. Or as they say, you’re still “in the fight.”


    Tactical unit cops, just like our military’s SOF operators, shoot thousands of rounds in practice regularly. They do this to develop “muscle memory.” It is that ability to perform cognitive functions without reflection. My first experience with this type of training was at a “Street Survival” seminar put on by a company called Caliber Press. I and many other attendees were seated in a blacked-out classroom with the bright rotating red and blue lights of a police vehicle’s light bar flashing through the darkness. In the background was an audio tape recording of an officer conducting a car stop with the voice of the dispatcher responding to the officer’s radio transmissions. The sound of the police car door opening can be heard, and a moment later, we recognized the footsteps of the officer as he approached the vehicle.


    Suddenly, the loud BANG of a blank round being fired from a gun echoes throughout the room, surprising everyone in the room. A moment later, the lights came on and the instructors began asking everyone about their individual plan of action. The intent of the training, and the overall message, was that instead of daydreaming about where you might go drinking after work, daydream about what could happen to you out on the street and what your plan of action would be. Muscle memory for the brain.


    It can be summed up concisely by a comment attributed to an ATF Agent who participated in the infamous attempt to execute a search warrant at the Branch Davidians Compound in Waco, Texas. This brave man was shot several times on the roof top of the compound and subsequently rolled off into the courtyard to get out of the line of fire. He lay there for two hours until a cease fire was negotiated. When asked how it was that he survived, the agent said, “I had prepared for that moment my entire life, and when it was occurring to me in real time it was as if I had been there before.” Mental preparation is the key to survival.


    Physical conditioning: The Army PTs every day. Take care of your body and it will take care of you.


    Leadership: WHEN IT happens to you, please remember, you may not be the only one who is on the ground. Do NOT focus inward and fixate on your injuries. Be a leader, it will pay huge dividends for those of us who will take your place until you return. You see, a few weeks after a LEP goes down, his replacement will walk into that unit’s TOC and shake the commander’s hand. He will be welcomed into the team without question. Not because he was some hot shot detective from NYPD or agent from the FBI, but because he is a LEP. That’s all it is.


    Equipment: Every righteous cop is a “gear queer.” We all know that. You can lay a hundred-dollar bill on a roll call room desk and it will be there the next day. Leave a twenty-dollar flashlight there and it will be gone in sixty seconds.


    Although I was only in Afghanistan for a short time before I was hit, one of the things that troubled me was to see some of the LEPs discarding their issued protective gear. Mainly the large and very heavy Kevlar body armor (IBA). As a substitution, they would only wear the front and back plates designed to stop rifle fire. This would reduce their load by a good twenty-five pounds. Now you need to remember, the average LEP was between fifty and sixty years of age. A ten-kilometer march in full gear was an ass kicker, especially in the mountains. That being said, had I not been wearing my IBA, much of the shrapnel that passed through my legs would have also entered into my upper body. Some of them were also replacing their Kevlar helmets with “protec” climbing helmets, shaving off another several pounds. If I had of been wearing one of those it would have been a closed casket funeral for sure.


    The oldest LEP that served with me was in fact sixty-nine years old. Think about that. He was LEP Brad. But LEP Brad was no ordinary grandpa. You would not have guessed it, but he didn’t look a day over fifty-five. LEP Brad was a great cop but a gentle soul, and he could talk your ear off. I remember one time I was in the LEP house having a pretty much one-way conversation with LEP Brad and in the middle of the conversation I got up and walked out to our storage container to retrieve a rifle for a fellow LEP. I returned ten minutes later and LEP Brad was still talking as if I had been there all along. He was an old timer for sure, but no soldier would ever have to carry LEP Brad’s gear on a mission.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Nangahar Province, Afghanistan; Drowning LEP


    Boots. Yes, boots. Many of the LEPs liked to wear the very comfortable designer tactical boots as opposed to the very sturdy Army issue. Me included. You know the ones I am talking about. The ones that are constructed just like high top running shoes. Special Forces shoes. You know that everyone wants to be like them.


    I know it is hard to believe but I am only sitting here today writing this passage because of my boots. When I was blown through the roof of that Humvee my left foot was impaled by a piece of metal that runs directly behind the gunner’s turret.


    Had I been wearing tennis shoes instead of those thick hard-ass Army boots the top half of my foot would have been ripped away and I would have been blown clear of the vehicle. The significance of that, according to my neuro surgeon, is that due to the burst fracture of my C-1 disk, a secondary impact with the ground would have killed me instantly.


    Uniforms. Prior to me being wounded, the Army issued all LEPs the old ACUs—the ones that were not nomex. I guess they had a stockpile of them and figured we weren’t combat troops so we didn’t need the fire resistant ones. I was told that when they got me to the hospital emergency room at Bagram that they could not even take me inside. I had to be stripped and decontaminated first. You see when the IED exploded, it ruptured the five fuel cans that lined the back of the Humvee and I was completely soaked in diesel fuel. To this day I don’t know how I was not ignited. When I made my case, the people behind the scenes made sure the Army changed our ACUs.


    Rifles. I am an old tactical guy starting on a local level and ultimately spending twenty years on the Federal Special Response Teams. I, like many of my team mates, always carried my M-4 rifle on a single carabineer secured to the center of my body armor. As we had our barrels cut down this allowed the weapon to hang down the center line of my torso. It was easy to mount and dismount from vehicles, aircraft and boats carrying it in this manner. I was out, and up on target. Well, we are creatures of habit and we stay with what we know. So, when I went to Afghanistan, I did what I always did. The problem was that I did not factor in to the equation a bomb going off twelve inches under my ass. Now I had a ten-pound piece of steel directly below my head that was moving at thousands of feet per second. I was lucky that only a small piece of the weapon actually made contact with me. I lost some teeth, but can you imagine being hit square in the face? LEPs should get the word that they should place their weapon laterally down their side closest to the door frame.


    Weapon retention. As part of deployment-out processing, all LEPs would transit through the United States Army’s Conus Replacement Center (CRC) located in Ft. Benning, Georgia. There they would be issued four sea bags full of gear. What they referred to as a full soldier load out. You would then drag those bags back to your room and assemble your kit. In doing so, I came across the Army issued holster for my M-9 Beretta. It was a jungle green canvas flap type holster. The very same holster that our troops had carried forty years before in Viet Nam. As a street guy I was fully aware of the importance of securing your sidearm in a good retention holster.


    When I was a young narcotics detective we used to do ‘jump outs.’ We would put an informant out on the street with a wire and he would transmit back what dealers were working and where they had the drugs stashed. We would then haul ass up in an unmarked vehicle and jump out. Two detectives would go for the dealer and the third detective would retrieve the stash. The driver would stand by in the running vehicle to get us out of there ASAP before the rocks and bottles would start to fly.


    One evening we had our sights set on a heroin dealer who had developed an interesting twist. He had the tin foil packets of heroin inside of a tennis ball that he very casually bounced off a building wall on his corner. We bailed out and he threw the tennis ball across the street and we tackled him on the sidewalk in the doorway of a crowded bar. My partner, Detective Jeff, who would later become Agent Jeff of the DEA, went after the stash. I managed to get the bad guy in a headlock and Detective Terry went to work on his rib cage, trying to get him to surrender his hands for cuffing. As we struggled I felt a tug on my sidearm. A tug is probably an understatement as they were actually lifting me up from behind with the butt of my gun. Thank God it did not come out. I released my death grip on the bad guy, pulled a small chief special from my leg holster and wheeled around. I was immediately struck in the face with a bottle. It hit me directly above my right eye and would take several stiches to close. Lesson learned.


    I walked directly over to the CRC computer center, went on line and ordered myself a Blackhawk Serpa holster. A few months later, that bomb would literally bend the barrel of my M-4 rifle, but my side arm was still in that holster when I reached down for it. Had I needed to fight from the ground, I could have done so. Now, I don’t own stock in Blackhawk, but I would press for all the LEPs to change out their issued holsters. This was a no brainer seeing that my friend from Seal Team 6, Retired Chief Mato, who worked for Blackhawk (founded by U.S. Navy Seals) had given me a code for fifty percent off. All the LEPs appreciated and lived by the top two rules of police work. 1. Always shop in blue and 2. If it’s free it’s for me.


    My last slide with regards to equipment would be the most important piece of information. Particularly due to the fact that most of the LEPs were very prideful men. “YOUR PRIDE CAN KILL YOU! IF YOU DON’T THINK YOU ARE SQUARED AWAY, ASK SOMEONE!”

  


  
    Chapter 5


    State Side Hospital & Recovery


    LEP JT—


    As a country, we had now been at war for nine years and you would hear talk of how the American public was growing tired of the fight. Some would also speculate that the support for our troops had diminished since 9-11 and that as a country we had short memories. Well, I don’t buy any of that crap for a second. I can’t speak for the whole country, but I can tell you that WHEN this happens to you, the doctors and hospital staff will know you were wounded in the fight and you will have their respect and appreciation for your sacrifices. Be a leader, but do not buy into the “Hero Syndrome.”


    As a young cop, I thought many times about doing something heroic and getting that Medal of Valor hung around my neck in front of my family, friends and peers. If you are a cop reading this, I am willing to bet that you have as well. The problem with the whole hero thing is that when they pin that medal on your chest, they don’t tell you that with it comes conditions, self-imposed conditions. You see, the minute you become a hero, you have to start acting like a hero. You might read this and think that acting like a hero is a good thing. Well, it all depends on how you define “hero.” You see, I did not think of myself as a hero. I had not rushed a machine gun emplacement or dove on a hand grenade to save my squad members. I just got blown up.


    I, like most LEPs, come from an era that grew up as kids watching John Wayne in the “Sands of Iwo Jima” or “Green Berets” on a Saturday night with their father. Later, as young men, we would revel at Detective John McClane (Bruce Willis) who would battle it out with the bad guys in “Die Hard ad Nauseam”. The point being, heroes were different for us. Police academies today spend days teaching the cadets that when they are involved in a critical incident there are several levels of emotional responses that they will experience, such as shock, anger, negotiation, depression, and acceptance. Heroes shocked or depressed – really? Heroes get knocked down, get angry, kick ass and go home with the prom queen. That is a hero, my friend.


    Therein lies the danger of the “Hero Syndrome” for the LEPs. It is these very emotions that the mind uses, quite effectively, to repair itself. When we subconsciously suppress these feelings, we can seriously impact our own ability to heal. So, be a hero, but be a hero on your terms, not someone else’s.


    Set small realistic goals and remember that you are going to have setbacks and very bad days.


    I believe that on or about week ten of my hospitalization, I perfected a rather awkward, and somewhat painful but effective, technique with regard to being able to sit up in my bed. Although this seems like a small goal, it was indeed a huge accomplishment for me. Particularly, given the fact that I still had a fractured lower back, two crushed legs and what I often referred to as a somewhat medieval cage screwed into my skull to protect my broken neck. In any event, I viewed it as the first step towards mobility. As such, my son Jay and I began a rather regimented daily training evolution designed to allow me to maneuver myself into a wheelchair that he would park next to my bed. Once in an upright position, I would manually move each leg to the left side of the bed and then use my triceps to move my body laterally a few inches at a time until I was lined up with the wheelchair.


    The nurses would watch in amazement, but the fact that I had gone from a muscular 195 pounds to a rather anemic looking 150 pounds actually allowed me to move my body more efficiently. Once lined up with my wheelchair, I would simply begin to back up inch by inch until I was able to grab the arm rails of the wheelchair and then drag myself the rest of the way into the seat. Just the simple act of pushing myself around the room in my wheelchair was a feeling that is hard to put into words. For me it was almost like the feeling I had as a rookie police officer in the Field Training Program when my Field Training Officer threw me the keys to the cruiser and said, “You’re driving.” The first time you get behind the wheel of a police car and head out onto the city streets is a day you will always remember. It is a potent mixture of power and pride yet tempered with a degree of anxiety.


    Yes, sitting in that wheelchair, I was back on the street.


    It was 0200 hours and, as usual, I was wide awake. Sleeping was still uncomfortable from both a physical and mental perspective. I still could not shake the Taliban that seemed to continue to do battle with me from several thousand miles away, but we will talk about that later. I made a command decision; I would do something that none of my family or friends would believe, triumph over my broken body. I would get into that wheelchair, sneak past the nurses’ station, take the elevator down several floors, and wheel myself outside into the night air for the first time.


    As with all “covert” operations, you begin with some detailed planning and a risk assessment. I began to execute my bed extraction over and over in my mind as I had not attempted to mount the wheelchair in the complete darkness. Once I had it mapped out in my mind, I turned my thoughts to how I could injure myself further, if that was possible. I quickly dismissed those thoughts with the rationale that I was, in fact, already in a hospital so what could go wrong.


    As they say in the military, ‘The best operational plan never survives first contact.’ As I reached behind me to grab the arm rails, the wheelchair rolled backwards, and I was now sliding towards a collision with the floor. I frantically grabbed the bedding and pulled myself back up onto my side in the bed. I don’t know how long I lay there motionless. I lay there trying to get my courage back, but ultimately, I decided to continue. You know what they say, first you do the thing that scares the hell out of you, and then you get the courage afterwards.


    I located the small pincher device mounted on a stick they had given me to help change my underwear and used it to pull the wheelchair back to the bed. The second attempt was a winner and I was back in my patrol unit.


    Making it past the nurses’ station was easier than I thought as they were apparently on rounds, so I shot directly to the bank of elevators. I pushed the button and rolled myself in and the door closed behind me. Wow, that was easy. Or was it? As soon as the door closed, I realized that I could not reach behind me to push the button and the elevator was not wide enough to turn my wheelchair around. There I sat. As it was the middle of the night no one was using the elevator, so I sat there wondering how long it would take for the nurses to discover my absence and put out a code red.


    So much for being covert.


    It must have been about thirty minutes and there was a jolt and I was Oscar Mike, or “on the move” as the former Marine Corps deputy who works on my squad would say. I touched down on the deck and the door opened. Before I could move the wheels, someone grabbed the handles from behind and backed me out of the elevator. They spun me around and began pushing me down the corridor towards the front door of the hospital. I thanked them and told them I had it from here, but they continued to push. Now it begins to get weird. I could not turn around to see the person, but I could see in my peripheral towards the floor that the person was wearing a hospital gown and he started talking in some type of gibberish. I was being pushed out of the hospital by a mentally deranged homeless man who was apparently out on his own covert operation. I was helpless, and that panic that strikes deep down in your gut set in. It was a sensation that I had first experienced as a young narcotics detective with the St. Petersburg Police Department in Florida.


    I had been in narcotics for about two months and I went out to make my first heroin buy. The operational plan was for the informant and me to go to the bad guy’s apartment and make the purchase there. I had a cover team and my senior partner, Detective “Rick” emphatically cautioned me about taking the bad guy on any “road trips” to pick up the drugs. It was the projects and the bad guy’s home turf. After some introductions, I was informed that we had to take a short drive to make the purchase. I argued with the bad guy and he hit me with the “you must be a cop” challenge followed by “either that or you’re a pussy.” So, out to my car we went. I told the informant to get in the back so the bad guy would be up front with me, and he, of course, did the opposite, which is an extremely bad move in the undercover business. After the second turn, I realized that my cover team was not with me and that deep gut panic set in. I was on my own, just like now.


    I began striking the homeless man’s hands with my elbows and screaming at him. He let me go a few feet from the door and walked off, mumbling to himself. I sat there motionless for what seemed to be a long time then solemnly made the journey back to my room.


    Lying there in my bed, I began to cry. Several weeks ago, I was a warrior, and now I could not even defend myself from a homeless man. What was to be the triumph over my broken body turned out to be the low point of my recovery; it was a very bad day.


    Watch the pain meds. Morphine is without a doubt one of the greatest medical discoveries in modern history. But it is, unfortunately, a double-edged sword.


    In about my sixth week in the hospital, I woke up one morning and for the first time felt like I was back in my own body again, albeit busted up but still mine. When the nurse came in, I asked her to disconnect me from the morphine pump that I had up until then counted on for immediate relief. She did so reluctantly. When she brought me my oral pain pills, I turned them down. I was in no pain and saw no reason to take them. After lunch, a young man showed up in my room and introduced himself as my “pain” doctor. I didn’t even realize that I had a pain doctor. In any event, he launched into a quite technical explanation of how pain worked, with the conclusion being that I should continue my meds. I thanked him and told him I felt fine and that I would not need the meds anymore. Of course, he was not happy with my decision. “You’re a big boy, do what you want,” were his final words.


    Prior to the lights being turned off that evening, the nurse tried one more time to get me loaded up with meds to no avail. By about two o’clock in the morning I would have robbed a 7-11 for a couple of Percocets. Now I was a believer and if they brought it, I took it.


    When they sent me home, they gave me a big bottle of pain pills to go with me. I ate them regularly. At the end of the first month I went in for x-rays and it was perfect timing as my meds were down to the last couple of pills. After the examination, I gave the empty bottle to the doc and asked him to fill it back up. The doc threw the bottle in the trash can and told me that it was ibuprofen from here on out. The next several days would turn out to be the worst time of my rehab. You see, I was an addict and now I had to go through the physical and mental withdrawal experienced by junkies and Hollywood actors. Lesson learned.


    PTSD


    Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). As a young cop on my first week out of the Field Training Program, I was assigned to ride with an old timer who came on the job back in the mid-fifties. It was night shift and we were parked behind a church writing a report. The old timer lit up a cigar and imparted the following wisdom: “If you and your partner get involved in a shooting and he goes to the department shrink more than the one time they make him go, don’t work with him. You can’t trust a guy like that.” That is the police world I was socialized into. There was no such thing as PTSD.


    However, I can tell you that it is very real. The Department of Defense says approximately twenty percent of all soldiers, Marines, airmen and sailors who return home from downrange have PTSD symptoms. However, because that is an aggregate percentage, I am willing to bet that if you surveyed just the combat troops (30% of the overall numbers) that it would be as high as sixty percent. I have seen that thousand-yard stare in many chow halls throughout Afghanistan.


    The bad thing about PTSD is you can’t drink, drug or fuck your way through it. Believe me I tried. The good news about PTSD is that it does go away with the proper treatment.


    The problem with PTSD and the LEPs is that, unlike the military, no one is screening the LEPs before they go home. A LEP would fly into Bagram with all his gear, grab a few cups of Joe from the Green Bean, sit around the LEP house and tell a few tall tales, then head across the big pond. In effect, whatever he was carrying in that rucksack went home with him. Bottom line was that we all needed to be our brother’s keeper. Step up and be a leader.


    Do not fall into the blame game. The dynamics of being a cop back home and being a LEP down range are very different when it comes to being injured in the line of duty or, as the military would say, “Wounded in action.” Let me explain by illustration. You are a SWAT officer for the city of Atlanta. Your Homicide Division tasks your team with serving an arrest warrant for a murder suspect. Part of your operational plan calls for your four-man team to block the suspect’s car in the driveway and hold the front side perimeter. You pull up behind the suspect’s vehicle and begin to exit when the suspect sets off an explosive device in the trunk of his car. It blows your vehicle into the street and now you and your three team mates are lying in the street either wounded or dead. How big of a deal would that be to the Atlanta Police Department and to the city of Atlanta? I think huge. FOX, CNN, MSNBC, the FBI, ATF, Homeland Security and about ten other state and local agencies are en route. All SWAT operations would be effectively shut down. The outpouring from the police department and the citizens of Atlanta towards the injured or killed officers and their families would be immense. Not so in Afghanistan, my friend.


    As soon as the smoke clears and the site is secure, the wounded and killed get loaded onto medevacs and the burned out and mangled vehicle is loaded onto a truck or dragged back to the closest FOB. Those young men will debrief, clean up their gear, and get some chow. Later that night there will be a ceremony for those who did not make it back, and the next morning those kids are back out on another mission. Five or six days later your family is meeting you in an emergency room somewhere in the United States. No fanfare, no parade, no media, just your family trying desperately to make sense out of what just happened, looking for something to grab ahold of, some reason to wrap their arms around. A word of caution, don’t give them something negative. It can rapidly lead to a downward spiral which can tear at the very fabric of the family unit and detract from the real issue at hand, which is your and your family’s recovery.


    It would have been very easy for me to have gone down that road. If they had sent the gunships when the call went out, this would not have happened to me. If they had found another way out of the area, this would not have happened to me. If they had not stayed on that target as long as they did, this would not have happened to me.


    The fact is, it did happen and there is nothing you can do about it. It brings to mind the scene from the movie “Black Hawk Down” when the young sergeant is blaming the death of one of his soldiers on a string of things that went wrong in the operation. The Delta Team soldier “Hoot” steps up to the group and says, “It ain’t up to you; it’s just war.”


    That’s all it is.

  


  
    Chapter 6


    Poster Boy


    LEP JT Taman—


    While I was in rehab at Tampa General Hospital, I received a call from Lt. General James Jackson. At the time, General Jackson, whom I had never met, was the general manager for the LEP program and as with most men in his standing within the military ranks, he was courteous, professional, but to the point. The general wanted to visit me in the hospital to deliver a very specific request. This request would ultimately take me down the road to a very different role than what I had been preparing myself for.


    When the General arrived, he inquired about my progress but then got right to business. “The LEP program is a very unique but little known effort. Even the people behind the scenes are not quite sure about what you guys bring to the fight and the sacrifices you are making for your country. That being said, what I would like you to do is prepare a presentation about your experience and present it to those people in Virginia. When you are ready, of course,” he stated matter-of-factly.


    The general was certainly right about the obscurity of the LEP program. In fact, I had stumbled across it by mere chance. In 2007, I was assigned as a Special Response Team Agent (Department of Homeland Security) to the Iraqi Threat Finance Cell, which was an inter-agency intelligence effort spearheaded by the Unites States Department of Treasury and the Department of Defense. It was designed to disrupt terrorist and insurgent funding and was run from the United States Central Command at MacDill Air Force Base.


    I was forward deployed to Baghdad, Iraq and we worked out of the “Perfume Palace” on Camp Slayer which was a palace that Saddam had built in the shape of a perfume bottle for his daughter.


    While there, I was given a mission to travel down south to Al Asad and conduct some interrogations on two Iraqis that had been rolled up by the Marines. When I arrived, I was just walking through the base and, by chance, ran into LEP Richie. LEP Richie was, in fact, retired Agent Richie from the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). LEP Richie, a former Marine LT in Vietnam, had once again strapped up to serve his country and was running the Marines’ “Rule of Law” efforts. LEP Richie was in the very first group of LEPs sent to Iraq.


    Now LEP Richie and I went way back. I was a brand new Customs Agent and he was a decorated DEA Agent in Tampa. LEP Richie was a New Yorker and an old-school agent. But LEP Richie had a kinder side and every Christmas he would dress up as Santa Claus and deliver presents to all the young agents’ houses who had small children.


    I caught my first major case with Agent Richie in 1988. We had taken down 3,300 kilograms of cocaine, which had been smuggled into St. Petersburg, Florida concealed in a shipment of wood from Brazil. At the time, it was the largest seizure of cocaine in history, which resulted in the arrest of businessman, Michael Tsalickis, who was a world-renowned outdoor adventurist from Tarpon Springs, Florida. For some of you older readers, you might recognize him as the man wrestling the large anaconda in the opening credits of the long-running television show “Wild Kingdom.”


    Agent Richie and I traveled to Brazil where we joined forces with a couple of Brazilian cops from their Departamento de Policia Federal (DPF) and a West German drug cop from the Bundeskriminalamt (BKA). The German drug cop had been working in the area and wanted to tag along. We traveled with them several hundred miles into the Amazon Jungle to the tri-border of Colombia, Peru and Brazil. We arrived in Tabatinga, Brazil— a tiny village that shares a common border with the small town of Leticia, Colombia. Our bad guy, Tsallickis, owned a small hotel in Leticia and Agent Richie wanted to check it out. The problem was, we did not have country clearance to be in Colombia and the Brazilian cops were emphatic that it was much too dangerous to show our faces there. So, Agent Richie stepped up to the plate in his New York parlance and questioned the Brazilians’ courage. The one thing you can’t do is question a Brazilian man’s machismo. Next thing I knew, we were all in a cab crossing into Colombia.


    We arrived at the bad guy’s hotel, went in and sat down at an outdoor table. No sooner had the waitress delivered our drinks than a large Amazonian man appeared at the head of our table. In very clear English, he asked, “Are you with the CIA or the DEA?” No one responded. Again, in a louder and much more agitated voice, he repeated his question. At that point, he reached over to a palm bush beside the table and broke off a branch and slammed it down on the table. Now the Brazilian cop’s eyes widened and out came a sub-gun that the Brazilian at the end of the table had been carrying in a gym bag. Not to be outdone, the Amazonian came out with a .45 that he had in a man purse over his shoulder. I did not know it at the time, but the palm branch thing was a sign that he was prepared to kill us.


    Now we had a “Mexican” standoff with the two men screaming at each other in a combination of Portuguese and Spanish, like two king cobras, each one not wanting to take his eyes off the other. I wrapped my right hand around the bottle on the table in front of me, as it was the only weapon I had, but the other Brazilian cop looked at me and motioned with his head for me to put it down. He then motioned to Agent Richie and me to stand up slowly and back away from the table. Unfortunately, the German was trapped in his seat against the wall and could not move. Bad seat selection, Hans; they should have taught you that in the police academy. We backed up into the hallway, then made our way to the street and flagged down a taxi.


    When we got back across the border, the Brazilian cop directed the cab to a small bar where he ran in and got on the phone. After he hung up, he had a couple of shots of sugar cane liquor and went outside. A small beat-up car rolled up and a man jumped out and opened the trunk. Inside was a stash of guns and they were handed out in short order. Now it was time to go back and get our comrades. I was a brand new agent with eight months on the job and I was going to either get killed here or fired for being in a country I was not legally allowed to be in.
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    Amazonas, Brazil 1988: Agent JT Left; Agent Richie Right


    As we were approaching the border, the Brazilian and the German cop came walking down the street. The German cop was furious—so much for international relations. Yes, Agent Richie and I were bound for life, or at least until the statute of limitations had passed.
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    Al Asad, Iraq 2007: LEP Richie Left; Agent JT Right


    LEP Richie would return for another LEP tour in Afghanistan while I was the LEP Operations Chief there. On a “Rule of Law” mission with his beloved Marines in Helmand Province, he would be hit by a massive IED. If it had not been for the fact that they were in one of the new, very large vehicles, he most certainly would have been killed. As it turned out, he suffered what was thought at the time to be a fractured eye socket but turned out to be just a massive shiner.


    I passed the photographs to my daughter, Alex, who was in the NYU photography program, with a note attached. I did not know until the time of this writing that she had used those pictures in a final college exam. The following is a portion of what she wrote.


    



    Alex Taman


    Professor Willis 


    CHIPS Final


    Fall 2010


    Documentation through the Art of Photography 


    November 10, 2010


    Hi all,


    Got the attached photos from Richie Crawford today. If you guys will recall, Richie used to play Santa for you at Christmas when you were children. He was hit by an IED yesterday, but thankfully he is okay. He says hello.


    Love, Dad


    My father is one of the many brave soldiers currently stationed at the Air Force base in Bagram, Afghanistan. Over the past few months, I had become well acquainted with communicating via email.


    He uses both language and photographs to depict his life, as well as the lives of the many civilians he encounters on a daily basis overseas. On November 10, 2010 my father sent me an email containing two photographs that struck me as both visually appealing and emotionally provoking. Both these images were given to my father by Richie Crawford, a good friend and fellow soldier, a man who had been around frequently throughout my childhood.


    Upon opening the attachments, I remember thinking to myself that this is so unreal, this place, these images, this war. In one of the photographs, a group of soldiers are seen standing by a vehicle that has clearly been hit by an improvised explosive device (IED)—or a roadside bomb. The vehicle lies on its side with its tires in the air and debris scattered on the road surrounding it. The group of soldiers standing around the vehicle appear located in the middle of the desert, blue skies above, and sand for miles on either side of the road. The image itself is beautiful, but the content provokes feelings of sorrow.


    In the second photograph, Richie is depicted in a heroic light. The camera point of view is located slightly below him as he stares down into the lens with a blank expression on his face. There is a white bandage wrapped around his head covering his right eye and blood is smeared just beneath his nose. The photograph almost looks staged, particularly because I know the model on a personal level. I can’t imagine that the man staring back at me from this photograph is the same man who used to come over to my house dressed as Santa Claus on Christmas Eve. It is hard to comprehend the idea of war. It is almost surreal: the bombs, the guns, the brutality, the suffering that it entails….
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    Helmand Province, Afghanistan; November 2010; LEP Richie


    When I read Alex’s essay for the first time, I could not hold back the tears. Six thousand miles away, my young daughter had captured the essence of that photograph. It is almost surreal.


    As the general prepared to leave my room, I told him that if he had any problems in town to give me a call as I had “juice” with the cops there. This was my city. He smiled and walked out of the room. I lay there and immediately would have kicked myself in the ass if my legs had not been broken as I thought to myself how my comment was perhaps an appropriate thing to say to another cop but a stupid thing to say to a General Officer. In any event, I had been given another mission and the wheels started to turn.


    For the next few weeks in rehab, I began mapping out in my mind all the things that I wanted to share. Not only about the “Rule of Law” mission that we had been on when I was wounded but all the lessons I had learned in the aftermath. Lessons that I wanted to share with the future LEPs because although I had been the first LEP to go down, I knew I would not be the last.


    When I was released from the hospital at the end of August, my son set me up in the living room with a laptop, and when I wasn’t training, I was making PowerPoint slides.


    Computer in hand, I was back in March of 2009 and assigned to Task Force Warrior as a Brigade LEP with the 1st Maneuver Enhancement Brigade (MEB) out of Ft. Polk, Louisiana at Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan. At the time, the Army was just starting to wrap its head around what it was going to take to get us all out of that place. The lessons learned in Iraq, and the whole purpose for the LEP program, was a large part of the answer. We were never going to leave until Afghanistan had a functioning police force and judiciary and the Rule of Law was fully established.


    I had been diligently at work on my presentation for the general for three weeks and I was down to my last slide. Now when you attend instructor’s school they tell you that you should always try to sum up the key points of your presentation in your last slide, as succinctly as possible. As the blank slide popped up, I typed: SOMETIMES ALL IT TAKES IS ALL YOU HAVE.


    A month later, I was dressed up in my suit and headed to Virginia to honor the general’s request.


    Now I usually don’t have any issues with speaking before a conference room full of people but getting through my presentation was not easy. It was, after all, very personal and it invoked some memories that I was still very actively trying to suppress. I had to pause a couple of times to collect myself, which was rather embarrassing, but I ultimately made it through. As I looked at some of the faces around the room it was easy to pick out the people who were not fully read on what the LEPs were actually doing in Iraq and Afghanistan. Stunned is the best way to describe it.


    After the presentation, I was taken to the office of the head man in charge, retired four-star-general, John Craddock. Now, as most meetings with four-star generals go, it was brief and to the point. As we were walking away from the general’s office


    Program Manager (PM), Dave turned to me, smiled, and said, “I could see the wheels turning. He has plans for you.” As it turns out, I was to be the LEP Poster Boy and, in exchange, I would be given a ticket back to the show – fair trade.

  


  
    Chapter 7


    You Will Figure it Out When You Get There


    LEP JT—


    During the second week of January 2010, I was once again saying my goodbyes to my family and friends. In light of everything that had transpired over the preceding several months, goodbye seemed now to take on a whole new meaning. Throughout my law enforcement career, I had traveled on TDY case assignments throughout the country and around the world. I had missed birthdays, dance recitals, soccer games, Cub Scout meetings and even the death and funeral of my father-in-law, whom I had great admiration for—treasured events in the lives of the ones you love that you will never get back. Yet each temporary goodbye was a prelude to a “new adventure.” Call it what you may, dedication to duty or a shortcoming in character, it seemed to be a common thread among many of the LEPs.


    I was making my way down the bedroom’s hallway of our house with my large pack when a small hole in the wall by my son’s bedroom caught my attention. Jay had punched that wall after they received the telephone call about me from Afghanistan. I stood there thinking that I should have repaired it. The longer I stood there looking at it, the more apparent it became to me that we should leave it there. It represented the journey a father and son had made together. When we said goodbye at the airport I was not shaking the hand of the kid who dropped me off on my first deployment. I was shaking the hand of a young man. A young man who would go on to raise his right hand and take the same oath of office that I had taken. We would both end up in blue together. How special is that.
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    Jay and JT Taman


    As I sat there waiting for my flight, I put everything else out of my mind except for passing the PT test. Talk about ironic, I had spent my whole life as a “gym rat” and now I was panicking over a simple PT test. To this day when people ask me about how well I recovered from my injuries, I always respond by telling them that, “I will never be a hundred percent of what I was, but I am a hundred percent of what I can be.” The problem was, as I sat there in that airport, I was only about seventy percent of what I could be. You see, I actually had to swear to my neurosurgeon that I would only be doing office work when I returned to Afghanistan in order for him to release me back to duty. I still had a long way to go.


    The National Conference Center (NCC) in Washington, DC was the location where the program held its two-week indoctrination training for the LEP program. It was there that you would complete all your admin paperwork, learn about the protocols and rank structure of the military, take your physical fitness test, make sure your medical and security clearances were squared away, and get the answer to that burning question on everyone’s mind. “What exactly is it that we are supposed to do when we get there?” You see, good cops are planners and, as such, they need information.


    On the first day of class, I sat there in amazement—as I had the year before—while everyone introduced themselves and gave a quick dump on their respective backgrounds. Most cops like to think of themselves as “being all that” but listening to the LEPs’ backgrounds was a humbling experience. The packed room was a cross section of America and a complete stratification of law enforcement functions. There were city cops from major metropolitan areas, state cops, county cops from various sheriff’s departments, and federal cops from DEA, DHS and the FBI. They represented investigative expertise in homicide, robbery, gangs, narcotics, financial, explosives, weapons and terrorism. The men in that room aggregately represented over 500 years of police experience.


    What are we supposed to do when we get there? The answer, “You’ll figure it out when you get there.”


    As I had heard it before, I was ready for the class’s reaction. “What in the hell is that supposed to mean?”


    What it means is that you will all find your own niche when you get to your unit down range and we can’t tell you what that might end up being. You see, the absolute genius of the program was accurately represented by that rather vague statement.


    Think about it. What is the basic essence of what cops do day in and day out? They respond to a scene with little to no information and they figure it out when they get there.


    † † †


    I was sitting in my Tampa office one afternoon and picked up a call from an agent in the U.S. Customs Houston Office. A vehicle had been stopped by a Texas DPS trooper who, in an ensuing search, found several hundred thousand dollars in cash. Along with the cash, the trooper seized an address book containing numerous telephone numbers. The address book was turned over to the customs agent to see if he could develop any leads from it. As he was getting nowhere with the investigation, the agent decided to just start randomly calling the numbers. On his second or third attempt on a Tampa exchange, a female answered the phone and said, “Butch, I’ve been waiting for you to call. I have about fifty right now. When can you pick it up?”


    Now the agent had no idea what she was talking about but made arrangements to meet with her at the Westshore Mall in Tampa, hence the phone conversation we were now having.


    As the meeting was to occur in about forty-five minutes, I grabbed a body wire and rounded up a few surveillance agents from my group. As we were all getting on the elevator to go down, Special Agent in Charge (SAC) Steve walked by and saw me with the body wire in my hand. “What are you guys doing?” As I started to explain, SAC Steve raised his hand and said, “I don’t think I want to know.” Lead, follow or get out of the way. As always, he chose the right option.


    The surveillance units spotted the female’s car from the description she had given to the agent she had thought was Butch. I walked up to the car and she cracked open the door. I could see a brown paper bag on the passenger seat and I immediately explained that Butch could not make it, so he sent me. She panicked and tried to slam the door on my leg that I had placed just inside the door jamb. I gave the take down signal over the wire and within seconds she was face down on the parking lot. Inside the bag was fifty thousand dollars. We placed her into the back seat of one of the vehicles as she cursed me with the mouth of a sailor. Agent Don, who is one of the best interviewers that I have ever worked with, climbed into the back seat beside her. Over the next several months we would use this unsuspecting older woman to infiltrate one of the largest marijuana smuggling organizations in the Southwestern United States. Like the man said, you just figure it out when you get there.


    † † †


    The moment of truth had come, the morning of the PT test. The first event was to be the fireman’s carry of the 180-pound dummy. As everyone was stretching out, Program Manager (PM) Dave pulled me out of the room.


    PM Dave was a retired Army CID Colonel. He was a very likable guy and his career as an Army Commanding Officer was readily apparent, in that he was professional, knowledgeable, direct, and more importantly, a man of his word. The kind of man who leaves a lasting impression on everyone he comes into contact with. I had learned this firsthand in the aftermath of being wounded. PM Dave had visited me in the hospital and had that impact upon my father, a retired career Air Force veteran. You see, my father passed away almost a year ago, but in the last stages of his life he’d developed dementia. He could not tell you where he currently was, but every time I visited him he asked about Colonel Dave, whom he had met that day in my hospital room.


    “The Army wants to give you a waiver for the PT test,” Dave said.


    “What exactly does that mean?” I asked. “You don’t have to do the PT test, JT.”


    I know they were trying to do the right thing by me, but this development had created a dilemma for both sides. On the one hand, I had paid my dues and had nothing left to prove. On the other, how could I get on that plane with all those other LEPs knowing that I wasn’t being held to the same standards as them?


    From the program’s perspective, if I was to injure myself during the testing then I would be back on worker’s comp and out of the game. If I was out of the game, then the LEP Poster Boy concept was certainly a nonstarter. The debate was on, but in the end, it came down to either they allowed me to take the tests or I would go home.


    I passed all the PT tests. As my Seal friends say, “It pays to be a winner.”


    Two more hurdles left to navigate prior to the trip to Ft. Benning. First, I had to receive my assignment. This process involved PM Dave conducting an interview with each LEP and then trying to fit their personalities and individual skill sets to an open billet. I had gone through that process the year before. At that time, PM Dave had wanted to send me to Iraq. I’d been to Iraq in 2007 just prior to the surge. At the time it was on, and the minute you rolled out that gate people were shooting at you. We were hunting Al Qaeda. Al Qaeda and the Sunnis were hunting the Shiites, and all three were hunting us. By 2009, post surge, things had evened out there. I did not want to spend a year of my life reviewing old case files as the military tried to figure out a way to release the tens of thousands of Iraqis they currently had detained in Camp Bucca. I pleaded my case for Afghanistan and got my wish. Be careful what you wish for, right? Second, the Poster Boy had to give his presentation to the class.


    Giving that presentation to a group of folks that you don’t directly work with in a conference room in Virginia was a lot different from giving it to a group of your peers. These guys had all been “around the block” several times.


    Assignment day came and I had my sit-down with PM Dave. I would be headed to the Joint Expeditionary Forensics Facility (JEFF) at Bagram Air Field. The JEFF Lab provided crime scene investigation forensics science to the military as a method to identify insurgents during counter-insurgency operations. Its predecessor, the Law Enforcement Forensics Lab, was first stood up in Camp Victory, Baghdad, Iraq in December of 2006. By August of 2007 it had added DNA analysts from the Extra-Judicial Killings Task Force and became the first fully functioning forensics lab. I was a bit apprehensive. Though I had collected my share of evidence over the years, I certainly was not a “lab” type guy. I had my sights set on getting back out into the field. However, I did understand the reasoning behind the assignment. First, I was in no way shape or form fully recovered from my injuries, and PM Dave, being a prior commander, was not about to put me out somewhere that my inability to function at any level below a hundred percent would get someone else hurt. Secondly, a dead Poster Boy would do the program no good. Non-negotiable, I was headed to the lab.


    The bright side of the assignment was that I would get a chance to work with LEP Kyle, who was currently posted at the lab and still had a few months left in country. I had met LEP Kyle at the lab prior to being wounded and we hit it off directly. LEP Kyle, a muscular young man with a shaved head and a big heart, was a former St. Louis cop and an avid weight lifter. We had gone on a few missions together and spent many a night on the weight pile at the Air Force gym in Camp Cunningham. As Gump would say, “We were like peas and carrots.” When I was hit, LEP Kyle policed up all my military and personal stuff and took care of it all. We would stay in touch while I was in the hospital, and he even sent me a beautiful plaque from Task Force Warrior that hangs in my den to this day. Now would be my chance to thank him in person.


    No one in the class had been informed that I had been wounded in Afghanistan, so my presentation came as a bit of a surprise to all, especially since I had beaten a lot of them during the PT tests. A cop’s pride is a powerful emotion, even for the old ones like us. As before, it was at certain points difficult to get through, and again I had to stop and compose myself on more than one occasion. Sharing technical and operational advice from lessons learned flows naturally, but when you scratch that emotional surface it brings you face to face with your own self-perceived weaknesses. The only way to turn these weaknesses into strengths is to accept them for what they really are. I was not there yet.


    Passion in presentation is discernible by everyone in the audience who truly believes that they personally have a stake in the subject at hand. These men were certainly stakeholders. I could see it in their faces as they glanced at one another while they viewed the photograph of me hanging off the back of my Humvee light up the screen. The look on their faces was asking who among us will be the next LEP to return home under a wounded warrior blanket or an American flag? As they say, ‘A picture is worth a thousand words.’


    The presentation ended and, as customary, a round of applause followed. The lights came on and I began the limp back to my seat. As I passed each man, I made eye contact with them and each man returned my look with “the nod.” By the time I sat down, I knew without a doubt that my story had been valuable to them and that I had earned their respect.


    You see, “the nod” has a special meaning in both the police and military culture. I learned this as a young police officer following my first shooting incident. As I walked down the hallway of the headquarters building, senior officers who previously would not even acknowledge my presence now looked me in the eye and gave me “the nod.” In its most primitive sense, “the nod” is a non-verbal tribute to the warrior class. When you give “the nod” there is really nothing else to say.


    Setting down at Ft. Benning was like old home week for me, for I had been there several times. The Department of Homeland Security has its Office of Firearms and Tactical Programs there. Over the past decade they had built a very robust training facility for their Special Response Teams (SRT). The Program Manager and “father” over the SRT training was Agent Willie, also known as Big Man. Now Big Man had that title because he truly was a “big man,” all six-foot-two-inches and two hundred and sixty pounds of solid muscle. Big Man was a former college center who would have gone pro if not for the knees, and was, undoubtedly, the most intense operator that I have ever jumped out with. Big Man and I had history, and I learned from him the true meaning of being a “winner.”


    † † †


    In September of 1997, my SRT guys found themselves tearing about on the Seals’ obstacle course at their training facility in Virginia. The truth be told, we were not out there trying to peak our physical conditioning as you would think. We had taken the “Pepsi Challenge,” if you will, from one of our Seal team hosts. The operator had bet us a keg of beer that he could single handedly beat us through the “O” (Obstacle) course. He would allow us to divide up all the obstacles, assigning one obstacle per agent. All we had to do was tag off at each obstacle. He would allow us to run a relay to complete the course and he would do the whole course by himself.


    How could we lose?


    Big Man decided that his obstacle would be the thirty-foot cargo net. The obstacle was originally designed to simulate climbing down the side of a ship into the on-waiting launches that would shuttle troops into shore. Now, as speed was the barrier between us and a free keg of beer, Big Man took a tip from another Seal who told him to only use his hands and not his feet as he descended the netting as it was quicker.


    Big Man roger’d up to the advice and headed up the net. Over the top he went and began his descent. About five feet down he grabbed a rung that had some high-speed on it. The tape ripped away and he plunged twenty-five feet to the ground. I can still hear that impact to this day. Big Man’s right foot suffered a compound fracture at the ankle, leaving his foot attached only by a ligament. His right hand was turned around facing in the opposite direction, certainly a devastating injury. Everyone thought Big Man would have to be medically retired—everyone but Big Man. Not only would Big Man rehab his way back to full duty, he would go on over the next decade to train almost every SRT operator in thirteen teams located throughout the United States. We didn’t worry about the keg of beer or the challenge, but I did learn from Big Man that it “pays to be a winner.”
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    Silver Flag Alpha, Desert Warfare Training Center, Nellis Air Force Base, Nevada. From the left: SRT Agent Eddie, SRT Agent Don, SRT Agent JT and SRT Agent Willie (Big Man)


    † † †


    The Conus Replacement Center (CRC) had not changed since my short stay there the previous year. Hurry up and wait, and civilians at the back of the line. Now there is a lot of discussion these days about how the police should not be militarized and how the military should not be in the police business, and one could certainly write an entire book on just that subject. However, the military culture and the police culture are very similar.


    During our second week at CRC, we drew our issued Berretta M-9 sidearm and headed to the range to qualify. I was shooting next to another LEP, who prior to starting in police work had been a Special Forces soldier. Next to the LEP was a Command Sergeant Major. Now if you know anything about the Army you know that being a Command Sergeant Major is a big deal. However, this Command Sergeant Major was not having his best day at the range and was about to fire his third and final qualification attempt. After the course of fire was complete, we all stepped back from the firing line to await our scores. A female soldier walked up and asked the LEP who had been shooting next to the Command Sergeant Major to fall out. When he returned, he informed me that he did not qualify. I scratched my head and wondered how that was possible, as I had watched his targets fall with some precision. In any event, he shot another course of fire and received a hundred percent. He was good to go. Prior to leaving the range the LEP walked over to the electronic scoring station and had a conversation with a Specialist who was running the system. He returned to the bus with a big smile on his face and sat down next to me. The Command Sergeant Major had received the LEP’s first score “by mistake.” I sat back and smiled as I had been there before. Well played, Specialist.


    I was a guest instructor at DHS’s SRT School at Ft. Benning and the class was completing its 1.5-mile qualification run with a maximum time limit of twelve minutes. One of the students was Agent Allen from New Orleans. Agent Allen had been a Seal back in Viet Nam and as such had twenty years on the oldest student in the class. SRT Agent Bob, also a guest instructor, was running the stop watch. As expected, all the students put some distance between themselves and the old Seal and finished minutes under the allotted time. As team members do, some of them got back on the track and began the final lap with the struggling agent. During the last hundred yards or so, the old Seal was surrounded by the whole class all yelling at him to pick it up. All the commotion drew the attention of the lead instructor who began to sprint down to the finish line to check the agent’s time. As the old Seal stumbled across the finish line, Agent Bob threw up his arms and screamed, “11:58!” The lead instructor arrived and grabbed the stop watch out of Agent Bob’s hand only to find that the time had been already been cleared “by mistake.” Well played, Agent Bob. Yes, we may be in blue, and they may be in green, but we were not that different.


    It was bag drag day at last; the final departure day when everyone literally drags their respective four green sea bags full of gear out to a central collection area. It is actually a pretty amazing sight. A field of green duffle bags as far as you can see. The next course of business was to secure volunteers to load all those fifty-pound bags into awaiting trucks, then from the trucks into the belly of our aircraft. Now there is a saying in the military, “Never volunteer” but the LEPs always did. We were always very conscious of the fact that in order for us to be effective, we first had to be accepted as “added value.” Now I don’t know how much added value we projected during that movement, but we would all be passing that bottle of Motrin around for the next few days.


    The last point of debarkation at CRC was under a huge American Flag before you are loaded on to the buses for the flight line. As I walked up to the flag, I took a picture of it and emailed it to my son with the caption that read: ‘On my way to Kuwait, Love, Dad.’


    We touched down at Ali Al Salem Air Base in Kuwait in the middle of the night. The bag drag was repeated in reverse—the end result being hundreds of green duffle bags lined up in a sand lot in the dark. Now, this is where it gets interesting, and a bit cutthroat as well. You see, everyone had two primary objectives. First, get signed in at the flight terminal for the next available to Afghanistan. Second, get signed in for temporary lodging in one of the hundreds of tents because you probably weren’t going anywhere soon. This is where the cutthroat part comes in. The first ones to achieve the primary objectives would be the first ones to find and secure their bags.


    I think the LEP record for sitting in the sand in Kuwait waiting for a flight to Afghanistan is somewhere around two weeks. The average seemed to be around three to four days and the process was grueling. Every day you would go down and sign up for the flights that evening. They would give you a “show time” which meant you had to have all your stuff there and ready to go if they called your name for that flight. When you did not make the flight, you would drag all your stuff back to your tent and try again the next day. Guys had all sorts of elaborate schemes set up to try to beat the system, but the bottom line was that you just had to suck it up.


    On this evening, the stars were all in line so to speak, as I was in the back of a C-17 with two MRAP vehicles and a handful of guys in less than three hours. I don’t know how that happened, but I guess it didn’t hurt that the young Airman on the Terminal desk had an uncle who was a Deputy Sheriff back in the world.


    The flight was uneventful, with the exception of a brief conversation with one of my fellow passengers. This scruffy young man in his mid-thirties had been in the Army Special Forces and was now a civilian like myself. He was from the south, and his goal in life was to return home and start a fast-food chicken restaurant, the idea being that once he had his first one he would then sell the franchises and become wealthy. It would be called “Frikin Chicken.” I don’t know if it worked out for that young man as I have not seen any Frikin Chickens on my travels since my return. In any event, seems as though he had taken a job with a program known as the Human Terrain Teams. These teams were comprised of an assortment of professionals from the field of social sciences who would gather “battlefield atmospherics” for the commander with responsibility over their specific area of operations. When I asked him what he would be doing specifically, he responded, “PSD and other stuff.”


    “What other stuff?”


    “I don’t know. I’ll figure it out when I get there,” was his reply as he stretched out on the floor to sleep. I guess we weren’t the only program with that mission statement.

  


  
    Chapter 8


    Back in Country


    LEP JT—


    At around 0100 hours, our C-17 touched down at Bagram Air Field. The cold night air rushed in as the rear ramp lowered to the tarmac. I had spent many a night lying awake in the hospital thinking about this exact moment. How it would feel to step down onto the Afghan soil again. How it would feel to have turned a personal defeat into a victory. To my surprise, as I stepped onto that runway, there was nothing. I was just cold, hungry and tired. So much for my romantic and heroic return, I thought to myself.


    Once again, I repeated my bag drag to the far end of the passenger (PAX) terminal where I had been instructed to wait for someone to pick me up. A white SUV emerged from the darkness and pulled up in front of me. Out stepped LEP Rob, who delivered an enthusiastic handshake followed by a salutation of how very glad he was to meet me. He immediately began loading my sea bags into the back of the vehicle. I must admit that I was somewhat taken back. The year before, we had all been treated like a bunch of boot recruits, herded down the block to an overcrowded tent with no empty racks and left there with no instructions until late morning. Being a trained investigator, I had deduced that either LEP Rob was a hell of a nice guy or that LEP Rob had been told that I was the new LEP Poster Boy. Turned out, I was right on both accounts.


    Now, having followed my story up until this point, when I tell that you LEP Rob was also a sergeant from the St. Louis Police Department, you might be asking yourself if there were any cops left on the street in St. Louis. He was an extremely physically fit man, with a weight lifter’s build and a very gentle disposition. But LEP Rob was the epitome of the old saying “Still waters run deep.” You see, a few months prior, LEP Rob’s squad had been involved in a fierce battle and he had arrived in Bagram on board a medevac chopper covered in blood along with two fallen soldiers. The blood was not his and it was decided that he should remain in the rear for a while and “decompress.” LEP Rob’s story is a fascinating one that we will get to in due time.


    We drove not more than one hundred meters and pulled up in front of the cans located just up the block from the PAX terminal. Now, at Bagram there were three types of living accommodations. The lowest on the list was the large troop tents that you would normally live in for several weeks while you waited for permanent lodging.


    Next up was the “B-huts”—which were no more than pressed plywood subdivided into eight four-by-four-foot bunk areas. On the top of the list were the cans. They were thirty-foot steel shipping containers which were normally divided into three bunk areas. We exited the truck and made our way up to the second deck where LEP Rob handed me the key to my new home. Not only did I have it to myself, but it was located right next to the men’s head, or as the Army says “latrine.” LEP Rob smiled and said, “Compliments of LEP Kyle,” You see, LEP Kyle was known as the “Mayor of Bagram.” Cops are great at developing relationships and LEP Kyle was a master in “pressing the flesh.” The base CO had approved my accommodations personally. I slid into bed thinking to myself that I should have gotten blown up much earlier in life.


    I spent the next few days in the LEPs’ orientation classes, after which, LEP Kyle would break me in at the JEFF Lab. Or so we thought.


    On my third night, I was in the gym pounding the weights with LEP Kyle when LEP Rob showed up, cell phone in hand. He immediately pushed the cell phone towards me with a whisper that PM Dave wanted to speak with me. I was no longer going to the JEFF Lab, I would be assigned to the J-2X in the Joint Operations Center or JOC as it is called. The J-2X is the Army’s staff element of the intelligence directorate of a joint staff that combines and represents the principal authority for counterintelligence and human intelligence support. Now that’s a mouthful, isn’t it? If you boil that down into police parlance, it’s “running snitches to catch the bad guys with the secret squirrels.” LEP John, who was currently in that position, was being sent to the Combined Operations and Intelligence Center (COIC) in Virginia.


    The next morning, I met with LEP John at the Green Bean. The Green Bean was the base coffee shop and the location where most of the operational plans were hatched. Now I have to say that I was honored to be replacing LEP John as he was somewhat of a LEP legend. LEP John was a burly retired Special Agent with the FBI and a former Marine Aviator with stick time in Lebanon and some other very bad places. We settled in with a “cup of Joe” and began the customary cop bonafides. This is somewhat of a ritual that involves both participants offering up agents or cops that you know or have done cases with until you both hit on a common link. You might think that this is a strange process, but it actually accomplishes two very important objectives. First, it allows you to assess the other’s operational skill level, and second, it provides you with a reference. Once we arrived at our common link we got down to business, as LEP John was to push out in a few days. Just the badging and credentialing procedures would eat up most of that. You see, my new office was a secure section within a secure building within a secure compound within the base.


    You get the idea.


    My new position was exhilarating, but I had much to learn. The JOC was the operational hub for our military campaign in Regional Command East (RC East) and the operational tempo was intense. Meetings, briefings, and working groups filled my day and, of course, all the LEP investigative reports. I reviewed and disseminated all these reports to various military units and other government agencies that may have had an interest in the content. I soon found out that the military loved the LEP reports. You see, the military compartmentalization of information requires you to go to several places to get an overall picture or assessment of the subject matter. Cops on the other hand write reports that are all inclusive from beginning to end. One stop shopping, if you will, with all the supporting evidence and witness statements included in one report. It was through these reports that I began to grasp just how far reaching the LEP Program truly was. IED networks, narcotics, government corruption, counter-insurgency. If it involved a “criminal element,” we were advising the military on how to bite it off and chew it up. Just like back home.


    The hours were long, but the young soldiers were some of the most intelligent and committed folks I had ever worked with. With some intent, I studied the way their commanders ran operations and the very methodical process involved in their decision-making process. They taught me their jobs and I in turn told them old cop stories, which kept everyone entertained. The upside to the JOC was that it had its own gym and I spent every morning working out with my new best friend, LEP Rob, as the LEP Country Office was right next door. The down side to the JOC was that I was “in the rear with the gear” so to speak. I was always very cognizant of the fact that we had many LEPs sleeping on the ground in harm’s way. As such, I never took offense to those LEPs who, on occasion, would remind me of that.


    It was during my time in the JOC that I got two new roommates. The Vermont National Guard 86th Infantry Brigade Combat Team (IBCT) had arrived in early March and taken over responsibility for Bagram Air Field. With them came two new Brigade LEPs. LEP Craig, who was a retired agent from Department of Homeland Security, and LEP Mike, who was a retired Sergeant with the Phoenix Police Department.


    LEP Craig had started his career with the Border Patrol and was a few years my senior. He was, and is, a man of considerable religious faith with a very unique skill set and an admirable personal attribute. LEP Craig had an uncanny knack for “acquiring” things and an innate ability to care for his fellow LEPs, both of which would ultimately change the quality of life and morale for all of the LEPs deployed.


    LEP Mike was a towering man, at least to me at five-foot-eight, and several years my junior. Mike was indeed the quintessential police sergeant, cool, calm, but commanding. As a rookie on the scene of a call he had never handled before, Sergeant Mike was the man he wanted to see pull up. LEP Mike and I shared a common background in SWAT and Gangs, making us a natural fit.


    Fortunately for me and the LEP Program, both LEPs, Craig and Mike, had gained the confidence and trust of the 86th IBCT Commanding Officer, Colonel Roy, who was now the head man over all of Bagram’s thirty thousand occupants. Colonel Roy had plenty of “juice” and would later go on to become Major General Roy. The one thing that all cops understand and appreciate is the importance of having “juice”—as long as it is used wisely.


    Shortly after my new roommates arrived, I would take another call from PM Dave. It was time for the Poster Boy to take over as the Program Operational Chief. I would move from the JOC to the country management office and have all the 220 LEPs throughout Afghanistan. Like Colonel Roy, I would now have some “juice” and I had been keeping a list.
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    Bagram Air Base: From the Left; Colonel Roy 86th IBCT, LEP JT

  


  
    PART 2: Back to the Big Show


    Chapter 9


    The Broom Closet


    LEP JT—


    The first day in the LEP country management office was a sobering one. The office was located within a small outbuilding attached to the old prison that was currently awaiting destruction. Apparently, there was still some type of civil litigation over alleged inmate torture that blocked it from being bulldozed. The building was being used primarily as a bunkhouse for the Army’s Criminal Investigative Division (CID) on that side of the base. When I say, “The office was located inside the building,” I meant to say that it was located within a broom closet inside the building. It was probably five feet wide and ten feet deep with two small desks crammed in. There was a computer and phone on each desk, and a flat-screen TV hung on the wall. One of the computers only worked half the time and the TV didn’t work at all. I remember sitting there having a hard time believing that this was a four-hundred-and-fifty-million-dollar DOD program. One thing for sure, the taxpayers were definitely getting their money’s worth as there were no four-hundred-dollar toilet seats or hammers in this program.


    My new partner was LEP Rob, who had taken good care of me since my arrival, and I considered myself to be fortunate to be in such good company. You see, LEP Rob was extremely well respected by the LEP community. He was dependable. If you flew in or out in the middle of the night, he was always there for you. LEP Rob handled all the administrative stuff, including making sure the guys were dialed in to make it back and forth on their scheduled leave. When you have just spent the past four months sleeping in the dirt on the side of some mountain, and taking a shower out of a rubber bladder, your two weeks back in the world is a big deal. It was a monumental task trying to schedule flights for over two hundred LEPs spread all over Afghanistan and make arrangements for those headed to cities all over the United States.
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    LEP Home City Map: LEP Office, Bagram Air Field – Afghanistan


    As I settled in, I began to envision how I could implement many of the items from the list I had compiled while in the JOC. The program had been designed to utilize the LEPs as “fire and forget” assets. Give them a few weeks training in Virginia then turn them over to a military unit to house, care for, and supervise. If they succeeded or failed, they did so on their own, at least for the most part. It was a brilliant business strategy, minimal investment if they failed, yet maximum gain if they succeeded. The consequential shortcoming was that people sometimes do great things individually but more often accomplish great things together. As they say, there is “no I in team” and we were missing the team concept. The military was a team and the LEPs were individuals trying to find a place in the starting lineup with no support from their own community. A “cop’s community” was based upon an agency structure where he could reach across to other divisions and specialty units to help on his case, keep him up to speed on what was going on in other districts and, more importantly, offer him the comfort of that brotherhood in blue.


    If we were going to build our team, we would have to do it in a very transparent way that was consistent with the military’s command structure. I was convinced that it would increase our efficiency, productivity, while at the same time lending a hand to those LEPs who were struggling to find their “niche” and secure that spot on their unit’s starting roster.


    During my time in the JOC, I attended every meeting that I could get invited to, bullshit my way in, or sneak into. Not having been in the military, I was fascinated by the dynamics of their command structure and the efficiency with which decisions were made and then carried out. My favorite meeting was the weekly Commander’s video conference with his Brigade and Battalion Commanders. All the players, the commander, his XO, Intel, Operations, Logistics, Admin, SOF and so on, were arranged around a U-shaped conference table facing a wall of flat screen TVs. The meeting would almost always, barring some atmospheric interference, start right on the minute. The commander would address his subordinates and then move with great efficiency from one Battle Field Commander to the next gathering operational information and conveying his intent with regard to moving forward. He would follow this up by moving around the table with each section providing a brief and to the point dump on their area of expertise. I studied the commander’s kinesics and style as he spoke, listened, expressed approval and displeasure, as well as the expressions and demeanor of those he was interacting with. “Green,” by all measure, was a very different world than “Blue” when it came to commander-subordinate relationships. There seemed to be a lot more “talking at you” as opposed to “talking with you.” Necessary, of course, in battle, but cops—good cops—navigate their battlefield on the street through the art of negotiation and compromise. It is only when rational negotiation breaks down that we begin “talking at you” as opposed to “talking with you.” Face time verses stick time.


    As I sat there typing away on the only functional computer in that closet, I had a revelation. Why couldn’t we have a weekly video conference with all the Brigade and Battalion LEPs in the field? I picked up the phone and called LEP Harry, who was our man in the Provost Marshal’s Office (PMO). The Provost Marshall was the chief law enforcement officer for the military and, as such, was responsible for making sure we did not get too far “off the reservation.” They had hired us because we were “outside the box” thinkers, but they still needed their box. I ran the idea by LEP Harry, who was a rather “stoic” retired Border Patrol Agent and was not surprised at the silence on the other end of the line. His silence was deafening. A bunch of civilians are going to ask to use the commander of RC East’s video conference room on a weekly basis to discuss police stuff? Have you been smoking hash with the Afghan cops?


    Two hours later, LEP Harry rang me up and we were a go. I even noted a little excitement in LEP Harry’s voice, which was uncharacteristic for him, yet encouraging nonetheless. Now it was time to step up, and success or failure would hinge on our ability to perform in a fashion consistent with the military’s expectations. I did not get much sleep for the next few nights, lying awake pondering how I would get a bunch of old school cops to engage in the exchange of information—the purpose of the exercise—while at the same time emulating the military’s format. During the day, I worked the phones with my Brigade and Battalion LEPs explaining our predicament. I was optimistically surprised, although I should not have been, to find out that they had also been studying their military counterparts. You see, most of these guys had a considerable amount of “undercover” experience. Now you are probably thinking what in the hell does that have to do with anything? Experienced undercover agents are masters at the field craft of “mirroring.” It is nothing more than gaining acceptance and trust through the projection of commonality in words, actions and mannerisms. I am you.


    On the morning of the LEPs’ first video conference, my roommates LEP Craig, LEP Mike and I were up early for our morning trek down the gravel-filled dirt road to the chow hall. I did not have much to say during breakfast, and they, like me, both knew that a considerable amount was riding on what we were about to undertake.


    Right on the minute, the flat screen TVs lining the far conference room wall began to light up; Ghazni, Salerno, Shank, Sharana, Gardez, Marmal, Kabul, Kandahar, Leatherneck, and we were underway. Command by Command, LEPs and their military supervisors across Afghanistan shared real time intelligence on cases, suspects, criminal trends and law enforcement COIN (counter-insurgency) efforts. Following the briefs, we moved around the U-shaped conference table—LEP Tony (Intel Reporting – JOC), LEP Harry (Border Operations), LEP Coop (Paladin – Counter IED Efforts), LEP Craig (JEFF Lab – Criminal Evidence), LEPs Mike and Steve (Police Intelligence Unit), LEP Charles (Parwan Detention Facility – Interrogation Reports Intel)—followed up by LEP Rob with pending administrative issues. I signed off, as I would from then on, by thanking them all for being Outside the Wire in Blue and apologized for being in the rear with the gear. Humility, honestly expressed, always plays better than bravado.


    By week two, the empty chairs in the conference room began to fill up with military officers from the JOC, and by week three it was a full house. Apparently, many of those truly brilliant young officers realized that establishing the Rule of Law was increasingly becoming our only viable option out of those punishing mountains and deserts. In week four, the LEPs at the Counter-IED Operations/Intelligence Integration Center (COIC) in Virginia came on line to provide real time analytical support. We were functioning as a team. Now we needed to get out of the broom closet.


    A few days later, I came home to find my roommate, LEP Craig, intently studying a manila folder lying on his rack. When I asked him what he was doing, he looked up at me and flashed that sheepish grin that told me he was in the planning stages of something that I probably should not know. You see, as I said before, LEP Craig had a unique skill set of “acquiring” things. He handed me a schematic that marked the location of two B-Huts (small plywood buildings) located at the South end of Camp Cunningham adjacent to the Dust-off LZ outside of the hospital emergency room.


    Apparently, the previous Operations Chief had been given the two B-Huts months earlier but did not have the “juice” to make them a viable alternative to the broom closet, so they were jammed into a desk and forgotten. LEP Rob had found them and being keen to LEP Craig’s “special gift” had turned them over.


    LEPs Craig and Mike were the Brigade LEPs for the 86th Infantry Brigade Combat team (IBCT), National Guard, out of Burlington, Vermont. They had been imbedded with them for months back in the United States as they went through their pre-deployment training. During this time, they had developed an excellent relationship with their commander, Colonel Roy, who was now the base CO at Bagram. As we sat there on the bed, LEP Mike walked into the room and was flashed that same smile by LEP Craig. As always, he raised his hand and said, “I don’t want to know.”


    The next morning, we all went down to take a look at the B-Huts. The reason they had been given to us became readily apparent. The structures were located near the flight line directly beside the Dust-off LZ at the rear entrance to the hospital’s emergency room. They lacked windows and doors, lights, AC, power, steps, security measures, and both had terrible floors. They were also located in a low area, which meant water was going to pool all around them during winter’s rainy season. As we stood there inspecting them, a medevac chopper touched down and the noise was deafening. Perfect, we’ll take them. So now it wasn’t “what to do” so much as “how to do it.” We’re in a combat zone, and we have no materials, no tools, and well, very little carpentry skill. As we walked away, LEP Craig flashed a smile that said, ‘I’ve got this.’


    A couple of days after seeing the tattered B-huts, Colonel Roy pulled up a seat next to us for breakfast in the chow hall. LEP Craig introduced me as the Operations Officer and Colonel Roy did not hesitate to say if we needed anything to just to let him know.


    “Well, sir, now that you mention it.”


    Thirty minutes later, the colonel got up from the table, looked at LEP Craig and said, “Come with me, I’ll introduce you to people to get things rolling.”


    As the two men walked away, LEP Craig looked back and flashed that smile. The LEPs were going to have their “Police Department” and it is only fitting to let him tell you about what that would take.


    LEP Craig—


    First of all, Colonel Roy introduced me to the Procurement Officer and said, “We’re going to help our LEPs and the LEP program. Please see what LEP Craig needs and if we can do it, do it.”


    I actually had a choice of flooring style and color! My first concern, and JT concurred, was that we refurbish a B-Hut for the LEPs in transit, a place to not only sleep but maybe relax a little. We also thought that the B-Hut could be a place where the new LEPs could meet veteran LEPs to “network” and find out what works in various Areas of Operations (AOs) and what didn’t. Within a week, I had cleaned out one of the B Huts, laid down a floor, and received materials for the windows, doors and steps. I had drafted up a rough outline of a berthing area and a small lounge area for a couch and, Lord willing, a TV. (I had already been reconning a few buildings from which they might not miss an AFN receiver.)


    Well, my carpenter skills were close to maxing out when one day several soldiers from the 86th showed up and said, “Our Lt. Colonel said you could use some help.” They were carpenters and electricians in civilian life back home. Wow! Before I knew it, we had a wall built for our lounge area of 8’x16’ and a berthing area of 16’x 32’, lights were up, windows filled in, doors on each end, exit lights, AC, and now we just needed some beds and other furniture. We needed a couple more small miracles and the 86th came thru again.


    The master sergeant in charge of berthing contacted me and said, “Colonel Roy said you might need some beds. Do you also need lockers?” We got fourteen new bunk beds, twenty-eight new mattresses and fourteen lockers!
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    The LEP bunkhouse, BAF May 2010


    For the lounge area, getting a TV, lounge chairs and couch would take special doing. By another small miracle, it just so happened that Colonel Roy’s personal translator and cultural advisor was an Afghan national who had immigrated to the U.S. and became a naturalized U.S. citizen. It also “just so happened” that “General Joe” (nickname he received from the Army for security reasons) happened to be from my home state and had assisted me in several investigations. Well “General Joe” had been on the base for almost two years, and yes, he found us a couple of lounge chairs and couch, leather, no less! A 50” flat-screen TV also, as they say in New York, “fell off the truck” by our door. By the time things were settled, we had our bunkhouse, new steps and a metal shipping container for LEPs to store all their gear in while in transit or on leave. Amazing, but Colonel Roy was not quite finished. The Country Management Office was next.
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    LEP JT and LEP Tony (Reverend Tony)
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    The Country Management office, or as JT would call it, “the PD” needed special requirements. Please understand that any requirement in Afghanistan is “special” but trying to get materials to have a secure office could prove to be extremely difficult, if not impossible. What am I talking about? Cypher locks, secure computer lines, secure servers (better than Hillary’s), screened windows, fiber optic line, and how about some printers that worked? So the design of the Country Management office was a reverse of the bunkhouse. Upon entering you would have a training area of 16’x 32’ feet and a secure office of 8’x16’ for the Country Manager, Operations Officer, and Coordinator. Again, Colonel Roy and the 86th came thru in flying colors. They provided, on loan of course, a 55” TV for training videos, video players, secure servers, fiber optic line, and all the usual lights, AC, power, doors, windows, secure screens, steps and crushed rock to fill the low areas around the buildings. The only thing missing now was furniture.
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    LEP Office Cop Patch Wall – over 50 agencies represented


    As it so happened, the 86th Brigade HQ had just received a bunch of new furniture. In fact, they were trying to figure out where they would put it all. As Law Enforcement Professionals, we did what we knew we had to do, ease the 86th of their “burden.” So, one morning LEP Mike, LEP Russ and I are up early in the morning and removing some of that “burden” from the 86th Brigade HQ. We’re on our final load of new swivel chairs to the truck when who comes down the stairs but “The Man” himself, Colonel Roy. Without missing a beat, he asked, “Are my LEPs stealing my new chairs?”


    LEP Mike, also not missing a beat, replied, “No, sir, we’re just relocating them for you.”


    “That’s what I thought. Carry on.”


    Before the week was out, we had also nicked a twenty-foot conference table, various cabinets and computer desks.


    On July 27, 2010 we had our grand opening complete with catered food—compliments of the 86th IBCT and its leader Colonel Roy. We were now a team and we had our police department as well.
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    Grand Opening of the LEP Office, Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan
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    LEP Office. Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan
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    LEP Office, Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan


    In a matter of a few months, a bunch of retired civilian cops had managed to co-opt the commander’s video conference room in the JOC and build their own HQ and dormitory, which I think you will agree was a pretty tall order. You would think that they would have been satisfied with that. Like they say down south, “Pigs get fat, but hogs go to market.”


    A few days after moving into the new digs, I noticed LEP Craig standing outside in the crushed rocks looking at the B-Huts. When I called out to him, he turned to me and smiled. “We need a deck.”


    Operation Plank would commence the following week and was projected by LEP Craig to require three operational phases. The first would call for us to ask for wood donations, the second for the acquisition of wood through “sleight of hand,” and the third would require outright thievery. However, before we could go operational we would all need to agree that I knew nothing about phases two and three. Those that did would keep their mouths shut, and finally we would need to find a LEP who actually knew how to build a deck.


    Our carpentry prayers were answered by the arrival of LEP Sam. Several weeks earlier I’d had the pleasure of making the acquaintance of LEP Sam when he arrived in country. He was an “old school” cop from Georgia with a deep southern accent. LEP Sam had spent the majority of his career working in narcotics and, as such, had developed an understanding and appreciation for the valuable attribute of flexibility. LEP Craig and I had both developed a personal relationship with LEP Sam and it just so happened that he was coming to Bagram on an evidence run for his unit. LEP Sam had also built a few decks in his time. When he arrived, he was naturally sympathetic to seeing that the LEPs would not have to drag their gear through the standing water around the bunkhouse and agreed to be “flexible” on his return.


    LEP Craig initiated Phase One by going to the LEPs’ Godfather, Colonel Roy. Once again, the good colonel stepped up with enough wood to complete the framework of the deck.
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    From left: Country Coordinator & Former Marine Captain Rob, LEP Sam (the carpenter), LEP Craig and LEP JT


    For Phase Two, LEP Craig read LEP Russ into the operation and together they began visiting other units who had wood stockpiled in their encampment areas. The approach was simple and clean; they would roll up, casually survey the items needed, then begin loading them into their truck. If they were approached by anyone, they would rather authoritatively proclaim that they worked for Colonel Roy and that they needed the wood to complete a project. The verbiage was, of course, the key. They never said that the Colonel had directed them to take the wood and, if push came to shove, it would be the difference between a “slap on the wrist” and “the brig.” Of course they removed their name tags. The general rule with the military seemed to be that an old grey-haired guy in uniform with no rank insignia or name tags equated to “don’t challenge” because he might just “be somebody.” Phase Two proved to be highly successful and put us up to about ninety percent completion. As they say, the last few yards are always the toughest.


    Phase Three would require us to go dark and use LEPs who were not posted at Bagram in case someone obtained a description. As all our chosen operatives were highly skilled the remaining supplies were obtained, as we say in police work, “without incident.”
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    Operation Plank Conspirators


    The crowning jewel of the deck was a “King’s Chair.” It was an over-sized chair designed to make the person sitting in it look small with their feet dangling above the ground. Its intent was to send a message. “Just when you think you are all that, you are really not.” I don’t know that we actually ever made a LEP sit in it. I think that its mere presence was enough.
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    King’s Chair, LEP office & bunkhouse: Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan


    The truth be told, I believe that PM Dave would rather us all have remained in that broom closet as “fire and forget” assets. He was “Big Army” and comfortable inside the box, but as they say, “The genie was out of the bottle.” To his credit, he never interceded. Partly, I suppose, because it’s hard to argue with success—if it isn’t broken don’t fix it—and partly because I was the LEP “Poster Boy” and he had largely created me.

  


  
    Chapter 10


    Achilles Heel


    LEP JT—


    As I was settling into my new digs, one of the first LEPs I reached out to was LEP Jeff. He was currently posted with the 5th Special Forces Group in Iraq.


    LEP Jeff and I have history together as he was formerly Agent Jeff before retiring from the Department of Homeland Security, and was, in fact, Florida Marine Patrol Officer Jeff before that. LEP Jeff had come to visit me regularly when I was in the hospital and I gave him the dump on the program. I guess you could say that LEP Jeff was one of the Poster Boy’s first recruits. Now, you are probably asking yourself why in the hell anyone looking at my broken body would sign up for some of that? LEP Jeff is a true American patriot and he and I shared that special bond that cops who have lived through a significant event have together. You could say that we both took solace in wrapping ourselves in the American flag as a way of justifying the risks taken.


    In July of 1994, as a country we were at war with drugs. For you young readers who have no point of reference, this was not a war which was being executed by our troops and special-forces but rather by our law enforcement on every operational level. From the patrolman on the street to the federal drug agents posted throughout the world.


    Both Agent Jeff and I were undercover agents with the U.S. Customs Service, Office of Investigations in Sarasota, Florida. One of our Tampa based undercover agents had taken a contract from drug traffickers in Colombia to move four hundred kilograms of cocaine from a location just off the northern coast of Colombia to the United States. Our part in the investigation would be to make that rendezvous with the bad guys and get that cocaine back to undercover agents in Florida. It would then be their job to deliver the cocaine to the bad guys in Miami and New York. Sounds simple, doesn’t it?


    During the second week of August we were flown on board a U.S. Customs aircraft to Guantanamo Bay Naval Station (Gitmo). It was there that we met up with Agents Doug and Hal who along with two contracted sources had moved our undercover Morgan sailboat, the “Wind Stalker,” to Cuba. This would be our jump-off point for the operation. We had to make stores quickly and get to sea as there was a lot going on at Gitmo in August of 1994. Operation Sea Signal was in full swing and had turned the facility into a tent city for both Cuban and Haitian migrants attempting to gain asylum in the United States. The windward side of the base was now home to Camp Alpha, Camp Bravo, Camp Golf and Camp X-Ray. Camp X-Ray would ultimately be reopened after September 11th and is known throughout the world in our present-day war on terrorism. Also, we were on the eve of Operation Democracy, which was to be an intervention designed to remove the military regime installed by the 1991 Haitian coup d’état that overthrew the elected President Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Those guys were also using Gitmo as their jump-off point. There was no room at the Inn for a couple of long haired civilians in Jimmy Buffet shirts.


    Our operational plan was to take four days in transit to get to the rendezvous coordinates—which were several miles off the Guajira Peninsula in Northern Colombia. On board were Agent Jeff, me, an old timer who was our mechanic, and a Viet Nam era Seal who was the skipper, both of whom we had contracted with for this operation. As we motored out of the naval station basin, we passed a Coast Guard vessel performing security patrols. I remember the strange looks on the young men’s faces as they tried to figure out why a private sailboat was exiting one of the most heavily-guarded bases in the Caribbean. We had no way of knowing at the time, but our Coast Guard would play a major role in saving our lives a few days later.
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    U.S. Customs Undercover Vessel “Wind Stalker”: Guantanamo Bay Cuba


    Now Agent Jeff had spent a lot of time on the ocean as a marine patrol officer, but my time at sea as we left Gitmo amounted to that morning and the next four days kicked my ass. I was not prepared for ten-to-fifteen-foot seas, especially in the dark.


    Therefore, as a precaution, I literally tied myself to the cockpit of the boat as I was sure it was going to capsize. The skipper laughed at this notion, informing me that if she did go over, she wouldn’t come back up—adding the caveat that we would probably be missing our mast. In any event, he was having the time of his life with my antics, an old Navy Seal on another mission at sea sipping his rum and coke.


    On the fourth day, as we were approaching our target destination, we were informed that the bad guys could not get the cocaine to us because of a heavy Colombian military presence in the area. The warning was greatly appreciated as we had no intention of winding up in a Colombian prison. A decision was made stateside that we would move to the east and shelter at Los Monjes Archipelago located northwest of the Gulf of Venezuela. The Archipelagos consist of three large rock formations known as Monjes del Sur, Monjes del Este and Monjes del Norte. We would tuck into that chain and wait out the Colombian military.


    As we approached Monjes del Norte the following day we noticed a shrimp boat tied up to a sailboat a few meters off the rock formation. Now you did not have to be a member of the Marine Patrol to figure out that there was no shrimping in waters that are literally several hundred feet deep. They were obviously there for the same reasons as us. This appeared confirmed by the presence of a small wooden vessel circling the formation as a lookout. We decided to give them a wide berth and tuck in on the leeward side of Monjes del Este. If we didn’t bother them, they had no reason to bother us. The skipper did ask if we should drop the American flag—and if you have gotten to this point in the book you know that this was not going to happen.


    We settled in on the leeward side of Monjes del Este and I began the process of refueling the vessel from the Jerry cans that we had aboard for that purpose. Into my second can, the mechanic stuck his head under the cockpit canopy and informed me that there were some “Indians” on top of the rock with rifles. No sooner had the words left his mouth than shots rang out and rounds began kicking up the water around the boat. It was on.
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    Los Monjes Archipelago


    Everyone knew their job and it was time to execute. The skipper took the helm and got the boat moving around the rock. The mechanic went below and prepared to get everything out of that engine that there was to get. Agent Jeff went hot on our com frequency, and I took up the rifle on rear guard. As we rounded the far end of the rock, it looked as though we had literally “dodged a bullet” and we would put as much distance between us and that rock as possible. Unfortunately, “Mr. Murphy” was having none of that and the small wooden boat that we had seen on our way in was now rounding the rock and closing on our stern. The best we could tell, there were six to seven armed men on the boat and when they closed to about one hundred meters they engaged us with small-arms fire.


    Agent Jeff was in contact with our Sector Communications in Miami, and I took up the fight from the aft deck. The skipper tacked to keep our stern to their twelve o’clock to make us a smaller target as he called out my fire. Having been there before, he was indeed a “cool” customer, and even though we were clearly outmanned and outgunned he keep his Seal sense of humor. At one point, I lay down on the wood box on the aft deck for a better firing position. The skipper kicked my leg and when I turned towards him, he smiled and said, “You realize you’re laying on top of the propane tank?”


    I failed to see the humor at that point, but he got a big laugh out of it. Agent Jeff handed a semi-auto handgun to the mechanic with instructions to use it if they attempted to board us. He smiled and stuck it in his waistband. Not exactly regulation, but the most we could get out of our sailboat was eight knots so in the event that we did not kill all of them, we were going to get overtaken.


    What I’m going to tell you next could not be repeated even in a planned training exercise. It was like a scene from the Harrison Ford movie “Clear and Present Danger.” The Watch Commander in Miami picked up the phone and contacted the Coast Guard Admiral in Key West, who picked up the phone and contacted his Dutch counterpart in Curacao, who ordered the launch of one of their aircraft. Our QRF was en route, we just had to hang on until it arrived.


    As the battle unfolded, the skipper ordered that the main sails be hoisted, just in case our motor, which had begun to smoke, gave out. Agent Jeff left his coms and came topside. To this day I don’t know how any of us were not hit as the incoming rounds snapped across the deck. As the sails were being set, our coms were dead. We would later learn that the communication center operators and the Stateside agents all assumed we’d been killed.


    Our VHF radio crackled as the Dutch fighter descended on us from the blue sky above. The skipper made coms and the pilot requested his mission. “We need EE (escape & evasion) support,” was the skipper’s response. With that, the aircraft came down on deck and began crisscrossing our stern. It was an amazing sight and the bad guys immediately broke contact. We would later learn that a P-3 surveillance aircraft had been diverted from another mission and subsequently tracked two of the vessels at the first rock back into Colombia.


    Agent Jeff reestablished coms and we were told to divert and put into port in Aruba.


    We were all left exhausted as the adrenalin cleared our bodies. Functioning for the past four days on saltine crackers and water, we’d hit the wall. It was to be a long night as the Wind Stalker limped towards Aruba.


    As expected, the “shit had hit the fan” in Washington and the American Embassy in Caracas. You see, the Ambassador to Venezuela, apparently a presidential appointee with a lot of juice flowing, had not been informed we were operational in Venezuelan waters. My good friend Agent Ruben was the Acting Attaché in Caracas and he caught hell from the State Department. This had now become an international incident and both the State Department and the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) were accusing us of running a “black-op” and calling for my job. They would have to get in line behind the Aruban Police.


    At first light we began our slow approach into Aruba. A Dutch Royal Marines Naval vessel had been shadowing us all night and they now launched several small two-man skiffs to escort us into the naval installation. One of the skiffs came alongside and a young, squared away Marine officer requested permission to come aboard. In one hand he held a Dutch Royal Marines Plaque and in the other a bottle of rum. On the back of the plaque was the inscription, “Glad to have been of assistance to the American Agents.” The Dutch Marines were a class act, and to this day the plaque still hangs in Agent Jeff’s den. The bottle of rum continues to adorn the mantel of my fireplace.


    Our most gracious hosts fed us, let us shower, and provided us with a medical once over, however, the mood quickly changed with the arrival of the Aruban Narcotics Police. They set the tone immediately when one of their officers referred to me as “Mr. Miami Vice.” They wanted statements from each of the crew about our operation. I informed them that our mission, and the events surrounding it, had nothing to do with their country and, as such, no statements would be given.


    “You are, of course, aware that assault weapons and fraudulent identification are illegal here,” came their response.


    The gauntlet had been dropped and it was time to negotiate or sit it out in a jail cell until our State Department came to our rescue. I chose to negotiate. I would provide a statement, but the rest of the crew was not to be interrogated. They agreed.


    Over the next several hours, both sides blatantly violated their agreement, but in the end a U.S. Customs aircraft out of Puerto Rico received clearance to land in Aruba and we were on our way to the air field. Our goodbyes with the Aruban police on the tarmac were not exactly professional and almost deteriorated into a fist fight. They were convinced that the American cowboys had assets in their back yard that we were not telling them about. I would find out later that we did, and that we had been left out of the loop for exactly this reason. We did not have a need to know to accomplish our part of the operation. That’s the way the game is played.


    We touched down at our air wing in Roosey Roads, Puerto Rico and an agent drove us directly to the nearest cantina where we proceeded to get liquored up. Within twenty-four hours we would be under interrogation again, the only difference being that this time our interrogators would be carrying the same badge as us. After that, it would be off to the psychologist for a “fitness for duty” assessment. As the Army would say, “you didn’t have to like it, you just had to do it.”


    The agency psychologist and I had a relationship as I was one of several “Undercover Psychological Coordinators” located at different SAC Offices throughout the country. We would be called in when undercover operations went sideways as kind of a liaison for the UC agent involved. As the doc was prior military, we spent much of the debriefing discussing different ways the UC vessels could be better protected and different types of weapons which would have provided us with some more lethal options. At one point the doc suggested that we carry some white phosphorus rounds. “You could have burned them all to death.” An unusual therapeutic technique but it made sense from a practical standpoint. As we finished up our chat, I was fairly confident that I would receive a “clean bill of health.” We stood up, shook hands and, as I turned to leave, he hit me with his diagnosis. “JT, if you continue to justify unacceptable operational risks by wrapping yourself in the American flag you are probably going to wind up divorced and eventually dead.” As it turned out Doc was half right, they haven’t killed me yet. Looking back at this stage in life, Doc was right on point. “For God and Country” would turn out to be most LEPs’ Achilles Heel and cost far too many of them their lives.


    In the weeks and months to follow, there would be those who would speculate that the men who had attacked us were drug traffickers who did not want to leave any witnesses behind. Some would say that they were modern day pirates intent on killing us and taking our boat, and some who would say that they were Venezuelan national guardsman who were out there doing a little of both. I truly do not know.


    Probably the only folks who knew were the Christians in Action and in 1994 they did not talk to law enforcement. What I did know was that they had “paid the man” for bringing it to us and that they would think twice before attacking the Stars and Bars again.


    Sixteen years after Undercover Agent Jeff stepped off the Wind Stalker onto the dock in Aruba, LEP Jeff would step off the back of a helicopter on to the sands in Iraq. Just like the rest of the LEPs, a little greyer, a little heavier, a little slower, but a hell of a lot smarter. Taking all the hard knock police lessons learned during the “war on drugs” to the “war on terror,” I turn this page over to him.


    Agent Jeff—


    I retired from the Department of Homeland Security in September of 2009 after twenty-five years in Law Enforcement, both Federal and State. The merger of the United States Customs Service, the oldest Federal Law Enforcement Agency in the United States, with the U.S. Immigration Service, in the formation of the Department of Homeland Security, had left a foul taste in my mouth. But that is not the story here. Before I retired, I had been deeply involved with the “war on drugs” but had reached the level of my incompetency, which is to say, I retired as a Supervisory


    Special Agent (GS-14). As such, I was assigned to the largest drug investigation in United States history, which I had a hand in building, and one that continues to this day. My promotion to a supervisory position was the worst decision I ever made in my twenty-plus years as a government agent. I was a field agent. I loved being “out” and could not stand being tied to a desk doing “self-inspections” (three in three months). It was time to go. I had two friends who had retired from Federal Law Enforcement and joined the Law Enforcement Professional program, or LEP program, with the United States Army. (At the time, I had made my decision to jump and convinced my wife it was a good idea.) One of those two friends took a direct hit in a Humvee in Afghanistan. James Taman, or JT, who I had worked with for twenty-plus years on cases. As a member of the SAC North Florida Special Response Team, he was in a bad way. After being evacuated out of Afghanistan to Germany, JT was then flown to Tampa, Florida where he would undergo numerous surgeries to repair his feet and legs. All I could do was sit in his hospital room and provide whatever support I could. The echo of his pain-filled moans still haunts me to this day. But I had made up my mind and it was time to get into the fight. I recall JT coming to my retirement party, slowly limping up the stairs to the deck where we were celebrating my imminent departure. Damn, I was happy to see him there. It was the highlight of the night for me.


    The day after I retired, I flew to Virginia for the five-day pre-deployment program “in-doc” training. On or about day three, when assignments were handed out, I was informed I would be going to Iraq. I was somewhat disappointed. I had researched and studied extensively on Afghanistan and was looking forward to seeing the Hindu Kush mountains and the Khyber Pass. I thought to myself, this will not do. I had planned to talk to PM Dave and get this obvious mistake corrected. However, when details were provided to me as to the specific “job” I would be doing in Iraq, I was stoked, and from that point on I was “good to go.” I was to be assigned to Special Operations Task Force North at COB Speicher in Northern Iraq. The details of my assigned program and my specific duties were classified—and I will honor my oath by withholding this information. After all, I was to be assigned and embedded with the “Silent Professionals.” After two weeks at Fort Benning for deployment preparation, I was on my way to Northern Iraq.


    We suffered a prolonged stay in Baghdad while we waited for the Army to get our “arming order” approved, but then I was finally off to COB Speicher. I should clarify one thing at this point. I had never been a member of the armed services. When I graduated high school, Viet Nam had just ended and it was almost impossible to get “in,” so I went to college. I’d always regretted not joining the military. So, needless to say, this whole thing was a new experience for me. We helicoptered out of Liberty at 0300, en route to COB Speicher, carrying four duffel bags (a complete soldier loadout). One of the things I didn’t know was that the choppers don’t shut down for you to board. They come in blacked out and hot. Blades spinning, I threw my four duffle bags in, assed up, and off we went into the dark. Too cool! We landed and I was met by a sergeant who took me back to our base, “Fire base Bennett” within COB Speicher. I was assigned to a CHU


    (Containerized Housing Unit), which had been divided into three separate sleeping areas. It had a bed and a piece of foam, which was what I slept on for the next three months, until I “obtained” a mattress. But it was sufficient and beat the shit out of the tents in Baghdad that I had been in for thirty days prior to making it to COB Speicher.


    When I first reported, I don’t think anyone knew what to do with me, a fifty-two-year-old cop. Sergeant Johnson, who ran the TOC, assigned me a desk and told me I would be working from 1800 to 0600, same as the teams, and it was my job to “get smart” on Iraq. Thank God Sergeant Johnson loved strong coffee as much as I did! His favorite was what he would refer to as SAC—a military acronym which translated as Strong Ass Coffee (SAC). My reply was “roger that!” and I settled in. I spent the first part of my shift reading the day’s intel reports submitted by the ODAs every night at the end of the day’s operations. I found they were much more detailed than the IIRs used by big Army. Additionally, I reviewed as many debriefings of captured AQI as I could. The “gators” did an amazing job. I found these two reports, when read and utilized in unison, by far the best sources of Intel available.


    Within the first thirty days, I got my first assignment and was flown to Q-West on a special project. I was finally operational! I will not discuss the specifics of that mission but, needless to say, it was very cool and I got to do some really neat stuff with some of America’s finest soldiers. After that project, I was back at Speicher “getting smart.” Soon thereafter, 1st Battalion ripped out and 4th Battalion arrived. I was assigned to the S-2 shop (Intel) and was tasked, along with a few others, in “high-value targeting.” Our team put together targeting packages that the ODAs executed. I believe we were having an impact and soon were taking out the top leaders of Al-Qaeda – Iraq (AQI). I believe I was “value added.”


    My story begins here. One day the young SF captain I worked with, and for, told me we were going to attend a meeting over at Division (3rd ID). The base commander, a two star, would be conducting the meeting. Captain J, as I will call him, was by far one of the most intelligent and well-educated soldiers I have ever had the privilege of working with. His level of understanding and enlightened approach to our mission was, and is, unsurpassed. There would be Captain J, three of our guys from the ODA stationed at Bayji, and me in attendance. As we walked into division, I recall that it was amazing how nice and well-prepared everything was. Nice tables, good food, cold drinks (nonalcoholic, of course), and EVERYONE was high and tight. I had even put on a clean uniform (ACUs) and cleaned up my boots! As we staked out our seats, I noticed our guys from the ODA had not arrived. The general came in and everyone started taking their seats. As they did, our guys entered the conference room. Now mind you this was not a ten or twelve man meeting but thirty to fifty people. I glanced up as our guys walked through the doors looking like they had just come in from working all night—which they had, completely covered with sand and dirt—taking full advantage of the “relaxed” grooming standards afforded to SF. Additionally, they were sporting FN SCARs with suppressers. As one of the team members would later tell me in the hallway, “It’s the Cadillac of weapons!” They walked over to our empty and waiting seats.


    Although I didn’t see it, I was told that the general gave them the “thumbs up.” The purpose of the meeting was to announce Operation Golden Fleece, an effort to target and take away AQIs source of funding in line with the Army’s new initiative to implement Counter Threat Finance throughout the AOR. I recall that I had never been filled with so much pride as when those young men came into that meeting.


    The following day, our team fast roped onto the roof of the highest-level financier for AQI in Iraq and took him into custody. Unbeknownst to us, we had been targeting him for weeks prior to Division’s announcing operation “Golden Fleece.” As I watched the operation unfold on “kill TV” in the TOC, I couldn’t help but think, Damn, I wish I was with our team doing the takedown. But I knew that no tactical team wants to take a “newbie” on an operation who had not trained with them and was unfamiliar with their tactics and techniques. But damn I wanted to be there! I had done hundreds of similar takedowns and trained for deployments from Black Hawks while a member of the SAC North Florida Special Response Team. Hell, I had even trained with certain “Tier 1” teams! Needless to say, the operation was a success, although it was kept very quiet. After all, we were the “Quiet Professionals.”


    I recall that about this time, James Taman was back in Afghanistan. Damn, it was good to have him back on the net and someone to talk (email) with. I would pass him all sorts of information pertaining to the location of UBL that I came across while we were targeting AQI. I was pretty sure it was being passed through other channels; however, I had worked for enough massive bureaucracies for the past twenty-five years and learned that sometimes things don’t work the way you think they should. So, in an effort to “belt and suspender” it, I would pass important information coming out of Iraq to JT pertaining to his AOR.


    I would spend the final third of my deployment working for the S-3 shop (Operations) and would deploy with the teams throughout Northern Iraq on various missions and projects. On my last day at COB Speicher, I was “coined” by the colonel. Although I had received many challenge coins during my deployment, this one was special. It read: 3rd Battalion, 5th Special Forces Group (A). On the back; “Presented for Excellence (#342) To A Damn Fine Soldier.” I carry it in my wallet to this day.


    As I departed Iraq, never to return, a massive rain storm preceded by a massive dust storm hit as I was standing on the tarmac waiting to catch my flight to Baghdad. My memories of Iraq are a strange mix. I thoroughly enjoyed the adventure, hated being away from my family, and was honored for the chance to support our troops. AQI was defeated in my opinion. However, political decisions, not military actions, would shortly give rise to Isis. Some eight years later, my son will deploy shortly as a young private to the same AOR to fight Isis. I wish I could go with them.

  


  
    Chapter 11


    Are you hurt or are you injured?


    LEP JT—


    One of our biggest challenges turned out to be the “every day” type medical needs of the LEPs. After all, most of us were AARP members which meant that we were at that age in which a guy had to get up three times a night to take a piss, thus, the large empty Gatorade bottle next to everyone’s bunk. When we deployed through CRC we were required during the physical to produce a twelve-month supply of any medications we needed down range. Some LEPs literally showed up in country with a backpack of pills.


    Now you might be reading this and thinking to yourself, surely there were doctors, nurses and adequate medical facilities down range. Yes, the medical care provided to our troops is outstanding. The problem facing the LEPs was the fact that although they were equipped like soldiers, outfitted like soldiers, sleep with, ate with, and when necessary fought and died with the soldiers, they weren’t soldiers. The significance being, the military would only provide the LEPs with “lifesaving” procedures. If you were making that walk towards the white light, you were in good hands. I can attest to that. However, for the everyday aches, pains and often injuries suffered on missions, we were, at least for the most part, on our own. We will talk about the “underground medical railroad” later on.


    This meant that in addition to being the Operations Chief, I would also assume the role of a triage medic, notwithstanding the fact that I was in no way shape or form trained to do so. However, I had learned the difference between being hurt and being injured.


    While I was the Team Leader of the Department of Homeland Securities Special Response Team for North Florida we developed a very unique capability—which at that time was virtually unheard of for a civilian law enforcement tactical team. We learned from watching our Seal brothers how to tactically, yet covertly, board a vessel at sea or in port. Under the cover of darkness, we would swim up to the vessel from a water insertion point some distance away, hook and climb the vessel, gain control of the wheelhouse and set an over watch for a main party to board and search the vessel.


    Sounds easy, but I can assure you that functioning in the water in the dark with weapons and gear is a difficult and risky proposition. Not to mention doing a dead pull of your body weight and gear, soaking wet, out of the water and up a thirty-foot, six-inch-wide titanium ladder.


    We perfected our technique in the Navy’s large indoor swimming pool in Virginia. During one training evolution, the Seal Master Chief noticed Agent Greg sitting in the bleachers next to the pool. The chief turned to me and asked why the agent was not in the water making the climbs with his team. Before I could respond, the chief had sent one of his Seals down to bring the agent up to the catwalk. When Agent Greg arrived, the chief made his inquiry.


    “My arm is hurt,” came the agent’s reply.


    “Are you hurt or are you injured?” the chief asked, the rationale being that if you are injured, I will get a medic for you. “Do you need a medic, Agent?” the chief continued.


    The young agent, who was obviously intimidated by the burly chief, responded, “No Master Chief.”


    With that, the chief smiled and said, “Then get your ass back in the water because everybody is hurting.”


    The agent turned an about face and headed toward the staircase leading down to the pool. “Agent, what the hell are you doing?” were the next words that flew from the chief’s mouth.


    Agent Greg turned and informed the chief that he was headed back down to the pool as the Master Chief had instructed. “Not down those stairs you aren’t,” said the chief. Agent Greg’s body flew over the catwalk railing plunging into the water thirty feet below. Hurt or injured? Lesson learned.


    So, at the very onset of every LEP medical inquiry I received, I asked the same standard triage question, “Are you hurt or are you injured?”


    The solution to ‘hurt’ came in the form of our in-house pharmacy. If you were headed home and you had any type of leftover meds, we asked that you placed them in a box that I kept in my desk drawer. The rules were simple. First, if you were hurting, you only took what you needed, and you always left something behind for the next guy. Second, you kept your mouth shut about it—at least until the statute of limitations had run out.


    The solution for injured was a bit more complicated.


    LEP Harry was a retired St. Louis cop with jet black hair and a serious disposition. He was the kind of cop that, as he was walking up to your car, there was no doubt you were not getting a warning. LEP Harry and his partner LEP Greg were assigned to the Investigative and Surveillance Unit (ISU) in Jalalabad. One morning I received a call from LEP Harry, who informed me that he had a rather badly-abscessed tooth causing him a considerable amount of pain. It was going to have to be taken care of.


    Unfortunately, the base dentist was just like the medical doctors and getting treatment was a nonstarter. I told LEP Harry to “stand fast” and I would see what we could find. I immediately consulted with my medical advisor, the Internet. I was shocked to learn that an abscessed tooth left untreated could result in a cardiac arrest. Eleven phone calls and two hours later I had a possible solution. It seemed there was a European dentist who had a clinic he ran for an NGO in Kabul. It was that or LEP Harry would have to travel to Dubai, or worst yet, back to the States to get squared away.


    That afternoon, I gave LEP Harry the dump. I had made the arrangements, but I did not like it at all. LEP Harry would catch a helicopter to Camp Phoenix in Kabul. At 1300 hours he was to stand out on the roadway outside of the ECP and a blue minivan would pick him up. It would be driven by an Afghan male in his thirties who he would exchange code words with prior to getting in. He would then be driven through the city to the clinic. Talk about risky. I don’t know whether it was the pain or his brass balls that got him into that van—probably a combination of both.


    LEP Dave was a retired Lieutenant from the Suffolk County Police Department in Long Island, NY. He had spent thirty years on the job and was a graduate of the FBI National Academy with a Master’s Degree. LEP Dave was assigned to COP Charkh in Logar Province. Now COP is a military acronym for “Combat Outpost” and, as the title suggests, they were perhaps the most dangerous places to be. They were small, extremely remote, and usually located right in the heart of the opposition. As such, they usually received a lot of what the military refers to as “IDF” or indirect fire. Harassment fire if you will, designed to undermine morale.


    One evening, LEP Dave was out in the open when a Chinese made 107mm rocket impacted as they say, “Danger close.” Indirect as it was, LEP Dave’s chest was opened up by flying shrapnel. He was medevac’d to Bagram where they cleaned him out and closed up his chest with eight staples. The attending physician made the determination that his wounds were not “life threatening” and as such he would not be medevac’d to Germany. Further, he would be released from the hospital pending his return to the States by commercial air. Now, as I have said, I am not a health care professional, but I am pretty damn sure that had he been back in the States he would have been in the hospital for some time. Instead, LEP Craig carried the doubled-over LEP to our house. After all, our house, an old dusty thirty-foot steel shipping container, was the perfect sterile environment for a man whose chest was being held together by surgical staples. For the next several days, LEP Craig would feed him, wash him, change his dressings and empty his Gatorade bottle. Some years later, I would have the privilege of standing next to LEP Dave in the Hall of Heroes in the Pentagon while he received the Defense of Freedom Medal. LEP Dave has still not fully recovered from the blast and our thoughts and prayers are with him.


    Yes, despite these challenges, the LEPs were for the most part a hearty group of cops. I once had a LEP who had suffered what was believed to be a heart attack. LEP George was strapped to a stretcher lying in the hallway of the base hospital waiting to be loaded onto a medevac flight to Germany. We said our final goodbyes and I turned to walk away. LEP George reached out and grabbed my pant leg. “Don’t throw away my shorts and t-shirt I left in your hooch. I’ll be back in a few days.”


    True to his word, a week later, LEP George showed back up at the LEP house from Germany. That night we were all watching a movie and LEP George asked what was wrong with the television. “What are you talking about, George?”


    “What’s with all the blue circles floating around on the screen,” he replied. Now I don’t know what he told the folks in Germany, or what he didn’t tell them, to get released back to duty but the pharmacy was definitely going to be off limits to LEP George.


    I could go on and on about the sprains, cuts, concussions, dysentery and an assortment of other ailments common to third world countries, but I think you get the idea. Whether hurt or injured, we were truly our brother’s keeper.

  


  
    Chapter 12


    The Angels of Afghanistan
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    LEP JT—


    The Craig Joint Theater Hospital on Bagram Air Field was literally a stone’s throw from the LEP house. The fact that we ended up taking residency right next to the hospital medevac LZ was one of those weird coincidences that borders on “divine providence.” You see, the only reason we were there was to help save lives by targeting IED networks, and ninety percent of the dust-off choppers that landed next door carried victims of those bombings. There was not a LEP indoctrination class held that was not interrupted by those medevac choppers, indeed a solemn reminder to the LEPs in attendance as to the importance of their mission.


    As the Operations Chief, the one place that I seemed to spend as much time at (other than the LEP house) was the hospital. We always had a LEP in need of care. To me it was no different than being back on the street. As a street cop you spend a lot of time in the Emergency Room (ER) and, as a young cop, I was there at least once every night. In fact, many of the suspects who were on their way to the county jail have to be taken to the ER first in order to be cleared for processing. Some were treated for drugs, some for general injuries, and some for the “ass whooping” they had received in a vain attempt to avoid the free ride. Policing was different back then. In any event, you quickly learned your way around the ER, and during that educational process you developed a deep respect for the one person who had all the power, the Charge Nurse.


    † † †


    When I was a young patrol sergeant, once a week your guys would be an “extra squad” so you could use them for special projects or to target problem areas. One week, we checked out some unmarked cars and were working a “drug hole” next to one of the public housing projects. Shortly after setting up surveillance, we watched a hand-to-hand go down and two of my guys bailed out after the dealer. The chase was on. As usual, the suspect took us into the project, as this was his home turf and his best chance of escape. Unfortunately for our dealer, my guys were both former Marines and could run like Forrest Gump. When I caught up with them, they had tackled him at the foot of a stairway. The problem was, he was lying face down with his hands under his chest, secreting something in his hands, and he would not let go of it. Fearing that it might be a gun, the one young officer struck him with his flashlight until the hands came out into plain view and were cuffed. Lo and behold, it turned out to be his stash.


    So now we are on the way to the ER, as our dealer had a cut on the left side of his head. We would get him cleared and transported. When we arrived at the ER, we sat him in front of the admissions lady and she began asking all the usual questions.


    About two minutes into the process, our dealer’s eyes rolled back in his head and he fell off the chair onto the floor. A young intern ran up and requested that we un-handcuff him and he was loaded onto a stretcher and wheeled into a treatment bay. Now we had a problem.


    As a street supervisor, I had the authority to suspend an officer up to three days. I also knew that by exercising that authority it prevented Internal Affairs from piling on, as it was considered “double jeopardy.” I called the officer outside and informed him of my decision to suspend him for excessive force. Before we could finish our conversation, the doors flew open and out came the screaming Charge Nurse with her scrubs torn half off. Our dealer had come to and punched the intern in the face and attacked the nurse. When it was all said and done, the Charge Nurse was writing a letter of commendation to the chief for us having come to her rescue. As we got into the car to head for the county jail, the officer leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Sarge, does this mean I’m un-suspended?”


    In any event, suffice to say that cops and nurses seem to go together like peas and carrots. Bobbie, my former wife of twenty-seven years, was a nurse and a tremendous woman and mother. I owe her a debt of gratitude for having raised our three wonderful children as I chased bad guys around the world.


    † † †


    If you have ever been in a military hospital in a combat zone, you know that it is quite a bit different from a stateside county or city hospital. To me it was much more personal. It was in and of itself an American story. Each patient in each room was part of that story. The cook was bonded to the mechanic, who was bonded to the infantryman, who was bonded to the pilot, and the fabric that held it all together was the nurses.


    I remember sitting next to LEP Karl while he was unconscious and looking at two young Marines in the beds across from him who could not have been more than twenty years old. Both were intubated, and had lost both legs. I watched Captain Mae and another nurse caring for them. My God, you talk about emotionally crushing. What do you say to those young men when they wake up to find they have no legs? ‘Everything will be all right’? HELL NO, it won’t. How am I going to take care of myself? How am I going to support myself? Who is going to want me? So much for returning home to marry the prom queen and live the American dream, I thought. I know this sounds hard, but I prayed to God to take them in their sleep.


    These nurses did this twelve hours a day, seven days a week for five months straight. What the general public does not know is that not only did these nurses care for our troops, but they also attended to Afghan civilians, Afghan Army, and on many occasions, the Taliban and foreign fighters. Wrap you head around that for a moment. You are attempting to save the life of the Talib who could have been the one who blew the legs off those young Marines. Or try this on for size, one day I was walking down the hall and a young Afghan boy of maybe six or seven came skipping towards me. As he approached, he raised his arms in the air to “high-five” me. I found myself “high-fiving” two small stubs, as both of his hands had been blown off by unexploded ordnance. Add to this having to scramble from their bunks three to four times a week to the bunkers as the base is being rocketed. We talk about the high incidence of PTSD among our young combat troops, but I can tell you from personal experience that the medical corps have, and are, suffering in silence.
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    Craig Joint Theater Hospital – Bagram Air Field: Captain Mae far left


    Captain Mae was born on the Island of Camotes in the Philippines. At twenty-one years old she arrived in Los Angeles on a one-way ticket with a suitcase of clothes and twenty dollars to her name. Today she is currently working on her Doctorate in Nursing, served her adopted country in the United States Air Force, and did so with distinction during two tours in Afghanistan. In August of 2008, Captain Mae was posted at the CHS FOB Salerno during one of the most violent insurgent attacks to that date in theater. The perimeter was breached by a huge vehicle-born explosive and followed directly with twelve suicide bombers. There was building to building fighting. She was involved in picking up the pieces and continues to struggle to this day with those memories.


    Captain Mae became good friends with LEP Craig and me. I still think she liked me because I had a vehicle. You see, nurses like to shop and the Bazar was located all the way on the other side of the base. Captain Mae would become an honorary LEP and would introduce us to her fellow nurses and a few good doctors who took their Hippocratic Oath seriously. As I explained earlier, the LEPs could only receive “life-saving” medical assistance from the military, which left us with little to no options when it came to the everyday wear and tear on our old bodies. What resulted was an “underground LEP medical highway” consisting of clandestine meetings through the hospital’s back door. No records, no charts, just emergency care. When medications were needed that could not be obtained through the hospital pharmacy, the nurses would get them from the Egyptian hospital down the road—where there was no need for prescriptions. It was a barter system. We treated everything from dysentery to shingles. The trick was, we wore no unit patches, rank or insignias. As such, coupled with our grey hair, we never got challenged because no one was really sure whether we were someone important or not.


    LEP John was a cop from Texas who ended up at the hospital in Bagram after collapsing while loading his gear into a Humvee for a mission. After several tests, the doc pulled me aside and said that he had never seen a blood clot the size of the one right next to LEP John’s heart in a living person. We had to get him to a hospital stateside immediately. The program sent a Lear Jet (Air Ambulance) to pick him up. A young Specialist was assisting LEP Craig in loading LEP John into the aircraft and stated that he had never seen even a three-star general treated like this. “Your guy must be someone really important.”


    LEP Craig smiled and said, “He’s just a cop.”


    The young Specialist smiled back, winked, and replied, “Roger that, sir. I understand.”


    On 16 December 2015, Major Mae and I were married at our home in Houston. I cried. Really, I did. I’m sure that it was embarrassing to my son, but I removed the weight of a huge stone from my ruck sack that day and I was happy. Reserve Major Mae continues to serve her country as a Nurse Practitioner with the Veterans Administration and has been actively involved in PTSD research for female veterans. Despite all the political posturing you hear from both the Democrats and the Republicans please rest assured that there are lots of truly dedicated Angels caring for our vets.
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    Captain Mae CHS FOB Salerno 2008

  


  
    Chapter 13


    It Was Not His War


    LEP JT—


    It was my second incoming LEP class as the new Operations Chief and we were just beginning to build a solid orientation curriculum. We weren’t yet where I thought we needed to be but the LEPs were getting exposed to a hundred percent more information than when I had arrived several weeks before. The goal, of course, was to help them figure out (as much as possible), what they were supposed to do before they actually arrived there.


    Now this particular class was no different from the one before and was comprised of several LEPs with tons of experience. The four-day training session was uneventful, with the exception of one question which struck me as being rather odd. “When are we going to receive the Army training?” Maybe it was because no one else had asked it, or because the answer to me seemed to be self-evident. I did not want to come off as being flippant, but the words seemed to fly out of my mouth, “You’re not in the Army.” The LEP who had asked the question was a twenty-year veteran of a major metropolitan police department and by the expression on his face clearly did not get the answer he was looking for. We moved on to other matters.


    The last afternoon of class was spent working the phones introducing each LEP to their respective Brigade LEP at the Forward Operating Base (FOB) where they were headed and making arrangements for air and ground movements to actually get them there. Two of the seven LEPs made it out to their FOB that night.


    At around 0200 hours my cell phone rang, something I had become accustomed to since I took over the operations job. It was my good friend LEP Norm. LEP Norm was the Brigade LEP in J-Bad, which was the FOB that I had sent the LEP who had been interested in Army training to.


    LEP Norm began by telling me that they had just gotten hammered by IDF and my first thought was that someone had gotten wounded or, worse yet, killed. I was relived to find out that this was not the case, but LEP Norm had a very different and unique problem. Apparently, the new LEP was still in the bunker and would not come out. “The attack is over, right?” I asked.


    “Yep.”


    “He’s still in there and won’t come out?”


    “Yep. He says that he has not received any Army training for this and that he is coming back to Bagram to work there.”


    Now if you are a cop and have never been in an active combat zone, IDF is a strange and scary phenomenon. It’s strange, because it is so outside of even the most street-hardened officer’s range of experiences, and scary because of its randomness. The first couple times you experience it, you grab your body armor and helmet and haul ass to the closest bunker. After a couple of weeks, you eventually resign to the fact that if your number is up then that’s it, so you stay in the rack. My next question was critical, “Do any military personnel and other LEPs know about this?” LEP Norm’s answer to the affirmative took the air out of me. I could possibly have worked with him to get past what should have been a mere adjustment to the environment. Now it was a totally different dynamic, as perception was in fact reality.


    † † †


    When I was a young patrol officer in my first year, I responded to an accident in a housing project where an elderly white man had run over an eight-year-old black girl. I was very close when I caught the call and was there within minutes. When I arrived, there were already fifty to sixty people out in the street around the little girl. A senior officer arrived within seconds and we pushed the crowd back to get to the child. As I knelt beside her it was readily apparent to me that she was gone. She had no pulse and a thick white froth was bubbling out of her mouth from the lungs having been collapsed. I began to stand up when the senior officer put his hand on my shoulder and pushed me back down. “CPR now,” he commanded.


    I started the breathing and compressions and after a couple of minutes I looked up at the officer for his approval to stop. Again he motioned for me to continue. I maintained the CPR until the paramedics arrived and they stepped in and took over with the bag. They continued the CPR as they loaded her little body onto a stretcher and ultimately into their vehicle. The senior officer then raised his hands up to the crowd and yelled, “It’s okay, she will make it.” We held the scene until the vehicular homicide detectives showed up. After the investigation was underway, I pulled the senior officer to the side and asked him what the purpose of doing CPR on a dead child was.


    “If you had covered that little girl up in the middle of the street, that crowd would have mobbed us,” came his reply. After thirty-four years, when I close my eyes, I can still see that beautiful little girl’s face like it was yesterday. Perception is reality on the street. Lesson learned.


    † † †


    True to his word, the next afternoon, the LEP showed up at my office with all his gear. He was very adamant that he did not want to leave Afghanistan, but he wanted to be posted there at Bagram. As I was searching for the right words, my boss, retired Lt. Colonel Eric, struck an exposed nerve by insinuating that the LEP was afraid. Oh boy, it was on. I had to physically separate the two men. You see, Lt. Colonel Eric was a career military policeman in the Army and did not fully understand the civilian “police culture.” However, retired Lt. Colonel Eric did, from a program and operational perspective, understand that he and I both needed each other to survive and so he wisely chose to go outside and smoke a cigarette.


    The LEP and I sat down and for the next forty-five minutes we talked about our careers on the street. The trials and tribulations of two old cops who had been around the block and put away wet several times. Neither one of us had anything left to prove. Looking back, it seems funny how the two of us arrived at the same resolution to our problem without ever having to discuss it. When the door opened, he headed home with his head held high. That man was no coward, it just wasn’t his war.

  


  
    Chapter 14


    License and Registration, Sir


    LEP JT—


    Police officers are some of the best drivers on duty and some of the worst drivers off duty. I know that seems like somewhat of a paradox but that is how it is. You see, for ten hours a day you are allowed, and often required, to drive in a manner that is referred to in most states as “irrespective of current traffic statutes.” You drive over curbs, through the mediums, down one-way streets the wrong way, and let us not forget speeding. Cops need to get places quickly. Now driving is no different than any learned skill and is embedded into muscle memory just like shooting. Herein lies the problem. When you are off duty guess what happens? Exactly, just ask my wife. That is why within the police culture there exists what is commonly referred to as “professional courtesy.” Now you can take exception to this, but cops don’t write other cops tickets. That’s the rule and one that you quickly learn on the street as a rookie.


    As an “old school” cop it did not take me very long to see some red and blue lights behind me on Bagram Air Field. As I watched the Air Force Military Policeman approach in my side-view mirror, I was somewhat taken aback by the fact that he looked as though he was barely out of high school. He was very professional in collecting my license and registration, after which he returned to his patrol car. I was on new ground here as I no longer had a badge and was trying to figure out just how I was going to invoke that professional courtesy. The young MP returned to my truck and informed me that I needed to follow him to the station. Apparently, the Operations Chief before me had not been able to crack the professional courtesy nut and there were several outstanding parking tickets on my vehicle.


    I was escorted into the station and found myself in front of the desk sergeant, who also appeared as though he had not completed puberty. The sergeant did not know how to address me as I was obviously too old to be in a military uniform and I had no unit patches, name tags or rank insignia. “Sir, base regulations require me to speak with your supervisor so that he can satisfactorily outline the appropriate course of action to correct these violations.” I could tell immediately by his rigid tone and mannerisms that going down the “Brotherhood in Blue” road was going to be a non-starter. Now I was faced with a dilemma as I currently did not have a supervisor. As I didn’t think that it would be acceptable to the desk sergeant for me to counsel myself, I made a call to LEP Rob. A few minutes later he walked into the station and proceeded to “dress me down” for the outstanding tickets which seemed to satisfy the MPs and off we went.


    A few weeks later, LEP Craig and I had driven over to the passenger (PAX) terminal to pick up an inbound LEP and his gear. As we departed the terminal we were motioned to pull in behind a line of vehicles on the side of the road by a young MP. As we sat there wondering what the hell was going on, a soldier informed us that there was an MP on the roof of the double stacked container housing watching people pick up passengers from the terminal. If they got into the vehicle and did not put on their seatbelt, they were stopped. Great, another ticket. Then we noticed that the MPs were removing the soldiers from the vehicles in front of us and driving the vehicles off. Sure enough, they were actually seizing the cars. It was a long hot walk back to the LEP office and we complained all the way about how “chicken shit” that was. There was a war going on all around us and they were expending all this effort on seat belts. What are they teaching these kids in their Military Police Academy?


    Fortunately, we had juice with the base commander and by the time they got our truck to the impound lot, LEP Craig was there with a letter from the colonel to release it.


    The final straw came when LEP Craig and I were driving to the helo port on the east side of the base to pick up two LEPs from a mission. This time we were speeding.


    According to the young MP we were doing eleven miles an hour over the posted twenty-five MPH limit. I was just glad he was driving as one more ticket for me and it was probably off to the brig. After informing LEP Craig that he was speeding, the MP stated that they would once again be seizing our truck. “Say what?”


    “Yes, sir, the regulation says that if you exceed the posted limit by more than ten miles per hour that we have to seize the vehicle.”


    “So you’re seizing our truck for one mile per hour?” “Yes, sir, it’s the regulation.”


    At this point we became involved in a fifteen-minute negotiation over us picking up our guys and having them follow us to the office to turn over the vehicle. After three radio calls back to their station, it was agreed upon.


    When we arrived at the office the shit hit the fan. There were several LEPs in the bunkhouse and when they heard what was happening they decided to give the young MPs a crash course on “officer discretion.” By the time I handed over the keys they would not even make eye contact with me. It was off to the colonel again for yet another “get out of jail card” and within an hour we were mobile again.


    The events of the day prompted a lively discussion that night in the LEP house. Cops are extremely devious, and many juvenile plots of retaliation were bandied about. All in good fun. In the end, it was decided that they were called “Military Police” for a reason. They were trained as military first and police second.


    On May 18th, not more than a month after our last run in with the MPs, Bagram was the target of a coordinated Taliban attack involving as many as thirty insurgents. They were clothed in U.S. Army uniforms and strapped up with suicide vests, RPGs, AK-47s and their pants pockets were filled with hand grenades. They attempted to breach the wire in several locations. Now the official news release stated that they were not successful in breaching the base’s defenses, but that was not entirely true. Three of the Taliban actually got on to the base and were moving toward a B-Hut housing area when they were engaged by those young MPs. All three were killed. If they had gotten into that housing area it would have been a mass casualty event. I know this because the LEPs picked up all the bodies the next day. The young “wet behind the ears” MPs, whom we had decided were really not our “Brothers in Blue” had just saved countless lives.


    The next day I put word out to all the LEPs: From now on, if you are asked for your license and registration from a MP, your replies will be either, “Yes, sir,” or “No, sir.” Those kids had been to the show and had earned that respect.

  


  
    Chapter 15


    Just Cold-Blooded Murder


    A youth in apparel that glittered Went to walk in a grim forest.


    There he met an assassin Attired all in garb of old days;


    He, scowling through the thickets, and dagger poised quivering, Rushed upon the youth.


    “Sir,” said this latter,


    “I am enchanted, believe me, to die, thus, in this medieval fashion, According to the best legends; Ah, what joy!”


    Then took he the wound, smiling, And died, content.


    Stephen Crane


    LEP JT Taman—


    I have always believed that making the supreme sacrifice on behalf of your country as honorable and noble. In my youth there was even something romantic in the thought. After all, I grew up with the “Duke” storming the beaches in the “Sands of Iwo Jima” and “The Longest Day.” America’s epic struggle in the battle against tyranny and evil. It all made perfect sense to me until July 9, 2011—the day that death first came to the LEP house.


    Panjshir Province in 2011 was one of the safest places to be in Afghanistan. It was home to the Panjshir Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT). A combined effort of resources from the U.S. Air Force, Army, Navy, U.S. State Department and the U.S. Department of Agriculture. It was truly a unified effort to bring economic, judicial, social, and educational and infrastructure development to the Panjshir Valley. It was considered to be so safe that the military routinely did not even wear their protective body armor. It was also home to LEP Paul.


    LEP Paul was an athletic, soft-spoken man with sandy-blond hair and a friendly disposition. He was a former soldier and a retired Connecticut State Trooper. He and I hit it off from the beginning and when he traveled to Bagram he always bunked with LEP Craig and me. LEP Paul was also an integral part of the PRT effort and led the judicial and law enforcement mentoring process. I admired him for his natural abilities to establish deep bonds with the Afghan police, an attribute that often eluded many of his brother LEPs. Family and respect as a man permeated the Afghan male culture and LEP Paul exuded both qualities. He truly was at ease among them and they with him.
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    Panjshir Valley, Afghanistan 2011; LEP Paul


    0600 hours, July the 9th was no different than the 8th, the 7th or the 6th. Ground-Hog Day. The usual walk down the stone-covered road to the chow hall and my egg-white omelet. Can you believe that, egg-white omelet in a war zone? The Duke would be rolling over in his grave. That morning I was being joined by my old friend LEP Todd. LEP Todd was another one of the Poster Boy’s recruits and a former Supervisory Special Agent with the Department of Homeland Security. We went way back and LEP Todd is probably one of the finest financial investigators that I had ever worked with. If you made a buck selling dope, he could find it. Well, maybe not that good, but pretty damn close. He had come to Bagram to discuss some cases he had been working on, so after a gentlemen’s breakfast we headed over to the LEP house.


    As we drank our coffee in the relative safety of our office, LEP Paul and his partner LEP Larry along with two Army sergeants rolled out of the Panjshir PRT 150 kilometers to our North on a morning mission. As usual, they were split up into two armored Hilux pick-ups. LEP Larry, an Army sergeant and an interpreter in the lead, and LEP Paul, an Army sergeant and an interpreter in the follow. As they rounded the mountain pass they noticed a uniformed Afghan NDS Officer (National Directorate of Security – akin to our FBI) attempting to flag them down. LEP Paul’s vehicle stopped to see if the cop needed help. When they cracked open the door, the Afghan cop drew his weapon and unloaded it into the truck. LEP Larry and the second Army sergeant jumped out of their truck and in the ensuing gun fight, the sergeant was wounded and the Afghan cop was killed. LEP Larry was now the last man standing as the nearby village descended upon them.


    I received the call from the Brigade TOC that the PRT was “in contact” and LEP Todd and I headed for their com shack. We were joined by LEP Craig as we waited for the QRF (Quick Reaction Force) to arrive. When they reached them, the radio crackled “KIA X 2, one Army and one civilian.” The wind left my body as if someone had hit me with a baseball bat. We all looked at each other in disbelief. Our brother in blue was dead. I don’t think the three of us said a word as we walked back to the LEP house, but I’m sure we were all thinking the same thing. Within the next several hours a Connecticut State Trooper and PM Dave were going to be pulling up in LEP Paul’s driveway and shattering his wife’s world as she knew it.


    It was late in the day when I got the call from Mortuary Affairs. I knew that this day would eventually come and although I liked to think of myself as a strong person it was a lot harder than I thought. Unzipping that body bag and saying goodbye to my friend took a lot out of me and I owe a debt of gratitude to LEP Todd for shouldering that burden with me.


    The remainder of that day is still a bit of a blur. I suppose you try to block certain memories from your mind, but I do remember that getting LEP Paul cleared to go home was a monumental task. As far as I know, the LEPs were the only civilians in theater that got the designation by the military as KIA. The problem was that they were in fact civilians and no one seemed to know the exact procedure for that.


    I rolled into my rack well after midnight but try as I did there was going to be no sleep for me. Every time I closed my eyes I saw LEP Paul lying there on that cold metal table. I could not reconcile the thought that just two weeks earlier he was lying in my top bunk talking with his wife on the cell. The Afghan cop was likely buried by now as their religion requires them to be in the ground before the sun sets. I wanted to dig him up and kick the shit out of his lifeless body. How fucked up is that?


    Now the surreal thing about working in a combat zone is that personal tragedy and natural grief are set aside to keep up with the operational tempo of the ongoing fight. They don’t magically go away, you just suppress them. You pack them away in your rucksack, but you still carry them around.


    The following day, LEP Larry arrived at the LEP house. He was a tall thin man and, in his mid-sixties, one of the oldest LEPs in country. As we sat in my office, we both struggled for the right words to say. Before writing this account, I reached out to LEP Larry, but he never responded. Sometimes you just never find the right words to say.


    A Ramp Ceremony is the Unit’s way of honoring their fallen brothers as they begin their final journey home. A C-17 is parked on the tarmac with its ramp dropped and an honor guard lines each side of the aircraft stretching back thirty to forty yards where the Humvees pull up with the soldier’s flag-covered transfer case (it is not called a coffin). Selected soldiers remove the transfer case from the Humvee and carry it onto the aircraft. The Unit’s Commanders and selected dignitaries then enter the rear of the aircraft, passing by each transfer case paying their respects and exiting the aircraft via the front side hatch. The military video tapes them and a copy is delivered to the family. It is all executed in precision military fashion and is moving to say the least.


    Since I had arrived the year before, I had attended numerous Ramp Ceremonies, and when LEP Tony called from the JOC to say that the Army was going to honor LEP Paul in the same manner as the sergeant he had fallen with, I was taken aback. Civilians are not normally extended this courtesy. It was indeed an honor and the LEPs chosen to carry their brother were humbled to have been selected.


    We formed up on the ramp as the Color Guard took its place. Six old cops, half of whom had not slept for more than a few hours since LEP Paul had been killed. Two bad backs, two noticeably limping, and all of them out of regulation in some way, shape or form. Certainly, a sharp contrast to the six squared away young soldiers lined up to our right. Green and Blue together, each representing the very ideals that make our nation strong in the world and secure at home. I can’t speak for the other five LEPs, but I can say that although my rucksack was heavy, my chin was out and I was proud to be in formation with them.


    As I expected, we did not execute the movement with the precision of those young professionals in Green, but I think LEP Paul would have been okay with that. I remember placing his body down on the deck of that aircraft; two small boxes in the belly of that huge aircraft, a large American flag secured to the starboard side. For just a moment a wave of virtual tranquility seemed to envelop us all, but it was fleeting, I still wanted to dig up that Afghan cop.


    Now General Order One prohibits the possession or consumption of alcohol in theater. It would have been a violation to tell you that we toasted our brother that night as his ride home lifted off into the dark night sky. So, I won’t tell you that.


    The following afternoon the Ramp Ceremony video was delivered to the LEP house as we were indeed LEP Paul’s family. LEP Craig put out the word that we would have a viewing that evening. After dinner, LEPs began to gather on the deck. It did me good to watch them laughing and telling their “no shit” this really happened stories. For a short while it transforms you back in time when chasing bad guys and women were as complicated as life got.


    As the video began to play, I could feel the tears welling up so I got up and went out the back door and sat down on a small wooden bench that overlooked the medevac LZ. A few seconds later I was joined by Reverend Tony. Strange as it may seem, we never spoke a word. We just sat there in the dark, tears running down each of our checks as we watched the next Dust-off Chopper land and the Angels of Afghanistan race out of the ER to unload its precious cargo.


    Weeks later, the Army’s 15-6 investigation into the incident suggested that the Afghan cop was upset because he did not feel that his village was getting its fair share of reconstruction money. Really?


    The Department of Defense politically coined these events as “Insider Threat” but out on the street it is just called straight up murder. We would lose two more of our LEP brothers in a similar fashion—nothing heroic or romantic about that. Welcome to the show that no one wants to talk about. Not war, just cold-blooded murder.

  


  
    Chapter 16


    Captain America


    LEP JT Taman—


    With the first American troops slated to withdraw in July 2011, the Afghanistan surge was over. By March, big Army and the Combined Joint Task Force—101st Airborne, who were the battle space owners of Regional Command East—were attempting to come up with a way to hold the line and make the best out of a bad situation. The rationale was that by summer, NATO and the Afghan coalition would not have enough forces to defend all the country’s 400 Districts. Therefore, they would prioritize and pull out of relatively secure areas, turning them over to Afghan forces, write off those areas that would never be secure, and send the remainder of our troops to what would become referred to as “Key Terrain Districts,” 83 of them in all. The general idea was to create a string of fortified communities that would be packed with soldiers and police.


    Now I had attended the U.S. Army’s Counter-insurgency Academy in Kabul and had a general understanding of “hearts & minds” and I got the concept that if the plan worked text-book perfectly it would expand security, further the development of the Rule of Law, and reduce existing divisions between Afghanistan’s haves and have-nots. However, the more I thought about it the more I became convinced that it did not make sense to move the LEPs. First, many of the districts that had been chosen were in very kinetic areas with minimal force protection infrastructure in place. Secondly, we would be losing the higher-level relationships they had established with the Afghan National Directorate of Security (NDS) and the Afghan National Police (ANP). So, from an operational standpoint, we might possibly end up being relied upon as just another gun and not for the unique investigative skillsets they brought to the equation. It was these skillsets that were producing cases against the IED networks that were killing our young soldiers and were, in fact, the basic charter of our program. If we moved one hundred LEPs into these new districts with a greatly reduced freedom of movement and with no developed judicial infrastructure, they would then be counting on young, low ranking, illiterate, and often corrupt Afghan cops, most of whom did not even have a clear understanding of their own legal system. From a military standpoint it made sense, but from a police investigative standpoint it did not.


    As the Army’s plan moved forward, I began to receive dozens of calls from the LEPs in the field who, like me, were questioning the logic of the proposed strategy. Again, not from a military standpoint but from a police standpoint. As the Operations Chief, they were all looking to me to lead. By this I mean conveying their operational concerns to the military leaders in Bagram.


    The funny thing about leadership is that it can’t be dispensed in half measures. When you know there is a potential problem you have to stand up. I learned this lesson the hard way.


    † † †


    At twenty-seven years old, I was probably too young to be a sergeant in uniformed patrol, but that is where I found myself in 1985. The first line leader of an eight-man squad. One of my officers was a young former Marine who was, as they say, “full of piss & vinegar.” Officer Bob was my highest stat man, raking in around twenty felonies and numerous misdemeanors a month. Problem was, Officer Bob was an “extreme” risk taker which I attributed to him being an adrenalin junky and undoubtedly the reason he had joined the Marine Corps right out of high school.


    Officer Bob was also known as “Captain America,” partially because of his love for his country and partially because he had the comic book super hero tattooed on his chest. His entire chest.


    Every night we would check on, Captain America would immediately get out of his cruiser on foot and set up on a drug hole. As soon as he witnessed a transaction, he would crash in and the fight would be on. No coms, no back up, just a superhero and the bad guys. One of my officers even told me, in confidence, that on one occasion “the captain” had learned from one of his street snitches that a suspect who was wanted on armed robbery charges was living in an abandoned building. Captain


    America, with no back up, broke into the building and waited for the bad guy to come home. Good tactic for a superhero, bad tactic for a street cop. As a supervisor, I loved the stats, but as a leader, I would have to intervene before he got himself killed. It was simple, I would just have him ride with me and show him that there was more to policing than jumping out on the crack heads.


    It was around 0100 hours and we were passing by the parking lot of a strip club when a guy getting out of a green Nova caught my eye. He was a white male in his thirties with shoulder-length blond hair wearing a white suit jacket, white silk t-shirt and white pants. He was, in fact, a double for Sonny Crocket from the popular 80s TV show Miami Vice. As I watched him walk into the strip club something in my gut said “he was wrong.” I pointed him out to Captain America and we found a dark spot across the street to back into. We would pick our time and place.


    At about 0200 hours out came Sonny with a dancer from the club. The dancer got behind the wheel and they were off. We rolled in behind them and the Captain informed me that he was pretty sure he saw one of their tail lights “flicker.” With that I lit them up. They immediately pulled into a gas station and up to a set of pumps. The dancer got out of the car and when our eyes met, hers told me that she was making that “fight or flight” decision. It was on and I tackled her next to the front end of the car. As I was coming up to one knee on her back, I looked over my right shoulder and Sonny was pointing a revolver at me across the hood of the car. He had me cold when a shot rang out from the other side of the car, which spun him around. Captain America had hit him once and Sonny took off down an alley behind the station with the captain on his ass. Five more shots rang out in the distance. I handcuffed the dancer to the gas pump and got on the air to set up a perimeter and request a K-9.


    I jumped in the cruiser and went after the captain. About seventy-five meters from the station, I found the captain emerging from between two houses with his gun in single action. He was back in the Marines and on point, literally tracking the blood trail being left by Sonny. “He’s close, Sarge, we can take him.” Captain America was so switched on that I had to physically get out of the cruiser and lead him back to the car so that he would not mess up the track for the K-9. Within minutes the K-9 had downed Sonny a couple of blocks from where we were.


    During the ensuing internal affairs (IA) investigation, the captain would solidify his super hero status. You see, Sonny had turned on the captain in that alley. Captain America fired his remaining five shots and then managed to reload his revolver with a “speed loader” on a full run, a feat that very few cops could have accomplished under those conditions.


    The detectives ended up making Sonny on a couple of bank robberies and some home invasions. Sonny was, in fact, a very dangerous bad guy. The dancer turned over an arsenal of weapons that Sonny had stashed at her apartment. Several months later, Sonny filed a suit from prison against us. Apparently, he was attempting to surrender when the captain shot him. Who knew?


    It was not until several hours later, as I was giving my IA statement, that the events that had unfolded at that gas station sunk in. “Looks like the captain may have saved your life, Sarge,” concluded the IA Sergeant.


    In the months to come, Captain America and his young bride Sharon and their daughter would move in down the block from us. His wife and mine would become close friends and our daughters would play together every day. I would even talk the captain into going back to college as he aspired to be a DEA Special Agent. But what I would fail to do as a leader was to break him from his recklessness. After all, he had saved my life.


    In May of 1987, I took an appointment as a Special Agent with the U.S. Customs Service and left the department. Captain America and I would stay in touch and I was proud of him finishing up his degree and applying with the DEA.


    Late one night, I got a call from the captain, who was just getting ready to end his shift. We traded a few stories and he finished up the conversation by thanking me for being his friend and a “good role model.” His parting comments struck me a somewhat strange.


    Captain America returned to the station, parked his cruiser and headed up to the third floor IA office. You see, he had been called in to give a statement in response to a citizen complaint, something we both had done numerous times. The captain took a seat in front of the IA Sergeant and unequivocally proclaimed his innocence, adding that he would just like to use the “head” before giving his statement.


    Captain America went down the hall to the bathroom, sat down in a stall, put his service revolver up to his head and pulled the trigger. The same weapon that he had used to save my life he just used to take his own. Two men, two bullets, two families forever changed.


    I got the call from my good friend, LT. Wes, and an hour later I was standing in front of Captain America’s locker staring at a photograph of us together at SWAT training taped to the inside of the door. I wanted to scream, but I couldn’t. I wanted to cry, but I couldn’t. I just stood there staring at his hanging uniforms, numb. The drive back to the captain’s house was the longest of my life, and one that is made far too many times every year in this country by both the police and military.


    I would carry Captain America around in my pocket with me every minute of every day for the next six years. I had failed him as a leader.


    In the summer of 1995, I was asked to be a guest instructor at the U.S. Customs Undercover Academy located at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center in Glynco, Georgia. As such, I found myself in front of a large class of new undercover agents, lecturing them on the necessity of taking care of one another. “If you see your partner struggling, step up and be a leader.” It was at this point that Captain America came out of my pocket. I had not planned to talk about him, nor did I especially want to, but there he was as large as life. It was the first time I had talked about him with anyone and I was like a dam that had been breached by a body of water that could no longer be held back. The tears finally came as I stood there apologizing for having failed to step up and be a leader. The class sat there in shock. Was this some knew Federal teaching method; was it some type of high-speed psychological test or did our instructor just have a no-shit melt down?


    Professionally embarrassing, yes, but on that summer day in Georgia, I finally laid Captain America to rest. Or maybe he just got tired of me carrying him around. Step up and be a leader, lesson learned.


    † † †


    In the middle of March, I got the phone call from the Joint Operations Center (JOC) that the Chief of Staff for the 101st Airborne had called a senior staff meeting on behalf of the General from ISAF Command in Kabul to discuss the way forward.


    That afternoon I found myself, along with Division LEP Tony, JEFF Lab LEP Craig, and Division Border LEP Art sitting in the commander’s conference room on the second deck of the JOC. The house was packed with probably forty senior military personnel and three cops. The Chief of Staff, a full-bird colonel and the general entered the conference room and everyone snapped to attention. The meeting was underway.


    As with most military meetings I had experienced, it was brief, orderly and to the point. At its conclusion the general addressed everyone by requesting that we go around the room and that each attendee stand and provide him with one idea that would make things better. Excellent, now was my chance to voice the LEPs’ concerns to one of the men who would actually be making the decision with regards to the Key Terrain Districts initiative.


    When my turn came, I stood, faced the general and began to speak about my concerns over the proposed re-deployment of the LEPs to the Key Terrain Districts.


    The Chief of Staff immediately rose to his feet and informed me, in a rather harsh tone, that “we are not discussing that.” I must admit that I was somewhat taken aback and I flashed a quick look to the general for an azimuth check and did not read “shut up and sit down” on his face. So I turned back to the colonel and very politely informed him that I was not finished and pressed on. When I was finished the general thanked me for my input and I sat back down. A momentary dead silence fell over the room. As I looked about, several of the lieutenant colonels were gazing at me with their mouths hanging open and the majors in the room would not even make eye contact with me. Their body language screamed, “Did you really just do that?”


    The meeting concluded and I adjourned to the hallway and began conversing with my fellow LEPs. The door at the end of the hallway opened and out popped the Chief of Staff. He immediately locked onto my position and charged down the hall stopping inches from my face. His face was bloodshot red and he began screaming at me like a Drill Sergeant at Ft. Benning. “How dare you try to influence the general’s decision,” he shouted. It reminded me of a tactic used on the street by senior gang members on rookie cops. They would get up in their face in an attempt to get the rookie to “step off” and show their dominance. In twenty-five years on the street, I had never “stepped off” and I was not about to start. I stood there silent, nose to nose with the colonel as the offices emptied into the hallway to witness the “ass chewing.” The cop in me was praying that he would put his hands on me so I could put him face down on the deck, but he broke contact and stormed back to his office.


    As I began my half a mile limp back to my office, I was pissed. But, as I walked, it dawned on me that here was a man who was under an extreme amount of pressure. He was literally responsible for tens of thousands of lives every day and the decisions he made would ultimately mean that some of them would not make it home to their wives, husbands and families. I must admit that the very burden of that responsibility was beyond my comprehension. By the time I reached the office, I had let it go. Not the first ass chewing I had gotten, but one that within the next few hours and days to come would have both negative and positive consequences.


    Within thirty minutes of sitting down at my desk, the first order effects of my ass chewing arrived. The messenger was the young major in the Provost Marshall’s Office in the JOC. I had an excellent relationship with the major and when I answered his call I could immediately tell by the tone of his voice that he was uncomfortable with what he had been ordered to do. “Sir, the Chief of Staff has requested that you turn in your unrestricted badge for the JOC. You will have to be accompanied, at least until we change commands in May.” Now, if you are a reader who was or is in the United States Army, you will know all too well just how much authority the Chief of Staff for the famed 101st Airborne Division has. It was certainly within his power to have made a phone call to Washington and have me removed, but he did not. To this day I think that even though I pissed him off, he respected the fact that I stood up for my cops just like he would have done for his soldiers. I am also pretty sure that the colonel did not get to his station in life without having a Captain America in his past as well.


    The second order effects of my ass chewing manifested themselves in the following days. I began to notice while making my way down Disney, the main drag on Bagram Air Field, that senior officers who used to pass by me as though I was not there were now giving me “the nod” accompanied by a big smile. I even had a colonel who had been in the meeting stop by my table in the chow hall, lean down and whisper in my ear, “Good job, sir.”


    The order would ultimately come down that the LEPs would move to the Key Terrain Districts and hence the third order effects of my then famed ass chewing. Even though I was sending them to a place they knew would be hard and extremely dangerous, they roger’d up and pushed out. I would like to think that they did so because I “stepped up” for them. Thank you, Captain America.


    In the thirty months to follow, three of those brave LEPs would lose their lives in those districts.

  


  
    Chapter 17


    10-24


    LEP JT—


    When I decided to go back into law enforcement in 2015 at the age of fifty-eight, many of my friends wondered if that blow I took to the head when I punched through the roof of that armored Humvee had begun to take its toll. “Police work is not the same these days” was the common denominator in the phone calls and emails I received. How different can it be?


    My first week on the street as a Patrol Sergeant, I got on the radio and found myself telling a couple of young deputies to be “10-8.” After the transmission there was dead silence. Within seconds, I received a call from Lieutenant Jeff, who was an old school retired Houston Police Department cop. JT, they don’t know what you said. We don’t use 10 Code anymore.


    “What?” That seemed almost sacrilegious to me.


    When I started my law enforcement career, we spent countless hours learning the language of police. When you got it down it was very efficient and still seems to me to be briefer and more to the point than the “clear” language they use today. A prime example was 10-24. In Florida, 10-24 was the 10 Code for an officer down. In the almost seven years I spent with the St. Petersburg Police Department, I put out a 10-24 twice, two numbers that got every cop within twenty miles moving in your direction. No need to ask permission from dispatch, you just went. You left whatever call you were on, drove over curbs, down one-way streets, through fields or water, but you went. I can tell you from personal experience that the sounds of those sirens and the sights of those light bars getting closer and closer gives you the strength and determination to hold on.


    On 15 April 2012, in Logar Province, Afghanistan, the Afghan National Directorate of Security (NDS) put out an Afghan 10-24. Their District Headquarters was under attack by a large insurgent force and they had officers down. Their call was received by Task Force 10, ISAF Special Operations Forces (SOF). Attached to Task Force 10 was LEP Norm and LEP Rick’s ISU Team. They had both done a tour as Brigade LEPs for me in Jalalabad and Ghazni respectively, and because of their skill sets I had successfully lobbied for them both to receive ISU positions. I considered both men to be personal friends, and LEP Norm was a regular in the top bunk of my hooch. The three of us had similar backgrounds in narcotics and special police operations with LEP Norm being a veteran from the Atlanta Police Department and LEP Rick of the Baltimore Police Department.


    When LEP Norm received word of the attack from the SOF head shed, he went straight for his hooch and put on his kit. A few minutes later he was at LEP Rick’s door. The 10-24 was conveyed and minutes later both men were climbing into the SOF vehicles even though this had nothing to do with their ISU Team and certainly was not their fight.


    For me to give you an accurate account of the battle that ensued would not do justice to the brave men who fought it, as I was not there. All I can say is that during the street to street fighting, LEP Norm took an AK-47 round just under his body armor. He dropped to the ground at the feet of his partner. LEP Norm died right there on that Afghan dirt road answering his last 10-24.


    Prior to this writing, I spoke with LEP Rick over the phone about that day. Much like my conversation with LEP Larry after LEP Paul’s death, the right words were hard to come by. Losing your partner can sometimes be as painful as losing your own child. It is a terrible burden to carry and unless you have experienced it, very hard to understand.


    In any event, the LEP story would not have been complete without honoring these two very brave Law Enforcement Professionals.


    If you are a young police officer reading this book, please take away the fact that it did not matter one bit to these two men that they were responding to an Afghan police officer’s call for help as opposed to one in Atlanta or Baltimore. They just went. Being cops was not just what they did, it was who they were. So ask yourself, who is it that I want to be remembered as? Then carry yourself accordingly.


    That’s all I have to say about that.
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    LEP Norm; KIA 15 April 2012
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    LEP Rick (Right)

  


  
    Part 3: The ISU


    Chapter 18


    If You Save One Life, It’s Worth It


    LEP JT—


    It was April of 2009 and I was sitting at my desk in the Brigade Headquarters of Task Force Warrior. The S-2 (Intelligence) was a female major who was having a discussion with the S-3 (Operations) about a stretch of road within our AO getting hammered with IEDs. As they game planned ways to mitigate the problem it came to me that the program had recently stood up a team in Kabul that was known as the Investigative and Surveillance Unit (ISU). For lack of a better descriptor these teams were “Afghan Police undercover units” that were formed and being mentored by LEPs.


    I got up and interjected myself into their conversation which was a bit risky as they were still not quite sure just what the hell LEPs had to offer in their war. Excuse me, ma’am, but I may be able to provide some assistance. About twenty minutes later we were all on a conference call with our man in Kabul, LEP Oscar, as he gave them a briefing on his team’s capabilities. I watched both officers as they sat there somewhat in disbelief that some old civilian cops dressed in “man jams” were rolling around outside the wire with the Afghans. Now you readers are probably sitting there thinking the same thing, so I am going to turn the page over to LEP Oscar to give you the dump on how these incredible units came into being.


    † † †


    LEP Oscar—


    It was around midnight in the dark skies over Afghanistan and I, along with several dozen U.S. soldiers and contractors, was on a U.S. Air Force C-130 transport aircraft.


    The mood in the aircraft was upbeat until the tactical red light came on, which meant we were preparing to land. Then the mood became somber and quiet. The aircraft pitched down and began to bank as it started its “corkscrew” descent. As a U.S. Marine, I’d been on these types of landings before, though you never get used to it. Within a few moments we were on the ground. The aircraft taxied for a few minutes and then came to a stop as the hydraulics that lower the ramp at the rear of the aircraft came to life. As the ramp lowered, the warm air of Afghanistan hit me in the face. I could smell the diesel fuel that permeates the air almost instantly.


    Up and down the flight line I could hear all types of aircraft running their engines. Off in the distance, I could hear the familiar sounds of helicopters. As I stepped off the C-130, I got my first look at Bagram Airfield or, as I would soon be calling it, “BAF.”


    After several hours of checking in and dropping off our gear at the “transient tent” (a big tent where new arrivals temporarily stay), we finally shuffled into the Law Enforcement Professional (LEP) office. There was a total of five LEPs in our group. We had been selected weeks earlier out of a group of about thirty LEPs. Five weeks earlier, for over a decade, I had been a member of the Washington Metropolitan Police Department (MPD) in Washington D.C. where I had been promoted quickly to Detective II and working on the department’s “Homeland Security Bureau.” I truly enjoyed law enforcement, and in my position worked in conjunction with the Federal Bureau of Investigation’s “Joint Terrorism Task Force” (JTTF). This assignment was a highly-coveted assignment and I was extremely fortunate to be a part of the unit that was directly responsible for investigating any terrorist threats against the Washington D.C. region.


    While I was happy with the challenging work that I was doing, I didn’t feel that I was contributing to the “Global War on Terror” (GWOT) effort. One night over beers, I talked to a good friend of mine, Vince (who I had worked with years before on the narcotics task force), about how I felt about not contributing enough to the GWOT. Vince told me that with my military and law enforcement background, coupled with my clearance and language skills, that I would be a good candidate for a little-known Department of Defense program. After a few weeks, several phone calls, two interviews and lengthy discussions with my wife during long walks, I was hired. I turned in my forty-five-day notice to my agency and reported to the program training facility on November 4, 2008—Election Day.


    Our group was comprised of about thirty former and retired law enforcement officers that included local, state and federal agencies. We had members that were from FBI, CBP, DEA, NCIS, NYPD, MPD, etcetera. After talking to several of the other candidates, it quickly dawned on me that this group of men were top tier agents, detectives and officers. We all shared the same backgrounds in complicated investigations, RICO investigations, source development and clandestine operations, to name a few.


    At the time, the program was sending experienced law enforcement officers to Iraq and Afghanistan as “Law Enforcement Professionals” (LEPs). Our purpose was to assist U.S. Marine and U.S. Army leadership to bridge a working relationship with local and national law enforcement entities in their respective countries. Some of the candidates in our group did not have any military experience so classes were scheduled to familiarize those candidates with rank structure, terminology and the manner in which the U.S. Military conducts operations in a combat zone. Being a U.S. Marine, I was already familiar with these subjects and felt like I was back home. It wasn’t until the second week of training that we found out to which country we would be assigned. The other four candidates and I were told that we would be assigned to Afghanistan and the rest of the candidates would go to Iraq. We started calling ourselves the “Afghan Five” and kidded around that Iraq didn’t want us. We had no way of knowing that we would soon be part of the longest sustained war in the history of our proud nation.


    Once we were done with the two-week training cycle, we went on to Fort Benning’s “Combat Readiness Center” (CRC) in Georgia for weapons and medical training, equipment issue and physicals. This phase took an additional week and then we were ready to fly out to our respective countries and link up with our designated units.


    Most of us were mentally ready to go to war and were doing it on a volunteer basis. We knew what we were walking into and had already committed to this. Not everyone in the group was ready though. As we were walking towards the bus that would take us to the flight line, one of the LEPs assigned to deploy to Iraq stopped, said he wasn’t ready to deploy, and decided to go home. I guess it was good that he came to terms with this while he was still on U.S. soil and not in Iraq. Once he got out of line, I never saw him again. After he left, we boarded our buses and drove to the flight-line where we boarded our aircraft.


    The five of us arrived at the LEP Main Office located alongside the U.S. Army’s “Criminal Investigative Division” (CID) headquarters building at Bagram Air Field. We met “Gene” who at the time was the “Country Manager” for the LEP Program. This meant that he was the top man and all roads would lead to him. Gene wasn’t an imposing figure until he began to talk. He was a former DEA agent who spoke with an air of intellectuality and authority. When he spoke, he immediately commanded attention and respect, and I hung on his every word.


    We were briefed about the country and how things worked in general. During the course of our briefing another individual walked into the room. His name was “Don” and he was Gene’s number two man in charge. At first glance, I could tell he had a no-nonsense demeanor about him. It turned out that the day earlier, Don’s appendix had ruptured and he required emergency surgery. This man had just had major abdominal surgery and some ten hours later he got out of his hospital bed to meet us and to help Gene with the “new guys’” briefing. Don is a microcosm of the type of individuals the program hired and deployed to help run operations in Afghanistan.


    The incoming briefing took about two hours and then Gene dismissed us, but not before telling us that we would find out what units we would be assigned to the following day. Gene additionally told us that there was a “special program” that had been cleared to move forward and become operational. One of us would be selected to run that program and we would be told who had been selected the next day as well.


    Our group of five was unique and we all brought something to the table. There was one former FBI agent who had an amazing career and was a wealth of knowledge. There was a former NYPD Detective, a former SWAT sergeant from Killeen Texas, and another former Crime Scene Specialist from MPD. I was honored to be a part of this group of men. While we had different backgrounds and specialties, we all volunteered for love of country.


    The next day came and we all reported back to the LEP Office to meet with Gene.


    When we got there, I noticed there was another person in Gene’s office. Gene introduced us to former DEA agent “Mike” and explained that Mike, along with a former CIA case officer, were the ones that had conceptualized and begun to develop the “special program.” We went into the briefing room and sat at the conference table where Gene started to hand out assignments, leaving me for last. That’s when he told me that I would be working with Mike on the “special program.” At that point everyone else was dismissed and told to report to their respective units. Mike then took me aside and welcomed me to the “Investigative Surveillance Unit” (ISU).


    Mike explained to me that I would be assigned to “Task Force Paladin” which was the in-country “Counter IED” (Improvised Explosive Device) authority. The focus of the ISU was to identify, infiltrate, dismantle and destroy different insurgent groups that were making or associated with the fabrication of IEDs. In short, we were going to stand up a team of Afghan Law Enforcement Agents and teach them how to address and investigate the IED threat on the battlefield. I checked into TF Paladin where I was issued my weapons and had my clearances checked.


    After checking in, Mike and I walked down to the “transient tent” where the “Afghan Five” had been staying since we arrived in country. The other four LEPs were also there packing up. I said my goodbyes as I loaded up my two duffle bags and walked out wondering if I’d ever see them again. Mike and I then walked down to the “PAX Terminal” to catch a fixed-wing flight to Kabul International Airport (KIA). The flight only took only twenty minutes and, before I knew it, I was in Kabul.


    Once we landed, Mike made a call on his “Roshan Cellphone” (Roshan being one of the major cellphone providers in Afghanistan). He talked for a few seconds and then hung up. Mike informed me that his partner, John, would be here in a few minutes. True to his word, a few minutes later, two SUVs pulled up and the driver got out of the lead vehicle. Mike introduced me to John, who was a U.S. Navy Commander in the reserves but was in Afghanistan as a contractor. John would become a very good friend and we still stay in touch to this day.


    We loaded up my gear in one of the SUVs and did a briefing of the route we would take back to Camp Eggers. As I got into the SUV, I realized that these vehicles were customized with extra armor, communications equipment, and jamming equipment. From the outside, they looked like regular vehicles, and meant to be that way so we could blend in with local traffic. As we drove out of the secured compound area around KIA, my world changed in an instant. We went from a secure environment to tattered asphalt roads jam packed with vehicles, horse drawn carts, trucks, buses and an incredible amount of pedestrian traffic.


    A few moments before, I had a dozen questions for Mike about the program, but now, when I was out in the very real unsecure city, I became intensely aware of everything that moved around our vehicle. In hindsight, I realize that I had the first-time jitters. I was in a new land where the war was very real, and the enemy didn’t wear a uniform.


    After about thirty minutes, we arrived at Camp Eggers and I was taken to my room. I dropped off my gear and went to the LEP office with Mike and John, where I was completely briefed on the ISU mission. After the briefing, Mike informed me that he would be rotating out of theater in about thirty days so I had many things to learn and a short time to do it in.


    We would start the next day.
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    LEP Oscar (Left) LEP Bobby (Right)


    Mike and the former CIA Case Officer had done all the administrative heavy lifting prior to my arriving in Afghanistan. The ISU was approved, and Mike had identified the points of contact in the Afghan Ministry of Interior (MOI), specifically Deputy Minister Ghul and Afghanistan National Police General Amad. I soon realized that to operate successfully in Afghanistan one had to understand the tribal dynamic.


    General Amad was a Tajik and, when I asked him who he would recommend as the ISU Commanding Officer, he gave me a short list of candidates, all of which were also Tajiks. Mike and I discussed this obvious case of tribal favoritism and concluded that having a Tajik as the ISU Commander would serve us well.


    We started interviewing colonels and after one week we made our choice, Colonel Mustafa. Our decision was based on several different qualities, education, the province where he grew up, as well as the former units he had been in charge of, what he did during the Soviet occupation, etcetera. Colonel Mustafa was a proven warrior and leader. He (like most Tajiks) was not scared of a fight, but believed in law and order. His view on corruption was like most Afghans, it’s wrong to do … sometimes.


    Afghanistan has a very high illiteracy rate simply because the education system has all but disintegrated outside of the urban areas of the country. In 2008, once you ventured into the tribal regions, there was no formal type of education. The Taliban and lack of a national identity are mostly responsible for this. The colonel had a good education as well as the right attitude and wanted to bring peace and prosperity to Afghanistan.


    Additionally, he had survived this long during ten years of the Soviet occupation and eleven years of Taliban rule. The man knew how to stay alive and there’s something to be said for that in Afghanistan. Once we had the Commanding Officer and the Executive Officer, we started recruiting for the bulk of our ISU teams.


    We established the teams similar to a military structure—headquarters element, commissioned officers (lieutenants, captains) non-commissioned officers (corporals and sergeants) and ground troops (officers and up). Because this would be a clandestine operation, we had to be careful in how we went about interviewing candidates. We couldn’t meet the potential candidate on a NATO or ISAF base because that could potentially make the candidate’s identity known to any locals seeing him at a base checkpoint or in the company of Americans.


    Recruiting the CO and XO was relatively easy as we could do that in the open—as it was common for senior ANP officials to be seen on a base. Interviewing and recruiting potential team members would be a more difficult task. Colonel Mustafa understood the nature of what we were doing and was a master at identifying and setting up clandestine meets for the interviews. We would meet potential candidates in the back room of restaurants, car dealerships, hospitals and hotels, just to name a few. I learned how to blend in and my Dari was improving daily as I made the conscious choice to learn it. That language hurdle changed once we got an interpreter assigned to the ISU, but even then, I practiced.


    Before I knew it, Mike was packing up and was one day away from going home. I was happy for Mike but would miss his wealth of information and his entertaining all the questions I posed to him. The day that he left, we drove him to KIA in two of our SUVs and took him to the PAX terminal. Just before he left he took me aside, looked at me and said, “You’re going to do a great job here. I’ve watched you and you’re going to make this happen. The ISU is set up to save lives and if we save just one life, it’s worth it.”


    I’ll never forget those words and they still ring in my ears to this day. Mike boarded his flight to BAF and that was the last time I ever saw him. We have talked a few times on the phone since and he’s doing well.


    The next month would prove challenging. Not only were we standing up a team in Kabul, we were simultaneously standing up teams in different provinces that were scattered all over Afghanistan. Prior to my arrival, Mike had Identified LEPs in different Areas of Operations (AOs) that would be the designated ISU LEPs for that region. I was doing the administrative and support work for all the ISU Teams countrywide, as well as trying to stand up our team in Kabul. I didn’t sleep much in those days. John would help me out when he could, but he had a different mission. Truth be told, having John there at the beginning was a Godsend. John knew Kabul and taught me the best routes to take when we moved through the city. He also knew how to keep our vehicles running, set up computer networks, and was on many an occasion the voice we needed with the military leadership. John was a critical part of the ISU during those first few months. Each ISU LEP was responsible for recruiting their individual teams, but it was my responsibility to make sure they had the proper equipment: vehicles, motorcycles, weapons, ammunition, radios, cameras, computers, printers, etcetera, and most importantly, the proper training needed to succeed. Logistically, it was a challenge. I was responsible for hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment, which I had to account for to the U.S. Army and Task Force Paladin. Mike had done a great job of identifying the right LEPs for the ISU Teams in Afghanistan. They were true professionals in every sense of the word who didn’t need to be supervised.


    Once we were able to get the ISU teams their equipment, they ran with it and their successes would show in their “After Action Reports.” (AAR) With the equipment issued to the ISU teams, we could now focus on the Kabul team and get them operational.


    In March of 2009, I got a new partner, Bobby, which was a welcome relief. Bobby was a seasoned LEP from Texas who was on his second deployment in Afghanistan. As a partner, I couldn’t have asked for a better teammate. Bobby’s attention to detail and the manner in which he took on every task was aggressive and methodical. Bobby arrived just at the right time.


    Now that our rosters were full and we had made the final cuts, we had to focus on training the new ISU recruits in trade craft—specifically identifying targets, building a case, surveillance, counter-surveillance, informant development etc. Fortunately, by this time we had made friends with almost every U.S. Federal Agency represented in Afghanistan. Bobby, John and I would call or visit one of our “friends” and ask if they could provide a block of instruction to our ISU recruits. We had to be careful how we trained the ISU teams. There was some information or training that we were, by law, not allowed to teach the team members. This was more for “Operational Security” (OPSEC) than anything else and it made perfect sense. Once we had the course of instruction and the instructors in place, we ran into a major hurdle, where to conduct the training? It was at this time that Bobby and I added a new page to our playbook. We realized that not only would we need a place to train but, once the ISU Team became operational, where would we work out of? This unit was strictly off the Afghan books and only the MOI senior leadership knew of its existence, so we couldn’t work out of a traditional government facility. The corruption that ran through the different ministries was rampant and we felt that we couldn’t risk the ISU program being compromised. This was when we decided that we would need an “Off-Site Location” aka “Safehouse” that would act as our base of operations and a training site.
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    Kabul, Afghanistan: LEP Bobby (Left) John (Right)


    Early on, John had introduced me to Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) Bishop who would play an integral role in the ISU success over the next year. Whenever we needed major operational support or needed a solution we would look to LTC Bishop for guidance. The “Off-Site Location” (OSL) was a very tall order as we were looking for real-estate in Kabul to house our teams and to act as our base of operations. LTC Bishop recognized our problem and agreed with what we were suggesting. After many meetings, even more discussions, and some minor push back, the leadership agreed and allowed the ISU to identify, rent, move into and operate out of a nondescript dwelling in downtown Kabul. This was a major milestone, and over the next few months the rest of the ISU Teams in Afghanistan followed suit.


    The training for the ISU Teams would take approximately two to three months. Some of the instructors could not travel out of Kabul so we brought the teams to the instructor. The logistics involved in reaching these milestones were monumental and hard fought. We were able to achieve them due to the hard work and diligence of a dedicated group of men and women who saw the value added of having a national surveillance resource that worked off the grid like the ISU. A resource that was available to the Host Nation and NATO Forces.


    In early April, the ISU team received what I consider to be one of its most important members by way of Mawoud, our new interpreter. We were contacted by Task Force Paladin and informed that we would be getting a new interpreter who was a U.S. citizen but had been born in Afghanistan. This was incredible news. Up until that time we had been using local national interpreters, one of which Bobby had brought with him from southern Afghanistan. The interpreters that we had been using were good men, but their English was sometimes a little broken and you wondered if the message was getting across properly.


    Mawoud arrived at Camp Eggers later that week and we put him right to work. He was passionate about his work and always gave 100%. To say that he fit right into the team would be a gross understatement. He was well liked by us, but just as important, he was respected by the members of the ISU teams and the ISU leadership. This was incredibly important, as I said earlier, understanding the tribal dynamic is the key to success in this type of unit and in this type of war. Mawoud understood Pashtunwali. He honored this tribal custom and it worked well for him and in turn for us.


    In late May 2009, training for the ISU was, for the most part, complete. We had our OSL operational, vehicles were in place, weapons issued, and administratively we were up and running. The ISU team members started doing their investigations and it wouldn’t be long before we had a major case.


    On June 1, 2009, I was contacted by the CO of the Kabul ISU team, requesting that I come to the OSL immediately. Mawoud and I geared up and drove to the OSL. Once there, Colonel Mustafa briefed us that one of his officers had a reliable informant who had passed on intelligence regarding a Taliban coordinated attack. This attack was to take place within the next twenty-four hours, the target a government facility in Kabul. This was what the ISU was set up to do, get ahead of an attack or IED


    Placement. We called it being “Left of the Boom.” All ISU members were called in. The briefing officer handling the informant did a stellar job of maintaining his focus and demeanor while talking to and getting additional information from the informant. After about one hour we had “partial information.” In other words, we knew there was going to be an attack, we knew approximately when it was going to happen, but we didn’t have a target. This was a major problem! At that point we decided that this information had to be disseminated through U.S./NATO intelligence channels. We drove back to Camp Eggers and met with LTC Bishop and briefed him. The decision was made to bring in additional resources that for security reasons can’t be listed here. Suffice to say that all the stops were pulled out for this threat. Over the next several hours, the ISU, along with U.S. resources, moved heaven and earth to identify where the Taliban attack would take place.


    At approximately 0200 hours local time, we had identified the different members of the cell that would conduct the attack. Shortly thereafter we started conducting raids on different locations and taking those associated with the planned attack into custody. We still didn’t have all the cell members in custody and the clock was ticking. Those who were taken into custody were not talking and it was approximately 0600 hours local time. It was shortly after 0630 hours local that one of the prisoners identified the target, Camp Julian. The plan was for an Afghan National Army (ANA) NCO, who had been co-opted by a Taliban Cell in Kabul, to drive an ANA truck onto Camp Julian. Secreted within the vehicle would be four Taliban Cell members all wearing suicide vests and armed with AK-47s. Graduating that day was a class of Afghan Special Forces Commandos. In attendance were going to be high-ranking military and Afghan government officials. Additionally, there were expected to be high-ranking U.S. personnel. Once this information was confirmed, ISU members deployed into the area of the planned attack and set up surveillance points.


    A short time later the suspected ANA NCO was seen driving an ANA truck towards the main gate at Camp Julian. Once the truck came to a stop the driver was removed and taken into custody.


    Later, as part of this investigation, several suicide vests and AK-47’s were discovered and taken as evidence. In all a total of twelve people were arrested and charged. All members of this cell were convicted and sentenced to various prison terms.


    “If you save one life, it’s worth it” was all I could think about as this operation unfolded. That was a good day for the ISU. We discovered an operational Taliban cell in Kabul, arrested twelve members of that cell and, most importantly, saved countless lives. The ISU later received a formal letter of commendation from the Department of Defense, Combined Security Transition Command Afghanistan (CSTCA) for our actions on that day.
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    ISU Afghan LT., LEP Oscar, Afghan ISU Commander, LEP Bobby


    After the Camp Julian operation, the ISU continued to find its operational rhythm and we LEPs found our roles as mentors getting easier. It was about this time that Gene told us our backfills were in country and ready to come down to Kabul, I hadn’t even realized it but my year-long deployment was more than half way over. I couldn’t believe the time had gone by so fast. My replacement was a retired State Police Detective named LEP Jim. He was (and is) a good man and friend with amazing management and administrative skills that are second to none. I flew up to BAF, picked up LEP Jim and brought him back to Kabul. LEP Jim got settled in and immediately began going through the ISU equipment records, revamped the filing system, and in general made the ISU more administratively efficient than Bobby or I could’ve ever have imagined. LEP Bobby and I were field LEPs and, as such, we worked best on operations. We did okay when it came to office duties and we kept up with documenting all ISU activities, but LEP Jim took it to the next level. In hindsight, I realize that it was sorely needed and LEP Jim coming to the ISU was a blessing. His keen ability to network allowed me more time with the ISU and getting them prepared for future investigations and operations.


    By now LEP Bobby had rotated back to the states and his replacement arrived in country. That’s when I met “DC” and little did I know how much this man would impact my life. LEP DC was a former Detective from Memphis who had a southern drawl and spoke from the heart. He was a God-fearing man who had dedicated his life to law enforcement and was now in Afghanistan as my new ISU partner. I introduced him to LEP Jim and they immediately hit it off. Truth be told, I don’t think that LE DC could not hit it off with anybody. He was truly one of the nicest people I’ve ever met.


    I took LEP DC to the OSL and introduced him to the ISU CO and the rest of the ISU Team. As expected everybody took to LEP DC and this was a great start. Over the next few months LEP DC fell right into place, he picked up on everything we had done and completely understood how we operated.


    During the next two months, the ISU expanded its operations due to demand. Battle space commanders in remote areas of Afghanistan had heard of the ISU and started requesting that we conduct investigations/operations in their AOs. The word was out that if you had an IED problem in your AO the ISU would come and take care of it.


    When a request came in for the ISU we had to jump several hurdles to get the team to the requesting element. We had to check with the ISU CO and see if he agreed to the mission (he never said no), then we had to coordinate with LTC Bishop. Once we got approval from all the proper authorities, then we had to get the team to that unit. Jim made things incredibly easier. He worked one end coordinating while DC and I worked the other with the team getting them ready. It didn’t always go easy, but we made it happen.


    The final transition was seamless and everything slowly fell into place. LEP DC shadowed me for about my final thirty days. During this time, I slowly slipped into the background as LEP DC took over as the primary ISU mentor. This was probably one of the hardest times for me personally. As mentors we had to teach the ISU leadership how to make decisions, not make the decisions for them, but teach them how to look at a particular problem set through different prisms. A good mentor teaches how to explore problems and plot the best solution. When LEP DC took over, we would sit with the ISU CO when a problem presented itself and I would prompt the CO to analyze the problem and figure out the best way to proceed.


    When a problem presented itself, the CO would look at me and I would just look at LEP DC. On every occasion, LEP DC handled each and every situation the exact way I would have. Eventually, when a problem presented itself, the CO stopped looking to me and looked to LEP DC. It was then that I knew the transition was complete. I’d done everything I had set out to do and we didn’t lose anyone in the process, thank God.


    I was proud of the ISU and still am to this day. We built something in a land where the rule of law barely existed and where corruption sometimes runs rampant. To this day not one ISU mission or OSL has ever been compromised and the ISU continues to keep the Taliban on its heels.


    † † †


    I never got to find out how the ISU mission for Task Force Warrior turned out. A few weeks after asking them to assist, I was hammered by an IED and out of the show. It would be over a year later before I would roll through the streets of Kabul with the ISU LEPs. In the meantime, LEP Oscar was back home and LEP DC had the lead.


    LEP DC and I hit it off immediately, but like LEP Oscar said, you would have to really work at it not to get along with DC. He was that kind of a cop. Even though I was their boss, I envied the ISU LEPs as they were out making a difference and I was at Bagram reporting their exploits back to Virginia.


    LEP Randy was LEP DC’s partner and right-hand man. He started his police career in Columbus, Ohio but really seemed to find his rhythm, as we say, “down range.” In fact, LEP Randy has quite an impressive resume with the Department of Justice, the Department of State; Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement and the Department of Defense to include deployments to Kosovo, Jordan, Iraq, Afghanistan and Liberia. However, LEP Randy is an extremely humble man, an intellectual not given to quick or rash decisions yet totally “switched on” when it comes to operational issues. Now most operators when readying for a mission got “kitted up” but LEP Randy sometimes liked to get “kilted up.’” It was quite inspiring to see Braveheart take the field.
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    LEP Randy


    LEP’s DC and LEO Randy took the ISU program to the next level. There was not a week that went by that I was not singing their praises in my weekly conference call with the program head shed in Virginia. Now when LEP Mike passed the baton to LEP Oscar, telling him, “If you save just one life, it’s worth it,” I am sure that he never imagined saving hundreds of lives in just one operation. On 21 June 2010, LEPs DC’s and Randy’s ISU team did just that. As LEP Randy was a driving force behind telling the LEP story, he graciously volunteered to share that operation with you.


    † † †


    LEP Randy—


    It was late at night when we got the call through our interpreter Mohamad.1 One of our better undercover (UC) officers had hit pay dirt. He wanted to meet with us early the next morning to discuss what he had and where we should go with it. We set a time to meet at the OSL and made our preparations for a potential operation the next day. This was especially important as the UC involved was extremely good and his cases almost always resulted in actionable intelligence, which translated to an operation that nailed an HVT2, interdicted a shipment of munitions meant for the insurgents or permitted us to interrupt an attack before it got fully off the ground.


    It is important to the outcome for you to understand the type of man the UC, a long time Afghan police officer, was. His work name was Rahmatullah and he was a Pashtun in a largely Tajik area. Rahmatullah looked like a Pashtun warrior straight out of Central Casting. He was tall, lean, sported a dark beard and deep-set black eyes that seemed to glare at the world until he laughed. He personified the code of Pashtunwali and was well respected among his peers and superiors. His primary role for the ISU was an undercover persona, that of a traveling Taliban organizer who went from group to group providing news, information, encouragement and helping coordinate activities. He had a number of Taliban commanders in Kabul, and the surrounding provinces were convinced he was a genuine coordinator3, so much so that he was a frequent guest with these groups and spent several days a week visiting one group or another. It was during one of these visits that he had learned the information he now wanted to discuss with us.


    Early the next morning we put on our kit, local Afghan clothing which, combined with our beards, concealed weapons, and the local vehicle we drove made us blend into the environment and kept us safer than if we blasted around in large armored SUVs, announcing our presence and allegiance to the world. Since we were meeting at the OSL it was important that we not compromise the location in any way by showing that we were foreign. With the assistance of our Afghan partners, we’d gotten pretty good at blending in. We made our way to the OSL using one of several routes available, watching carefully for signs of surveillance, ambush or other compromise. The trip was uneventful and an hour after departing our Kabul FOB, we were inside the OSL compound, gate closed and several plain clothes officers on guard.


    The officer in charge of the ISU, a colonel temporarily occupying a general officer post, met us and ushered us into his office. We spent some time drinking tea and politely discussing other affairs as was customary. Afghanistan is a very traditional society and while the urgency of the matter was as obvious to our counterparts as it was to us, rushing straight to business like so many Americans did was rude and unnecessary. Our Afghan partners understood the local battle rhythm all too well. Most had been involved in the civil war, and many were also veterans of the mujahidin struggle against the Soviet occupation. They could and did move fast when it was needed, but when there was time, as was the case here, they proceeded at their own pace and we, knowing we were guests in their country, followed suit.


    After the formal greetings and conversation drew to a close, the colonel invited Rahmatullah to explain his latest intelligence. We were a little stunned when he casually related that during a conversation with a local Taliban supply chief the previous evening, the Talib had revealed that he had a contact bringing in several tons of ammonium nitrate from Pakistan. The source was bringing far more than the supply chief could use and he wanted to know if Rahmatullah knew of other groups who might want to buy some. This was important as ammonium nitrate, when mixed with diesel in the correct proportions and by the right methods, made a potent homemade explosive (HME). This was the source of most of the IEDs which were hitting Coalition and Afghan forces, killing soldiers and civilians, and making the war more dangerous than it would otherwise be. Stopping this type of activity was exactly what we, the ISU, had been formed to do. We were being given a chance to be so far left of the boom that there wouldn’t even be a squeak. Naturally we were interested.


    A long discussion followed. There were a lot of considerations. How reliable was the Talib in unwittingly providing this information? What was the likelihood of the entire load of ammonium nitrate being brought over in a single vehicle? Might it be split into several loads and stored in different locations before we could get to it? Were there any signs that this was a setup, a come on to make the time and place predictable so they could ambush us? What was known about the source providing the ammonium nitrate from Pakistan? And on and so forth. Suffice it to say that we looked for all the possibilities we could, satisfied ourselves that an investigation should begin with its goal being to determine when and where the ammonium nitrate would be in Afghanistan, and an operation mounted to seize it. This was not a small decision as the risk of Rahmatullah’s cover being blown by an operation targeting this supply chain was high, and his value, given his placement and access to inside intelligence directly from the Taliban units in our area was immense. The decision was made that the amount of potential explosive material that could be made with several tons of ammonium nitrate justified the risk. We would, naturally, use a few additional means to attempt to lower those risks, but it was still a risk.


    Rahmatullah made contact via phone with the Talib supply chief and told him that he had several potential buyers for the excess ammonium nitrate. To ensure that it wasn’t split up and would be more easily seized in a single operation, Rahmatullah also asked to be able to meet the source and see the entire load so he could assess the potential for future business with this source. The Talib agreed and a meeting was set for later that afternoon. Rahmatullah would attend the meeting with one other UC officer while a small detail of cover officers in plain clothes were driving around the area of the meet in case anything went wrong. We did not go on this activity as we judged the risk too high for our presence to be detected, and our Afghan partners were quite capable of doing this type of meet without our assistance.


    We discussed other business and then left the OSL to return to our FOB. We anticipated the afternoon meeting would result in a place and time for Rahmatullah to see the load. Once we had that info we could plan an operation to seize it and capture the source and any partners he had with him. It appeared like this would happen within a day or two, which meant we needed to advise our command of a potential operation, arrange for support from the Crisis Response Unit4, a sister unit advised by a Coalition SOF element, and generally complete all the paperwork required before we could roll out and do the Lord’s work. This process took the rest of our day but was well worth it when we got the call saying the deal was on.


    We had to speak in generalities over the cell phones we used for communications so there was a lot of “the guy with the stuff said he’d meet our guy tomorrow” and “we’ll meet our friends at the place…. Yeah, same place as last time,” but eventually, after several meetings with our SOF and Afghan partners, we’d worked out a rough plan. Like many of our operations, this one had to be flexible as the bad guys got a vote and usually took precautions against exactly the sort of thing we intended to do. As always, we weighed the risk to reward ratio before electing to proceed.


    Rahmatullah was set to meet the Talib and his source, who would take him to a compound outside of Kabul where the ammonium nitrate would be available. The UC he’d brought to the afternoon meeting would meet, at a different location within


    Kabul, with one of the Talib’s men, who would have one of the source’s men with him. The UC was to provide payment for a couple tons of ammonium nitrate after he got the call from Rahmatullah saying he’d seen the load and all was good. This meant we’d do a buy bust with our plain clothes officers surveilling the buy and immediately closing in and arresting the sellers. Rahmatullah would be called by the UC, ostensibly to discuss the amount of product to be purchased, but in reality, to provide an opportunity for Rahmatullah to give the target compound location. We’d then, along with the CRU, move there and hit the compound, arresting everyone inside, including Rahmatullah, and seizing the ammonium nitrate. Rahmatullah would later be released and give out a story that he’d bribed his way free, something not at all unusual in Afghanistan.


    With all the pre-operational coordination and deconfliction complete, we headed out to our staging area inside the old Royal Palace south of the city. Our information indicated that the compound would be somewhere to the southeast and the buy bust was set to occur in a nearby suburb. One of the ISU plank holders, Bobby, was in town and had dropped by to see how things were going. When he heard we had an operation planned for that day, he asked to come along. This was good with us as we now had four Americans to go outside the wire. Since we normally operated far from assistance in plain clothing and without radios while within the insurgents’ home territory, having another American was always welcome. This operation was much closer to home and we had direct support from CRU, but when going into a potential firefight, there is great comfort in having your brothers along. Nothing means more than family, and nothing cements those familial bonds like mutual risk and the trust formed thereby. Thus, Bobby was a welcome addition to our little soiree.


    It was a few hours before dark when we all assembled inside the palace grounds. The palace itself was largely ruined, set on a hill that commanded a good view of the surrounding area. We parked up inside the walls, mostly hidden from passersby. This wasn’t a residential area so there were few of those, and the presence of an Afghan police convoy at this location wasn’t unusual. Rahmatullah had already left with the other UC, both of whom would contact us via phone once they were in place. Our cover/arrest team was moved into place on a nearby main street where they could observe the meeting between the UC and the sellers. The rest of us double checked our gear, the maps, and chatted with the SOF guys and our Afghan partners.
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    LEP Randy (Left) and LEP DC (Right)


    It was getting close to twilight when the colonel got a call from the UC saying he had heard from Rahmatullah. The ammonium nitrate was in the compound and the UC was moving to meet the sellers. The UC had a large roll of flash money which he would produce for the sellers. When they began to count it, he would signal for the arrest team to move in. We loaded up into our vehicles, the uniformed CRU and SOF guys remaining in place while the rest of us, three vehicles full of plain clothes ISU, headed for the buy bust location. We expected to arrive after the arrest had occurred and to provide additional support should anyone in the area take exception to the arrest.


    As we drove down the main road we got word that the sellers had changed the location at the last minute. Now they wanted the UC to get into a vehicle with them and go to another location for the transaction. This was not a good sign as it was possible that they were on to us and the UC would simply be driven off to torture and death5. Our cover team was holding off, waiting for the signal and only knew what was happening when they saw the UC and the sellers talking and the UC getting into their vehicle. No weapons had been seen but we were certain they would be armed. We advised the colonel to have the cover team follow behind the suspect vehicle to prevent it from turning around (it was on the main road headed toward us) and that we and the other ISU vehicles would conduct an ambush stop on the suspects. We were relaying this to our SOF backup when the suspect vehicle came into sight.


    The ISU vehicles quickly slammed into place in front of and beside the suspect vehicle, stopping it abruptly in the middle of the street. Six plainclothes officers, AK 47s or Makarovs up and aimed at the suspects quickly exited and began the extraction and arrest process. The cover team arrived and took over the rear security position and we, the Americans, took up security on the outer perimeter. A small crowd gathered to watch but no one approached as no one was sure if this was a government action or the insurgents. Either way interference would be dangerous.


    Within a few minutes the suspects were secured, the weapons within their vehicle safely stowed in an ISU vehicle and the two suspects plus the UC were cuffed and being transported to a holding facility. The UC was being treated as if he were a suspect to maintain his cover and provide as little info to the suspects as possible. Prior to departure all three were questioned individually which permitted the UC to tell us the name of the village nearby where the compound was located. He didn’t have the exact address, such things don’t exist in Afghanistan, but he had a description of the compound and the route to it. We returned to the palace to brief our back up and make a final approach plan.


    Rahmatullah answered his phone when called by the colonel, who wanted to check on his status. The Talib and his source were present at the compound as were two other men who had assisted the source in transporting the ammonium nitrate. Since he was with them and could not talk freely Rahmatullah could not give any additional directions but did confirm that he was in the village named by the UC. This was enough for us to start on our way. The arrested suspects were to be questioned for additional information that would help locate the compound but there was no guarantee that they would provide anything in time. We needed to get to Rahmatullah before the Talib and the rest became suspicious.


    Following the directions provided by the UC, our convoy of unmarked vehicles, accompanied now by marked police trucks and an unmarked but visibly armored SOF SUV, plunged into the narrow alleys and streets of the village. It soon became apparent that the terrain did not match the description from the UC. Our convoy twisted and turned, crossing and re-crossing small canals, barely avoiding collisions with the walls of the village compounds, taxing the small narrow bridges to their load limit. It was now full dark, some time since the buy bust, and we knew the Talib and his accomplices had to be growing concerned about not hearing from their people.


    We tried to alleviate that concern as well as gain additional clarity on the compound location by having our UC call Rahmatullah. This gave us a slightly better idea of where the compound was, actually outside the village and on the road that ran in front of the mosque.


    Armed with this information we headed along the road, our lead vehicles reaching the compound shortly thereafter. At the gate they found Rahmatullah holding the suspects at gun point. He had elected, due to their increasing concern, to simply make the arrest and wait for us to arrive. All three suspects were taken into custody, their weapons seized, and the ammonium nitrate bags counted.


    The total was beyond our expectations. Where we had thought perhaps five tons or so was being brought into the country, the load turned out to be eleven tons, as much as has ever been seized in a single operation. Later analysis by ISAF Intelligence indicated that, based upon the amount of HME which could be made with the eleven tons, the number of IEDs this would create and the average casualty rate per IED, our action had prevented over 400 casualties.6


    That was 400 people who are still alive and with all their body parts intact due to the courage and professionalism of two Afghan cops, in particular Rahmatullah. While we all had a part in developing the case, working the plan and, equally important, deciding to proceed even though we had no firm location for the delivery location, the operations success was due largely to Rahmatullah’s excellent undercover work and his presence of mind and quick action when the suspects began to become alerted. The operation was risky, but the goal was, in all our minds, well worth the risk. We all were happy, Afghan and American alike, to take some apparently reckless risks in order to save the lives of our young men and women.


    Speaking for those of us still alive from the American team, while we took equally risky actions on many of our operations, especially those deep within Taliban territory with little or no support or comms available, the end result was worth every risk we took. At the end of the day, we were all American police officers, dedicated to risking our lives for the safety of others. That those others happened to be the men and women of our armed forces, our allies and the citizens of Afghanistan rather than the people of home town communities made no difference to us.


    Our oath held and still does.
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    ISU LEPs; Kabul, Afghanistan March 2011


    † † †


    Prior to leaving Afghanistan, LEP DC was awarded the Afghan Ministry of Interior Police Distinguished Service Medal by Afghan Major General Mangal. It was the highest award that could be bestowed on an Afghan Police Officer and LEP DC is the only American cop to have received one. LEP DC passed away a few years after returning home. Those LEPs who served with him are better men for having had that privilege and our thanks and prayers go out to his family for having briefly shared him with us.


    LEP DC’s role as the ISU lead was preceded by several LEPs to include LEP Mark, LEP Tom and LEP Pete. All of whom brought their own unique style of American policing to the program.


    LEP Tom, a retired agent from the Georgia Bureau of Investigation (GBI) and his partner LEP Doug, a retired San Diego cop and former Navy Seal, would go on to be the ISU program’s liaison at the ISAF Special Operations Forces Headquarters.


    Although we were tied to the Special Forces community we had no illusions that we were “all that.” Like LEP Randy so eloquently put it, “We were just a bunch of middle aged cops who liked to mix it up with the bad guys.” However, the fact that we were mixing it up rather successfully was not going unnoticed.


    On one hot June night in 2010, LEP Rob and I had just finished our conference call with the head shed briefing them on LEP DC’s and Randy’s ISU team’s massive seizure and decided to walk over to the Army DFAC for dinner. We were just finishing eating when I noticed Colonel Roy, the base commander, looking at us from a couple of tables away. He was with his Command Sergeant Major and from their body language, I picked up on the fact that their discussion had something to do with us. My first thought was that someone had made a beef about one of the LEPs or, worse yet, that LEP Rob had been spotted wearing Captain Bars, which I had personally never seen but was a common urban legend among the LEP community. The two men stood up and headed toward our table. The colonel stopped right in front of LEP Rob and motioned for him to stand up. My heart sank with the thought that the urban legend may in fact be founded in the truth. Everyone in the DFAC had stopped eating and were now focused intently on the two men.


    The colonel then did something that stunned the entire military audience. He removed his Special Forces Tab from his shoulder and he placed it on LEP Rob’s uniform. Holy shit! The commanding officer of Bagram had just tabbed a LEP and not with just with a unit patch but a Special Forces Tab. The colonel shook his hand, did an about face, and walked away. Yes, lucky or good, the LEPs were hitting pay dirt.


    I used to refer to ISU LEP Tom as the luckiest LEP in Afghanistan. You see, one day LEP Tom was racked out in his hooch when a fellow LEP showed up and wanted to go to the Green Bean and get a cup of Joe. Two minutes after he left his room it took a direct hit by a Taliban rocket. When I say direct hit, I mean it impacted on his bunk.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    LEP Tom’s Hooch after direct rocket strike


    “If you save one life, it’s worth it.” In Afghanistan, that might just mean buying your partner a cup of Joe.


    
      
    

  


  
    Chapter 19


    Getting Sucked In, Again


    LEP David Shearman—


    When I landed at Bagram Air Field (BAF) in May 2010 with my fellow LEPs, I was completely and utterly beside myself. I remember staring at the historic Hindu Kush mountain range in the near distance and being awestruck by the sheer magnitude of the snowcapped peaks.
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    Hindu Kush Mountain range outside Bagram Air Field


    After disembarking the C-17 aircraft, we were corralled into the BAF air terminal where we were processed. A crusty Air Force sergeant called off my name,


    “Shearman,” and directed me to a makeshift customer service window cut into the plywood wall where my in-country orders were stamped and my ID card was returned to me.


    After our group was processed, we were told to make our way towards the MEDEVAC apron near the Air Force hospital, and from there look for the LEP office. Sounds fairly simple, except, at BAF in 2010 there was a lot of activity and it was a maze to navigate the streets, alleys and cluster of buildings all around.


    We picked up our duffle bags from a rock-filled, water-laden compound next to the air terminal, threw them over our backs, and began the walk to the Bagram Air Field LEP office. Unbeknownst to us at the time, we would walk this same route many times over the coming years.


    As I passed by the eerie Russian-built air control tower in Camp Cunningham, I came face to face with a slurry of activity. Mine Resistant Ambush Protected (MRAPs), Cougar AVPGs, M-ATV trucks, and decked out suburban SUVs lined the streets.


    Warriors of every kind were actively engaged in loading weapons and gear into the vehicles. The smell of diesel fuel permeated my nostrils. Apache helicopters hovered overhead, and the roar of jet air craft filled the air.


    I was in heaven.


    I continued and turned at the Air Force MWR building and began what felt like a walk back in time. The gravel pot-hole-filled road—a small alley really—filled with mud and water was lined on both sides with green canvas-covered B-Huts that looked like they had been there for decades. Air Force men and women, obviously off-duty, sat in makeshift lawn chairs positioned on top of wooden pallets in front of each B-Hut while listening to music and talking.


    I thought I was in a MASH 4077 episode and imagined Alan Alda, Wayne Rogers and Loretta Swift would walk out of one of those B-Huts at any given moment.


    At the end of the alley, with really nowhere else to go, I spied two B-Huts sitting side-by-side along the fence line near the corner of the MEDEVAC apron and an aircraft hangar. Hanging nimbly on the wooden front door of the left B-HUT was a sign that read “LEP Office” and below the door was an old wooden pallet which served as a doorstep. Being an astute police officer of some experience, I figured this was the place.


    We were greeted by LEP Craig, who I would come to find out was a retired DHS/Customs and Border Patrol Agent, and now the fulltime concierge at the LEP headquarters. If you ever needed anything, LEP Craig was the man to go to, and he was always a welcome face to see when I visited BAF.


    LEP Craig showed us to the newly built LEP bunkhouse and told us to make ourselves at home as we would be there a few weeks. That bunkhouse and the fact that it was built by fellow LEPs was more than a shelter—it was a cop’s home away from home.
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    LEP Tim outside the BAF LEP Bunkhouse 05/2010
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    LEP Dave in my bunk, LEP Bunkhouse 05/2010


    The next day, after chow at the Dragon Dining Facility (DFAC), I decided to go to the LEP Office and introduce myself to the country management team. I entered the B-Hut, which was divided into a front and rear office area, and gave a friendly yell as I did not immediately see anyone.


    A moment later, a rather tough and serious looking man in his mid-fifties appeared from the rear office. He was stocky in build and by all appearances he lifted weights as his chest and arms were tense with muscles. I was a little intimidated at the sight of this man. As he walked out of the office towards me, I could not help but notice that his walk was labored, not with a limp but with a distinct stiffness in his upper torso.


    As he neared, he stuck out his hand and announced, “Hi, I’m JT, the country Operations Officer.” I grasped his hand and shook it and noticed that it was a serious handshake, firm and respectful. After retrieving my hand, we sat and talked for a few moments and discussed what the next few weeks would entail and that I would receive my assignment soon.


    I thanked JT for his time, left the office, and made my way back to the bunkhouse. I didn’t know it at the time but that initial meeting would lead to a future friendship built upon mutual respect and admiration. However, as I would come to understand later, this man, James Taman, was a different sort of soul, a man of incredible fortitude, determination, and unwavering character. At a presentation a few days later, I learned his incredible story of being blown-up by an IED and his relentless journey of recovery, rehabilitation, and return to Afghanistan.


    Within a few weeks, JT pulled me and fellow-LEP Tim aside and told us to report to LEP DC and LEP Jim at the Joint Task Force (JTF) Paladin compound located off Disney Street. I didn’t know what JTF Paladin’s mission was, but as a good trooper, I did what JT asked.


    “Who wants to volunteer for a special program?” LEPs DC and Jim asked. The question was asked in such a way that it sounded like they were speaking to a room filled with people. This confused me because, unless I was hallucinating, it was just the four of us standing inside the makeshift office of the Paladin compound. I looked at LEP Tim for any sign that he was confused but there was nothing, no inkling of confusion splashed across his forehead, just the typical poker face of a hardened street cop.


    Big help LEP Tim was, I thought to myself as I pondered the question.


    I had first met LEP Tim at the National Conference Center (NCC) in Washington, DC while our small class of Law Enforcement Professionals was being indoctrinated into the program. Typical of cops, we all had our tough guy personas on and shields up as we checked out our classmates. Through casual conversation during breaks between classes, I found out that LEP Tim was a prior Marine. That was a point of commonality as I too had been a Jar Head back in the day. Come to find out, we had both also worked in large metropolitan police departments. Tim was a homicide sergeant with Chicago PD and on a leave of absence, and I was a former CRASH7 Officer working gangs in the City of Angeles with LAPD. LEP Tim was a quiet guy, cautious by nature, but tough as nails and a hell of a street cop. I liked him immediately and after a few beers we hit it off. A couple of old Marines and big city coppers would soon become great friends and partners in a special DOD program that we, by all accounts, were being volunteered for. Or in the Marines, they call it “voluntold.”


    From NCC, our class flew to Georgia to attend the week-long processing at the Combat Readiness Center (CRC) at Fort Gordon, then on to Kuwait where we would wait for a military C-17 airlift to Bagram Air Base in Afghanistan. As was customary with the program, we never really knew what our job would eventually be. We were literally told “you’ll figure it out when you get there.”


    For most sane folks that type of job description for an employment situation in a country engulfed in war would be a turn off—a total no-go situation. But for the few old coppers who were not done serving their country the fact that they could possibly get into the “Big Show” was all that was needed.


    You see, for forty or fifty-year-old cops, who were drawn into police work as a living and who chose to serve their country and communities in such a meaningful way, telling them they could serve their country one more time in Afghanistan or Iraq was more than enough reason for them to leave their families behind and trot off to a war zone. The simplistic concepts of love of country and service to others were the common traits that defined my fellow LEPs who answered the call of duty. They did not need any further explanation or specific direction.


    Going to Afghanistan and leaving my wife and three kids behind to chase after a job that offered me only the “chance to make a difference or to possibly save one soldier’s life” was good enough for me. I didn’t need to know what the exact job was because, in fact, the added bonus was in the unknown, the “figuring it out when you get there” piece.


    That was the kicker.


    In all honesty, service and adventure are the two things in my life that have driven me in almost all my endeavors. I love both concepts. My whole life has always been about the adventure of things and the personal satisfaction I got from serving others. The adventure part was apparent as I’d played cops and robbers, Army, and Cowboys and Indians with great fervor and realism when I was a kid growing up in a small town in Western New York. Heck, playing outdoor games based upon grand adventure scenes played out by John Wayne, Jimmy Stewart, Lee Marvin and Robert Mitchum on TV was all I had at the time and, frankly, all that I needed.


    In the rural and peaceful farmlands of Chautauqua County, New York, the open fields surrounding forests and the permission slip from Mom to go out and play, was all that was necessary for a young man with a giant imagination to go and have the time of his life. My summers were filled playing basketball on blacktop driveways from sun up to sun down.


    The neighborhood kids would play Army with carefully picked teams, uniforms bought at the local military surplus store, and for most kids, a plastic gun bought at Walgreens. Not for me, my gun was a stick that I picked up in my backyard and boy did it look just like a Tommy gun. I mean, in my mind’s eye, that stick looked just like the ones I saw in the black and white WWII movies. That stick gun survived many assaults on enemy forces, and helo jumps out of bushes in my backyard “war zone,” but she never, ever, broke. At the end of summer, I would stow my “gun” in the garage where it would stay all winter until I retrieved it the following summer. No need for a plastic gun bought at a store for me. I had my stick gun and, as I would later learn in the Marine Corps, “This is my rifle. There are many like it but this one is mine.”


    LEP DC and LEP Jim had received our resumes while Tim and I were in NCC and, evidently, they had already decided that we were candidates for a very small project that called for guys to operate in an undercover capacity with a team of Afghan Ministry of Interior Police Officers. They told us the project was much different from others and very dangerous. Before we accepted the assignment all we could be told was that we would work undercover with an Afghan police unit. We would have total freedom of movement with soft-skinned vehicles and be allowed to go virtually anywhere we wanted to. We would not be issued any radios but provided with a cell phone. Access cards to get on most any base in the country and weapons were also provided. Lastly, LEP DC and Jim told us, as only a fellow copper could, “It’s a very cool gig and we’ll have the time of our lives.”


    A second or two after being told this and asked if we wanted to volunteer, our hands went up like second graders volunteering for dodge ball. A moment after that, I realized I had gone and done it again—volunteered for something I knew absolutely nothing about just because it sounded cool. Yep, I was getting sucked in again. I could feel it.


    Such is the story of my life—just like six years earlier.


    † † †


    It was 2004, a few years after I had left the Federal Air Marshal Service and I was living and working in the Virginia Beach area when I was asked by a friend, Joe (not his real name) if I wanted to help him with a security awareness/counter-surveillance class he was providing to overseas travelers. With the tragic events of 9/11, Al-Qaeda was active around the globe. Osama bin Laden had reportedly fled to the mountains of Eastern Afghanistan and several reporters and business executives had been kidnapped and killed overseas. The tragic death of Daniel Pearl was on every reporter’s mind and so there were a lot of students who wanted and needed this type of training.


    Having been a LAPD cop and Federal Air Marshal (FAM), I received formalized training in surveillance, and so it seemed like an easy gig for me to help out with. Joe laid everything out and showed me how we would use Karachi, Pakistan as the backdrop for the course. He stated the reasons he used Karachi was because he had a case study of two executives who hadn’t used good personal security techniques and had subsequently been targeted by terrorists as they drove to the Port of Karachi one morning. It all made sense to me as I had experience on Dignitary Protection both operationally and as an instructor and I used case studies in my classes as well.


    I began teaching these classes using PowerPoint and maps of Karachi to point out likely surveillance points throughout the city, avenues of escape, dos and don’ts of personal security, safety and such. We used the tragic killing of the executives to hammer home what could happen if they—the students—dropped their guard in this new and dangerous world engulfed in terrorism overseas.


    Furthermore, I took it upon myself to study about Pakistan’s intelligence service known as ISI (Inter-Service Intelligence), the government and culture of Pakistan, and the rich history of South Asia to include the neighboring countries India and Afghanistan. I soon became knowledgeable enough about the country that I was able to add some additional aspects to the course, which the students liked. Being that it was post 9/11, I also attempted to learn and acquaint myself with many of the terrorist groups and the networks operating out of Karachi at the time as that was of great personal interest to me. I taught that class for the better part of a year and, as a result, I became very familiar with the layout of the streets, the airport, the ports, hotels, the U.S. Consulate, and the ominous bridge into the Port of Karachi.


    Then, Joe asked me one day if I wanted an overseas security gig. He told me it was right up my alley, I would be in the mix of things and it paid really well. To my ears that was just what the doctor ordered, because at the time I was chomping at the bit to go overseas, especially after 3,000 of my fellow Americans were killed on 9/11.


    “Would love to, count me in!” is what I told Joe, and then followed by the obvious question of, “Where is it?”


    “Karachi, Pakistan,” Joe said matter-of-factly, no expression on his face.


    I forgot all that I had self-taught myself over the past year regarding how dangerous The City of Guns – Karachi—was. The fact that I knew Karachi was a current hot bed for terrorist groups who openly supported the Taliban in Afghanistan, that UBL and his cohorts were supposedly in Pakistan and routinely vacationed in Karachi, as well as the fact that I knew there were more terrorists than you could shake a stick at didn’t seem to affect my decision in the least.


    I was John Wayne in the movie “Iwo Jima” and invincible when I answered Joe, “Sounds good to me, when do I leave?”


    “In a few weeks, brother,” Joe said, and then he explained that my contact in Karachi would fill me in on the details when I got there. The fact that I didn’t possess a Visa to enter Pakistan seemed of little consequence to Joe and I would soon learn why.


    It was very surreal to me. I simply had my wife drop me off at Norfolk Airport like I was going on a weekend golf outing—except I wasn’t. On the flight to England’s Gatwick International I opened an email from Joe which said I would be met outside of Immigration by a man holding an envelope with my name on it. The man’s name was Abdul and he was my “Facilitator” while I transited through London and I was to do everything that he told me to do.


    Talk about sucked in. But, what the hell, I was along for the ride.


    I arrived into Gatwick on a Friday morning at 9:15 AM and, just as I had been told, there was a man in a spit and polish suit and tie holding an envelope with my name on it.


    “Mr. Shearman, my name is Abdul. How was your flight?” my facilitator asked in a very proper British accent as he extended his hand to me.


    “Excellent, Abdul, nice to meet you,” I replied as I processed the exactness of what was occurring so far.


    After retrieving my luggage, we jumped into an elegant BMW and Abdul advised me that we were going directly to the Pakistani Embassy—High Commission of Pakistan—located on Embassy Row in London near Hyde Park. During the hour-long drive, Abdul filled me in on my schedule while I was in London. Most importantly, he indicated with some sense of urgency in his voice that the embassy closed at noon on Fridays and that we were on a very tight timeline. I was to proceed as efficiently as possible to the Visa Application Section, not to waste any time and make sure I got the Visa, otherwise we would have to wait until next week. Abdul then made it clear that if that happened, Joe would be upset.


    We arrived at 34 Lowndes Square and Abdul parked near a small park in the square. It was close to 11:00 AM and Abdul was a bit frazzled. He pointed to a single black door on the rightmost section of a multi-tenant, white stone building, which didn’t really look like an embassy to me.


    “As I already told you, go through that door and follow the signs to the Visa Section. I can’t go in with you, but you must hurry because time is short.” Abdul handed me my Visa Application, which had been filled out for me in advance.


    As I started to exit the car, Abdul grabbed my arm and handed me a plain envelope.


    “What’s this,” I asked.


    “You’ll know what to do with it when the time comes,” he said suspiciously. I started to ask him to explain but he interrupted me and told me to hurry. What the hell, in for a penny, in for a pound, I thought.


    I entered the embassy and took my application to the Visa window and handed it to man who told me to take a seat in the lobby.


    A short time later, the man waved to me and I walked to the window. While handing me my Visa application, he pointed to a small elevator across the room and told me to take it to the third door to the First Secretary’s office. Not knowing what or who ‘The First Secretary’ was, I simply followed his directions. When the elevator doors opened, I observed a large double mahogany wood door directly across the hall from me. On the wall beside it was mounted a brass placard that read “First Secretary.”


    I must be in the right place, I deduced.


    It was odd because I noticed that there was a distinct lack of other people on this floor. It was very quiet. There weren’t errant embassy personnel walking back and forth with folders and papers in their hands—nothing, not a soul around.


    I figured that I had come this far so I might as well keep going. I turned the brass handle on the door and entered a very large dimly-lit room. The ceilings looked twelve feet high and there were heavy fabric curtains covering the two windows to my right. An over-weight and unfriendly-looking man was seated on a lone sofa across the room and he nodded at me as I entered. In the middle of the room was a large, ornate wooden executive desk with a small table lamp resting on it, giving off a soft glow. A straight-backed wooden chair was located about two feet in front of the desk, and behind the desk was seated a small balding man in a suit. He motioned for me to sit and, therefore, I did.


    After some questioning about why I was traveling to Pakistan and why I did not get a Visa in the U.S., the First Secretary mumbled that he was reluctant to approve my Visa. “I’m sorry, Mr. Shearman, but things seem a little out of the ordinary with your application and I just cannot approve your Visa,” he said, his tone judgmental.


    Out of the ordinary? You betcha, tell me about it. I flew here on a wing and prayer, met by an Arab man named Abdul at the airport, who drove me in a BMW to the Embassy, handed me an envelope with obscure instructions of what to do it with it. Furthermore, I have volunteered for a job that I don’t really know what it’s about in a city nicknamed “The City of Guns” where I no doubt will be immediately recognized as an American, kidnapped and killed. Saying that things were out of the ordinary was putting it mildly.


    Ah-ha! The envelope, I reminded myself. I drew the envelope from my jacket pocket and placed it on the desk.


    The First Secretary glanced at me and then at the envelope. He reached over, retrieved it and peeked inside. A moment later he signed my application.


    “Have a nice trip to my beloved country, Mr. Shearman,” the First Secretary said as he handed me my stamped visa and passport.


    I walked out of the Embassy, jumped in with Abdul, and off we were to the Marriott for a nice tall bourbon.


    The next day, Saturday, I flew to Karachi via Doha, Qatar on Qatar Airlines and, upon arriving, I became acutely aware that I was all by myself—utterly alone.


    I was not on official government business, which would have afforded me some protection. There wasn’t anyone assigned to pick me up and drive me securely to my hotel. The fact was, I was traveling on a tourist passport in a foreign country that harbored a lot of scary characters at the height of the Global War on Terrorism.


    After being closely scrutinized at every turn in the airport by obvious state security or intelligence agents—probably ISI—I exited and found myself standing in the open public area of the airport. I suddenly began thinking about the executives who were murdered by Al Qaeda for not adhering to sound security tactics while traveling to a foreign land. Boy was I an “F” student of my own overseas security course or what? I had no pre-arranged ground transportation, no local currency, no means of communication, and no way to defend myself. All I knew was that I was to proceed to the Marriott Hotel located right next door to the American Consulate in downtown Karachi. I was to check in and await further instructions.


    I couldn’t help but think that I probably had made a grave mistake.


    As I was daydreaming about my predicament, a short man in a dark suit and a Marriott name tag on his lapel approached and asked me in perfect English, but with a British-Pakistani accent, if I needed transportation to the Marriott. I was hesitant, but after staring at him and his name tag for a full minute and looking around at really unsavory looking guys, I reluctantly agreed. I wasn’t sure if he was really a Marriott employee, a criminal, or terrorist.


    From my year of teaching surveillance tactics and personal security and using Karachi as my teaching platform, I had memorized many of the roads, and specifically the route from the airport to the Marriott. According to my planned route there shouldn’t be any turns off the main roadway except when you got to the large park downtown, which was across the street from the Marriott and the U.S. Consulate.


    Before I got into the car, I retrieved a small pocket knife from my luggage and quickly executed my ad hoc security plan which called for me to sit directly behind the driver versus diagonally as is customary. My thought process was that if the driver made any turns off the route I thought he should take, then I was going to have to take matters into my own hands and drive that pocket knife into the side of his neck.


    That was the plan—my only plan.


    After being a LAPD gang cop for over a dozen years, a U.S. Marine, and a Federal Air Marshal, admittedly, I was seriously concerned for my personal safety.


    Fortunately, the driver ultimately did not make any left or right turns off the route and we arrived at the hotel safe and sound, and boy was I relieved. I eventually met my partner for this mission and we began to receive bits and pieces of information. I didn’t know it at the time, but we were part of a compartmentalized operation of sorts and, as is common with those types of ops, they are run in this manner for Operational Security (OPSEC) reasons.


    Our first order of business was to acquire non-descript vehicles, local cell phones, and personal defense equipment. The latter were of the sort one might imagine you would need for adequate self-defense in such a place as The City of Guns. Enough said. Our next job was to put together route packages for the safe transportation of our future VIP client to and from the Marriott and the Port of Karachi. This is where I got really anal in terms of route variance and route selection. I set out and identified three routes back and forth to the port, which would be changed up each day and not repeated.


    The problem with any route is that you always have a starting point and an ending point. Those are inherent places where an assailant can easily pick up your movement if he has any intelligence at all, and usually he does. From there, it is a simple matter of continued surveillance and communication and they got you. For the good guys, they had to be on top of their games at all times, conducting counter-surveillance and making sure everyone has their head on a swivel because the next thing that can happen is you run into a “choke point” which could be construction in the road, slow turn, road block, etcetera, where the bad guys emplace an IED or set an ambush. That’s where the concept of “Time and Place Predictable” comes in, and for the good guy—me—it was my job to NOT be “time and place predictable.” For the bad guys—whoever they were—it was easy because most Americans who traveled to Karachi stayed at the Marriott and ISI made sure to check who was registered at the hotel on a frequent basis. Therefore, it wasn’t too hard for them to determine my starting point, and with a little surveillance they pretty much had me nailed down.
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    Karachi, Pakistan OP Map


    Every day I would think about the story of the two executives getting boxed in by terrorists on the Native Jetty Bridge leading into the port and slaughtered with AK 47s. The fact was, I could have had as many different routes as I wanted throughout the city, but at some point I had to drive over that bridge and into the port and that was where I was Place Predictable. Frankly, and historically speaking, it is extremely difficult to evade a well-thought-out and executed ambush. Be it on the battlefield, in a war zone, or on a city street involving dignitary protection. History books are filled with examples.


    So, my only other variable besides “place” was “time.” Therefore, I changed my departure times constantly and used different routes all the time. I was so paranoid that I even refused to tell my teammates what route we were taking until we were leaving the parking lot.


    After locking down routes and acquiring the necessary equipment, we received word that our mission would be to meet an inbound executive from an unnamed federal agency, and to provide protection for him in Karachi and throughout his travels in Pakistan. Among the many challenging security issues that we faced on a daily basis was the fact that there were ISI agents posted in the Marriott all the time. It was fairly obvious actually, as they wore dark grey suits and sat in the lobby reading papers. The big problem was that they tossed our rooms every time we left the hotel.


    I’m sure the rooms were also bugged. With this daily operational challenge, it became necessary to sanitize our rooms all the time. We also kept our personal defense items and equipment in our cars for safe keeping.


    D-Day came and our inbound VIP arrived at Karachi International. We met him using a low-profile technique, which pissed him off. We let him exit the terminal and then Joe approached him from behind and whispered instructions as he slowly walked past him. The instructions were simple. He was to follow Joe to the car and without any disruptions quietly get in the back seat without asking any questions. Fortunately for us, he did as we asked. Later, we explained to him our concerns which prompted our actions.


    After a few days of meetings with State Department officials and local logistics companies it became increasingly apparent that our mission somehow involved the ground transportation of equipment—most likely U.S. equipment from the port to destinations north. As information trickled in, equipment was due to arrive in Karachi and be loaded up onto large jingle trucks. Now, to the non-South Asia traveler you may not know what a jingle truck is, but the name pretty much provides some measure of description. In Pakistan and India, commercial trucks and other vehicles are painted with vibrant colors and tricked out with ornate decorations. For a Paki driver, having a fully decorated truck is a source of professional pride, much like how U.S. truck drivers chrome out their rigs. In fact, the practice of setting up a jingle truck is rooted in local culture dating back to the first part of the 20th century.


    To put the activity surrounding the pending arrival of “American equipment” into perspective, one may recall that following the events of 9/11 President George W. Bush did two things: ordered the invasion into northern Afghanistan after the Taliban refused to give up Osama bin Laden, and he pressured then Pakistani President Pervez Musharraf to join in the fight against terrorism. In this agreement, Musharraf complied: however, one of his caveats was that he would not allow American military troops on Pakistani soil. Interesting negotiation piece on his behalf because in all conflict there is such a thing as the spoils of war, and Musharraf obviously forecasted that at some point his country was going to be needed for the establishment of overland supply routes into Afghanistan.


    Up until the 2004/2005 timeframe, military supply routes were via air transport from Kazakhstan to Bagram for the relatively small number of SOF troops in country. But as troop levels increased—the result of the expanding war effort—it became necessary to establish overland supply routes as air supply is very expensive. That need and operational requirement led to the mission I was apparently recruited for, even though I didn’t know it at the time. That was until I walked onboard a non-U.S. flagged ship docked in the Port of Karachi one dark night in May of 2005.


    We drove our VIP to the docks in the middle of the night to meet the newly-arrived container ship. Upon going below decks to the cargo hold it became readily apparent that I was looking at the first equipment to be hauled into Afghanistan. Hundreds of Armored Personnel Carriers were sitting row after row in the belly of that ship. They would ultimately be offloaded—the first equipment to transit over the future overland supply routes up through the middle of Pakistan, along the Indus River Valley, over the Khyber Pass, though the Torkham Gate, and on to Kabul.


    To say this whole adventure seemed like a storyline straight out of a Clancy novel wouldn’t be too much of a stretch except that I actually lived through it and survived. When I look back at the chain of events beginning with the yearlong recruitment for surveillance training, the last-minute offer to go “over there” and get involved in the GWOT, the insane events at the High Commission of Pakistan Embassy in London, the cryptic emails with limited information, the meetings with officials from unnamed agencies, the clandestine ship in the harbor, and much more, it all very surreal and truly amazing.


    Years later, when I was an Agent in Charge of High Threat Protective motorcades with the DOS/Diplomatic Security Service in Iraq, this mission into Pakistan would come full circle as I would once again meet up with some of those same agents.


    † † †


    “Great, we knew you would volunteer!” LEP DC said with a big smile. He then turned and waved for us to follow him as we proceeded into the next room. “Close the door guys and welcome to the ISU. We’re gonna have a great time! By the way, Dave, I understand you did some work in Pakistan. Can you tell me about it?” LEP DC asked as we were getting settled.


    “If I tell you, I’d have to kill you, DC,” was my reply with a big grin. We all laughed and then DC read us into the program. LEP Tim and I eventually made our way to our assignment at FOB Airborne in Wardak Province and we started to be very productive in our missions there thanks to the guidance and support of LEP DC. He often called us after a successful mission and ribbed us on being the Wardak Dynamic Duo.


    LEP DC had the heart of a teddy bear, the looks of a lion, and the smile and laughter that made you feel welcomed. I remember he always used the term “Great


    American” when he described someone he liked and respected. I was fortunate to know such a man as him, because, he was truly a Great American and I miss him to this day.


    Unbeknownst to me at the time, that big burly man with his grand salt and pepper beard would have such a tremendous and profound impact on my life over the course of only one year.
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    Left to right, ISU LEPs Dave, DC and Randy, Camp Eggers, Kabul, AFG 2010

  


  
    Chapter 20


    Saddle Up – ISU Team Wardak


    LEP Dave—


    Wardak Province is southeast of Kabul and was known for the fierce Taliban insurgency rooted throughout the villages and mountain passes. Activity in this province was of concern to the Coalition because, like other gateway provinces, of its proximity to the capital city. The ability of the Taliban to launch both ground assaults and even rocket attacks was a stark reality. In fact, numerous VBIED and SVBIED attacks had been historically launched from Wardak. The significance of FOB Airborne was that it was located in the Mayden Shahr District and as such was the last American FOB standing between the Taliban and Kabul.


    LEP Tim and I had received our marching orders from LEPs DC and Jim to go forth and conquer, which meant that we were going to try to figure out who’s who in the zoo—cop speak for identifying the players in our area and see if we could help dismantle their organization in Wardak. The players in our neck of the woods were Taliban Insurgents, who operated out of Eastern Wardak Province and specifically in the towns and villages of Nerkh District and the Jalrez River Valley. The Army had several Combat Out-Posts (COP) that where sporadically located along the Jalrez River Road which, interestingly, is a section of road along the original 3000-year-old Silk Road that stretched from China to the Mediterranean Sea.


    The FOB itself was actually pretty nice in comparison to others. Perched on the mountainside at about 7500-foot elevation, it overlooked the town of Mayden Shahr with the Hindu Kush Mountains to the east. The FOB Owner was the 4th Battalion/319th Field Artillery Regiment and the Battlespace Owner was the 2nd of the 503rd Airborne Infantry—The Rock of the 173rd Airborne Brigade Combat Team.


    LEP Tim and I were getting settled into our job as ISU LEPs at FOB Airborne and we were both eager to get the ball rolling. There was a lot to do, getting familiar with our new Afghan ISU team, learning the environment, teaching team tactics to counter snap Taliban check points, range qualifications and, of course, shopping for our man-jams.
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    Author LEP Dave FOB Airborne, Wardak, AFG June 2010
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    LEP Tim training ISU team members
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    LEP Dave glassing for Herat ISU LEPs Sy Ray and Ross getting some trigger time in at the FOB Airborne range, 


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    LEP Tim with cigar enjoying some down time.


    We met up with our Wardak ISU Team at the Off Site Location (OSL) and established ourselves with the team. The twenty-man Afghan team consisted of Colonel “R” who was Team Leader, Colonel “Q” Assistant Team Leader, and nineteen other tenured and vetted Afghan officers ranging from Lt. Colonel to Lieutenant. LEP Tim and I had been the first American ISU LEPs to work with them and, as with police officers the world over; you have to prove yourself before you are really accepted into the team. Our first mission to Red Bridge did just that.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Top Left – Author LEP Dave and LEP Tim Top Center Wardak ISU Team at Off Site Location


    Mission Red Bridge—


    South of FOB Airborne there was a dirt road the Coalition named Route Boxter, which spurred off of Highway 1 and led into Nerkh District. The area was mostly controlled by the Taliban and they had buried IEDs in and along Route Boxter in an effort to keep Coalition Forces from using it.


    The team had received a tip that the TB were planning to emplace an IED in the dirt road somewhere near Red Bridge. LEP Tim and I decided this would be a good first case for the team to handle as it was going to be purely a surveillance mission. We loaded up in our soft-skin U/C Toyota Forerunners and Corollas and drove south towards COP Durrani where we pulled off at the Durrani Bridge, or Red Bridge as known by the locals.


    We set up the surveillance point in a wooded area off the road and waited as is usual on stakeouts. After about an hour or so, it became apparent that TB were not going to show. Now I have considered myself a little adventurous and a risk taker from time to time, but what LEP Tim did on this first mission went way beyond what I would have done. LEP Tim decided that he and three other teammates would walk Route Boxter and look for evidence of a newly emplaced IED while the rest of us stood watch.


    While LEP Tim was out, we noticed a fighting age male ride past our OP a few times on a motorcycle. A guy riding by on a motorcycle may seem fairly normal, but it wasn’t. Unbeknownst to us was that while we were surveilling Route Boxter for Taliban activity, we were being surveilled as well and the motorcyclist was getting an up-close look at us.


    LEP Tim came back after about twenty minutes and reported that they had not discovered anything in the road. Just then, Lt. “H” received a phone call from one of his informants who told him that a group of Taliban was gathering in the foothills nearby and we needed to get out of Red Bridge as quickly as possible. The informant said the TB leader was just waiting for a few more fighters to show up. Evidently the job of the TB scout on the motorcycle was to get a head count of our team and report it back so they could gather together a sufficient force.


    Without delay, we hauled ass out of there and back to the OSL.


    In the end, the Red Bridge mission did not produce what we anticipated. I thought we might score our first small cache or identify an active IED in the roadway and then, through our communication channels, have an EOD team respond and blow it in place.


    That didn’t happen, but something very valuable did. When LEP Tim volunteered to go search that barren stretch of Route Boxter for an IED emplaced in the road, his actions showed our new partner officers that we trusted them with our lives. No other American had shown them this level of trust and respect before and by doing so we earned a position on their team.
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    LEP Dave and team eating lunch Red Bridge OP, Wardak, AFG June 9, 2010
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    1st Lt. “N” and LEP Tim Red Bridge


    The success of the unsuccessful Red Bridge mission set the Wardak ISU team in motion and proved to us all that we could go anywhere as a joint US-Afghan undercover police team.


    A year later, during an end-of-mission going away ceremony with the team, Colonels “R” and “Q” remarked that the Red Bridge mission was the beginning of a wonderful year-long professional and personal relationship based upon mutual respect and trust. Colonel “R” thanked us for leaving our families and friends behind and traveling to their country to risk our lives in order to help them and their country. Little did the team know, my time spent with the men of the Wardak ISU team was one of themost rewarding and fulfilling experiences of my entire law enforcement career. I left there with fond memories and friendships forged through shared experiences in some dangerous times—very much like the Brotherhood of Blue in America.

  


  
    Chapter 21


    The Hunt for a Killer


    LEP Dave—


    LEP Tim and I were getting settled into our job as ISU LEPS at FOB Airborne and admittedly, we were green behind the ears in terms of understanding exactly how the US Army worked in an active war zone with battle lines being drawn between adjacent battalions and brigades and the definition of Battle Space Owner. As a cop, the easiest way for me to understand this distinction was to think in terms of jurisdiction. In Los Angeles, at the time I was a policeman, there were 18 Divisions or precincts located within the city limits of Los Angeles. Technically, each division handled criminal activity and investigations within its division and if a case was outside of the division then it passed it along. This was also the case with neighboring cities where jurisdictional lines were more apparent.


    In May 2010, LEP Tim and I were both eager to get the ball rolling and start working with our Afghan teammates. Luckily for us, we got a call one day from ANP Lt. H who related that he had some information about a possible IED factory in our area of responsibility.


    Needless to say, we were excited as this was our first case and it sounded like a good one.


    Lt. H and his boss, Lt. Colonel R, arrived at FOB Airborne and we all sat down in our office to discuss the case with the help of Jawid, our interpreter. It soon became clear to us that Lt. H was much like any good street cop anywhere in the world as he had informants throughout Wardak Province and he just wanted to put bad guys in jail.


    Or, as was the case in Afghanistan in 2010, identify Taliban Insurgents, arrest or otherwise remove them permanently from the battlefield.


    Amazingly, Lt. H related to us, in detail, the specifics regarding the operational IED factory located in the Alisang Valley of Southern Wardak Province and went so far as to draw a picture of the so-called factory and the surrounding area. This was really exciting to me as I was thinking that conceivably hundreds, if not thousands, of various munitions (IED components) would be taken off the battlefield and by direct correlation quite possibly save the lives of soldiers. This was in direct alignment with the motto of the ISU being to “Identify, Infiltrate, Disrupt and Dismantle.”
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    Alisang Valley, Wardak, AFG IED factory location drawing 05/2010


    The only problem was that the IED factory was located in Southern Wardak Province and not within the Battle Space that we were directly supporting in Northern Wardak. The 2nd Battalion 503rd Infantry Regiment (Airborne), “The Rock”, was the Battle Space Owner (BSO) for Northern Wardak and the 1st Battalion was the BSO for Southern Wardak. In cop speak, the battle space was like precinct lines or, as we called them in LAPD, divisions. While on the job with LAPD, I had a similar experience where precinct lines were crossed due to the significance and severity of the crime being investigated.


    † † †


    I was working Rampart Division of the LAPD in the late 1990s and my partner was Brian L. We worked together for many years in several divisions within the city and we are great friends to this day. I first met Brian in 1990 while we were both assigned to Rampart Division. It soon became apparent that we were inseparable as we both transferred to 77th Division the following year, just in time for the infamous 1992 L.A. riots. But that is another story. We ultimately worked together in Special Problem Units (SPU) and CRASH units in both 77th and Rampart during the turbulent 1990s in LA.
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    LAPD 77th Street SPU Unit 1992
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    Officers Dave and Brian L. Rampart Division, LAPD 1991


    Brian was, hands down, the best street cop I have ever worked with or ever been around. He could smell criminal activity and had a six sense of where criminals were afoot in the division. Brain was a complete natural at the job and his love and devotion for the job was inspiring.


    Riding with Brian on any given shift meant that more times than not we would get involved in some crazy tactical situation or end up unraveling a complex crime. This was because Brian paid attention to the small details, stayed abreast of what was happening crime-wise in his beat area, talked to people on the street, kept impeccable field notes, and had a memory like a steel trap.


    It was early in our P.M. watch shift at Rampart and we got a radio call to “see the woman regarding some found evidence.” Boring call but everyone gets at least one during the course of their shift. We arrived at the typical dense apartment complex located on the east side of the division, met with the woman who was the apartment manager, and she then led us to an apartment where the supposed evidence was located.


    Wow! Judging by the ski masks, bank deposit envelopes, gloves, and weapons we observed lying in plain view the manager was spot on in terms of evidence of a crime.


    Frankly, most cops would have collected the evidence, filed a “Found Evidence” report, pushed the “Clear” button on their Mobil Data Terminal (MDT), and hoped they would get dispatched to a more exciting call or make an Observation Arrest down around MacArthur Park as a Found Evidence call was not that glamorous.


    Not my partner, Brian. To him this was a caper that needed to be solved.


    We ultimately interviewed the lady manager, collected the evidence and then started to put the pieces of the puzzle together. Brian could smell a good case and he wasn’t about to just hand it over to detectives, especially since we still had plenty of time left on our shift.


    Eventually, through some digging into open case reports we determined that a robbery crew from a Rampart gang had robbed a liquor store at gun point in Newton Division and killed the security guard on duty, who was doing nothing but trying to provide for his family.


    The case was getting interesting and the circumstances were motivating.


    However, there was the little issue of divisional lines and jurisdiction. The fact was we were street cops assigned to Rampart, and the robbery and murder case occurred in Newton which, no doubt, was most likely being investigated by either Newton Detectives or Robbery Homicide Division downtown.


    That didn’t sway Brian or me and we commenced to track down the crew. After 30 hours of work we finally got intelligence that the crew was bedding down in an apartment complex and, lucky for us, it was in Rampart. We made up a plan to hit the apartment using a ruse and eventually arrested the entire robbery team.


    That simple Found Evidence radio call ended up clearing 43 robbery cases and the 187PC Murder.


    Due diligence and good old street police work brought those assholes to justice. That case would later be used at the police academy as a training tool on criminal investigations.


    I have always remembered that case and how my partner, Brian, doggedly pursued the evidence no matter where it led him and how he ultimately turned a simple radio call into a major case.


    I would use that experience to doggedly hunt for another killer. Only this time, I was 8000 miles away and my “beat area” was not the streets of LA but an active combat environment filled with enemy Insurgents who traveled on old dirt roads, lived in ancient styled villages, and used the ominous Hindu Kush Mountains of Wardak Province, Afghanistan as their backdrop.


    Easy day; time to bring a little ole’ LAPD street cop investigation skills to the hood in Afghanistan.


    † † †


    In late May 2010, we sent Lt. H’s informant back to the IED factory so we could get a good GPS fix on the location. The report back from the informant was so typical of similar experiences of investigating gangsters in L.A. it was uncanny. The informant told us that when he and his brother attempted to enter the perimeter of the IED factory grounds they were stopped by some Taliban guards. They were searched, the


    GPS device we issued them was discovered, and they got beat up a little. Thankfully, those guards, like some gangsters I have arrested, were not too bright and gave the GPS unit back to our informant not knowing what it was. The next day they went back to the factory, passed right through the Taliban guards, and completely gathered GPS location data of the entire IED factory facility.


    Due to military mission priorities a CONOP on the factory fell through. But that was not all bad because while our informant was in the factory snooping around, he discovered the identity of the lead IED bomb maker. This information would be very beneficial because we had been working on a Link Chart to help identify all the Taliban players in Northern Wardak.


    We started investigating by researching old Daily Intelligence Summary (INTSUM) reports looking for connections and constantly recurring named or partially named suspects. We soon learned that a reported Insurgent IED Emplacer had been operating in Wardak and he was directly responsible for the deaths of at least three


    U. S. Soldiers in 2009-2010. The pieces of the puzzle started to come together and revealed that the IED factory bomb maker in Southern Wardak and the IED Emplacer in Northern Wardak were one and the same and his name was Niamat.


    The icing on the cake for LEP Tim and me was that Niamat lived right in our back yard in a small town called Kowt-e’ Ashrow located on the Jalrez River Valley and he was very active in our area of operations. He and his crew were emplacing IEDs in the roadways all through the Jalrez River Valley and also launching Indirect Fire (IDF) rocket and mortar attacks on FOB Airborne from Qatar Sang Hill located just a few clicks west of FOB Airborne.


    I had lived through some of those IDF attacks and at this point in June 2010, I didn’t care what jurisdictional or divisional lines needed to be crossed, come hell or high water, I wanted this killer and I wanted him bad.


    As with any gangster that I ever tracked and attempted to arrest in LAPD, if the knucklehead is good, he will never bed down in the same place twice, and he will keep a low profile, particularly if he thinks the heat is on to him.


    Niamat was no different.


    During the early summer of 2010, we received report after report of his IED and IDF activities throughout Wardak. It was reported that he had caches full of BM-1 rockets, Ak-47s, SAKR-20 rockets and 82mm mortar rounds and was using them like crazy against coalition forces during their patrols in Jalrez and along Highway 1.


    Based on the intelligence we were receiving from our ISU informants, we documented everything and filed LEP reports of Niamat’s activities as well as his multiple hideout locations and shared them with the 2nd/503rd S-2 Intelligence Officer, Captain Casey. I didn’t know it at the time but this would prove to be beneficial.


    On June 1, 2010, Captain Casey and the Task Force Ten Intelligence Analyst, Jake, advised us that due to our reporting, Niamat was placed on the Joint Prioritized Effects List or JPEL. The JPEL was a list of enemy Insurgents who were identified as priority kill or capture targets. This was significant because never before had any LEP reporting of Insurgent activity placed any target on the JPEL.


    Every dog gets his day is what I thought.


    In mid-June 2010, we contacted 1st Lt. Will Swafford and Sergeant First Class Seth Taylor, the OIC and NCIOC of the 2nd/503rd, Counter IED Team, the “Helldivers” and asked for assistance in taking down Niamat. Lt. Swafford, “Swaff” and SFC Taylor Seth were highly motivated soldiers and if they had an opportunity to take out an Insurgent IED maker they were the first ones to kit up.


    On June 20, 2010, the Lt. Swafford’s “Helldivers” along with LEP Tim and I executed Operation “Rock Dig”, a mission to capture wanted Insurgent Niamat. The plan called for the platoon to stage at COP Conlin, infil the six clicks on foot through open farm fields, cross the Jalrez River, set up a perimeter and be on target no later than 0500 hrs. The idea being, that if we could surround Niamat’s house prior to the 0600 Call to Prayer then we would have a chance of capturing him in his house.


    Pretty simple, text book, I thought.


    LEP Tim and I had drawn Night Observation Devices (NOD) from the supply sergeant and I think we must have gotten the oldest version of NODs because I couldn’t see anything with them.


    At 0200 hours, we departed COP Conlin and went outside the wire. We crossed a street and everyone dispersed as we started to make our way through open farm fields. I must have fallen two or three times—I mean full face plant—extremely embarrassing, I admit. The NODs we were issued did not work. I could not see shit. LEP Tim was the same way and shortly into the mission we both flipped our NODs up and went old school—naked eyes.


    LEP Tim was a workout maniac and he was always preaching to me, “You got to work out, brother, can’t be out of shape for these young soldiers.” Day after day he went to the gym at FOB Airborne and I reluctantly followed.


    Damn glad I did.


    The farm fields in Afghanistan are hell to walk through, unbelievably exhausting. I have never been to Vietnam but the Afghanistan farm fields are horrendous to walk through as I imagine a rice paddy may be. The farmers use irrigation canals to divert water from the local river, capture it in deep pools, and ultimately disperse it through smaller irrigation channels into the fields. The plants are grown on top of two-foot-high rows which are flooded in the troughs.


    If you make the mistake of attempting to cross an Afghan farming field perpendicular to the rows you are in for a serious work out that no amount of gym work can prepare you for.


    Unfortunately for this 47-year-old LEP, we did just that and more.


    Good military night operations are almost always executed during near moonless nights for obvious reasons. We infilled for several hours through the fields and, suddenly, I could hear the roar of the Jalrez River nearby. We were getting close because the target location qalat was located right on the river, but I knew it was about a mile or so further west which meant we had to find a good place to cross.


    The platoon was walking single file on a rat trail near the river with the appropriate ten feet or more distance between soldiers. LEP Tim was behind me by about the same distance. With no NODs, just my naked eyes, I could barely see the soldier in front of me as I tried to follow him on the rat trail. We walked along and I just caught that the soldier in front of me had made a slight ten-degree turn to the right on the trail.


    I followed on the path until I heard what appeared to be the sound of a very large rock, or boulder, dropping into a pool of water. Sort of like when you are a kid walking along a creek and someone drops a large rock in a pool of water, that “plunk” sound.


    To this day, I feel bad.


    It took me about two more steps to deduce what the “plunking” sound was. But when I did, I turned around and made a beeline back to where I thought LEP Tim should have last been on the rat trail.


    The problem was he wasn’t there.


    LEP Tim had not seen the slight ten-degree right turn and continued to walk directly ahead and fell face first into a ten-foot-deep irrigation pool. His falling into the water was what made the “plunk” sound that I’d heard. Not a big problem, per se, unless you’re wearing an armored vest, have a full 35-pound combat load on your chest, carrying an M-4, and have a helmet on your head.


    LEP Tim was bobbing up and down like a fishing bobber on a country pond.


    I really don’t know how he got out of that pool except that I remember grabbing him and pulling like hell. Thank God, because he very well could have drowned.


    The worst part for LEP Tim was that the muzzle of his M-4 was completely jam-packed with mud. Not really a good situation to be in while on a combat operation.


    After recouping from that incident, which I believe went unnoticed by the rest of the platoon; it was time to cross the Jalrez River. Imagine John Wayne, Elliott Gould, Charles Bronson, Gene Hackman in any war movie and that is how I felt when I crossed that river with my M-4 raised over my head. Just like they taught me at Parris Island thirty years ago, it was awesome.


    Until we had to do it two more times.


    To this day, I’m not sure what went wrong. The plan called for the platoon to cross the Jalrez River one time as we made our way from COP Conlin to Niamat’s compound. How in the hell we ended up crossing the river a total of three times I don’t know, but that’s exactly what we did.


    Thanks, Swaff.


    † † †


    I can’t complain really because it reminded me of a dope caper Brian L. and I were working in Rampart Division where I was perched on a sky scraper in Central Division directly across from the 3rd Street off-ramp of the 110 freeway in the summer of 1996. The information we had indicated that a local dope dealer was dealing rock cocaine to drive-up customers on the off-ramp.


    Pretty ingenious, I have to say, because how could any coppers sneak up on them? It was one way up the off-ramp from the freeway so that was a no go. There were spotters on the corners nearby to alert the dealer of any police cars approaching.


    The plan called for me to act as a spotter from an observation point on top of an office building across the freeway in Central Division. From my eagle’s nest, I could see the suspect approach a stopped car midway up the off-ramp. He would then take the order through the passenger window, walk over to what appeared to be a cache located in the ice plants on the hillside, retrieve the dope, and then conduct a transaction back at the car. I would broadcast all the activity and descriptions of the buyers to my team who would then conduct traffic stops and confirm the narcotics transactions had taken place.


    After about ten transactions, I directed Brian to take down the suspect which he did. While still on top of the office building, I directed Brian to the cache location on the hillside so he could recover the dope. Brian searched and searched. He covered the same ground over and over while I directed him from my observation point across the freeway. Finally, as Brian was standing directly over the top of the cache location, I told him to stop and tell me what he saw.


    “I don’t see anything but cigarette butts, man. That’s all there is here,” was his reply. “Check the butts, man. Check the butts!”


    Sure as shit, the filters had been removed from the cigarette butts and wafers of rock cocaine had been placed inside.


    Brian had to crisscross back and forth until he reached his target destination – the cache.


    † † †


    We finally arrived on the perimeter of Niamat’s Qalat, albeit later than scheduled due to the river crossing ordeal. Dogs were barking and the Morning Prayer Call was long over. The platoon descended on the Qalat and discovered that the prime suspect, Niamat, was long gone and I was left guarding the family pets.
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    LEP Dave, Niamat Qalat guarding the family pet
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    Overview of Target location.
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    LEP Dave “resting” at OP hill above target
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    LEP TIM inside Target qalat


    Kowt-e’ Ashrow, Wardak, Afghanistan, 05/21/2010


    As was the case in the Rampart robbery/murder crew investigation, we recovered a mountain of evidence during our search of the premises which ultimately provided even more data for the targeting of this killer so the mission was not a failure.


    LEP Tim and me, during our entire year-long deployment, would continue our investigation of Niamat. We chased down any and all leads and conducted additional missions to catch him at his bed-down locations in our attempt to capture the Jalrez Killer.


    Unfortunately, we would redeploy back home without accomplishing our goal of bringing him to justice for the killing of the U.S. soldiers. However, shortly after we were back home in June 2011, we received word from LEP Bob that coalition forces had located Niamat and his days of killing soldiers had come to an end.


    Sometimes police investigations take a police officer in a direction he or she never expects. However, in the end, if he or she sticks with it, it will pay off and justice will be served.


    Camp Eggers, Summer Strawberries and Karaoke—


    LEP Tim and I had not been in the country but a few months when we traveled north of Kabul on a cache mission. We also stopped to have a team meal in the local “strawberry fields”. Since this was our second mission, I understood the luncheon to be a team building exercise. LTC “Q” was very familiar with the area as he grew up in the region and assured us that it was safe. I was completely astonished by the hospitality provided by our team mates and the field owners. I felt that our team unity was developing after the Red Bridge caper and partaking in another traditional meal would only build upon that relationship.
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    Strawberry Fields Forever Team Luncheon, Somewhere north of Kabul, June 2010


    On our way back, LEP DC called us and asked if we wouldn’t mind stopping and meeting with him at Camp Eggers in Kabul. We said yes as we had never been to LEP DC’s office or Camp Eggers and we hadn’t seen LEP DC since he voluntold us into the ISU program at Bagram a few months earlier.


    It was a Friday and so we asked LTC “Q” if he would mind dropping us off. As usual, LTC “Q” always obliged. As we drove into Kabul, we hit a very deep pot hole and busted the front axle of the Toyota Forerunner we were driving. There we were, all four of us, ANP LTC “Q,” our interpreter, Sammy, LEP Tim and I, up a creek without a paddle in the outskirts of Kabul. I’m not sure if it made things worse or better but since we had been on mission both LEP Tim and I were in our undercover Afghani outfits. We needed to push on to Camp Eggers as LEP DC was waiting on us, but LTC “Q” was adamant that he needed to stay with the truck, which left LEP Tim, Sammy and me to fend for ourselves.


    What do you do in any city when you need a lift? Flag down a cab, of course, and that is just what we did.


    I don’t know what the Afghan taxi driver thought when the three of us got into his cab but he sure didn’t say much. Sammy was dressed typical Kabul style with jeans and a shirt, and LEP Tim and I with our Man-Jams, Masood hats with our M-4s and


    Go-Bags in tow. Now in most cities, cabbies know where everything is, and with that knowledge they can be very helpful especially to non-residents or tourists like us. For LEP Tim and me, we were counting on it because none of us knew exactly where the entrance gate to Camp Eggers was located. I’m not sure if the cabbie really knew either, or if Sammy was having a hard time communicating where we needed to go, but off we went driving in the direction of Camp Eggers.


    Now if you are in New York, Miami, LA or any other non-combat zone city and, by accident, pull up to the wrong location, it’s not necessarily a lethal mistake.


    However, Kabul Afghanistan in 2010 had seen its fair share of Suicide Bombers and VBIEDs and therefore security personnel at almost every public facility, hotel, restaurant, and most certainly U.S. bases did not like random vehicles accidently pulling up to their front gates.


    But that is just what we did.


    There we were, lost tourists, as we pulled up to the wrong gate of some unknown base in Kabul that Friday night. The immediate problem for us was that none of the guards on duty were tour guides and, by all appearances, not in any mood for strangers.


    There we were, two Americans, trying to look Afghani by wearing oversized Man-Jams with full Kits secreted underneath which most likely looked like suicide vests, sitting in the back seat of the taxi—common VBIED vehicle—with an Afghani driver who probably looked freaked out because his occupants had, in every sense of the word, hijacked him and his cab, and our interpreter, Sammy, who by all appearances was a fighting age male.


    It was only a matter of seconds for the guards to hone all their weapons on our vehicle. All I remember is yelling, “Sammy, back up, back up,” as one guard was leveling his full auto weapon and beginning to take aim at us. Kudos to the cab driver because he backed that cab up, whipped a J-Turn and got us the hell out of there in no time.


    However, that excitement proved too much for him and he pulled up to the gate of the next obvious U.S. military installation and let us out. As luck would have it, he kicked us out right at the main gate of Camp Eggers, the very gate we had been looking for.


    A few minutes later, LEP DC strolled down the T-Wall road, met us at the gate and escorted us through the security maze. Camp Eggers had very serious security as it was the home of the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) Commanding General and about one hundred full-bird colonels. The entire camp, which was located in downtown Kabul, was surrounded by forty-foot-tall T-Walls, so when you were inside it, you really couldn’t see anything on the outside.


    Being the proverbial “Flag Pole” of the Coalition Forces, the grounds were really nice with pine trees, concrete sidewalks that meandered through the work and residential spaces. There were assembly areas and a flag display of all the national flags from each of the Coalition countries participating in the NATO led ISAF. There was a very nice recreation area set in a garden setting, where on Friday nights military personnel assigned to Camp Eggers would gather together and blow off steam from the hectic war work week by singing Karaoke and smoking cigars.


    To me, Eggers just didn’t feel like you were on a military base in the middle of an active war zone.


    After meeting with LEP DC, he directed us to the transient billeting building which, as luck would have it, was next to the Karaoke recreation area. Still in our Afghan clothing, Masood hats, M-4s, and packs, we entered the Karaoke area and you could have heard a pin drop. The music stopped, the singer’s jaw dropped, and the crowd, all at once, turned towards us and just stared as we walked past. I’m not sure who they thought we were, but it was quite funny and LEP Tim and I laughed for hours afterwards.


    Back at FOB Airborne, we would come and go all the time driving our 1993 Toyota Corolla and wearing the same clothing and nobody would so much as say a word to us. But then again, as I recall, after the 2nd/503rd RIP/TOA with the 3/89 Cavalry, when LEP Tim and I first briefed the new FOB Airborne Battlespace Commander, then Lt.


    Colonel Phil Chambers, about who we were, what our capabilities were, and what assistance we could provide him in terms of intelligence and Identifying and Attacking the Insurgent Network, I don’t think he knew who we were either. As a matter of fact, I remember his direct quote, “I don’t believe you are who you say you are, but I don’t care. You obviously work for someone or some agency. You have all the creds and access passes for any base in Afghanistan, so go forth and conquer.”


    The Great ZPU Caper—


    Over the course of our year-long tour in Afghanistan, LEP Tim and I had investigated hundreds of leads involving secreted weapons caches, enemy movements, IED factories, bomb makers, rocket emplacements, kidnappings, VBIEDs, and helped to piece together the insurgent network in Wardak Province.


    Our missions took us through Kabul on a routine basis as we visited with LEP Randy and the Kabul ISU Team at Camp Eggers. We conducted operations in obscure villages across the rugged mountains and valleys in Wardak, traveled the long winding mountainous road from Kabul to Jalalabad and ate fish sandwiches at the Surobi Dam, hit pay dirt and blew caches near the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, and took SOF teams on a wild goose chase seeking reported large caches secreted in the bottom of dry wells in the deserts of Nangahar Province.


    All these missions were great adventures, but one mission that took us into the hills of Parwan Province was very memorable. In early July, 2010, our team received a lead from a very reputable informant that a small group of Taliban insurgents were in possession of a double-barreled Russian Anti-Aircraft Weapon System known as a ZPU. The CI said that the gun was located in the hills northwest of an area known as Qarabagh—a district approximately 50KM north of Kabul and 20KM southeast of Bagram Air Field. Due to close proximity to Bagram, we were extremely interested in hunting down this piece of hardware.


    According to the informant, the ZPU was sitting in the back yard of a Qalat inhabited by approximately ten insurgents. LEP Tim and I decided to action the operation with the full complement of our twenty-man Wardak ISU team, which included all twenty Afghan investigators and LEP Ross (who had just arrived in country and was spending some time with us prior to pushing on to meet up with his Herat ISU Team).


    The plan called for us to travel from Airborne to Qarabagh in our soft-skin Toyota Forerunners and Corollas, meet with the informant, and execute a snatch and grab of the ZPU in the afternoon. According to the informant, executing the mission in the middle of the afternoon was better than at night as the ten insurgents were supposedly not going to be home at that time of day. I suppose they had some shopping to do or a PTA meeting to attend; either way, it sounded good to me. My thinking was that if we could actually stroll into their back yard and grab the ZPU from under their noses, then I was all in.


    After all, it was an anti-aircraft weapon and, if in fact it was operational, it definitely needed to get taken off the battlefield. I figured this operation was just like many similar gun cases I conducted while working LAPD CRASH in South Central L.A. except, instead of 9mm handguns secreted in hidden compartments in G-Rides or in drug houses, this one was a 25 mm anti-aircraft weapons system being held by the Taliban insurgents in an active combat zone in Afghanistan.


    Easy day, and that’s what the plan called for on paper. Of course, as is the case with many police operations, things don’t always go as planned.


    On July 31st, when we arrived in Qarabagh, the informant was late—go figure—and while we were waiting for him to arrive, the local Qarabagh cop got a little too inquisitive of our little band of merry men hanging out in the community park. In order not to get our whole operation blown, Lt. Colonel Qaseem, second in command of the Afghan ISU team, broke his under-cover status, took the local cop to the side and swore him to secrecy regarding our little operation and who we were.


    As with many situations in any police work, American or otherwise, getting a local cop or citizen involved can be immensely helpful for a variety of reasons ranging from the local word on the street to knowing the lie of the land, the latter being the case for us. As it turned out, our new friend, the local cop, knew exactly the best way to approach the secreted Qalat in the foothills northwest of Qarabagh.


    This proved advantageous; otherwise we might have probably run into Taliban lookouts.


    After spending time with our new side kick, and waiting for our informant, the scheduled timeframe for the operation came and went very quickly. Thus, we found ourselves having to execute the mission in the late evening rather than mid-day as previously planned. This SNAFU added a whole new dimension to the op, which we would ultimately discover.


    With the help of our Qarabagh cop, we drove to a hillside perch a few kilometers from the target Qalat. Interestingly, the Qarabagh cop said that this was a far as he would go and advised us that he would stay back and guard the vehicles—thanks for the vote of confidence, I thought to myself.


    Sometimes in the heat of battle, or a highly tactical police situation, a cop just can’t pass up the opportunity to bullshit another copper, and it is usually in times like those that pulling a joke is most memorable.


    As we dismounted our vehicles and started to make our trek to the target Qalat, I couldn’t pass up on pulling a practical joke on LEP Ross—who was still getting used to working under-cover in a combat zone, which is not a job you’ll readily find posted on an employment website.


    It was dark and the whole group of us fanned out as we began our walk to the objective located in a draw a few kilometers away. I looked over at LEP Ross and just couldn’t help but inject a little cop humor into the otherwise tense situation. “Hey,


    Ross, there is Taliban all around us, so be on the lookout,” I said quietly in a serious tactical tone with as much of a straight face as I could muster. Well, it was like he had seen a ghost. The expression on his face made it hard for me to contain myself. Of course the Taliban weren’t all around us, but hell, he didn’t know that, and for that matter, neither did I.


    Funny as heck and I never heard the last of that little joke as we laughed for hours afterwards!


    Anyways, LEP Tim and I decided that a small four-man element should go up to the Taliban Qalat and scope things out while the rest of us staged behind. About thirty minutes later, the same team came running down the dirt path with the ZPU in tow!


    It was absolutely incredible that they were able to pull that off right under the noses of those insurgents. I guess they were out shopping or maybe the local AA meeting they were attending went a little late, I thought to myself with a smile.


    So far, this mission was a little crazier than most but that didn’t mean it was over, not by a long shot. In fact, it was about to go from crazy to stupid real quick.


    Typical of cops, no matter where in the world they may be located, they always have to play with the cool guns and gadgets and my team wasn’t any different. After the four-man team dropped the ZPU, a couple of other officers asked if they could set the ZPU up, just to make sure it worked.


    Stupidly, I said yes.


    Within a few minutes, the Afghan cops had retracted the three legs that supported the rotating seat and began spinning around all the while raising and lowering the twin barrels of the 25 mm cannon. In our exuberance of the moment we neglected to maintain our situational awareness and, as the guys were taking turns spinning it around and generally having a good time, we failed to notice a pair of red and green lights that were quickly approaching our location.
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    ISU Team assembling captured ZPU
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    ISU Team assembling captured ZPU


    I grabbed my binoculars, mortified when I deduced that the pair of red and green lights seemed to be originating from the area of Bagram Air Field and, more importantly, they were approaching our location from an elevation of approximately thirty degrees—certainly not the port and starboard lights of a couple of pleasure craft out on some lake in Parwan Province.


    I like to add a little humor when I tell this story which helps to cover up the sheer terror associated with this potentially deadly situation by asking the question: How long does it take to load a Russian ZPU Anti-Aircraft gun system into the back of a 1993 Toyota Forerunner?


    My standard answer is, “That all depends on whether or not a pair of U.S. Army Apache Attack Helicopters are bearing down on you and your fellow idiot cops, all of whom are dressed in native Afghani clothes, happen to be located near known Taliban controlled territory, and who are foolishly messing around with a fully-functional weapons system within spitting distance of an active military base in an active combat zone. Oh, and by the way, none of the good guys flying those lethal helicopter gunships have any clue that you are just a couple of good ole cops from LAPD and Chicago PD, working under-cover in Afghanistan—mainly because they simply have never heard of such insanity.”


    You may be thinking that a simple solution to this eminent problem would have been to use your trusty military radio to communicate with the Bagram Tactical Operations Center (TOC) and tell them who we were and what we were doing in their Area of Operations.


    That would have worked had we had a green radio.


    As LEP DC said when he read us into the program, “Guys, this is an unsupported program. Here is a cell phone, 9mm and M-4. Have fun.”


    Consequently, we didn’t have a military radio.


    Unsupported, you better believe it, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. To me, having the opportunity to work undercover in an active combat zone while searching for bombs and bad guys was a dream job come true.


    All I remember was yelling to the guys to load the ZPU into the Forerunner and to get the hell out of Dodge as I watched the gunships bear down on us. In a matter of mere minutes, that ZPU was in the back of the SUV and we were hauling ass out of the area hoping the Apaches wouldn’t give chase.
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    Loading the ZPU into the Forerunner, Qarabagh, AFG , July 2010
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    Author LEP Dave, Forerunner rear guard with ZPU


    As we drove out of the hills north of Qarabagh, it appeared we had made it out of an extremely insane situation which included ripping off a serious weapon system from the residence of the local Taliban crew and narrowly escaping getting torn up by 30 mm cannons hanging off the nose of two U.S. Army Apache helicopters.


    That sort of thing can make you hungry.


    From my own experience, I would always get really hungry after a car chase, shooting, foot pursuit, or combination thereof, and when Lt Colonel Kasim pulled our little convoy over at a family restaurant located on Highway 76 south of Qarabagh it appeared that our Afghan partner officers were just the same.


    We parked our vehicles; including the Forerunner with the ZPU stuffed in the back, right in front of the restaurant and trotted in like it was Denny’s all-night diner. There we sat, the whole ISU team sharing a gigantic spread of rice, fruit, chicken, and freshly-baked Naan bread. It seems that cops the world over love good food, fellowship, and a few laughs after a good caper and that meal at that roadside diner in Qarabagh, Afghanistan was a testament to that.
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    Left to right: LEPs Tim, LEP Dave, LEP Ross ZPU Dinner July 2010


    A few days later we got a call from General Andurabi, the ISU Afghan Commander, who was very excited when he heard that our team had captured the ZPU and he wanted us to drive it to the Ministry of the Interior Crisis Response Unit compound in downtown Kabul.


    His wish was our command.


    The only problem was that the Afghan Security Forces had established check points at every street leading into and out of Kabul and this was called the Kabul Ring of Steel. Supposedly, no one, specifically Taliban insurgents and would-be terrorists, could penetrate this Ring of Steel at this time in 2010.


    Except for a couple cops from Los Angeles and Chicago.


    As we approached the outskirts of Kabul, once again our appetites got the best of us and we could not resist the opportunity to stop by a roadside food vendor and partake in one of our favorite fast food treats—a good helping of French fries wrapped in the local edition of the Taliban Times. LEP Tim and I had fallen in love with this little snack and made it a habit to buy some on our many travels to and through the capital city.


    After stopping for our French fries, we continued our drive to Kabul. The Ring of Steel was in full swing as several Afghan police officers were standing post at the highway checkpoint. There LEP Tim and I were, seated in our regular spots in the rear seat of the Forerunner (dressed to kill in our Afghan man-jams and Pakool or Massoud hats), and eating our delicious French fries. Leaning on the backrest of our seat was the twin barrel of the ZPU. In a lame attempt to conceal the barrel sticking out between our heads, we had wrapped it in several Kufiyahs (scarfs), thinking that no one would recognize the anti-aircraft weapon system located in the rear cargo area.


    Once again, I like to tell the rest of the story through humor from the point of view of the two Afghan police officers on duty that day as we approached their checkpoint at the Ring of Steel.


    “Hey, Bob, is that two Americans eating French fries in the back of the Toyota Forerunner with a Russian ZPU sticking out between their heads?” asks one of the policemen.


    In a dismissive manner the other cop replies, “Come on, Joe, seriously, you got to take it easy and lay off the sauce the night before duty. You’re losing it, buddy.”


    And there we went, right through the Ring of Steel eating French fries and laughing our asses off.
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    LEP Dave and LEP Tim, piercing the Ring of Steel with ZPU and French fries, Kabul 2010
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    Left to right: LEP Tim, LEP Dave, ISU General Andurabi, ISU Colonel R, LEP Ross, ISU Colonel Q CRU Compound, Kabul, AFG, August 2010


    As promised, we delivered the ZPU to General Andurabi. One thing I loved about being on the ISU teams was the freedom to experience Afghanistan with all its incredible history, geography, interesting places and, beyond a doubt, the various places we ate at. General Andurabi was so happy with the capture of the ZPU that, in pure Afghan style, we were invited to go out to eat again and celebrate. This time though, it was “General Style.”
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    Strawberry Fields lunch
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    Strawberry Fields lunch with General Andurabi, LEP Dave and LEP Ross


    I recognize that my time spent in Afghanistan was, perhaps, more unusual than most. My fellow ISU LEPs and I visited parts of the country other Americans never saw except maybe overhead in a plane. I walked amongst crowds of Afghans, ate traditional foods, drove unencumbered from Wardak to Jalalabad, scaled parts of the Hindu Kush mountains, skirted through Taliban checkpoints, and worked with Afghan police officers who, in the end, I discovered were very much like myself. They just wanted to put bad guys in jail, go home safe, and eat good food with fellow officers and friends. That opportunity, to go on a grand adventure of a lifetime, I will never forget and would not have traded it for the world.

  


  
    Chapter 22


    Khuna Khomar


    Mission: Cache – Khuna Khomar


    Coordinates: Latitude: 34.524616°, Longitude: 68.820692°


    Location: 18 miles west of Kabul near the mountain village of Zolfeqarkhey, Wardak Province, Afghanistan


    It was a mission long in the making; eight months to be exact. Lt Hassan had first told Tim and me about the Khuna Khomar cache early in June of 2010. It was one of those supposed really big caches that I was very excited about, and at the same time it seemed a little too good to be true. But Hassan was good, his informants were reliable and, for the most part, every cache, VBIED or high valued target that he had informed us of turned out to be actionable.


    So, for eight long months the words Khuna Khomar sat scribbled on my dingy white board hanging on the wall of our converted Russian cinder block building at FOB Airborne. Then one cold day in February 2011, we got the call from Captain Jason Gilchrist, Assassin 6, Alpha Company, 4th Infantry Brigade Combat Team,


    10th Mountain Division who informed us that the mission was a go and to get our asses out to Combat Out Post (COP) Conlin in the Jalrez Valley of Wardak Province.


    Foul weather, unforgivable terrain, the high tempo of the previous summer’s fierce fighting season, and the fact that the objective was deep within enemy controlled territory all contributed to the mission being postponed. However, those reasons paled in comparison to the fact that the insurgent weapons cache we were seeking was located at an altitude of 9500 feet in the monstrous and incredibly unforgiving Hindu Kush mountain range of Afghanistan.


    In Persian, Kush means “death” or “to kill” and Hindu refers to the Indian plainsmen of Central Asia who were killed by the unforgiving nature of these timeless mountains. Another citing indicates that the words “Hindu Kush” referred to the harsh weather conditions that killed many unknowing and unprepared people over the centuries as told by the 14th century Moroccan explorer Batutta.


    By either account, the name of this mountain range evokes a warning of the treacherous conditions that lie amongst its rocky cliffs, narrow valleys, steep passes, and snowcapped peaks. In military history, the mountain range holds secrets dating back to Darius the Great and Alexander the Great, both of whom operated their armies in and amongst these mountains. In more recent times, during the Great Game of the 19th century, The British and Russian Empires used the mountains as a backdrop for deadly espionage, intelligence and covert operations.


    Needless to say, the Hindu Kush mountain range demands respect.


    I was first introduced to the immensity of the Hindu Kush when I landed at Bagram Air Field. As I viewed the expanse of the mountains in the near distance that very first day “in-country,” I had no idea that many months later LEP Tim and I would be leading a company of U.S. Army soldiers from the 10th Mountain Division in a high-priced game of hide and seek in search of a dangerous Taliban weapons cache secreted in one of its many canyons.


    The Concept of Operations (CONOP) for the Khuna Komar Cache mission provided two insertion options: air or ground. The air option required CH-47 Chinook helicopters to unload the company-size element at a tiny landing zone (LZ) atop a peak above the objective at an elevation of 10,000 feet. The Company would then split into two separate groups and slowly descend 500 feet to the objective located in the narrow mountain valley below. This option allowed us to circumvent the majority of the populace and hopefully operate undetected.


    However, the thought of facing the possible wrath of rapidly changing weather patterns, walking and climbing in unknown snow depths over uncharted mountainous terrain, and remaining overnight in the wild Hindu Kush was a sobering thought.


    The ground option, the least preferred, called for the team to travel over ground by MRAP convoy and then hump it uphill the remaining several miles towards the objective. This option was determined to be far riskier than the air option due to several key factors: There would be no element of surprise as numerous snitches along the way would provide an early warning system for the Taliban. Also there was the threat of IEDs in the narrow roads and the possibility of snipers perched in the outcroppings of the narrow box canyon.
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    Khuna Komar Canyon Wardak, AFG


    The mere fact that we had to ascend more than 2000 feet on foot through a box canyon with no avenue of escape made this option fairly unattractive to me. I had watched more than my share of westerns as a boy growing up and I remembered the good guys always had a tough go of it when they ventured into a box canyon after a band of outlaws who were undoubtedly located in the cliffs above.


    In military terms: “He who holds the high ground has the advantage.” In urban police tactics terms, we were walking through a very narrow alley with no good cover, and possibly into a fatal funnel controlled by a bunch of gangsters. Not something I was ever comfortable doing no matter how gung ho I was as a young police officer in L.A.


    † † †


    It was just after midnight and my partner, Officer Andy, and I were working our regular car, 12Z24, and patrolling in the area of Hoover Street and 78th Street in South Central LA in the early 1990s. We were assigned to the CRASH unit at the 77th Street Division of the Los Angeles Police Department. I was driving and Andy was keeping books as the passenger officer. We would switch off every other night. One night I would drive and if we had any arrests I would handle the body and the booking and Andy would write the reports.


    South Central Los Angeles in the 1990s was rockin’ and rollin’—almost anything could happen at any time and therefore you always had to have your head on a swivel. In this area of South Hoover Street and Vermont Ave the city blocks consisted of condensed housing and apartment buildings with an alley splitting the block in half, long ways.


    As I drove towards the end of the block, I slowed down as I observed a car parked in the alley near the opening of a large parking lot. Standing next to the driver’s side window and leaning into the car was a dark figure. I slowly drove into the parking lot and purposely lined my police car straight on with the suspect car. As I drew nearer, the dark figure emerged from the open driver’s side window and opened fire on us with an automatic rifle.


    The rounds were whizzing by all around us, and in those micro-seconds I recalled my ambush training, specifically the fatal funnel training. The theory of the fatal funnel and ambushes was that the kill zone was shaped like a cone or funnel with the ambusher positioned at the point of the funnel and the kill zone being within the left and right limits of the cone. The big take-away of this theory was to try like hell to never find yourself in the fatal funnel to begin with. However, if you were not that lucky, then get your ass out of there as fast as possible. The caveat being—you can’t leave the funnel laterally or crossways because you open up your flank to whatever amount of lead is coming down range at you as the funnel can be fairly wide. So, in effect, there were only two options. The first being to back the hell out of the field of fire—the funnel—as fast as you can in order to put as much distance as possible between yourself and the suspect.


    Well, for Andy and me, there was no backing out and I knew better than try to turn and get out of it laterally. That left option number two—attack, attack, attack—the only viable options. In those one or two seconds of reaction time that is exactly what I decided to do. I used that 2,000-pound police car as my lethal weapon against that automatic gun fire. I floored it and aimed right at the suspect and chased him down as he went into full retreat, all the while still shooting at us. I would have pinned him against a concrete wall except he jumped up at the final moment and scaled over the top of the wall—scared shitless.


    No worries, we later caught him and the rifle a few blocks away holing up in some other gangster’s crib.


    † † †


    The call was made and the air option was a go. LEP Tim, Lt. Hassan, Interpreter Sammy and I drove from FOB Airborne to COP Colin and met up with Assassin Six, Captain Gilchrist. After the customary pre-mission brief and catching some shut eye on the comfortable gravel parking lot, we loaded into the Chinooks at oh-dark-thirty. It was cold as mid-February can be, snowing and very windy. The pilot, a female warrant officer of the lead Chinook that I was in, led the four-helicopter formation on a circuitous route to the designated mountain top LZ. I remember looking through the cockpit windshield and seeing the sheer magnitude of the mountains passing in front of us framed in the eerie green glow of my night vision goggles. As we neared the LZ, the wind picked up substantially, the snow blowing sideways, shaking the Chinook side to side. I could hear through my headphones that both pilots were concerned about the wind, and perhaps the best they could do was to hover five or so feet above the LZ and everyone would then jump off the rear ramp in the snow drifts below.


    Wow, now this was going to be exciting, I thought.


    The co-pilot, who was senior, expressed some concern to the pilot as to whether she could actually hover and hold it over the tiny ten by ten-foot square LZ with the current windy conditions. The pilot confidently acknowledged that she could.


    I was becoming concerned.


    As we inched towards the LZ, a heavy gust of wind pushed the aircraft and we had to abandon the attempt. While we circled around for another go at it, it became apparent to everyone that jumping into unknown snow depths with full battle rattle and a fifty-pound three-day pack just might not be the best idea.


    The pilot cancelled the mission due to weather.


    I thought the winds of the Hindu Kush were giving us a warning.


    We returned to the COP and a day later we executed the ground option. Our Afghan police officer and his informant led the company through a dry river bed as we ascended 2000 feet to the objective. Using my GPS, I was trying to zero in on the location of the cache with absolutely no luck.


    Tired and frustrated, I looked around for Lt. Hassan and the informant as I was in the frame of mind to let them know I was not too happy with not immediately locating the cache.


    Note to self: You are currently located in Afghanistan in the historic and relentless Hindu Kush Mountains where time has stood still for centuries, you idiot.
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    LEP Tim
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    LEP Dave


    I found him and our informant standing on a large five-foot high by six-foot wide rock fence in the middle of the box canyon. This seemed odd to me. Impatiently, I asked where the devil the cache was. After a few moments of silence and just before I repeated my question, the informant smirked, looked down at his feet, and moved a piece of shale with his foot. There, just below the surface of one-inch thick stones, I saw the green case of an 82 mm mortar round. I looked back at the informant and he gave me one of those, ‘I told you so’ looks.
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    Khuna Khomar cache February 2010 Wardak, AFG


    We quickly removed the rest of the surrounding stone and uncovered the largest cache of military grade munitions that we had recovered since beginning our tour in Afghanistan. For reporting purposes to our bosses, we took photos and inventoried all the contents of the cache.


    We also sent a report to the local Taliban in the area. It took the form of an enormous boom as the EOD team blew the cache up in place.


    Before we descended back to our MRAPs, I took a moment to take in the beauty of the canyon and the surrounding peaks. Absolutely breathtaking. I had been in my share of mountains before but the untouched beauty of this portion of the Hindu Kush was utterly amazing.


    We made our way back to the COP without incident and I think we won a minor battle against the Taliban that day. I chalked one up for the good guys. I know Tim made a good impression with the local school children and their parents as I remember seeing him laughing and joking with a group that had gathered to see the Americans.


    I learned an invaluable lesson about life that day as well. The age old saying of “good things come to those who wait” was fully played out in real time as we watched those munitions blow up. LEP Tim and I waited eight long months to execute the mysterious Khuno Khumar cache mission but it was well worth it knowing that those mortars, PKM rounds and BM1 rockets could never be used to harm any soldier in Afghanistan. Upon reflection of the events of this mission, I couldn’t help but think what the outcome might have been had we not heeded the warning of the wailing winds of the Hindu Kush that night as we attempted the air option.
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    Left to right: LEP Tim (Blackhawk 10), Captain Gilchrist (Assassin 6) and me (Viperonesix), Khuna Khomar, Wardak, AFG 02/2010

  


  
    Chapter 23


    Battle Buddies


    I had been on the job with LAPD for less than a year and working Morning Watch, the 11:00 PM to 6:00 AM shift, in Rampart Division in 1990. Most of the P-3 (Field Training Officers) officers on this shift were veterans with either over twenty years on the job or close to it, which meant they had started their careers in the 1970s—no doubt a very different time in our country and our society.


    For whatever reason, even though I was a “Boot”—probationary officer—they accepted me and took me under their wing in more ways than one. Perhaps it was because I was older than most new police officers, having already served eight years in the Marines.


    My first year on the job was unlike most newbies in that I knew more about these veterans than I probably should have. They had taken me under their wing and I was very quickly introduced, in every sense, to the culture of being a LAPD street copper—a Centurion.


    These guys were old school in every sense of the word. They played just as hard as they worked. Blowing off steam at the famous Short Stop Bar on Sunset Blvd was a daily tradition. Women—LAPD Groupies—would flock to the bar and boys would be boys and girls would be girls.


    Seemingly, these veterans could handle whatever pressures these extra-curricular activities brought, However, other impressionable officers sometimes thought this was acceptable behavior and subsequently followed in those footsteps.


    Such was the case of an AM Watch fellow officer—I’ll refer to him a Jim—whose locker was right next to mine. Almost every night as I would arrive at the station and go into to the locker room, there was Jim changing into his uniform, shining his Sam Browne boots and polishing his badge. Good young cop, I thought to myself. He wasn’t a rookie—actually, even though he was younger than me, he’d had a few years more on the job.


    From time to time, Jim and I talked while we both got ready for our shift—just casual chit-chat. However, over time, I learned that he was married and had a family. Our conversations were not in-depth, but I had a sense, in the beginning, that everything was going well in his life. He enjoyed his job and his family life was in good order.


    Over the course of the next several months, I noticed that Jim didn’t seem to be himself – at least from the little I knew about him. My sense was that something had developed and his personal life was in turmoil.


    I asked around to the veteran coppers on the shift and nobody really had an answer. One time, I remember while I was on a radio call at a night club on Sunset Boulevard,


    Jim and his partner showed up too. I don’t recall why they were there because the incident didn’t really call for more than one police unit. But then again, it was a very popular Latino night club and there were many beautiful women in tight little outfits in attendance. I remember looking at Jim and noticing that he was overly engaged with some females—the conversation seemed to be more than just taking a witness statement from these girls. Hey, no big deal, beautiful girls, casual conversation, there’s nothing serious going on, I thought to myself. I should have trusted my instincts.


    A few months later, Jim committed suicide. I won’t go into detail, but the pressure of outside interests simply overwhelmed him.


    To this day, it bothers me, and I should have taken the time to talk to Jim, to take him aside and be a friend, a co-worker and a fellow police officer. Who knows, it may have helped, and maybe it wouldn’t, but at least I would have tried. But I didn’t. I rationalized that it wasn’t my place to interfere in his personal life, especially since we weren’t that close except for casual locker room talk before shifts. And besides, I reasoned, it wasn’t the “manly” thing to do. Boy, was I wrong.


    Lesson learned—always, always be a good Battle Buddy.


    Look out for the clues being left by people around you and who may be in need. If there isn’t a problem, no loss, maybe you just made a new good friend.


    † † †


    I had flown over to FOB Shank for a two-day meeting with LEP Derek, a former DC Metro police officer, who was running the ISU team there. After finishing up my business, I made my way to the air terminal and, while waiting for my helicopter flight back to FOB Airborne, I noticed a soldier walk in. I had seen this guy around Shank during my visit and, in fact, we had been bunked in the same transient housing B-Hut. He was about six feet tall, clean shaven, dark hair, and wearing the new multi-cam uniform and matching Kit. That caught my attention because at the time only select units were wearing the multi-cam BDUs. It was very obvious to me that this guy was pretty serious as he was outfitted from head to toe with all the right equipment and devices. However, the most noticeable attribute was that he was very quiet.


    Probably a Ranger or other SOF guy, I thought.


    The Blackhawk fired up and I jumped on board only to see the same soldier sitting on the other side of the aircraft. Kinda strange, just me and him on this flight, I thought, as we took off from the corrugated metal LZ of FOB Shank, circling back westbound over the nearby villages surrounding this massive Super-FOB. During the flight, I could not help but take notice of my fellow passenger as we transited from Shank to Airborne—maybe it was because he was the only other passenger, I don’t know—but something about him caught my attention. He just sat quietly and stared blankly out the window at the valleys, mountains and small villages dotting the landscape of Logar and Wardak Provinces below.
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    LEP Craig, January 2011 over Logar Province


    The helicopter landed at Airborne without incident and I gathered my things and began the walk back to my CHU (Containerized Housing Unit), when I noticed the soldier just standing near the makeshift plywood LZ terminal building looking as if he didn’t know where to go. I walked over to him and that was when I noticed he had the “LEP” tab on his uniform. All this time, I’d thought this guy was a soldier, Ranger, or SOF dude and then come to find out he was a fellow LEP.
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    LEP Craig arriving FOB Airborne 2011
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    LEP Craig at my CHU, FOB Airborne 2011


    I introduced myself, struck up a conversation, and discovered that he was transiting through Airborne on his way to Nerkh (Indian Country) on orders from JT. Transient billeting in Airborne was sparse and I wasn’t about to submit him to that, so I offered him LEP Tim’s bunk, as he was back home on vacation. I knew LEP Tim wouldn’t mind.


    Over the next several days, LEP Craig and I discovered that we were both living in the Virginia Beach area, with Craig having spent his law enforcement career at Suffolk PD. With this commonality, a foundation of a friendship was built. As our newly minted friendship grew, so did the trust. Eventually, I learned that LEP Craig’s marriage was on the brink. The primary culprit was the fact that he had spent too many years working overseas in Iraq and Afghanistan.


    LEP Craig was torn up inside and it had evidently come to a head recently. That blank expressionless face staring out the window of the Blackhawk that day when we flew from FOB Shank to Airborne was a man who needed to talk and, more importantly, he needed someone to listen.


    Time to be a good Battle Buddy.


    I called LEP JT, explained that I thought LEP Craig could use a little time at Airborne and in exchange for that time he could shadow me on my ISU tasks. LEP JT has many skills and one of them is intuition and he consequently approved my request for a “delay en-route,” per se, for LEP Craig. We made good use of the time. LEP Craig relaxed from his previous high-tempo assignments and, most importantly, we talked about life. I shared my like experiences in the failed marriage realm, my life lessons learned, and I counseled him on what I would do if I was in his shoes.


    That and about a buck-fifty might get you a cup of Joe at the coffee shop at Airborne.
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    Author, LEP Dave, and LEP Craig ISU Wardak Team January 2011


    In the end, duty called and, at the beckoning of LEP JT, it was time for LEP Craig to push forward with his assignment as a company level LEP in Nerkh. As it turned out, that was just what the doctor ordered, and I now turn the page over to LEP Craig to tell his story.


    † † †


    LEP Craig—


    It was early October 2010, and I was working with Company-D, 3-187, 101st Rakkasans at FOB Terrahzi, but I was enjoying some time at a remote OP called Chergatol, located approximately 7000 meters from the PAK border. I received an email stating to pack my gear and get ready for an AMR (Air Mission Request) to FOB Shank in Logar Province where I would be joining an outfit in the 10th Mountain Division.


    I found my way to Shank and, as with most things, it turned out to be a lot of hurry up and wait. Now, under normal circumstances, that would have been fine with me, but I was trying to stay busy because of some personal issues going on back home—the kind of issues that arise when you are not present in the household.


    After a week of climbing the walls, and one very close 107 mm rocket attack, my AMR to FOB Airborne was tentatively approved. I ended up sitting in the passenger terminal for three cold days with almost no gear because it had been shipped ahead to Airborne. I was given temporary lodging in a dark and cold transient B-hut close to the flight line. While there, I noticed a bearded guy relaxing in a sleeping bag and reading a book. He looked warm and content though we never talked to each other.


    On the third day, my flight was finally called and it was a Super 60 Blackhawk with a direct flight to Airborne. I noticed the quiet guy across from me got up and also prepared for departure. We ended up being the only two passengers on the flight. Though it was loud, we talked a little bit and I was shocked to find out he was a LEP. He didn’t look the part because he was working in the ISU—the Investigative Surveillance Unit.


    We found out that we had a lot in common, and actually lived about fifteen miles from each other back in Virginia. During our brief conversations, I think LEP Dave picked up on my heavy thoughts of home as I found him very easy to talk too. He was knowledgeable in more things than law enforcement and the ways of the warrior—he was experienced in life.


    During those next few days he got me back on track, back into the fight, and we forged a friendship that will last a lifetime. He knew my next stop was a place called FOB Nerkh, which was deep in Taliban controlled territory. LEP Dave knew I wasn’t excited about going to Nerkh so he kept inventing reasons why I should stay at Airborne.


    His partner Tim was on leave so LEP Dave called LEP JT back at Bagram and requested that I stay on a little longer. In no way could I replace LEP Tim, who was a former Marine and cut his teeth in LE while working for Chicago PD, but it gave me an opportunity to learn the ISU job. I ended up meeting the other LEPs at Airborne and they were great. LEP Greg was from San Diego, LEP Bob from Atlanta, LEP Mike from NYPD, and they all took me right in.


    I ended up staying so long that I was approved by an ISAF SOF Commander to work in the ISU program. I was really enjoying it, but I knew I had to move on. Besides, LEP JT’s emails were beginning to question my status, and if there was anyone in the country of Afghanistan that I did not want to disappoint it was LEP


    JT. He is the kind of guy that politely demands your respect with his squared off jaw. He is a cop’s cop and his main mission in life was taking care of the LEPs. Whenever I had the opportunity to be around LEP JT, I could tell that he was in some discomfort from his battle-born injuries, though that didn’t seem to stop him as he could run circles around me in PT even with all the metal plates and screws holding him together. He was like an erector set – a machine.


    The moral of that story was, when LEP JT starts hinting that it’s time to pick up my pack and push on to FOB Nerkh, I knew it was time to go.


    After leaving LEP Dave and cutting the emotional and supportive umbilical cord at FOB Airborne, I was on an AMR flight into the Nerkh Valley to settle in with the men of the U.S. Army 3/89, 4th BCT, 10th MTN Division (3rd Cavalry/89th Cavalry Regiment, 4th Brigade Combat Team – 10th Mountain Division) at FOB Nerkh in Wardak. Upon my arrival, I was a little surprised with the austere conditions and the state of their equipment. This is saying a lot because, by this point, I had been deployed for three consecutive years in two different countries, Iraq and now Afghanistan, and I had seen a lot of different conditions. But it didn’t take long to realize that my time with 10th Mountain was going to be different from anything else I had experienced.
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    Combat Outpost Nerkh, 2011


    From the second I walked into the TOC the unit gave me a warm welcome and offered me the best accommodations they had, which were reserved for the occasional visit from a Sergeant Major or a Major. Everybody I met was great, the 1st SGT, XO & CO. This was to be the last deployment for the 1st Sergeant, ending his twenty-two-year Army career. It was glowingly apparent that he had the respect of everyone up and down the chain of command. The XO was an attorney and a MMA Fighter who was waiting to go to Ranger school – just a fantastic guy. The CO was just starting a family. He was very smart, a hard charger and never missed a mission.
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    LEP Craig and 1st Sgt Furbish, COP Nerkh, Wardak, AFG 2011


    The 1st Sergeant laid out their mission for me and gave me the details of the previous Battle Space Owners from the 173rd —who unfortunately had a high casualty rate in the Nerkh Valley. The 1st Sergeant went over the terrain of the valley with me and explained the politics in the valley concerning the HIG and Taliban. He looked at me with seriousness and said, “My goal is to be eighteen clicks into this valley by the end of this deployment without losing one solider,” and he slapped his hand on the map simulating it being the end of the valley wall. There was one road down the middle of the valley. I was advised that we would never be on it so get ready for a lot of walking. Air assets were slim and were not for troop transport because we were already at the fight. I explained to the command staff what I could provide for them and what exactly my abilities were related to investigation, the S2 Shop, the Jeff Lab, BDA, Biometrics and how my experience could be used. I gave them a brief on my recent in country experience with 101st FTF, Rangers, an ODA, ISU with the Afghan Special Police and my twenty years back home in LE as a Narcotics Investigator, SWAT member and firearms instructor at Blackwater. It didn’t take them long to notice that at forty-two years old I was not going to be the first person back into the wire, but I was never going to be the last either, and I was never a hindrance on a long hump deep into the valley.
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    On Patrol, Nerkh Valley, Wardak, AFG February 2011


    After a few missions, and about a week into my stay at Nerkh, I requested to give up the privacy of my quarters to join the NCOs. They were primarily the platoon leaders and they had one open rack in the room. It turned out to be good move and, although unsaid, was also respected by the soldiers.


    I spent the first thirty days figuring out the atmospherics, going to Key Leader Engagements and getting my walking legs under me. The plan was to gain control of the valley and put the Afghan Police in a position of authority, but we had to figure out the HIG and the Taliban. There was a plan in place for Rangers to push the HIG east and out of the end of the valley, and our job would be to push the Taliban west. With every TIC (troops in control) and patrol we gained a little ground. After a few months we finally made it to a point in the valley that was a dog leg left right at the twelve-kilometer mark. The next phase of the plan was happening right at a perfect time. It was early spring and the real fighting season was getting ready to kick off. The CO had a bag of money which he offered to a farmer living at this strategic location in the valley. After a short negotiation the bag was empty and the Afghan family was moving to Kabul.


    The initial team stayed in the field for sixteen days. We set up the new operating post with help from the local economy, battalion and brigade assets. It was about 100 meters by 100 meters. We had some tents, half a conex for a TOC, and four trucks with crew serves on each corner as fighting points. We would get refit with water and MREs dropped in body bags from Blackhawks, blivets of fuel would come in on a sling load (it was cold), the bathroom was a slit trench, and I would not have missed it for the world. I even took my turn on the rotation of providing force protection. It was a very structured time; we were told when to eat, sleep, and what layers of clothing to wear at what times. Nobody called out sick like back home and it all worked like a well-oiled machine. As we approached the 3rd week we were conducting normal missions with a rotation of mission, force pro and QRF.


    One day while on a patrol our guys got into a TIC. It was very close to out OP, so I put my Kit on and went out with the QRF. Raining and very slippery, we were traversing this farmed area of terraces as we closed on the contact. The 1st Sergeant took a spill and I laughed, but karma got me when I took a very hard fall and plugged my M4. The 1st Sergeant looked at me while rounds were cracking over our heads and told me I’d lost a lot of cool guy points with that fall. Hell of a time to be making jokes!


    The next piece of progress for us was to make a nearby cell phone site an over watch position. It was close to the OP and sat about 300 feet over the valley floor. A perfect spot for us to be able to keep an eye on the fighting that had been heating up between the HIG and the Taliban as we closed the noose on their territory. The cell site was not an easy location to access. It was a very steep walk and we would take seven-day rotations up there so we had to carry everything we needed, which meant our rucks weighed about eighty pounds plus a combat load.


    Down below, the OP was turning into a busy little camp; it sat close to a local bazaar and from its position we could keep a good eye on everything in the valley through glass. This advantage point proved to be very effective. The week I was up there we had two major incidents. The first one being five Taliban standing around a 107mm rocket, attempting to ignite it and send as an Indirect Fire (IDF) on our location. One of the soldiers saw the plume of black smoke from about 2800 meters away. One of the NCOs confirmed that it was aimed right at us. They immediately broke out a Javelin GPS-guided rocket, which has a very effective range of 3000 meters.


    Bingo, it landed right on the “X”—and before the Taliban could even figure out the 107mm rocket issue.


    A Battle Damage Assessment (BDA) confirmed one crushed rocket, three E-KIA and drag marks of two more bodies. After that failed attack on our location, we observed two fighters setting up a 7x108mm Dishka Heavy Machine Gun—which is similar to our M2 50. CAL. This gun was only about 400 meters from our location. We called in for artillery support from FOB Airborne, approximately 12 kilometers away, and they attempted to walk the rounds onto the target with our reports of impact.


    The first round was about 100 meters short of the target and the second was 100 meters long. It was determined that we were too close to the target to continue with this experiment.


    Our JTAC found out that there was an ISR platform on station, a drone with a 500-pound ordnance on it. We were considered danger close but had few options. The JTAC advised us that the airspace was clear and the ordnance was sent away. We all took some hasty cover. It was a good hit, the ground shook, and the threat was eliminated.


    We could see one confirmed E-KIA and a second was not going to last long with only one leg. He eventually crawled a short distance away before he stopped moving. Our efforts were proving to be a threat to the insurgency operation in the valley.


    The following day we had received intelligence from NDS that, as we made our descent from the antenna site we were going to get attacked with heavy machine guns from across the valley. That seemed plausible as the slope was steep and offered no cover or concealment. In order to counter this, the Shadow Team Snipers, a Brigade asset, were called in to set up in a counter position.


    Plan translated: Our element was going to draw enemy fire so as to expose their positions to our snipers! Considering this, we decided to travel a little bit lighter so we could move a lot quicker when necessary.


    Very good idea, I thought.


    About half way down the slope, everything was going well until I noticed the dirt next to me jump. Then to my other side I saw the same thing. It was not registering to me that this was incoming fire because I had not heard the shots as they were too far away. When the third round went directly over our heads we knew that familiar sound of rounds whizzing by and all seven of us started running downhill.


    This is usually not a good idea, but we did not have a choice.


    A soldier and I got as small as we could behind a rock that was no more than two feet high. We held in place as the snipers were looking for muzzle flash, but they never saw any. The only unusual activity they saw was a male subject in the bazaar flapping his sport coat as if he was signaling someone.


    The 1st Sergeant gave the sniper team the green light on the target as he tried to flee the area in a vehicle. The target was only 256 meters away when he was terminated. Immediately thereafter, the shooting coming in our direction stopped.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Suspect vehicle


    The National Directorate Service (NDS) was the first on scene and over the radio they determined that the victim was a civilian casualty (CIVCAS). The 1st Sergeant called for me to respond to the scene with my evidence kit forthwith. I made it down to the scene of the shooting within ten minutes and a security team set up a perimeter so I could collect evidence on both the E-KIA and the vehicle. I took the normal steps to make sure the car was not a VBIED, collected biometrics, pocket litter, and a cell phone. I photographed the scene, body and vehicle, documented the MGRS Grid location, took additional photos of the sniper hide and anything else I could find in the time allotted. There wasn’t much left of his EKIS’s head as the sniper team’s shots were very effective.


    After I was satisfied, the body was turned over to the locals. I left out with Shadow Team back to FOB Airborne. I had a report to write and phone to deliver to the S2 Shop with a request that they rip it for the call and contact history. The Shadow Team was going to Bagram where their presence was requested by Division based on the CIVCAS claim.


    For me, after conducting a proper investigation of the scene, my opinion, professional opinion, was that the CIVCAS was actually an insurgent who was acting as an Enabler/Signaler and therefore I continually identified the target as an E-KIA.


    After about two weeks, Shadow Team was still on a stand down pending an investigation. I finally received the analysis of the phone which revealed that four minutes prior to our unit being attacked on the hillside, the E-KIA made a phone call to a Tier two known Taliban facilitator. I subsequently updated my report confirming the shoot was good, in policy, and the target was E-KIA.


    This raised a few eyebrows. The first problem was that I should not have been involved in any type of green on green investigation. I had received information that a CID Major was interested in talking to me, but I felt pretty good about my actions because it cleared the Shadow Team and they were back to doing what they did best.


    A week later, I received a call on my cell phone from a Lt. Colonel. The connection was poor and I was pretty nervous thinking that I may be in some hot water. The Lt. Colonel asked me how I came to my conclusion and were there any crime scene exploitation techniques used that I did not document in my report? I told him no, that it was all there. He seemed pleased and wanted to fly out to meet me.


    He never did.


    In the following weeks, Shadow Team spent a lot of time in the Nerkh Valley. I did some shooting with them and it was a good time.
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    LEP Craig and 50 Cal Rifle


    The next big operation I was involved in was called The Eagle Goes West. It was going to be a sweep of the valley utilizing two companies of soldiers. It would be a door to door and village to village operation. The plan called for a low flying C-130 flying a grid pattern over the valley using deep penetrating radar looking for weapons caches.


    To prep for this mission, I took the XO and the Platoon Leaders to the range. My goal was for them to adjust their combat load configuration away from an infantry style to more of SWAT, or direct-action load designed for up-close fighting with easier reloads. It worked out pretty well and the soldiers were receptive and quick studies.


    The morning the operation kicked off it was a very impressive show of force. Neither the HIG nor the Taliban wanted to act like fighters and they all kept their AKs under their beds. It turned out to be a fairly uneventful operation. Several caches were discovered with the use of two classified programs and everybody else in the valley was a farmer that day.


    At one point we had two different locations that required site exploitation, but I was the only LEP in the valley. The CO from the other company had requested my presence in a conversation with my 1st Sergeant. The 1st Sergeant advised him that I had to stay with him. The CO understood, and the company mounted up into their Maxpros and headed back to their Area of Operations (AO).


    About a quarter away they hit an IED in the roadway. They all had some minor Traumatic Brain Injuries (TBI), but fortunately they survived.


    I felt bad, but I gave a firm handshake to the 1st Sergeant. He looked at me and said, “No words needed. Now let’s get to work.”


    Just a few weeks later my wife requested that I come home. I decided it was time and I was glad to leave on a good note. I left Nerkh on May 2, 2011. I was the only person on my flight to Airborne. Over the Net the pilot reported Jackpot,


    Bin-Laden was dead. I felt pretty good about going home, feeling that I tried to make a difference, but the following months proved to be deadly in Wardak. In August, two young soldiers lost their lives to an IED in the Nerkh Valley, Extortion 17 was shot down in the Tangi Valley, and 33 Special Operators lost their lives.


    Death, Sacrifice and Valor were very real in that region.


    On a good note, the XO sent me an email explaining how they got into a TIC (Troops in Contact) in the orchards of Nerkh and that he was only about fifteen meters from a Taliban fighter as they exchanged gun fire.


    The XO remarked to me that the reload techniques I had taught gave him the edge in that fire fight and that he had, “Looked the devil in the eyes and walked away a winner on that day.” He ended up completing Ranger School the following year.


    In the end, the 1st Sergeant made it all the way to the end of the valley and turned it over to the Afghan police. To this day I regret not being there, but when I look at my daughter I know I made the right decision.


    If it all sounds perfect, it wasn’t. The many years in theater prior to this were a struggle for me. I was always trying to find my stride but somehow it didn’t happen. Fortunately, it all came together for me in the Nerkh Valley. It all came perfectly together in that remote valley in Afghanistan, a place where I was able to serve my country in the battlefield environment by utilizing my years of law enforcement skills and experience to help fight the war on terror.


    † † †


    LEP Craig and I left FOB Airborne together and made our way to Bagram where we waited to re-deploy back home. We spent a few weeks at the old familiar LEP bunkhouse attending debriefs, spending time with our boss LEP JT, and in fellowship with the many other LEPs who were either just arriving in-country, transiting through, or going End of Mission (EOM) as we were.
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    Left to right: LEP Craig, LEP JT and LEP Dave


    To this day, LEP Craig and I are close friends and there is not a thing I wouldn’t do for him, and I know the same holds true for him. I am grateful that our paths crossed that cold winter day in January 2011 aboard that Blackhawk. I am eternally thankful that I was able to be a Battle Buddy to a fellow police officer and LEP in a remote place called FOB Airborne, Mayden Shahr, Wardak Province, Afghanistan.


    


Part 4: The Missions


    Chapter 24


    The Rat Squad


    LEP JT —


    Upon departing Afghanistan in 2012, I was posted at the U.S. Army Joint Multinational Training Center (JMRC) located in Hohenfels, Germany. There, I was assigned to a Specialty Training Cell and functioned as the law enforcement advisor to the Raptor Team. The Raptor Team was responsible for providing the final evolution of training to all NATO Police Advisory Teams (PAT) that were headed to Afghanistan. The Raptor CO was LTC Eric (now Colonel Eric), and his right-hand man was CSM Ken.


    Colonel Eric is an athletically-built man with that traditional military square jaw and an academic background in engineering. Probably the most intellectual military officer that I have had the pleasure to work with. So much so that he struck me as somewhat of a paradox, seeming to have one boot on the battlefield and one Florsheim shoe in the board room. In fact, his troops referred to their headquarters building as “Corporate.” CSM Ken had an intelligence background and had done some damn fine work in Iraq with our Special Forces. Together, these two men revolutionized the way the PATs were trained, and I am proud to have been a very small part of that.


    For the first three days of the PATs 18-day training evolution they belonged to me. I provided classroom lectures and instruction on all the law enforcement core subjects: Afghan Legal System, Evidence Collection & Crime Scene Management, Informant Networks, Counter Narcotics, Police Strategy & Reform, Criminal Networks, Rule of Law and Police Ethics.


    Of all the classes that I taught in those first three days, I think that Police Ethics was the most effective in bridging the cultural gap that existed between Western style policing and that which was common place and generally accepted within Afghan society. The elephant in the room being police corruption. The classes were usually comprised of between thirty and fifty NATO Soldiers, two or three police advisors from their sponsoring country, and a couple of Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP) that were brought over as class advisors on technical and cultural issues.


    One such class was a PAT from the Czech Republic. With them was a Czech Federal Counter-terrorism cop and sitting in on the class was a French Gendarmerie Major, a Dutch Gendarmerie Major, and an Afghan AUP Major. I started the class as I always did by asking them if they all knew the two universal rules of police work? 1. Always shop in Blue and 2. If it’s free, it’s for me. With that, four cops from different countries in different parts of the world suddenly all had a sheepish grin from ear to ear. There you go. An undeniable common thread among cops from Kansas to Kabul. Does that mean that we are all corrupt and unethical? A Houston cop in uniform getting a free meal at a local restaurant is the same as a uniformed Afghan cop taking fruit from a vendor while patrolling the local Bazaar, is it not? So why is it that I saw so many young soldiers down range get so upset with the Afghan police when they witnessed these types of events? My argument to the students was that they did not understand the police culture and the evolutionary process that we in our country have gone though over the past eighty years to get to the “professional police paradigm” that we currently embrace. In fact, American policing over the years could teach the Afghans a thing or two about police corruption. From LAPD of the 1940s to NYPD of the 1960s to Miami PD of the 1980s to New Orleans PD of the 1990s and so on.
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    The Box: Czech PAT training in mock Afghan Village
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    The Box: Czech PAT training in mock Afghan village


    So, what do we need to know to put this all into the proper perspective? We need to know what is acceptable in the communities in which those police serve. In Afghanistan it is understood that the police receive small salaries and are sometimes not paid for months. Taking food from a local Bazaar or asking for a couple of Afghanis at a check point is totally acceptable to most of the population. I was once working undercover in New York City and went to a McDonalds directly across from where the towers once stood for lunch. The lines for each register were probably 20 meters long. In walked two uniformed NYPD officers. They went down the middle of two lines directly to the counter, placed their order, received their food and did not pay a dime. As they walked out, not one New Yorker batted an eye. Why? Because they were “on the job” and it was acceptable to that population.


    As the class discussion continued, one of the Czech military officers stood up and asked the question I had been waiting for, “So where do we draw the line?” Before I could respond, the Afghan Major stood up, pounded his fist on the table and said, “Treason.” Spot on, Major. When police misconduct involved collusion with the enemy, thereby placing our troops in jeopardy, then we must respond aggressively. This was the point in each class where I would pass them the contact information for the LEPs that were located in the AO they were headed to. Although the program at its inception in Iraq had been IED centric, we had pushed into counter narcotics and counter corruption in Afghanistan in a big way.


    Shortly after assuming the duties as the LEP OP’s Chief at Bagram Air Field in 2010, I was briefed by our LEP Police Intelligence Mentor Team on the suspected corrupt activities of the Parwan Provincial Police Chief—an extremely powerful figure within the Afghan Government. However, our LEPs were faced with what appeared to be two large hurdles in assisting the military with sorting out a successful course of action in regard to what the intelligence pointed out to be clear “treasonous” corruption by the police chief. First, Internal Affairs was a foreign concept to the Afghan Police and to our military intelligence, and second, we needed a direct mandate from high up on the flagpole and the placement of a LEP who had the experience and “balls” to grab a lion by the tail. The mandate would ultimately come from the Commander of Bagram Air Field, and the experience and balls were compliments of the Phoenix Police Department by way of Retired Sergeant Mike—now Brigade LEP Mike.


    LEP Mike’s career with the Phoenix Police Department, and his road to finding himself as the de-facto Internal Affairs of the Parwan Afghan Uniformed Police, is indeed a fascinating one and a story he has graciously agreed to share.


    LEP Mike—


    We just finished our last rum and coke as our plane landed at the Tampa International Airport. The four-hour flight from Phoenix was much more tolerable with a slight buzz and great conversation. Rick, or better known as the “Gyrene” by his friends and colleagues, had invited me to tag along with him to a special conference hosted by the Pinellas County Sheriff’s Office. The focus of the conference was on the use of Bio-Metrics and its potential applications by the military in both Iraq and Afghanistan.


    Rick and I were somewhat of an anomaly in the world of public safety. Rick was a Phoenix Fire Captain and I a Phoenix Police Sergeant. In the public safety world, there has always been a love-hate relationship between cops and firefighters. You see, most cops believe firefighters spend the bulk of their days working out, sleeping on duty, and chasing girls. While on the other hand, cops are out chasing criminals, getting shot at and working long grueling hours. Rick and I were no different and usually launched a stereotypic insult at each other whenever the opportunity allowed. It didn’t help that Rick was a former Marine, hence the nickname “Gyrene,” and I a soldier in the U.S. Army. This also provided much fodder to launch unrelenting jabs and insults about one’s selection of military service.


    Rick was no typical fireman and was very well regarded in the Arizona Public Safety world as the guy who designed and organized the State of Arizona’s Terrorism Liaison Officer Program or TLO for short. In 2004, after returning from a tour in Iraq, Rick was assigned by the Fire Chief to represent his agency at the newly formed Arizona


    Counter Terrorism and Information Center or commonly referred to as a “Fusion Center.” These centers were developed to exchange information from different sources including law enforcement, public safety and the private sector. Much of this exchange was done through a large network of specially trained public safety personnel known as Terrorism Liaison Officers or TLO.


    Rick was a career “jar head” and obtained the rank of Chief Warrant Officer-5. Warrant Officers are technical specialists in a specific field or skill and Rick’s was Intelligence. Yes, I know it an oxymoron to use Intelligence and Marine in the same sentence, but in Rick’s case I will give credit where credit was due. The fire chief at the time understood the importance of the fusion center and handpicked Rick to represent his agency.


    Rick was a natural fit for the fusion center and began the task of developing the TLO program. Although not easy at times, because of his career choice and being surrounded by cops, Rick did what he does best and that was move, shoot, and communicate. In doing so, Rick had drawn the attention of other fusion centers around the nation and was soon considered a subject matter expert. He would eventually develop a relationship with a governmental contractor to travel across the United States and teach his concepts. This trip to Tampa was a result of that relationship.


    In 2006, I was assigned as a sergeant in the Phoenix Police Department’s Safe City Task Force. Our job was to proactively hunt wanted fugitives and respond to high-risk situations around the City of Phoenix. I have to admit I was fat, dumb, and happy working on the Safe City Task Force. My squad was very good and required very little supervision or motivation from me. They were true “meat eaters” and relished at the opportunity to hunt down the worst of the worst. It was easy for me to supervise these officers for I too came from a similar mentality. I spent the bulk of my career working in the department’s Gang Enforcement Unit and Special Assignments Unit or better known as SWAT. I truly believe this allowed for a mutual respect between supervisor and officer because I had been there and done that.


    In the fall of 2006, I was contacted by a former patrol lieutenant who I had worked for when I was a newly promoted Sergeant. Jeff had just been promoted to Commander and was tasked with organizing a small group of personnel to head up the police department’s role in a Department of Homeland Security exercise known as TOPOFF 4. TOPOFF 4 was a national-level exercise with an international component, designed to strengthen the nation’s capacity to prevent, protect against, respond to, and recover from large-scale terrorist attacks involving Weapons of Mass Destruction. Jeff said the assignment would last about nine months and I would be required to work with the Phoenix Fire Department and develop injects for a large scenario. Now the first question I asked myself was why in the hell would the fire department be involved in this type of exercise? And secondly, what does the fire department know about Homeland Defense?


    I told Jeff that I would have to pass on his invitation and that I was very happy with my current assignment. Jeff explained the assignment was voluntary and that I would need to report to the Phoenix Fire headquarters building on Monday morning to begin my new temporary assignment. So much for being voluntary.


    TOPOFF 4 came and went and I was packing up my desk when my lieutenant informed me that the Homeland Defense Bureau Commander wanted to see me in his office. I figured this was where he thanked me for helping with TOPOFF, hands me a letter of commendation, and kicks me back to my previous assignment. Things get a little confusing now. Jeff, the original commander in this story who voluntarily assigned me to the TOPOFF team, had already left and was now managing a patrol precinct. The commander over the Homeland Defense Bureau was also named Jeff and he was the one who had summoned me to his office. Jeff complimented me on my work with the TOPOFF exercise and asked if I would stick around and manage the department’s planning efforts for Super Bowl XLII. Not knowing a thing about planning a super bowl, I questioned his reasoning. Jeff went on a long explanation about a unified planning effort with the fire department and working with a multitude of outside organizations and that my newly-acquired experience with the National Incident Management System would be beneficial.


    My temporary assignment was now permanent and I launched into a career as the Phoenix Police Department’s first Special Events Planner. Not long after starting my new assignment, I was told that I would be supervising the police department’s TLOs. In doing so, I formalized a relationship with Rick, which has been ongoing to this day. So now you know how we ended up on a plane together drinking rum and cokes headed to a biometric conference in Tampa Florida, which ultimately led me down the path to becoming a Law Enforcement Professional or LEP.


    We checked into our hotel, grabbed a few more adult beverages at the hotel bar, and called it a night. The next morning, we made our way into a conference room and found our assigned seats. The agenda outlined a busy morning of speakers and during breaks we could peruse the latest and greatest biometric products showcased in the back of the room. Rick did what he did best and that was meet and greet, pass out business cards, and develop his network. I on the other hand found myself wandering the vendor tables, admiring all the new products, and speculating how much easier my job would have been with this technology. I eventually stopped at the United States Army Asymmetric Warfare Group (AWG) table. In layman terms, the AWG looks for ways to enhance friendly forces and exploit enemy vulnerabilities. I started up a conversation with the soldier at the table when Rick walked up and said something to the effect of, “I figured I’d find you here,” implying that Army guys only talk to Army guys.


    The next presentation was a Marine officer who was showcasing a new forensic lab in Iraq. Like most Marines, he had no sense of humor, but was very detailed and informative. Apparently, the U.S. government had spent millions of dollars to enhance the military’s capability to forensically analyze material found on the battlefield.


    Biometric indicators were now linking Iraqi insurgents to specific “battlefield evidence” resulting in direct operations against known targets. This made perfect sense to me being an old gang cop, but the Marine officer was quick to state that the military was struggling with this concept and enlisted the help of Law Enforcement Professionals or LEPs.


    LEPs were embedded into Army and Marine units in an effort to help identify, collect, and analyze battlefield evidence. Additionally, LEPs assisted with the identification and collection of biometric signatures from Iraqis while on patrol in the cities and villages across Iraq. When the presentation was finished, my mind was spinning, not from the previous night’s adult beverages, but by the concept of cops working with the military to combat the insurgency in Iraq.


    I exited the conference room and walked to the head while Rick bee-lined for two Marines standing in the hallway. As I returned to the hallway, I could see Rick was still talking with the two Marines and he gestured that I join them. As I approached, I could see that these two Marines were spit and polished and displayed that professional appearance one would only expect from a Marine. You see, I might take every opportunity to launch insults and jabs at my Marine buddies, but I will readily admit that I have profound respect for the Marine Corps and its Marines. Rick quickly introduced me and expounded on my experience with biometrics and my prior military service. Our conversation quickly focused on the last presentation and how great the LEP program was for the Marine Corps. By the end of our conversation, I had just enough information about the LEP program to realize this might be something I should look into when I got back to Phoenix.


    Once back in Phoenix, I did what most highly-trained investigators would do, I Googled “LEP.” In doing so, I was able to pinpoint the specifics of the program and decided to submit an interest card with a program recruiter. The next day my cell phone rang and the number showed it was from Alexandria, Virginia. The voice on the other end explained that he had received my interest card and wondered if I had a few minutes to talk. This phone call resulted in me submitting a resume, conducting a phone interview, and being offered a position in the LEP program. Now I had done it, it was time for me to either shit or get off the pot. Do I give up a great career and run off to the war and possibly get myself killed or stay put?


    So, I did what most married men would do, I sat my wife down and explained to her what I had done. She looked at me like I had a third eye on my forehead and told me that when men my age have a mid-life crisis they buy fast cars, big motorcycles, or even run off with a younger woman, but rarely run off to a war zone and possibly get themselves killed. You see my wife has always been my biggest supporter and has stood by me through thick and thin. She was the wife of a cop and for the last twenty-three years had put up with all the late nights, working holidays and anniversaries, being called into work on a day off, and a litany of other issues.


    After asking me a few questions about the LEP program, to which I had no answers, she once again gave me the nod of approval. Her reasoning was that if she objected then I would just mope around the house for the next ten or fifteen years driving her crazy about this LEP thing. I promised her it would only be for a year and speculated about all the new opportunities a position like this might bring.


    The next day Rick and I met at our favorite microbrewery where I told him of my decision to leave Phoenix P.D. and become a LEP. He smiled and said something to the effect of, “I knew you were interested in that LEP thing.” He claimed to have seen it in my face when we were talking with those Marines in Tampa, Florida. Rick understood my mentality and knew that all he had to do was put me in contact with the right people and I would do the rest.


    Charikar, Afghanistan


    The small conference room in Alexandria, Virginia was filled with a hodge-podge of former Law Enforcement Officers from all walks of life and experience. These men and women arrived from police departments from North Carolina, Tennessee, Texas, California, and even the FBI and Customs to name a few.


    During our eight-day LEP orientation, we completed in-processing paper work, received vaccinations, and learned what we could about the program. More importantly, we started to bond together as a group knowing that we would possibly need each other after reaching our final destinations. The big question on everybody’s mind was where they would be assigned. We had no idea where or who we would be assigned with or what theater of operation we would be in. But the time had come during in-processing when the program director called each of us individually into the hallway and gave us our assignments. Rumors abounded that the bulk of us would be going to Afghanistan to fill a large request by the Army for LEP support.


    Finally, the door opened and PM Dave motioned for me to meet him in the hallway. LEP Chase, who sat next to me, smiled and provided a supportive fist-bump as I walked towards the door. When I entered the hallway, PM Dave invited me to sit down and got right to the point. He explained that every individual in the program was assessed on their specific background and then placed accordingly. Dave said because of my prior military experience as an Army Reservist, and also as a Gang Detective, that I would be embedded with the 86th Infantry Brigade Combat Team. The 86th IBCT is an Army National Guard light infantry brigade headquartered in Burlington, Vermont and would be heading to Afghanistan in the spring.


    After orientation, we all boarded a plane to Fort Benning, Georgia and spent the next several days being outfitted with military uniforms, combat gear, and were qualified with our assigned weapons. The bulk of LEPs boarded a Freedom Flight to their assigned theater, but I traveled to Fort Polk, Louisiana where the 86th had just started a training rotation.


    Once I arrived, I was driven out into the “Box” by LEP Gordy, who explained that I was assigned to the 86th IBCT Brigade Headquarters. The “Box,” as it’s referred to, is the area designated at Fort Polk as a live training location where I would spend the next three weeks preparing for my deployment to Afghanistan. LEP Gordy introduced me to LEP Craig, who was also assigned to the 86th IBCT HQ and had arrived a few days prior. LEP Craig was a retired Border Patrol Agent and made his home in Maine. LEP Gordy escorted Craig and me to the S-2 shop, or specifically the Brigade Intelligence Section, and introduced us to the section commander. The Lieutenant Colonel (LTC) welcomed us and asked his NCOIC to find a nice corner in the room for us to set up our computers. I had a feeling that he had no idea we were coming or what to do with us. LEP Craig and I settled into our corner and started to set up our work stations. I will admit, I had no idea what my role was with the 86th, but I was excited to be a part of this mission and would find my niche somehow some way. I learned a long time ago working as a Phoenix police officer that a person must find their own way or be subjected to someone else’s idea of how things should be done.


    Suddenly the room was called to attention and everyone stood for the Brigade Commander, Colonel William Roy. Colonel Roy spoke with the LTC who welcomed us moments earlier and then walked right for LEP Craig and me. Colonel Roy approached us and said, “You guys must be my LEPs.” Finally, someone who knew what a LEP was and who was actually happy to see us. Colonel Roy explained how important he felt we were to the 86th upcoming deployment into Afghanistan and that we would be a significant force multiplier to his missions. As a street cop you learn real fast how to read body language and listen to how things are said and not so much on what is being said. As Colonel Roy spoke with us, I got a real sense that he was happy to see us and that he meant what he said about us being an asset to his brigade.


    After some small talk about our careers and family, Colonel Roy asked if we needed anything, and without hesitation, LEP Craig said, “Sir, as a matter of fact there is one thing you might be able to help with.” LEP Craig explained that LEP 1s were not issued rifles and wondered if the brigade might have a couple extra. Without hesitation, Colonel Roy escorted us to the brigade armory and we were immediately issued M-4 rifles. LEP Craig would later be known in the program as our Radar O’Reilly and would use this relationship with Colonel Roy to all our benefit.


    After two training rotations at Fort Polk, Louisiana and a two-month stint at Camp Atterbury, Indiana we were finally ready for our deployment. I had spent the last five months embedded with the 86th and developed a number of key friendships that would prove beneficial during this deployment. Fortunately for me the 86th was a National Guard unit and was filled with soldiers from all walks of life to include law enforcement.


    Several key personnel within the brigade were active Law Enforcement Officers and embraced the LEP program. Major Dave Matzel was an active Border Patrol Officer stationed in upstate Vermont, Captain George Rodriguez a Vermont State Trooper, and Master Sergeant Don Demar worked for the Colchester City Police Department located just north of Burlington, Vermont.


    In early March 2010 the 86th IBCT left Camp Atterbury, Indiana and boarded large commercial aircraft for the Manas Transit Center near Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan. Here we sorted through our gear and prepared for our final destination at Bagram Airfield, Afghanistan.
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    86th IBCT on C-17 heading for Bagram Air Field March 2010
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    LEP McCaslin, Major Matzel, Captain Rodriguez, and me in Manas, March 2010


    After several days of “hurry up and wait” we boarded a C-17 and flew to Bagram Airfield arriving late in the night. After retrieving our equipment bags, known as the dreaded “bag drag,” LEP JT ensured we all made it to Camp Warrior where we would stage for several days.


    After a short stint at Camp Warrior, the 86th Brigade Headquarters section settled into a newly-constructed building and began their nine-month mission to partner with Afghan National Security Forces (ANSF), assist the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, and secure 30,000 Soldiers at Bagram Airfield. As luck would have it, LEP Craig and I would be housed with LEP JT in a small shipping container known a “C-Hut” directly behind the HQ building.


    The brigade was assigned six total LEPs, two LEP 1s and 4 LEP 2s, and were spread throughout the various battalions. We all answered to Colonel Roy and he had the final say as to where and how we would be utilized. As a LEP1, I held a Top-Secret Clearance and was assigned to the brigade S-2 shop with LEP Craig.


    Our job was to help the analyst with networking and intelligence and provide a cop’s perspective and suggest proven law enforcement techniques and tactics to combat our enemy. It was now becoming clear why the military was utilizing LEPs during their deployments. The enemy was non-uniformed insurgents living and operating in the shadows of everyday Afghan villages. The insurgents operated much like organized crime families and street gangs employing many of the same tactics such as: threats, extortion, murder, drugs, guns and, of course, money. So, the challenge for the military was to find the enemy amongst the populace and eliminate that threat. This was right up my alley having worked in the Phoenix Police Department’s Organized Crime and Gang Enforcement Unit.


    Once our battalions rotated into their battle spaces, Colonel Roy began receiving requests from Battalion Commanders for LEP support. The bulk of the battalions were assisting with security missions and training of the Afghan National Police. However, the problem for Colonel Roy was he only had six LEPs for his brigade and big Army would not provide more. I will admit, I was not thrilled about spending my tour assigned to the brigade S-2 shop analyzing intelligence and building link charts. I was a street cop and believed I was more valuable out amongst the battalions and companies operating outside the wire and I was not shy about letting Colonel Roy know every time we talked. Colonel Roy and I had very similar mentalities and I’m sure he too would rather have been out amongst his soldiers fighting the good fight. He was a warrior by nature and turned down a promotion to general so that he could lead the 86th into Afghanistan. Some people questioned his thought process, but I completely understood his reasoning and was glad he did.


    About two weeks into our deployment, Colonel Roy called me into his office and requested that I support one of his Embedded Training Teams or ETTs. ETTs were formed to train and assist Afghan Security Forces, specifically the Afghan National Police and Afghan National Army. ETTs generally consisted of small twelve-man teams that directly embedded with Afghan Security Forces in an effort to build comradery and competency with Rule of Law and security.


    Colonel Roy mentioned that he knew I was miserable assigned to the S-2 shop and was getting pressure from an ETT team in Charikar for LEP support. He made it very clear that I was to assist the ETT team with the mentoring and assessment of the Parwan Provincial Police Chief, Abdul Rahman Syedkhili, or MSK as he was known by.


    MSK was no ordinary police chief and was a major figure within the Afghan National Police and one of the most powerful individuals in Parwan Province. MSK was a former Mujahideen Commander for the legendary Afghan military and political leader, Ahmad Shah Massoud, who led the resistance against the Soviet Occupation. Colonel Roy was very clear that he needed to know if MSK was a person the coalition could work with, and if not provide the evidence to show otherwise.


    As I was leaving Colonel Roy’s office, it took all my control not to appear overly excited about my new assignment. I headed straight for the S-2 shop and informed LEP Craig of my new assignment. He smiled and patted me on the back and told me to have a great time and that he would hold down the fort in the S-2 shop. I packed up my laptop computer and headed for my room to gather my gear. It just so happened that LEP JT stopped by the room before hitting the gym and asked what I was doing. I told him about my new assignment and would be heading out in the morning. LEP JT said I should connect with LEPs Nelson and Kirk who were working the local Police Intelligence Mentor (PIM) program there on Bagram. It just so happened their office was across the street and I made a beeline there after I finished packing.


    I explained to LEP Nelson and Kirk that I would be mentoring and assessing the Parwan Provincial Police Chief MSK and asked if they could give me the 411. They laughed and went on a binge about MSK and how corrupt he was. They had been working the PIM program for about a year and were very well versed on who’s who in the Afghan National Police Force in Parwan Province. Much of what they told me about MSK was already known by our brigade, but they gave me the cop perspective on who I could trust and who to stay clear of. After getting my intel dump and contact numbers of local Afghan Police Officials, we exchanged cell phone numbers and off I went.


    The next morning, I linked up with a convoy headed to Charikar and loaded my gear in the back of an MATV. This was my first trip outside the wire and I will admit I was somewhat excited and nervous at the same time. The vehicle commander briefed me on my responsibility in the event we came in contact with the enemy. The staff sergeant made it very clear that I was no different than any of the other soldiers in his convoy and that I was expected to do my part. Really the only thing that showed I was a civilian was the insignia I wore on the front of my uniform that displayed the letters U.S. and not a military rank. As I prepared to take my seat in the MATV, I started to go through an old routine I’d used when I worked on the PPD SWAT team. I chamber checked my M-4, ensured my pistol was green, and that I had a fully loaded go bag in the event I would have to dismount. After a comms check with all vehicles we headed to the gate and began our one-hour trip to Charikar.


    Ironically enough the convoy was Colonel Roy’s Personal Security Team (PSD) escorting the Brigade’s Executive Officer (XO) to Charikar for a weekly security meeting with the Provincial Governor. Charikar is the capital of Parwan Province with an estimated population of around 50,000 people and maintains the Provincial Governor’s Office, an ANA Garrison, and the Provincial Police Headquarters, where I would ultimately make my home for the next eight months.


    I sat in the seat directly behind the driver and scanned the terrain as we made our way towards Charikar. Driving through the countryside, I could not stop wondering how such a beautiful and picturesque country could be so dangerous and violent. The mountains surrounding Charikar reminded me of Arizona and I somewhat felt at home. After about an hour, I heard the convoy commander come over the radio and alert me that we had arrived at the Provincial Police Headquarters compound. I was told to exit the MATV and gather my gear at the rear of the vehicle. As I was exiting, I noticed several U.S. soldiers standing next to a large metal gate ready to assist. One of those soldiers was Master Sergeant Don Demar who had a big smile on his face and said, “Welcome to Paradise, my friend.” As I mentioned earlier, Demar was a cop in his civilian life and we had become friends during our pre-deployment training. I would later learn that he was the reason I had been assigned to his ETT.


    The local Afghan police officers rolled open a large metal gate and we entered a compound which consisted of several multi-story buildings. As I looked around, I could see numerous elevated observation platforms occupied by soldiers providing security over-watch. Sergeant Demar led me to a somewhat modern two-story building which served as the ETT’s headquarters and housing. The soldiers who assisted with my gear dropped it next to an old Army cot. After some quick introductions, Demar showed me around the compound, provided my security briefing, and where I needed to go if the compound was attacked.


    Demar asked if I was hungry and handed me a Meal Ready to Eat (MRE) and explained that the portable kitchen was on order and MREs were it. He also showed me where the three Porta Potties were and instructed that potable water was at a premium and hot showers were very rare. He also explained the make-up of our team and how he felt I could play an important role in dealing with the ANP and MSK. I explained to Demar that my focus would be just that and I had very specific orders from Colonel Roy about my assignment with the ETT. Demar reminded me that MSK was a very powerful figure in the area and that we lived under his protection and were his guest in this compound. Demar said he had developed a good working relationship with MSK and offered to introduce me when the time was right.


    MSK maintained an office in an old building across from ours that was constructed by the Soviets when they garrisoned in Charikar. Our compound was powered by a large diesel generator, and water was trucked in with an old fire truck that filled large plastic tanks. ANP Officers occupied many of the offices around the compound and the provincial police dispatch center was located directly below our Tactical Operations Center (TOC).


    As Demar and I walked around the compound, I was introduced to an Afghan National Police Officer named Faridullah. Faridullah was a 1st Lieutenant and worked as the Provincial Explosive Ordinance Disposal (EOD) Officer. Faridullah was responsible for all EOD related calls around the Province and generally responded to his calls solo because no other Afghan police officer could pass the EOD School. It was readily apparent that Faridullah was not your average ANP officer. Faridullah was commissioned as a 1st Lieutenant because he was educated and could read and write unlike most police officers in Afghanistan. He was a very humble man and displayed an aura of confidence that most Afghan police officers lacked. He made it very clear through our local interpreter that he was excited to learn what he could from us, and we developed a very close friendship over the next eight months.


    The Charikar ETT was very busy with several projects around the region to include building a new Operations Coordination Center-Provincial (OCC-P), monitoring regional Afghan presidential election sites, provincial security patrols, and a litany of other duties assigned by the brigade. Sergeant Demar assigned me to his crew as a rear dismount and requested that I assist the team when they leave the compound on various missions. As we sat in the TOC discussing the team battle rhythm, the soldier on duty announced that MSK was arriving at the compound. MSK always traveled with his own personal security team consisting of a minimum of three Ford Ranger pick-up trucks with heavy machine guns mounted on tripods and many heavily armed police officers who followed him everywhere.


    Demar said it was time to meet MSK and we walked over to his office. As we arrived several armed police officers stopped us at the door and summoned their supervisor about our presence. When the supervisor appeared, it was obvious that he and Demar were very well acquainted. They embraced and exchanged traditional Afghan greetings in Dari, and Demar asked to see MSK. We were immediately escorted up to a large office and our presence was announced. MSK was seated at his desk and immediately stood and walked towards Demar and me. Demar again placed his hand over his heart and greeted MSK with a loud and profound, “As-salamu ‘alaykum,” meaning may peace be with you, and MSK returned the greeting with, “Waalaikum as-salaam,” and peace to you also. They embraced, as is common between friends in Afghanistan, and I was introduced through our interpreter.


    MSK gestured that we be seated and instructed his men to gather the traditional chai and snacks for our visit. As I scanned the room it became obvious MSK was no ordinary ANP police chief. His office was decorated with traditional Afghan décor including large Afghan rugs worth thousands of American dollars. Pictures on the wall displayed many scenes from his time as a Mujahideen Commander and a large mural of Ahmad Massoud hung above his desk. MSK was large in stature compared to most Afghan males, wore a thick black beard, and exhibited a sense of confidence and power.


    After several minutes of customary small talk, Demar officially introduced me and we began talking business. This was my first Key Leader Engagement, or KLE as is commonly referred by the Army, and it turns out to be with one of the most powerful and corrupt individuals in all of Afghanistan. It was rumored that MSK owned several homes in the area, ran a secret prison, smuggled guns and opium, and murdered anyone who stood against him. However, it was also known that MSK was a generous man who helped local people and villages with money and protection against local warlords and Taliban fighters. This was eerily similar to Italian-American organized crime families who operated during the prohibition era of the 1920s and MSK was the Charles “Lucky” Luciano of Afghanistan.


    Our meeting lasted for almost an hour and I could sense MSK was skeptical of my presence and what my role would be. He mentioned several times that Colonel Roy and he had a good working relationship and wished to continue that. I tried to assure MSK that I was not replacing Colonel Roy and was merely available to assist him and his officers as needed. As the meeting ended, MSK and Demar embraced and we were escorted down the stairs and into the courtyard that separated our buildings.


    For the next several weeks, I assimilated into a routine with the ETT and assisted where I could. I also began developing relationships with key individuals within the ANP, which included 1st Lieutenant Faridullah. As mentioned earlier, one of the ETT’s missions was to assist the Afghan Nation Army (ANA) with the construction of an OCC-P near the governor’s compound. Fortunately for me, the Provincial Attorney


    General’s Office (AGO) was located next to the ANA compound. When a criminal is arrested by the police in Afghanistan, they are turned over to the AGO where they are held until their trial. Generally, a defendant will be held up to fifteen days so that the AGO can complete the investigation and present the defendant to the court. I saw this as an opportunity to interact with the AGO and convinced Sergeant Demar that we needed to visit that compound and introduce ourselves.


    As we arrived at the gate to the AGO compound, we were stopped by several guards armed with AK-47s supported by elevated observation towers occupied by more guards with 7.62 PK-mounted machine guns. The lead guard called the AGO and announced our presence and we were escorted to his office. An older white-haired man dressed in a western style suit greeted us in front of the building. He introduced himself and invited us up to his office. As is tradition in Afghanistan when welcoming a guest, chai and snacks were offered and accepted. Working through our local interpreter, our conversation eventually went from small talk to business. I explained my background as an American police officer and what my role was with the U.S. Army and the ETT. I could sense the AGO was intrigued, but like most Afghans would need time to develop trust. He offered to show us around the building and escorted us through the various floors that contained offices and holding cells. Most of the holding cells were occupied by defendants awaiting trial and contained an old futon pad and some blankets. The building was constructed by the Soviets as a prison and was made of concrete and mortar and looked much like the old dungeons depicted in movies. The attorney offices had very basic necessities such as a desk, chairs, and a map. Large file cabinets lined the wall and the electricity was sporadic at best. After our tour, I thanked the AGO and asked if I could visit again in a few days so that I might learn more about the defendants and the Afghan legal process. He agreed and provided our interpreter with his cell phone number.


    Ironically enough, most people in Afghanistan have a cell phone and use it as their primary means of communication.


    As we walked back to our compound, I began to notice young boys running up to Sergeant Demar, chanting, “Yak! Du! Se! John Cena!!” Demar would reach out and high-five the boys. As we arrived at our compound one of the ANP officers at the gate smiled and yelled “John Cena.” Once inside, I asked Demar who John Cena was. He laughed and explained that John Cena is a well-known WWE wrestler and the Afghans thought he looked like John Cena. Wow!! Even the Afghans like American wrestling, I thought to myself. I would later learn the Provincial Governor and ANA Commander also called Demar, John Cena.


    Over the next several weeks Faridullah and I began training on the collection of forensic evidence from IEDs’ scenes. One day he came to me and said he needed help investigating a case in which a girls’ school in the area was bombed and two young girls were killed. He and I sifted through the crime scene and recovered some evidence I felt could be exploited at the Combined Explosive Exploitation Cell or CEXC forensic lab located on Bagram Airfield. I sent our evidence to the lab and to my surprise they were able to pull a latent finger print from a piece of tape found on a fragment of the bomb recovered at the scene. However, the LEP assigned at the lab advised that he was unable to connect the latent print with any known individuals.


    A few days later, Faridullah said one of his sources informed him that a man in the bazaar was asking about buying some Unexploded Ordnance (UXO). His source believed the man was connected to a local Taliban cell and suspected he was involved with the Girls’ School bombing. I explained to Faridullah what a “buy bust” operation was and how we used this tactic back in the States with drug dealers. We devised a plan to sell this man some inert munitions that Faridullah used for training. Two days later we furnished his source with the inert munitions and walked him through our plan. The suspect fell for our offer and we arrested him without firing a shot. Before sending the suspect to the AGO to await his trial, I enrolled him into the HIIDE portable-biometric-device used to capture a person’s biometric identifiers such as iris, fingerprint, and facial recognition.


    Shortly after his enrollment, I was notified that his fingerprint matched a latent print recovered from a piece of tape found at the women’s centers bombing site.


    Faridullah was ecstatic about this development and the potential of future cases investigated by his office.
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    Girls’ School bombing suspect


    The next day our team convoyed back to Bagram for supplies and I headed to the Post Exchange (PX) for some office products and sundries. During my KLEs with the AGO it was very apparent that he was in desperate need of a copier/printer and paper.


    When I arrived back at our rallying point a trailer full of plywood, two-by-fours, and an adjustable basketball goal were attached to Sergeant Demar’s MATV. As I walked up to Demar with a puzzled look on my face, all he said was, “Don’t Ask.”


    For the next several weeks we took the opportunity in between missions to improve our living conditions. Turns out that we had a carpenter on our team and he began construction of a small gym with the plywood and two-by-fours “acquired” by Demar back on Bagram. Demar and I, along with two other NCOs, moved into an old Afghan kitchen that we referred to as the “Bungalow.” The Bungalow was small and cramped, but we were able to lock up our equipment and secure some of the team’s sensitive items.


    Demar also obtained a much larger plastic water tank to replace the small one we were currently using. This was a huge morale booster and the team was excited about having the ability to take showers again. This tank rested on a twenty-foot metal tower allowing the water to be gravity fed into our latrine. This was not an easy undertaking and took most of a day to exchange the tanks and then have a local water truck fill it. The next morning Demar and I grabbed our coffee and sat in front of the bungalow admiring the new water tank. As we discussed the upcoming day’s plan, I noticed a small fish swimming inside the tank. We laughed and Demar joked about having sushi for dinner that night. Turned out the water truck driver was not getting the potable water from Bagram as contracted. He would drive down to the local river and filled his water truck and then our tank.


    Over the course of the last two months I began to realize that a significant divide existed within the ranks of the ANP. MSK had his dedicated followers, but many of the ANP wanted nothing to do with his corruption or criminal enterprise. I started hearing rumors about a secret prison used to hold people and then extort money from their families for their release. I also heard MSK used his police check points along Highway 1 to extort money from unwitting drivers, yet he allowed smugglers transporting weapons and drugs north to Mazar Sharif unabated passage. It was also rumored that he held strong alliances with local warlords and protected them and their operations for the right price.


    Most of this was merely rumor and I had no real proof or evidence to support any of these allegations. Then one day I received a call from LEP Nelson, who had learned through one of his ANP counterparts that a large shipment of opium was heading towards Charikar. Nelson put me in contact with a special counter narcotic police officer working out of Kabul. This officer was following a large shipment of raw opium and wanted us, Coalition Forces, to intercept the shipment as it traversed through Charikar. The officer told us he did not trust MSK or his officers and suspected he was being paid to protect this shipment. Fortunately for us we had recently had a platoon of MPs arrive to assist with force protection and the mentoring of the ANP. I alerted the MP platoon sergeant, Sergeant First Class Michael Cram, who just happened to be a police officer for the Winooski Police Department located just outside of Burlington, Vermont. Cram rallied his platoon while I enlisted the help of some trusted ANP officers and we successfully intercepted the opium shipment as it entered Charikar.


    The shipment was being transported in hidden compartments of a minivan—similar to how the Mexican Cartels ship meth and marijuana through the southwest Border States. Ultimately, we seized approximately 150 kilos of raw opium headed for heroin labs in Pakistan. The two individuals found driving the minivan were later released by MSK and never charged with any crimes.


    The brigade seized this opportunity to showcase how Coalition Forces and the ANP worked together to intercept this large shipment of drugs. Major Dave Matzel was the brigade’s Information Officer and messaged this seizure through the Afghan news agencies. Matzel and I realized the opportunity this provided to really put some pressure on MSK and his operations. MSK now had to take ownership of this seizure, which put him at odds with some of the warlords who were paying him to protect against such things. As a result of this drug seizure, MSK began avoiding me like the plague.
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    Drug Seizure


    Colonel Roy was pleased with our efforts but needed some real evidence that tied MSK directly to corruption. MSK was a protected political figure and his removal would have to come straight from Afghan President Hamid Karzai.


    Over the next several weeks, I began to learn more about MSK’s criminal network and the people he was associated with. One of those people was a man named Satar who lived in the Ghorband district of Parwan. Satar was considered one of Parwan’ s most powerful and influential criminal figures and fought side by side with MSK during the Soviet occupation. Some of my Afghan Law Enforcement contacts referred to Satar as the “Godfather of Parwan” and he was known to be MSK’s right hand man. Through my law enforcement contacts, I learned that Satar had over 1,000 criminal complaints filed against him ranging from murder, rape, kidnapping, and theft of private land.


    Working with my AGO contact, I was able to obtain copies of these criminal complaints. In Afghanistan, a criminal complaint can be filed against another person with two written statements from either victims or witnesses alleging a crime. With copies of these complaints, I returned to Bagram and met with the brigade’s Rule of Law Advisor, Captain Adam Bushey. Bushey worked as a lawyer in his civilian life and spearheaded the brigade’s Rule of Law efforts. He was very familiar with the Afghan justice system and helped mentor and train Afghan lawyers and judges on Bagram. Bushey evaluated the complaints and felt they met the Afghan judicial standard and would pursue further action through his Afghan Judicial contacts. Bushey would ultimately convince a special prosecutor to issue an arrest warrant for Satar based on the outstanding complaints.


    Shortly after briefing the brigade staff about Satar and his connection with MSK, I was contacted by FBI Agent Kelly, who was assigned to Division Headquarters as a special advisor on public corruption. Turns out that Agent Kelly had worked cases with our Operations Chief LEP JT back in the world. LEP JT had given him a “heads up” on the investigation. Agent Kelly offered his assistance and provided some valuable advice on different strategies he found to be effective in Afghanistan. I was eventually summoned to Division Headquarters to brief his chain of command and a litany of analysts who were actively following MSK. I was pleasantly surprised about how much attention this investigation was receiving, though remained skeptical of the potential outcome and the actions that would be taken against MSK and his criminal network.


    Some within the Military Intelligence (MI) community questioned the validity of my information because the law enforcement (LE) contacts I gathered it from were not vetted through MI standards. Having been a Counter Intelligence Agent as an Army Reservist, I understood their skepticism. On the other hand, I trusted my instincts as a cop and the LE contacts I was working with. This was not a cloak and dagger scenario, this was a cops and robbers case. As a street cop, you learn really quick how to effectively communicate with people, both good and bad. You also learn that the most accurate information in the criminal world comes from cops and criminals, not from spies.


    Colonel Roy requested to see me before I headed back to Charikar and made it perfectly clear that he was happy with my work. He knew about the skepticism coming from some but encouraged me to keep doing what I was doing and that he would have my back. He also used this situation to illustrate why he felt the LEP program was so important to his mission and was optimistic about the eventual outcome. However, he was very clear that he still needed some solid evidence that linked MSK to Satar and the criminal network he was rumored to control. Leaving his office, I felt energized knowing the brigade commander had my back and headed to Charikar with a new sense of enthusiasm.


    Once we arrived at the ANP compound our interpreter advised he had received a call from the AGO who wanted to see me about an urgent matter. Sergeant Demar put together a small security team and we walked to the AGO compound. As we arrived at the gate the guards immediately escorted us to the AGO building where we were greeted with excitement. This was unusual for the AGO and I was now very curious about our meeting. Bypassing the traditional chai and snacks, the AGO got right down to business. He explained that a local National Directorate of Security (NDS) investigator dropped off a defendant late last night. The NDS in Afghanistan is much like the American Homeland Security Department or even the FBI to some degree. Regardless, they have national authority to investigate crimes and arrest suspects. This particular suspect, Shir Ahamad, was a known HIG member and was arrested for the kidnapping and murder of a fourteen-year-old boy. Ahamad confessed to kidnapping the boy, but denied he had anything to do with his murder. Ahamad told NDS that he was a member of the HIG and working for an individual named Zainuddin, who instructed him to kidnap the boy so he could demand ransom from his family. When the family could not pay the ransom, the boy was murdered by Zainuddin and dumped in the local canal.


    This was right out of the Mafia handbook and Zainuddin was the local Mafia thug who operated with impunity because of his suspected ties to MSK. Although I could not directly link Zainuddin to MSK, I could link Zainuddin to Satar, and would eventually use that connection against MSK.


    Over the course of the next several weeks, I began to piece together a network of local criminals who were ultimately connected to Satar and his network. My case against Satar grew stronger and I now had a warrant for his arrest and the arrest of several other members of his organization. However, I still lacked that direct link I needed to show that MSK was the head of this criminal organization.


    In early September, I finally got the break I was waiting for when Satar actually arrived at our compound with MSK. I was sitting in the TOC when our interpreter advised that MSK had just arrived with Satar. One of our trusted ANP officers had tipped us off about a meeting MSK was having with Satar to discuss his upcoming efforts to run for a seat in the Parwan Parliament. As I looked down from the TOC, I saw numerous ANP gun trucks escorting an unmarked Toyota Land Cruiser into the compound. I observed MSK exit the front passenger seat and walk towards the back of the vehicle. A uniformed officer opened the rear driver’s side passenger door and a man exited and was identified by an ANP officer as Satar. As luck would have it, a digital camera was sitting on the table next to the window and I was able to snap several photos of them together.


    I alerted Sergeant Demar and LTC McLaughlin who called the brigade TOC for guidance. LTC McLaughlin was a large man and was very direct and to the point on most matters. His no-nonsense attitude was exactly what we needed at this point. In the meantime, Sergeant Cram covertly maneuvered one of his MP gun trucks in position to block the front gate to prevent any attempt by Satar to leave. Ultimately the brigade instructed LTC McLaughlin and me to meet with MSK and have him arrest Satar for the outstanding warrant. With a copy of the warrant in hand, McLaughlin and I, flanked by Sergeant Demar and several of his soldiers, walked over to MSK’s office. We were stopped at the door and McLaughlin requested to see MSK about an urgent matter. MSK’s head of security initially told us that MSK was unavailable, but McLaughlin made it very clear that he needed to see him immediately. Several of MSK’s security personnel started to posture, but calmer heads prevailed and we were eventually escorted to a small conference room located adjacent to MSK’s office.


    After several minutes of waiting, MSK arrived and sat across from us. It was obvious he was not happy and asked what was so urgent. McLaughlin got right to the point and told MSK that we knew he was meeting with Satar and requested MSK detain Satar based on the arrest warrant we had. MSK appeared to be taken aback by McLaughlin’s request and told us he was unaware of any arrest warrant for Satar. I then presented a copy of the arrest warrant to MSK, who took a moment to review it. MSK was skeptical of the validity of the warrant and told us he would need confirmation from the Ministry of the Interior (MOI) before he would take any action against Satar. It was obvious MSK was agitated and left the room with a sense of frustration and anger. I will admit my heart was pounding and I was skeptical that MSK would arrest Satar without a fight. A short time later, MSK returned to the room and said he received a call from Colonel Roy who validated the arrest warrant and that Satar would be arrested and turned over to MOI in Kabul.


    MSK exited the room and we were escorted down the stairs and into the courtyard where we observed one of MSK’s men driving Satar towards the front gate. The green Ford Ranger pick-up truck could not get around our gun truck and I observed Satar exit the truck and walk towards a small pedestrian gate and disappear into the bazaar. It was obvious the rat was leaving the sinking ship and it was so ironic that such a powerful criminal was now running for his very existence. McLaughlin and I returned to MSK’s office and confronted him about Satar leaving the compound. MSK assured us he would send his officers to arrest Satar and transport him to MOI in Kabul. Later that night, MSK walked over to our TOC and told us that he delivered Satar personally to the Director of MOI in Kabul and guaranteed his continued support and cooperation.


    Colonel Roy now had the proof he needed to link MSK with known criminal networks and he was ultimately removed from his position as the Parwan Provincial Police Chief. MSK was eventually transferred out of Parwan Province to Kunduz Province where he was killed in a suicide bombing while walking in the bazaar in Kunduz City in March of 2011. Many of Satar’s minions were arrested or killed, and MSK’s brother tried to move in as the next Police Chief of Parwan, but Colonel Roy put a stop to that effort.


    For the next couple of months, I mentored the new Police Chief and continued working with Lieutenant Faridullah on IED cases. During this time, Faridullah and I were responding to several IED calls a week and his training was progressing well. Eventually I was able to connect Faridullah with an Army EOD team and I returned to Bagram, because I was being reassigned to the Investigative Surveillance Unit with LEP Nelson.
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    From left to right; Master Sergeant Demar, 1st LT Faridullah, and LEP Mike in Charikar Afghanistan 2010


    The LEPs would continue helping the military in its efforts to structure Internal Affairs Divisions (IAD) within the ANP ranks. Back when I first started police work we used to refer to IAD as the “Rat Squad.” Which brings up the third rule in police work. Never invite the Rat Squad to the Christmas party.


    On December 4th, 2010, I received a frantic call from my old interpreter in Charikar informing me that Faridullah had been killed while on an IED call earlier that morning. Apparently, he was defusing an IED when a secondary IED detonated and he was killed instantly. He was very aware of the dangers involved in his job but felt a duty to protect the Afghan people and lived every day by the old Arabic proverb “Inshallah” or God Willing! End of Watch 12/04/2010…. Rest in Peace, old friend.


    In Memory of Sergeant Major Michael Evan Cram


    Sergeant Major Michael Cram, a Sergeant First Class at the time of the Rat Squad in Charikar, passed away on December 17, 2017. He was a decorated war veteran and an exemplary law enforcement officer in Vermont. Sergeant Major Cram had served in some of the most dangerous theaters as a soldier and on the meanest streets as a police officer during his thirty years of service to his country and community. He was awarded a Purple Heart, a Meritorious Service Award, Army Good Conduct Award, two Bronze Stars and the Army Commendation for Valor.


    Michael Cram, a decorated soldier and police officer, loving husband and father, and friend to many. End of watch December 17, 2017.

  


  
    Chapter 25


    Mean Green Machine


    LEP JT—


    In June of 1987, I arrived at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC) to complete my academy training to become a Special Agent with the United States Customs Service. There were numerous federal agencies represented there from the Secret Service to the U.S. Marshals Service and it was very much a collegiate atmosphere. We all wore the same little blue smurf uniform, co-mingled during chow times, worked out in the gym together and socialized at night. However, there was one agency that remained segregated from the general population, the United States Border Patrol, or the “Mean Green Machine” as their PT shirts displayed. They were truly a “paramilitary” organization. They marched in squads to and from class, the chow hall and the dormitory. I remember the first class run we did during our daily physical training period. We were running through a wooded area at about a ten-minute pace when a loud cadence began to be heard from behind. The cadence grew louder and louder until a platoon size element of the Mean Green Machine emerged from the woods. They swiftly overtook us at about an eight-minute pace and that was with carrying their colors. Truly startled, my classmate and former sergeant with the New Orleans Police Department asked, “Are we at FLETC or Quantico?”


    The point being, most of us were headed back to a suit and tie office building and the Mean Green Machine was not. They would be doing their shifts out of a Suburban on an ATV, or in some instances on the back of a horse in some of the most isolated terrain this country has. Their numbers would be few and back-up would be a luxury not a given. As such, when the founding fathers of the LEP program received the request for LEPs on the Pakistan border the Mean Green Machine would fill the billet.


    They would indeed be in harm’s way as thousands of Taliban and foreign fighters regularly slipped back and forth along the “rat trails” connecting Afghanistan and the tribal frontier of Pakistan.


    One retired Border Patrol Agent that would roger up for some more punishment was BLEP Joe. Not once but twice, mind you. A rather stocky man in his fifties with a shaved head and the grip of a lumberjack with a gentle but commanding disposition. It was evident from our first meeting that he was a worker and would not require, nor expect, any special accommodations. He was focused and there to do what Mean Green does best. It is a privilege and an honor to introduce you to BLEP Joe as he gives you the dump on his mission.


    BLEP Joe—


    The Border LEP Program was a sub division of the larger, overall LEP Program. It was a mission specific program designed to Advise, Assist, Mentor, and Train the newly developing Afghan Border Police Program which was being mentored by the U.S. Army since its inception.


    There were two positions which comprised the Border LEP Program: The Border LEP I and the Border LEP II. The Border LEP I was a Brigade-level position designed to support U.S. Army Brigade Commanders with subject matter experts (SME) in the administration of Border Rule of Law Enforcement. The Border LEP I position required the candidate to possess a minimum of twenty years of experience as a U.S. Federal Agent in Border Enforcement with a minimum of ten years background investigative experience and possess a Top Secret Security Clearance. The Border LEP I candidate had to have most recently served in the capacity of a GS-13 in Federal Law Enforcement.


    The Border LEP II position required the candidate to be a graduate of the U.S. Border Patrol Academy, have a minimum of fifteen years of experience in U.S. border enforcement duties, have a minimum of ten years of investigative experience, and most recently have served in the capacity of a GS-12 or higher. The Border LEP II candidate had to be eligible to obtain a Secret Security Clearance.


    The Border LEP II’s job was extremely diverse. In my two tours in Afghanistan, I served as a Border LEP II (BLEP). BLEPS were assigned mostly to U.S. Army Infantry Units assigned to Combat Outposts along the Afghanistan/Waziristan, Pakistan Border. Our mission was to serve both U.S. Army Company Commanders and Afghanistan Border Police Kandak Commanders (Equivalent of a U.S. Brigade Commander) as SMEs. We often found ourselves working very closely with the Afghan Uniformed Police (AUP) and the Afghanistan National Security Directorate (NDS), which can be compared as the equivalent to the FBI.


    The challenges of the Border LEP Program were monumental. We had to take a force comprised of mostly illiterate, poorly trained, newly recruited border police and try to form them into professional law enforcement officers. The first step in this program was to immediately distinguish them as border police officers from soldiers. Upon my arrival in Afghanistan, I found that the Afghanistan Border Police (ABP) were often misidentified as soldiers of the Afghan National Army (ANA) which they absolutely were not! The ABP drew their statutory authority to make criminal arrests from articles 56, 75, and 134 of the Afghan Constitution. The ANA did NOT possess this authority, much in the same way that the U.S. Army does not have authority to arrest


    U.S. Citizens within U.S. Territories. Personally, I often observed the ABP being used in the capacity of the ANA when I first arrived in Afghanistan and I believe this was due in large part to a misunderstanding of the role of the ABP by coalition forces and other coalition advisors. This is precisely where the BLEP’s expertise best served the U.S. Army’s needs most.


    My first assignment in Afghanistan was Combat Outpost (COP) Terezayi in Ali Shir, Khowst Province with the 101st Airborne Division, 3rd Brigade Rakkasans, 182nd Infantry, Crusher Company. My very first assignment was to evaluate the readiness and capability of the ABP. Previously, the ABP forces had been mentored and trained by other contracted law enforcement advisors. I found the ABP to be completely inept and very poorly trained. They had little understanding of what their role in national security was and no knowledge or understanding of their authority as border police whatsoever.
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    COP Terezayi, Ali Shir, Khowst Province, Afghanistan


    Even though we were clearly instructed to serve as mentors and not as trainers, I had no choice but to create and initiate a basic border police training program for the rank and file of the 3rd Kandak ABP modeled after the U.S. Border Patrol. First, it was necessary to advise U.S. Army soldiers on the curriculum because it was their job to train the ABP. Together, we trained the ABP in their statutory authority, duties and responsibilities, and jurisdictional boundaries. We quickly proceeded into basic police training which included developing probable cause, taking and analyzing fingerprints, conducting criminal interviews, making law enforcement arrests, collecting and processing evidence, developing human and analytical intelligence, identifying criminal smuggling networks, tactical operation of traffic checkpoints, (often referred to as TCPs), and other general law enforcement training. To add to the existing challenges was the greatest challenge of all, to mentor and train through the use of interpreters.


    The ABP had plenty of opportunities to utilize their newly acquired training and skills. Weapons were being smuggled across remote areas of the border into Afghanistan from Pakistan by the Taliban and the Haqqani Network Insurgent Groups. The ABP were making good arrests based on probable cause and processing the smugglers for criminal prosecution under the Rule of Law, which was a developing concept for law enforcement entities of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan (GIRoA) at the time. Previously, intercepted insurgents were either being sold back to the insurgency or simply left dead on the battlefield by the ABP. Now, the Rule of Law was being applied and captured insurgents were being properly prosecuted by the Ministry of the Interior (MOI) for violations of specific border statutes.
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    Captured Taliban weapons and munitions


    In Afghanistan, much like in the United States of America, there are law enforcement agencies, criminal courts, a legislative branch, and a corrections branch. The goal of this newly formed criminal justice system in Afghanistan was for these distinct agencies to operate together as the principal means of maintaining the Rule of Law within its society. The Afghan Constitution was agreed upon by 500 men and women representatives from across the country at the Loya Jirga on January 4, 2004 and ratified by then President Hamid Karzai on January 26, 2004. It contains 12 chapters and 162 articles.


    To properly train and mentor the ABP, the Border LEPs first had to study up on the Afghan Constitution, the newly-revised civil criminal code of 1976, and the police powers (statutory authority) of the Border Police. While this may sound like a tall order, it actually only required a fairly dedicated amount of reading and study because Afghanistan operates under the civil form of criminal justice versus the common law form of criminal justice we are more familiar with in the United States. Under civil law, there are no juries and no judicial rulings on established laws.


    Criminal courts usually consist of three judges who hear cases and make decisions of innocence and guilt. Therefore, appellate rulings do not exist and did not have to be studied. The Border LEPs had a very close working relationship with the Rule of Law (RoL) LEPs, who were mostly attorneys or law school graduates from the United States. The RoL LEPs were advisors who filled a critical need to both the


    GIRoA and the Border LEPs who were advising, assisting, mentoring, and training the ABP and Coalition Forces Commanders.


    Back at COP Terezayi, we were mentoring the ABP 3rd Kandak Commander. Our U.S. Coalition Commander had assigned me as one of two Border LEPs to a sub COP—a platoon-sized outpost called COP Cherkowtah. It was a small border outpost shared by the ABP and the U.S. Army and was situated at the mouth of the Manzara Route, a 3,000-year-old trade route that was still an undeveloped dirt road. At COP Cherkowtah, we were positioned approximately 2.5 kilometers from the Pakistan border. Just on the Pakistan side was home to the Haqqani Network Insurgency who was actively engaging GIRoA and Coalition Forces.


    Our U.S. Army host Company Commander’s platoons were staffed at approximately fifty percent. A full platoon consists of forty infantry soldiers. The first platoon to deploy to reopen COP Cherkowtah consisted of only sixteen soldiers, one Border LEP, and one local interpreter. Our recent presence in Cherkowtah immediately caught the attention of the insurgency in the local villages on the Pakistan side of the border. We were met on COP Cherkowtah with indirect fire (IDF) in the form of 107mm rockets and 82mm mortar fire. The enemy failed to cause any serious damage. They were attacking our compound three times a day, seven days a week and all we could really do was take cover and attempt to locate the point of origin of fire (POO Site) from our observation points (OPs) and return fire with our mortar system. However, because the fire often originated within villages, we were not always able to return fire out of concern for civilian casualties.


    Every soldier and civilian contractor had a battle position. The Border LEP position was at the Entry Control Point (ECP) to the COP, and the interpreter’s position was beside the platoon leader to serve as translator to the ABP. The sixteen soldiers all had offensive and defensive positions. On COP Cherkowtah, if you were a civilian and you carried a weapon, then you were assigned a battle position. Even though this was not condoned by the program, the Army expected nothing less at COP Cherkowtah because of the shortage of manpower and the serious nature of survival that was taking place on a daily basis. Because of the shortage of soldiers, I was often assigned the 3rd watch to the ECP by myself. The soldiers surely appreciated it. And, it was an honor to do so! We all relied heavily on one another and there was no room for special treatment. When we were refitted by air, everybody who was not on a watch participated in the work party without having to be assigned. This included the LT, the translator, as well as the Border LEP.


    During in-processing at the program’s headquarters in Virginia, LEPs are made very aware of the possibility of being assigned to an outpost under extreme austere living conditions. COP Cherkowtah was the mold for this model. For nine months we subsisted on MREs, took water bottle showers, washed our clothes by hand, slept in Army issued sleeping bags, and made do without air conditioning in the summer and without heat in the winter. There was no running water, so we used wag bags in wag sheds instead of bathrooms. I had become so accustomed to using wag bags that when I returned home, it took a long period of time to readjust to becoming comfortable using a standard bathroom again!
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    COP Cherkowtah bunkhouse


    From COP Cherkowtah, I would call my wife on my haji phone (Afghan Cell Phone) about once every three days. We had to be extremely cautious and restricted in our conversations because we knew that the Pakistani ISI (Intelligence Service) was eavesdropping on cell phone calls. Therefore, our conversations never went beyond the typical, “I love you, miss you, and I am fine. How are things at home?”


    At COP Cherkowtah, I immediately began what would become a very close and successful mentorship with the ABP Commander, Sr. Captain Mohammed Arif. We addressed him as “Commandanse.” CPT Arif was a commodity within the ABP. He was a well-educated man who abhorred corruption by his superiors, which was prevalent. His specialty was gathering very good human intelligence. CPT Arif was able to form relationships based on trust with village elders that no other previous ABP Commander could ever garner. He was a “networker” by nature and he was the best.


    This made my job a lot easier because CPT Arif was a very cooperative participant. CPT Arif’s ability to obtain accurate and timely intelligence was uncanny. It is common with Afghan officials to have to negotiate deals in order to garner their cooperation. This was never the case with CPT Arif. CPT Arif always saw the bigger picture and was a selfless leader. I often advised my military commanders that if we had just a handful of CPT Arifs, we could easily achieve coalition goals throughout Afghanistan.
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    BLEP Joe, Captain Arif (2nd from right) and his team.


    The evening we were rotating back to COP Terezayi out of the first mission to COP Cherkowtah, CPT Arif called our translator and told him that he had just received very good intelligence that an IED had just been planted on our return route to COP


    Terezayi at what was known as the “Wadi Crossing.” The information came to me from the translator just as we were forming up to patrol out. I advised the platoon sergeant, who was overwhelmed with logistics and last-minute problems. He told me, “Okay, but you know how it is with all of the bad intel we get on IEDs that rarely pans out.” I told the sergeant that the source was CPT Arif and the platoon sergeant knew how reliable his intelligence was. The sergeant raised his eyebrows with sweat pouring down his face, and said, “Well, shit, we can’t cancel the mission and we can’t go around it because there is no other crossing. Okay, we’ll just have to be careful then.” Our convoy proceeded out the gate from COP Cherkowtah and, as we crossed the wadi, a heavy rainstorm moved in and we all kind of held our collective breaths as we crossed the wadi. As the last Max Pro up-armored vehicle was crossing the wadi, it struck an IED, the IED CPT Arif warned us of, injuring all seven soldiers inside.


    The explosion rendered the gunner unconscious and bent the frame of the vehicle resulting in all of the doors not being able to open. The vehicle immediately caught on fire and quickly filled with smoke. Miraculously, the soldiers were all able to escape through the gunner’s hatch—only after removing the unconscious gunner. The driver lost his left foot, one soldier broke his arm, one sustained a back injury, and the others sustained several bumps and bruises. Yet they all had the presence of mind to quickly exit the vehicle with their weapons intact, a result of good army training. As the fire progressed, ammunition began exploding from within the vehicle. Completely exposed to insurgents in the nearby village of Tiroba, where the wadi crossing was, we took cover behind mounds of earth as the ammunition continued to explode within the now fully engulfed vehicle. Kyowa helicopters were dispatched from FOB Salerno to provide air cover to the convoy. The platoon lieutenant warned the helicopters to keep their distance due to exploding ammunition coming from the vehicle that was hit. One of the pilots offered to deploy a hellfire missile through the gunner’s hatch of the burning vehicle to mitigate the problem. Without hesitation, the platoon lieutenant gave the go ahead. The pilot successfully deployed one missile through the gunner’s hatch which immediately blew all the doors wide open; the ammunition all went up at once and it was all over. That Platoon leader, Lieutenant Fryson, would later receive a lot of grief from battalion and brigade, but was given a pass because his decision brought the danger to an immediate end. He would later be nicknamed “LT Hellfire.” I never heard the name “Fryson” used again. I only heard the phrase, “LT Hellfire.” Unfortunately, much later into this deployment, LT Fryson would be killed by an IED in the same wadi at a different crossing. It was a tremendous loss. He was a highly-respected infantry officer and completely loved by his troops. I had been on many missions into villages to meet with village elders with LT Hellfire. It was a horrible loss.
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    Max Pro Wadi IED


    Back at the burning vehicle, we waited for route clearance patrol to arrive and tow the vehicle away. After the soldiers were successfully medevac’d by helicopter, we began cleaning up the scene. The U.S. Army has a policy of leaving no debris on the battlefield which the enemy could collect and repurpose to his advantage. Evening closed in and the rain was torrential. Once we recovered every piece of debris, we began to return to COP Cherkowtah, which was approximately ten kilometers away.


    All the up-armored vehicles, Max Pros and MACVs, were becoming mired in the muddy roads. At one point, every vehicle was stuck in the pitch black of night and the pouring rain. We were sitting ducks for the insurgent-infested village of Tiroba right out of the passenger’s side of our vehicles. We eventually got one vehicle freed from the mud and it towed out the others only to get stuck again and again, all the way back to the COP.


    This was only one of many incidents that were commonplace for COP Cherkowtah. On this day, we learned when ABP CPT Arif provided us intelligence, we had to take it seriously. CPT Arif’s intelligence would later result in our being well prepared for an attempt by insurgents to overrun and capture COP Cherkowtah.


    Late that night, COP Cherkowtah came under heavy attack in a gun battle that would last two and a half hours. The compound came under very heavy mortar, RPG-7, 107mm Rocket, and PKM fire. The ABP would exhaust all its ammunition and the U.S. Army soldiers on the OP would deploy more than five thousand rounds before the insurgents finally retreated into Pakistan. The following day, we conducted a battlefield evidence recovery mission. Having spoken with the Kuchi peasants, we were able to ascertain that there was a PKM Machine Gun Nest of approximately ten to twelve Chechen insurgents and that there were three other POO sites from which heavy weapons were being deployed against us the night before. We recovered physical evidence in the form of cigarette butts and PKM shell casings and submitted them to the evidence laboratory at Bagram Air Base for forensic analysis. We mentored a group of NCOs from the ABP to complete this process.


    Upon our return to COP Cherkowtah, a storm system moved in bringing heavy rains. We were supposed to have been resupplied by air this day, but it was canceled as the air went “Red” due to the bad weather. The storm went on for several days followed by a period of heavy clouds. We were starting to run out of Meals Ready to Eat (MRE) rations. We could not refit by convoy because there were no paved roads in this area and our vehicles were too heavy for the muddy roads to accommodate them. Our rations were reduced to Cliff Bars, Pop Tarts, dry cereal, and rat-holed MREs (MRE leftovers such as crackers, cheese, and peanut butter). The Provincial Reconstruction Team Army sergeant and I decided to buy food from the local Kuchi peasants to hold our platoon over until we could get refitted by air from FOB Salerno. The sergeant purchased a goat from one of the local herders and I purchased flatbread, rice, vegetables and seasoning from the local Kuchi Bazaar. We slaughtered the goat and prepared a Masala-seasoned goat stew and subsisted on it for the next two days until the air went green and we were able to be refitted.
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    COP Cherkowtah, Red Air Rations


    We were later informed that the ABP 3rd Kandak commander, a two-star general, had just been replaced by a LTCOL. In very short order, we came to realize that this newly-appointed ABP official was as corrupt as the day is long. While government corruption is commonplace in Afghanistan, this guy took it to a whole new “in your face” level unmatched by any of his predecessors. The word came down from brigade to battalion to the company commander that they wanted the Border LEP to do whatever it took to gather sufficient evidence to make a serious case of corruption against this new commander in order to get him removed as soon as possible. The U.S. Army Unit conducted TCPs and videotaped drivers, taking their statements regarding the manner in which they were being extorted by the ABP officers who had recently arrived with this new ABP commander. We convoyed out to BCP-7 to interview these new ABP officers. We were able to quickly ascertain that they were not even ABP officers. They were just thugs wearing the ABP uniform who accompanied the new LTCOL commander to 3rd Kandak. We discovered that they were assigned here to do their commander’s dirty work by extorting money from commercial truck drivers conveying goods across the border from Waziristan to Afghanistan.


    I brought ABP CPT Mohammed Arif with me on this mission to mentor him in the process of conducting a corruption investigation because LEPs have no investigative or arrest authority in Afghanistan. We only serve as advisors and mentors to those who do have this authority.


    Upon arrival at BCP-7, we discovered two places where the extorted cash was being hidden. We took sworn statements from 17 ABP officers who were happy to cooperate and provide detailed information regarding the extortions. We even took statements from the accused, who thought that their cooperation would buy them exoneration. Through a translator, statements were taken from CPT Mohammed Arif as I mentored CPT Arif on what questions to ask. There was no electrical power at BCP-7 so we worked under the light of a kerosene lamp during a heavy thunderstorm until 0130 in the morning.
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    ABP Mentored Public Corruption Investigation
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    ABP Mentored Public Corruption Investigation


    Statements are very important in the Afghan judicial system because they are considered the strongest form of evidence. Additionally, they are given even more weight when they come from GIRoA officials, which the ABP were. We asked questions using the five “Ws” of Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How. We successfully obtained sufficient probable cause to have the newly-appointed corrupt 3rd Kandak commander removed from his position. ABP CPT Arif arrested the three extortionists at BCP-7 and the U.S. Army escorted the ABP Convoy back to COP Cherkowtah. The three arrestees were transported back to ABP 3rd Kandak Headquarters. Although we requested that they remain detained by the AUP to avoid a conflict of interest, they were eventually allowed to return to the ABP Compound where all three promptly deserted. The GIRoA called the new 3rd Kandak commander back ABP Headquarters where a warrant for his arrest was being prepared. The corrupt Kandak commander then promptly deserted. Mission accomplished.

  


  
    Chapter 26


    The Bearded Brit of Task Force Bulldog


    LEP JT—


    During the second week of November 2010, word was passed that Task Force Bulldog was a go to conduct Operation Bulldog Bite. It was to be a joint U.S. and Afghan operation targeting Taliban havens in the villages of the Watahpur Valley, Kunar Province, which is located in the eastern region of the Pech River Valley. It was slated as a nighttime air assault mission and on deck would be the 1st Battalion, 327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division and the 1st Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment.


    Our man assigned to Company B of Task Force Bulldog at Forward Operating Base (FOB) Blessing, Kunar Province, was LEP Karl, who I had affectionately named the “Bearded Brit.” I had done so for two reasons. Firstly, because he was born in England and still had that colorful British accent, and secondly, because two weeks earlier I had received an “ass-chewing” from Deputy PM Larry for the out of regulation beard that the Brit had been sporting. Apparently, LEP Karl had passed a photograph of himself in uniform with a full beard to Melisa at HQ in Virginia, who in turn had put it on her computer as a screen saver. As Mr. Murphy would have it, PM Dave saw it and the shit hit the fan. As always, I was the one sitting in front of that fan.


    Now you might be asking yourself what is the big deal with having a beard as it is a very significant attribute associated with the Afghan male culture. Well, all the LEPs were civilians, and there were very strict guidelines in place to assure that they wore our country’s uniform with respect and adhered to all of the military’s grooming standards. The only LEPs with beards were the ones assigned to ISAF Special Forces (ISU Teams) and those with a letter from their commander (O-4 or above), neither of which LEP Karl was or had. It took me two days to track him down but when I did we agreed that I had done my duty by informing him that he was out of regulation and he assured that no one would ever “see” his beard again. Truth be told, I was regularly negligent in the blousing of my pants or the wearing of my cover (hat). I had many a Sergeant Major chase me down only to figure out right before the ass-chewing commenced that I was “one of those guys” and storm off in disgust.


    LEP Karl was one of those LEPs who had proven to his unit early on in his deployment that he was added value. When they mounted up, there was always a seat for their LEP. Because of this, it was no surprise, at 0 dark thirty on November 11 when the Chinook dropped its rear platform for Company B’s ride to the show, that LEP Karl would be walking up it. What would be a surprise, and to this day is virtually unknown by the American public, was that this operation would turn out to be among the bloodiest battles of the Afghanistan war.


    Forty-eight hours later, I got the call that all cops never forget, I had an officer down. Dustoff was inbound to the Craig Joint Theater Hospital at Bagram with LEP Karl. He was alive but critically wounded by small arms fire.


    As always, when the UH-60 touched down outside the emergency room we were all there. Having survived that ride myself, I had a rule that a wounded LEP would have a brother with him from the time he was wheeled in until the time he went wheels up on the CCATT flight to Germany. There was never a shortage of volunteers and I, along with countless other LEPs, owe a debt of gratitude to LEP Craig, LEP Coop and LEP Tony (the Reverend) for the countless hours they sat in that ICU and the numerous pints of blood they donated from their bodies for their fellow LEPs and the soldiers they fell with.


    Now I had seen many gunshot victims in my career and I must admit that I really did not think LEP Karl was going to make it. So we did the only thing that we could do, we held hands around him and the Reverend prayed. I called LEP Tony, who was a retired FBI Agent, the Reverend because he was actually an ordained minister. I am not by nature an overtly religious man but LEP Craig and LEP Tony managed to teach me a thing or two about the power of prayer.


    As Dave and I began this project, I reached out to LEP Karl at his home in California, where he still struggles with the aftermath of Bulldog Bite. He told me that when he came home from the hospital, he wanted to do something constructive in helping him sort things out, so he sat down at his computer and wrote about his experience. As a humble man he was apologetic for not being a “professional writer” but agreed to allow his brothers to share his Afghan experience with you. As such, I will turn this page over to him.


    LEP Karl—


    It was completely dark except for the green glow of the instrument panel from the cockpit. Two pilots sat up front, flying blacked out so that no one on the ground would see the Chinook helicopter, “Shithook” to the Army. I could see the silhouette of the two side gunners, each armed with a 50-caliber machine gun, and the tail gunner with his legs dangling off the back ramp. They had all just fired into the Afghan valley below—I don’t know at what. They must have seen something with their NODs (Night Optical Device). The noise inside the chopper was deafening. Thank God for my IPOD.


    It gave me time to think. What the hell am I doing here? I’m a forty-six-year-old cop, not a soldier, almost twenty years of it spent chasing bad guys. Now, here I sit strapped into this helicopter headed for the most dangerous valley in Afghanistan.


    I’m wearing a U.S. Army uniform carrying a U.S. Army M16, but I have never been in the military. Soldiers keep saluting me although I wear no rank. I guess it’s because I look old. I think about my life’s journey, a strange road.


    Originally from England, my father was in the Royal Air Force and we had lived all over the world. I guess traveling was in my blood. At the age of seventeen, I packed everything I owned into two old-fashioned cardboard suitcases, took my life savings of about $200 and moved to the United States. I wanted to snow ski for a living and I had an uncle who lived in the mountains by a ski resort, so I moved and became a ski instructor. Years later, after I realized that no one can support a family skiing, I became a police officer in South L.A. I loved law enforcement, the chase, the fights, the pursuits. Always being in charge, and the fact that every day was different, no two shifts the same; I became an adrenalin junkie.


    The police department retired me when I developed high blood pressure, but I immediately was hired by another agency as a welfare fraud investigator. The job was completely different, no more responding to calls, no action, mostly desk work, and I hated it. A police friend had worked as a contractor for the military in Iraq as a police advisor after he retired. According to him the work was rewarding, and he put me in touch with the recruiter. The program was with the Department of Defense. It seems the Army was having difficulty connecting the lines between insurgency and criminality (this was not a normal war). The insurgents lived and worked among the local population. They deal in drugs, weapons, and intimidate the locals to keep them quiet. Sounds like a gang to me!


    Guess that’s why I’m here, and my job was to go on missions with the Army. They had sent me through Fort Benning in Georgia, where I had been issued everything a soldier is issued before deployment, from uniforms and weapons to sleeping bags and trenching tools. I wanted to get started. I had always had a job where I felt I made a difference and I was looking forward to that feeling again.


    It’s two AM when we touch down at Forward Operating Base Blessing, FOB Blessing for short. It is the main base in the Pech River Valley, Kunar Province, Eastern Afghanistan, and was known for its fierce fighting. A sergeant with the 4-ID (4th Infantry division) directs me up a hillside I can’t even see. A figure steps out of the darkness. “I’m Julio,” he says. “Welcome to Blessing. I am your partner.”


    A few weeks later and Julio is gone, went home on leave and never came back. Can’t say I blame him. Almost every day we were hit from the hills above with IDF (indirect fire). Mostly 82mm mortars and 107mm rockets. We lost some men that to me were just kids, 19 years old. We dished out our fair share of fire from the base as well. At first it kept me up at night, 120mm mortars and 105mm howitzers. Just the blast knocked over everything in my makeshift room, but I learned to sleep through it.


    It seemed that the Army didn’t like me. I guess they had problems with the guys I replaced. The colonel would not even talk to me, nor would his XO (executive officer). I asked for an M4 with a scope, a much lighter weapon than my M16 with iron sights, but my request was ignored.


    I spent the next few weeks developing my relationship with the Afghan National Police (ANP). Cops always have the best informants which means they have the best information. The ANP only had one investigator for the entire valley and his name was Azum. He was a gem, not only was he a wealth of information, but it was accurate. I slowly fed this information to the Army intelligence officer known as “The 2.” Captain Ryan and he were beginning to realize that my information was better than that of his “HUMMINT” (Human Intelligence Collectors) guys, who paid the local Afghans for information, which ended up being mostly bullshit.


    First Mission—


    Then it happened, a patrol into the nearby village of Khandaru had resulted in a U.S. soldier being shot in the head and killed as they left the village. The village was cordoned off by air and I was standing in the TOC (Tactical Operations Center) when the colonel, who had yet to acknowledge my presence on the base, looked at me and said, “Let’s go, this is your chance, cop.” I jumped in the armored vehicle along with my interpreter Hotak. As we drove up the valley dirt road, hugging the cliff with the river raging one hundred feet below us, I told Hotak to call Azum with the ANP and start getting us information on the shooter.


    We dismounted the vehicles and climbed down a steep path toward the river. We crossed one of the many bridges I called “Indiana Jones Bridges,” made of rope and wood. I wondered at every step if the wooden slats would hold my weight. If I fell into the river, the weight of my vest, weapons and ammunition would ensure that my body would never be found. We then hiked about a mile up the far bank to the village of Khandaru. Hotak had been in constant contact with Azum of the ANP. It always amazed me how this entire valley had no electricity. Corn was ground by stone wheels and water mills, water was drawn from wells, yet everyone had a cell phone. Azum had given me the shooters name and the compound he was hiding in. I raced to the head of the column to give the colonel the information.


    With the village cordoned off by the attack helicopters above, the village elders and most of the adult males were gathered in the village center. We had all walked past the spot on the path where the soldier had been shot, fresh blood on the ground calling out for some justice.


    I was told Hakim, son of Habib, was the shooter. Hakim was in a compound on the north side of the village. The colonel asked the elders to direct us to the compound. We found Habib and a female in the compound, who was hiding an AK47 under her burqa. We also found ammunition, detonation cord used for IEDs (Improvised Explosive Devices) and HME (Home Made Explosives). But most importantly, we had our man. Now my goal was to prosecute and convict Habib in an Afghan court—something not easily done in a tribal land with centuries of history built on everything but democratic Rule of Law.


    The following morning, I was sitting in the chow hall having breakfast, alone as usual.


    Suddenly, I was joined by not only the colonel but “the 2” and the XO as well. “So where are you from, Karl?” asked the Colonel.


    I answered, figuring, I guess I’m not the outsider anymore.


    “We set you up with an office in the TOC. We want to work more closely with you.”


    Half an hour later the Command Sgt. Major walked over to me. “You can join us on any mission you want to, and what the fuck are you doing with that M16? Take that musket down to the armory, they have an M4 waiting for you.”


    I averaged three missions a week for the next year. After that first mission, it was as though the Army realized the value of a law enforcement expert on the ground with them and they gave me free rein. I hit the ground running. I worked seven days a week, twelve to eighteen hours a day and rarely got a full night’s sleep. It was never-ending fighting and every week we lost men, most just kids. I would stand in the mess hall where we held the memorials and, as they played the PowerPoint presentation with the pictures of the fallen heroes, they always reminded me of my own sons who were about the same age. That was something I never got used to.


    My interpreter would call me, sometimes several times a night, with information from Azum about IEDs that had been placed on the main road, or a group of insurgents that were moving toward a ridge above the base so that they could hit us with mortars or missiles in the morning. Based on that information, we found and destroyed numerous IEDs before they could be detonated under a U.S vehicle. We also helped many insurgents realize their dream of dying for Jihad (holy war) as they walked in the darkness armed with their weapons. They never heard the drone thousands of feet above them, or the bomb that dropped among them before it was too late. It was incredibly rewarding to know that I played a direct part in saving the lives of U.S. soldiers. That’s what kept me going.


    I also grew to like the Afghans I worked with and if I was not out on a mission, I was in the Afghan compound. I gained their trust and they gained mine. I learned they are a proud people with a good sense of humor. It didn’t take long for me to recognize the intelligent ones, and the hard fighters. They became my “Afghan Team,” the men who accompanied us on missions. I also preferred their food, even the goat.


    Last Mission: Operation Bulldog Bite—


    “What the hell am I doing here?” Not the first time I had asked myself this question. Here I sit strapped into another “Shithook” at 2 AM. But this ride is different, this is an Air Assault with 101st Airborne and Special Forces. 4th Infantry had gone home months ago. This is a four-day mission and we were going to sweep the Waterpur Valley. A valley coalition forces had not been to in over four years. Intel said there was at least one Taliban training camp and that the Op-Force (Opposing Force) would not be heavy. The cop in me said that it just didn’t make sense. I had a bad feeling as the Shithook lifted off, it just didn’t feel right. The soldiers were excited as this was an Air Assault. This is what they trained for, what they longed for, but they were in for more than they bargained.


    The chopper didn’t really touch down, it hovered a few feet above the ground and dropped the back ramp. As a unit we unstrapped and stood up, then dropped our NODs (night optical devices) down into place, and in two single file lines we jumped off the ramp of the Shithook onto the hillside. Moments later our chopper flew away, and one after another the others flew in until 150 soldiers were huddled on the hillside at the top of the mountain range separating Afghanistan from Pakistan. As I waited for everyone to get dropped at the LZ, I sat with my back leaning against a short, rugged rock. After a while I noticed that there were dozens of other rocks almost identical to the one I was resting on. We had been dropped into a graveyard, a graveyard that was likely centuries old. There were probably men here who had died driving out both the British and the Russians, but they just looked like green rocks through my NOD.


    The assault force split into three groups of fifty. Each group was organized and led by a US Army Captain (a kid maybe twenty-four years old). I shifted my pack and my vest with nine magazines of ammunition into a semi comfortable position, checked for the umpteenth time that my M4 was locked and loaded, and started on what was going to be a long day hiking and fighting. Normally a civilian would not go on this type of mission, but the last few Air Assaults had not gone well for the 101st. They had two “high value targets” in custody and unknowingly let them go. Then they brought me several prisoners, but someone forgot the evidence. Without the evidence they could not be prosecuted. The XO told me, “We need you to go,” so here I was.


    We moved by night and Cobra helicopters equipped with FLIR (Forward Looking Infra-red) constantly circled above us. They “neutralized” several MAMs (Military Age Males) who had tried to approach our unit in the darkness armed with AK47 rifles. In complete darkness, we headed down the Waterpur valley from our LZ which was literally at the top of the mountain. As dawn approached and the sun began to come up we could see some Afghan compounds in the distance below us. As we reached each compound the Afghan soldiers with us searched for weapons and any evidence of terrorist involvement. An old woman stepped out of one compound screaming at us in outrage. A soldier next to me asked, “What is she saying?”


    I said, “She is inviting us for dinner. It’s taco night.”


    Around 11 AM, as we were searching a compound, we took heavy fire from two hillsides above us. AK47s and RPGs (rocket propelled grenades). Our group of fifty had split up to search different compounds. I was with a group of about fifteen and we were heavily outnumbered. The insurgents moved down the hillside forcing us into a fighting retreat. One insurgent, an older man who looked about fifty years old, charged our position from about fifty feet away. As he ran towards us, I saw he had no rifle but held a grenade in each hand. It was obvious he intended kill us and himself. Several of us fired at the same time and I could hear the thuds as bullets hit his chest. The man was thrown backwards by the power of the combined shot and a few seconds after he hit the ground the grenades exploded.


    As we were forced to retreat, we re-grouped to our original fifty. We were literally pushed down the valley by a superior force all that first day. Around 6 PM the sun went down and the insurgents broke contact. As the temperature dropped the overhead Cobras could once again use FLIR to protect us from above. As the Army says, “We own the night.” The LT looked at his wrist watch GPS device and told me we had been pushed 2000 feet down the valley. We had to move, and we had to do it in the hours of darkness so the insurgents would not know where we were when the sun came back up. We marched for hours in the total darkness using our NODs. The comforting sound of the Cobras remained overhead. I think it was around 11 PM when we came across an abandoned saw mill with some crude buildings. The old saw mill looked like it was steam powered but I was too tired to give it more than a rudimentary glance. As we settled down for a few hours of sleep, the Blackhawk helicopters arrived for our “A-drop”; food, water and, most importantly, ammunition. I was down to two magazines. The Blackhawks also made a pick-up, two fallen heroes and five or six walking wounded. For a moment I thought about the two kids who had died. Sometime in the next forty-eight hours two soldiers would knock on the door of some unsuspecting wife or parents and give them the news that would change their lives forever.


    We got about three hours of sleep. The CPT had not slept at all. He was on the COMMs all night making plans for the next three days. One of the groups of fifty had taken heavy losses with half of their unit killed or injured. They were re-enforced during the night. The decision was made during the night that the original three groups would consolidate to create a larger more defendable force. The bad news was that the re-group location was close to our original LZ, which meant that we had to go back up 2000 feet and we had to move fast. By 3 AM we were back on the trail.


    It was noon on day two when we got hit again. We were on a small hilltop with a large field of fire around us, so we hunkered down. It was a good spot, but we were only halfway to the LZ. For the rest of that day we took fire from several sides. We called in artillery and air strikes and waited for the sun to set. We moved as soon as it was dark. We reached the LZ around midnight and I was beyond tired both physically and mentally. We were delayed about an hour when we had to wait for a Blackhawk to winch out one of our guys, who had fallen down the Cliffside and broken his back. I was told to grab some sleep, we move at 3 PM.


    Later that day we found the first terrorist training camp. A single large compound set on a hillside with no other buildings or villages close by. Equipped with a shooting range, equipment to make HME (Home Made Explosives) and sleeping bags filled with medical equipment such as IVs, plasma, battle dressings, tourniquets and antibiotics. For the cherry on the cake, cases of brand new unopened Korans. One of these books would be given to each new recruit, and from that book he would be taught that to die for Jihad was a great honor, that he would sit in heaven at the side of the prophet and that he would be given seventy-two virgins. I thought of the old man with the hand grenades, thinking it’s hard to defeat an enemy who actually wants to die.


    After gathering all of the intel that we could from the training camp, we moved away and it was destroyed by a J Dam (2500 pound guided bomb). Nothing was left. The rest of that day was reasonably successful. One of the other teams had also found a training camp and taken care of business there. Now we were ordered to take the high ground so the insurgents could not hit us from above. We split up again with twenty-one guys on my team led by a lieutenant who was all of about twenty-two years old.


    I had also found a friend. Jesse was a young soldier about twenty-three who was keenly interested in police investigations and had been following me around for the last couple of days. He was your average clean-cut kid from Ohio and it took a while to get him to stop calling me sir, but I liked him. As we hiked up the mountain towards a high peak, I told him cop stories about shootings, pursuits, homicides and the stupid things criminals do to get themselves caught. We reached the top at around 2 PM and immediately set up a perimeter. There were some other peaks close by, but we had a reasonably good field of fire and for the first time in days I felt myself relaxing a little bit. I was physically exhausted and with the main objective of the mission completed, I was hoping for an extraction that night.


    At exactly 3 PM, I was sitting with my back against a small tree about twelve inches in diameter scanning the other ridges with a pair of binoculars borrowed from the LT.


    The blast from the RPG, which had hit about thirty feet below, knocked me over. I tried to make myself as flat against the ground as I could, as what seemed like an incredible barrage of machine gun fire and RPGs swept over us. The only cover I had was the little tree and each time I crawled around it I got fired on from that side too. We were completely surrounded, and I had no idea how so many insurgents had gotten so close to us undetected. The amount of fire we were taking was unbelievable and I could not help thinking of the scene in the movie “Saving Private Ryan” when they stormed the beaches of Normandy.


    Worse thing was, in the daylight it’s hard to see the bad guys as they hide in the rocks. You can’t see muzzle flash until after dark. I saw some movement on an opposing ridge and I started shooting, short two or three round bursts. I needed to conserve ammo as we had three hours of daylight left and this was going be a long fight. “You need to put your cover on, sir,” Jesse said, who was lying about three feet away from me shooting in a different direction. While I had been resting against the tree, I had taken my helmet off and I scrambled to put it back on. Henderson, another soldier was lying a few feet to my right. Henderson was yelling that he could see the insurgents to the north of us and he was shooting at them furiously. “FUCK!”


    Henderson cried out, “I’m hit, I’m hit.” I started to crawl toward Henderson, firing as I moved.


    I reached Henderson and I could see he had taken a round to his right shoulder and it looked bad. Before I could even pull a dressing out of his med kit, I was hit too. The bullet had entered my lower back, gone through my large intestines, shattered the top of my left hip and exited my stomach. It felt as though someone had stood over me as I was lying down and taken a full swing with a sledge hammer against my hip. The bullet knocked me sideways about a foot. I yelled that I was hit and I saw Jesse start crawling towards us. Meanwhile, bullets were still slapping into the earth all around us.


    When Jesse reached us, he laid his body across both of ours, pulled the contents out of our med kits and started shoving dressing into our exit wounds. I could see his hand disappear into my belly. I was bleeding heavily and concerned that the bullet had hit my femoral artery. If that was the case I would be dead in minutes. Suddenly Jesse stopped moving. “Jesse, what’s wrong?” I half rolled over so I could see him. Jesse was dead. He had been shot in the head. He gave his life saving ours. I think to this day that if he had known it would cost him his life, he would have done it anyway. He was that type of kid.


    We were still exposed and taking fire and I desperately looked for cover. About twenty feet down the hill was a small ditch about two feet deep and ten feet long but there were already four or five guys in it. There was nowhere else to go so I grabbed Henderson and we started to crawl toward that ditch. With bullets whizzing all around me that was the longest twenty feet of my life. After reaching the ditch I realized that the bullet must not have hit an artery, so I just had to stay alive until sunset, which was in three hours. We continued to fight.


    About an hour after we were hit, the Blackhawks came and attempted to rescue us. Two PJs (Pararescue-men) fast roped in. The rope was hit four times by gunfire and the aircrafts themselves were taking a beating with machine gun fire. The Blackhawks flew away to refuel and would return again at dusk for the extraction. There were three dead and seven wounded. The PJs lined us up in order of the seriousness of our wounds. There was one soldier ahead of me named Billy, but he died before the birds came back.


    As the light faded, we heard the distant hum of the gunships coming our way. The insurgents heard them too and began to flee. I was told later that the gunships killed about fifty of the insurgents as they tried to escape. A Blackhawk approached, and the PJs started strapping me into a stretcher. I asked for some morphine and one of the PJs gave me a lollipop. I was thinking, What’s next, you gonna take me out for ice-cream? I didn’t know that the lollipop was morphine. The Blackhawk was still taking random fire, so as soon as my stretcher was connected it just flew away up into the Afghan sky. As it did, my stretcher flipped upside down and I found myself looking at the Afghan mountains about 1000 feet below me. I think this was the most terrifying part of the day.


    We landed at FOB Asadabad, where I was rushed into surgery. I woke up a couple of days later at Bagram Air Field in Kabul. Another surgery in Bagram, and when I awoke a general came in and very officially gave me a Purple Heart Coin—as civilians cannot receive military medals. I had two more surgeries at the U.S. Military hospital in Germany and then that long flight home.


    Sometimes I sit on the beach in Southern California watching the waves of the Pacific Ocean roll in and I think of those mountains in Afghanistan. I look around me and I see people who have no idea about the world we live in. They laugh as they discuss the surf and paddle out to catch a wave. They have no idea what it’s like to be walking on a winding path in the mountains, then an explosion, then you’re picking up pieces of a soldier you were just talking to, his arms, his legs, and you’re putting them in a bag. You fight, you kill and then you go back to the base and have a memorial. Two days later, you walk on that same path and wait for another explosion. It was the same in police work. People go to work and grumble and complain about the L.A. traffic, yet they have no idea of the atrocities that one human being is inflicting upon another in the neighborhoods around that very freeway.


    I watch the waves and wonder if it’s all worth it. How many sons do we have to lose in Afghanistan to the Taliban? The Taliban are the cruelest of all people. They kill the weak, the young and the old in the name of their god. I remember when I was first “in country,” we went to a village. The Taliban had ordered that girls could no longer attend school. One family had an eight-year-old daughter who loved school, so they shaved her head, dressed her as a boy and sent her to school. Someone in the village told the Taliban. The Taliban came back, dragged the girl from the school out into the street putting an AK47 to the back of her head. They pulled the trigger and blew her face off. Then they went to the house of the family, they dragged all her brothers and sisters out of the compound and killed them too. The Taliban believe that all non-Muslims should convert or die, and they do it all in the name of their god! It’s medieval.


    The surf is getting bigger, the kids are laughing, and they have no idea.


    LEP JT Taman—


    Now I am not sure whether it was the result of our prayers or the surgical skills of those great docs, probably a combination thereof, but twenty-four hours later, LEP Karl came around. Just in time to receive his Purple Heart coin from a general of the 101st Airborne who was there pinning the medals on the Bulldog Bite survivors. LEP Craig snapped a picture of it. We looked at each other and laughed. I would be sending another picture of the Bearded Brit to HQ in Virginia. Still out of regulation. All I could say was Whiskey Tango Foxtrot.
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    Craig Joint Theater Hospital ICU; Bagram, Afghanistan


    That afternoon LEP Karl got a visit from two of the wounded young soldiers from his Company. I stood there in amazement next to his nurse, Air Force Captain Mae, who I can only describe as being one of the true Angels of Afghanistan. The respect and reverence they had for that “old cop” who had banged it out with them on that mountainside brought tears to my eyes. I think it is one of my most proud memories. Not because I had done anything valorous, as I was in the rear with the gear, but because I had the honor of wearing the same LEP tab as him.


    As the CCATT flight taxied out onto the Bagram runway for its long flight to Germany we all said one more prayer for LEP Karl. You see, although he and I had only briefly discussed it, he would be taking young Specialist Jesse home with him, and he would need all the strength he could find to help shoulder that burden. Physical pain is temporary, psychological pain can last forever. Welcome to the real show, my friends.
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    Operation Bulldog Bite; Day 2, LEP Karl and Specialist Jesse


    When it was all said and done, Operation Bulldog Bite had resulted in seven American troops and three Afghan soldiers killed in action, more than thirty wounded and between fifty-two and a hundred and fifty insurgents killed.


    If you are one of the two U.S. Air Force PJ Medics from the 212th Rescue Squadron of the Alaska Air National Guard’s 176th wing who roped onto that mountain top under fire to bring our cop back home, I would like to thank you on behalf of all 1.1 million of us.

  


  
    Chapter 27


    Unprivileged Belligerents


    LEP JT—


    Before the LEP house was built, military personnel traveling to or through Bagram would take their LEP with them to their supporting unit’s encampment. There they would have to scrounge around for a cot. Now, the LEPs were bringing their soldiers with them to the LEP bunkhouse because they knew we would always make room for them. There they could “let their hair down,” an E-4 to an O-4, it didn’t matter. Sit out on the deck, smoke some cigars, play cards, watch a movie and listen to an endless stream of “No shit, this really happened” police stories.


    Undoubtedly, many of you readers have seen the Kevin Costner movie, Field of Dreams. “Build it and they will come.” As word began to pass that there was actually a place you could go and get dialed into the “police world” of Afghanistan, many old faces from the past showed up. They all had their own agenda, but blue is blue. There was my old boss, Mr. Bob, formerly Special Agent in Charge Bob, who was now an advisor with AWG (Asymmetric Warfare Group). There was my old friend Special Agent Kelly of the FBI, there was Special Agent Rob with SIGAR (Special Inspector General for Afghan Reconstruction), Special Agent Bob of Homeland Security Investigations (assigned with the “spooky” guys), the Afghan Threat Finance Cell and so on. I think you get the idea. Bottom line was, if you were doing an investigation and you needed to get hooked up with the Afghan cops outside the wire we were the ticket. You see we could go places that many of the Federal Agents could not. I would connect them with a LEP in the area that they had business in. He would then pick them up, get them billeted and make all the arrangements with the military to get them out into the field to accomplish their mission.


    We even started having a weekly staff meeting. Every Friday at 1700 hours all the LEPs posted on Bagram along with the Majors from the PMO and CID would sit down and cover the events of the past week. Now this was truly a “competitive” bunch of Triple A personalities. As such, the problem-solving dynamics of some of the meetings were the antithesis of “outside the box” thinking. The ground rules were simple, if it was not unethical, immoral or illegal then it was fair game for debate and consideration. After a few weeks the brilliant young Majors developed a feel for those dynamics and when we began to cross into the “grey” zone they would excuse themselves to attend to more important matters. You see, predicated upon our rather unique status as armed civilians with absolutely no statutory authority and only “sketchy” host country immunity, we always walked a very thin blue line. We were “advisors” and “mentors.” From a technical standpoint we were supposed to be teaching them how to do what we do, but from a practical standpoint we were just getting it done. As long as we did not get too far outside their box.


    It was at one of these very staff meetings that LEP Louie, who was assigned to the Army CID investigations unit at the Detention Center, would come up with an idea that would ultimately change the face of Afghan IED prosecutions and save countless numbers of American lives. As his story is, as they say in the government, “beyond my paygrade,” I will let him tell it.


    LEP Louie—


    How the LEP program began, I do not know. I have heard several stories of its beginnings. The true story of its inception is not important. The fact that it came to be is what is important. Someone in the military realized that it would take more than ground forces to defeat the terrorists. The thought of “once we get them what do we do with them?” caused someone to have an epiphany. I cannot imagine what it took the LEP creator to convince the military that outside help might be the way to go. No one likes to admit that they need help. The Army and Marines did. The LEP program became operational. How the military commanders in theater would receive it was another story.


    It took some doing to convince the U.S. Military lawyers that terrorists could be prosecuted in groups for numerous separate criminal events instead of one at a time for individual incidents. Explaining criminal conspiracy to Afghan prosecutors and judges would be difficult at best. First, we had to convince the U.S. Military authorities who maintained control of the detention center at Bagram that we could help. We explained that we could convert military detainee cases to Afghan civilian prosecution in civilian courts.


    The Detention Facility in Parwan, DFIP for short, was a U.S. Military prison built on the outskirts of Bagram Airfield in Parwan Province, Afghanistan. It housed detainees captured by the U.S. and Coalition Forces in Afghanistan. The bases for the detention of these terrorists aligned with the operating standards under the rules of engagement governing the war. The military had many names for the detainees over time. We could not call them prisoners or terrorists. We could not call them military detainees because they were not an organized army. We were required to call them miscreants, and later unprivileged belligerents. Hell, we did not even know what an unprivileged belligerent was, a PC term developed by lawyers. To us they were CRIMINALS.


    We knew and understood these fighters were not an army. They wore no uniforms, had no written rules. They had no defined central command. They were broken down into tribal groups who reported to a hodgepodge group of local commanders. Those locals reported to regional commanders and so on. They kept in contact via cell phones and radios. They moved about freely from one village to another with ease and local support. However, they did have a common cause. They thought of nothing but killing us, invaders and occupiers of their country. They did not care about how many innocent people were injured, displaced or killed, only their cause. The U.S. led Coalition Forces were comprised of Soldiers, Marines, Airmen and Sailors. They fight armies, and they are the best-equipped and trained fighting force in the world. LEPs will be the first to say we are not the military, we are not soldiers, and we do not fight armies. We are United States law enforcement officers and, as such, we fight crime. To us, the prisoners in the DFIP were criminals. Every LEP was there to do what they do best, put criminals behind bars.


    It was early 2010 and twenty retired law enforcement officers from every corner of the United States landed at Bagram Airfield in Afghanistan. It was 3 AM, pouring rain and our duffle bags (four per man) full of military gear and uniforms were sitting in the open on a skid after they were unloaded from the belly of the C17 aircraft we had just arrived on, soaking up the downpour. No one was there to meet us from the program. Flights were not routinely scheduled. You arrived when they could get you there from Kuwait. MILAIR! Welcome to Afghanistan!


    The adventure that brought us to Bagram began about six weeks earlier for me on a flight from Denver, Colorado to a conference center in Virginia. Two weeks of indoctrination into military life and procedures awaited us. We were a group of civilians learning rules of engagement and combat affairs in a war zone. More lessons on what you could not do versus what you could do seemed the order of the day.


    Spare time was filled with meeting new friends that are still on my Christmas card list today.


    The class consisted of law enforcement officers from large and small departments, municipal, state and federal agencies. Specialists in homicide investigations, smuggling, patrol operations, gangs, narcotics, and my specialty, explosives investigations. One day we added up the years of police experience in this one class of twenty LEPs. We stopped when we reached 450 years. At that point, we started feeling our ages and decided to stop. I took pause many evenings during this training. I was constantly in awe at the position I was in. The people I was with, having spent most of their working lives in the same career as me. These law enforcement professionals, after serving their time on the streets of their cities and towns, were now risking their lives for the United States mission in Afghanistan and Iraq. I felt a sense of pride in my profession that I had never felt before.


    During my stay in Virginia, I had a lot of time to think about what I was getting into. I was a New York City born and raised man who dreamed my entire life of becoming a police officer. I went so far as to become an Auxiliary Police Officer in New York City—a volunteer position with no law enforcement authority. The full time NYPD Officers I met and worked with solidified my desire to become an officer. Fate intervened in my moving to Maryland and then Colorado, working first for the Weld County Sheriff’s Office and then the Greeley Police Department, where


    I spent nearly twenty-five years. My dream had come true. To add to my dream, after a few years on the street, I decided to try something new. I applied for and was accepted to be a member of the most elite team of officers I had ever seen in action, the BOMB SQUAD. I became a Bomb Technician. I had found my bliss in law enforcement. I was actually being paid to build bombs and blow things up. I was a terrorist in the making and did not even know it. What I did as a bomb technician and explosives investigator unknowingly set the stage for what I would accomplish in Afghanistan as a LEP.


    After our time in Virginia we boarded commercial aircraft that delivered us to the next stop on our journey, Fort Benning, Georgia. This was the stop off point for medical testing and evaluation. Nearly a week of tests and medical clearances had to be done before you moved on to the sandbox. This also was the facility where we got issued the four bags of uniforms and equipment that we carried all over the planet. It was known as the “BAG DRAG.” Most important at Fort Benning was the time on the firearms ranges, where it was mandatory weapons qualification with our M-16 rifle and M-9 handgun. A weapon and case were now added to the BAG DRAG. After clearing all the medical checkpoints (sometimes issues arose for the retired guys), we all cleared and received the GOLDEN TICKET. It was now on to a charter flight to Kuwait.


    I do not know how the military plans their flights, but it always seems that your arrival is in the middle of the night. Arrival at Ali Al Salem military base, Kuwait was at midnight. The entire base was nothing but row after row of tents and portable toilets as far as the eye could see. A few metal huts and solid buildings for the operations side but mostly tents. After we departed the plane, it was that time again, the bag drag. Pallets of gear came off the aircraft and my crew had to dig through it until we located all our bags and weapons.


    Everyone had to check in, sort of a military customs operation. Once checked in you were assigned to a tent and the bag drag moved to those quarters. Each tent had ten metal bunk beds with a cover they called a mattress. You were issued blankets and that was where you stayed until pushed out to your next base in Afghanistan. Again, Military Air had no schedule. You now were in a holding pattern until there was a flight going to where you needed to go. Oh, then there are the rules for flying out.


    The weather must allow it, you must be an important person, high-ranking officer, or you must be on emergency leave to go to the top of the list once a flight to your destination is scheduled. Oh, and then there is cargo. If the movement of pallets of cargo is more in demand, cargo wins. There may be only ten seats for humans if the cargo fills the planes.


    Part of the check-in process is the issuance of a number on a list to fly to your destination. At 6:00 AM every morning, you report to the operations building to see what your number is and what the numbers of seats available are. It is like a lottery, and like the lottery every day that your number does not come up you fall farther back in line. The first three days we sat around waiting. Off to the MWR or watching movies on our computers. Each morning checking to see if our number came up and we get out. The military has a name for this, and over time they get used to it. They call it “HURRY UP AND WAIT.” This is easy on soldiers, tough on cops. Eight days and two sandstorms later our numbers came up. We are on our way to Bagram Airfield, Afghanistan.


    Arrival at Bagram as previously noted was wet and miserable. The bag drag complete, we were off to another tent city, this one large enough to hold 100 people on metal bunks. Who cared, we were finally in Afghanistan. How strange is that comment? To be excited to be in Afghanistan. The journey was over. Now let’s get to work. The only thing standing in the way between pushing out to our assignments was some in-country training with the program bosses.


    It is finally over. My assignment was to the Army CID investigations unit at the Detention Center in Bagram. Specifically, the (DCID) Detainee Criminal Investigations Division. The goal of the unit was to investigate the prisoners at the facility and determine their involvement in the crimes for which they were detained. The ultimate goal was prosecution under Afghan civilian law in Afghan civilian courts.


    This was the beginning of some long friendships and some downright resentment. The military changed command about every eight months. The Military Police Detachment that was in command upon our arrival was not too happy with our presence on their turf. It was difficult to get the commander to allow us to do much in the way of investigations. We were tasked with creating reports and updating detainee status for the (DRB) Detainee Review Board. This was a review of a detainee’s status to determine his continued incarceration or release. Then we got the attention of a captain in the detachment. We explained the years of experience she had at her disposal and what we might do for the unit. She listened! She took three of us and tasked us with putting together a case against a few detainees she felt needed to be prosecuted in the new (JCIP) Justice Center in Parwan. We reported directly to her, and she gave us the latitude and access we needed to do the job. It worked! Before her tour in Afghanistan was over, she was promoted to major. She deserved it.


    Three retired cops, one from Colorado, one from New York City and one from Georgia began working on the thing we loved doing for so many years, putting bad guys in jail. The first thing we decided was to create a target list from those currently in the prison. We decided we would start with persons arrested for killing U.S. and coalition forces. Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) were all the rage with terrorists in Afghanistan. The materials required to build them were readily available, and it took only limited training in combining the components that were maiming and killing troops and civilians.


    I could not have been in a better assignment. My years of training and experience as a bomb technician and post blast investigator were exactly what we needed. The Army did not have investigators with this ability. The other LEPs with me were experienced investigators willing to learn what I had been teaching police officers for years.


    Since 1999, I had been an adjunct instructor for the ATF (Bureau of Alcohol Tobacco Firearms and Explosives) at their academy. My department had placed me on loan to ATF, and for many years I spent more time at Fort A.P. HILL in Virginia than in Colorado. On 9-11 I was there preparing for the start of a class. The hotel lobby became frantic as pagers began going off, signaling the attack in New York, Pennsylvania and the Pentagon. The world changed that day for me as the beginning of the adventure took me to Bagram Airfield, Afghanistan. The most important investigation of my life was ahead of me and I did not even know it.


    My fellow LEPs were quick learners in researching case files for IED cases. We selected a particular route in Paktika Province that had an extraordinarily large amount of reported IED events. The military, whether Army, Navy, Marine or Air Force EOD units were beginning to work more like street cops at these IED events than soldiers. In the beginning of the war the differences between military and civilian bomb technicians was blatantly apparent. When military units discovered an IED their protocol response was to “BIP IT” or blow it in place. Simple, yet very effective. Public Safety bomb technicians, U.S. POLICE treated IEDs in a vastly different manner. Police needed the evidence of the device to prosecute the bomber when discovered, therefore Public safety bomb technicians did an approach described as RENDER SAFE. Being able to recover the components and reconstructing the device was crucial.


    Starting in 2007, it was determined that military EOD units needed the type of training given public safety technicians. The program was created and administered by the ATF. Agents and public safety bomb technicians were sent to Afghanistan to bring the training to the EOD units in the field. The goal was simple, TO STOP THE BOMBERS! To do that we needed evidence! Evidence that could be presented in an Afghan court. If we could stop the bombers, we could stop the bombings.


    When collected, evidence was “Bagged and Tagged.” A detailed report was then completed on the IED. This included photographs of the component structure of the device, the method of its construction, the components themselves, its fusing and firing system and the type of explosive used. The military bomb technicians began working as if they were police officers. The items were triaged for biometric evidence, including fingerprints and DNA, and sent back to the U.S. for further exploitation. The items were stored and held, just as a criminal case is created in the U.S. A DNA and fingerprint database was developed. Biometric HITS that matched prints and DNA from detainees were forwarded to the JCIP for individual prosecutions of prisoners for that single incident. We asked some military lawyers if they could stop doing single person prosecutions. The suspects were receiving small sentences. Together we explained to the Afghan prosecutor how we might be able to charge individual suspects with multiple cases by tying them to several devices through the concept of Common Scheme and Design. We told them “IT’S


    CALLED CONSPIRACY!” We needed help with the Afghan prosecutors. We could mentor the Afghan investigators but not the prosecutors.


    As if he fell from the sky like an angel, one day he appeared, a Deputy United States Attorney from Ohio. He was on loan to the JCIP from the DOJ and he was a federal prosecutor with years of experience. We gave him a brief and immediately he was on board. He would mentor the young Afghan prosecutor. It was exactly what our team needed. We went to work.


    The investigation began with the review of hundreds of IED cases along the route we chose to concentrate our efforts. We looked for cases that had known or unknown biometric hits associated with them. After reviewing hundreds of reports and thousands of photos, we selected 137 cases. Each case required the full report be sent to us from the originating military branch. We then had to determine where the collected post blast evidence was stored. It could be in country or back in the U.S.


    The next step was putting together the conspiracy case. We meticulously reviewed every photo of the evidence. In each of the 137 cases, the laboratory report on the compound used for the main explosive charge showed they were of the same chemical makeup.


    The next item linked was the firing system for each device. Without going into detail on classified information, we were able to link each of the manufactured firing system to items seized in three separate caches of components in the immediate area of the blasts. The items were so exact in design and construction that the same brand of commercially manufactured switches was located in two of the three cashes. They even showed the same manufacturer’s lot production number on the outer boxes. The boards used as a mounting platform for the switches on several of the devices showed the same knothole design. Pencil marks on several of the boards that were not yet assembled showed the location where holes were to be drilled for assembly into the final pressure plate firing system. Wiring diagrams for various component configurations were also located in the caches. Hacksaw blades were discovered in large quantities and several of them were matched to a firing system comprised of hacksaw blades as pressure switches. With all the known components of IEDs now seized, the job of matching them to specific IEDs through “SIGNATURE” and common scheme and design had begun. We also began exploiting the items seized in the caches for biometric evidence that could match particular bombing events to the caches.


    For the next four months, we pored over reports, photographs and evidence from more than 200 IED events in the area of Paktika Province that we had targeted. When an IED component was identified through signature, the reports and evidence were painstakingly reviewed. We requested the items of evidence from the Combined Explosives Exploitation Cell (CEXC), or from the military branch that investigated the original event. Any potential biometric evidence, fingerprints, or DNA exploited from the evidence was completed at various labs in Afghanistan or the United States. Meanwhile the IED CELL investigators spent days in the prison fingerprinting new detainees and recovering DNA samples from parties already in custody. The U.S. Government was compiling a biometric database and we wanted to add to it. We knew it was the best way to identify bombing suspects.


    In the end, 137 IED events were matched through the signature of the bomber or bombers and evidence recovered from the components of IEDs that had been recovered in the targeted area. Eventually all the unknown DNA and fingerprint matches were connected to suspects. Arrest warrants were obtained for twenty-seven suspects based on DNA and fingerprint matches. The call went out to capture them. A combined task force of U.S. and coalition forces were tasked with the capture of the suspects. Some died during the attempt to capture them. Others were captured by the Afghan local police or were found to be in custody at a distant police station. It was decided to pick a date to stop waiting to capture them all and proceed to trial with the ones we had in custody on that target day. All that were captured were transferred to the JCIP for trial.


    On November 22, 2010, we met with the Chief Primary Court Prosecutor (“Saranwal”) to discuss the prosecution of the Paktika Taliban IED Cell under Afghan Law of Alliance in Crime (similar to conspiracy in American jurisprudence). The prosecutor agreed, in principle, to the prosecution and invited the heads of the Ministry of Interior (MOI) and National Director of Security (NDS) to a meeting where they discussed the targets of the investigation/prosecution and a brief overview of IED “signatures” which were shared with our Afghan partners. We suggested that the best way to address the problem was to form a task force consisting of members from MOI, NDS, and an Afghan prosecutor. The proposal was accepted and a second meeting was set for November 25, 2010.


    On November 25, the task force conducted its first meeting. Present was a representative of the Afghan prosecutor’s office, MOI and NDS. A review of the declassified evidence to include the names and status of the targets, IED signatures, and biometrics was completed. Joint MOI and NDS interviews of two Cell members currently in custody at the Detention Center in Parwan (DFiP) were scheduled.


    On or about December 16, 2010, we met with the prosecutor. PowerPoint slides were prepared and translated. Issues covered included: (1) the role of the prosecutor in society, (2) dealing with different types of evidence (direct and circumstantial), and (4) the essential elements in a good summary argument to the Afghan court.


    On December 27, 2010, we met with the General Directorate for Combating the Crimes against Internal and External Security of Afghanistan to discuss the issuance of nationwide Afghan arrest warrants for six of the Paktika IED Cell targets. On 25 January 2011, the first nationwide arrest warrants in Afghanistan were issued.


    On January 10, 2011, the U.S. and JCIP attorneys flew to Forward Operating Base (FOB) Sharana, in the Mota Khan District of Paktika Province to meet with the Battle Space Owner (BSO) of the 101st Airborne. The purpose was to discuss the prosecution of the Taliban IED Cell operating in their territory and the execution of anticipated arrest warrants for Cell insurgents not yet captured.


    The meeting resulted in the mutual cooperation between TF 435 and the 101st Airborne.


    On January 31, 2011, MOI completed their investigation of the Paktika IED Cell and returned the file to the prosecutor. On or about February 9, 2011, the prosecutor turned the file over to NDS. On March 31, 2011, NDS completed its investigation and filed with the Afghan prosecutor the Letter of Accusation for the ten members of the Paktika IED Cell.


    On April 24, 2011, an indictment was returned for the eleven suspects. The indictment was filed on May 9, 2011 with the Primary Court.


    On June 1, 2011, the Paktika eleven appeared before the Primary Court. The Court consisted of a six-judge panel, a first for the JCiP. The judges took considerable time during the proceedings to explain to the defendants how the trial was going to proceed, and to insure that the defendants understood their rights and that their legal representation was conflict free.


    On August 2, 2011, the eleven defendants proceeded to trial. At the request of multiple defendants, the Primary Court ordered the prosecutor to present his evidence as to each defendant independent and separate from the other defendants. The trial lasted two days. On August 3, 2011, after deliberations, the Primary Court returned the following verdicts and sentences:


    •One defendant was acquitted based on insufficient evidence.


    •Two defendants were convicted of Article 14—Association with Terrorist Organizations—and sentenced to two years in prison.


    •Four defendants were convicted of Article 14—Association with Terrorist Organizations—and sentenced to three years in prison, and Article 19—Terrorist and Destructive Acts against the Government—and were sentenced to nine years in prison.


    •Four defendants were convicted of Article 14—Association with Terrorist Organizations—and sentenced to three years in prison, and Article 19—Terrorist and Destructive Acts against the Government—and sentenced to fourteen years in prison.


    The project model of trying defendants together based on biometrics and IED signatures, a first at the JCIP, was successful. The Afghans had learned from American police that conspiracy is a chargeable and prosecutable crime.


    The LEP program at Bagram brought together the very heart of what law enforcement is about. Law Enforcement Officers from the United States working and mentoring our brothers and sisters anywhere in the world where they needed our help. I know I can speak for the men and women I worked side by side with in some of the harshest conditions on this planet in saying that we would gladly do it again.


    † † †


    There is an old Afghan proverb that says “A tree doesn’t move unless there is wind.” LEP Louie and his brothers in blue were an Afghan hurricane. I think the unprivileged belligerents would agree.

  


  
    Chapter 28


    No Good Deeds Go Unpunished


    LEP JT—


    The interesting thing about law enforcement is that this sub-culture of our society is stratified by internal sub-cultures. By this I mean that many of the police disciplines have their own dress, lingo and nuances. Your Homicide Detectives are a bit different from your Narcotics Detectives who are a bit different from your SWAT guys and so on. You can even expand this concept into agency differences. Big city cops are a bit different than rural Sheriff’s Deputies and both are very different from State Troopers.


    Now before I go any further, I must say that in my opinion, and you know what they say about opinions, State Troopers have one of the most dangerous jobs in police work. They generally work large sections of highway in which their closest back-up may be ten to fifteen minutes away. As such, command bearing and control are attributes which often keep the situation from spinning out of control, and are certainly beat into them during their academy and field training programs. Couple this with the fact that they are not just city or county cops but “State Troopers” and you have what I like to refer to as “ass chewers” when it comes to professional courtesy. I know this because as an undercover detective and a federal agent I have probably been stopped a hundred times. If you’re “on the job” as they like to say in the Northeast, you simply show your badge to a city or county cop and the usual response is “be safe” and you are on your way. If it is a State Trooper, you are not going to be on your way until you have received a proper ass chewing.


    As a young Narcotics Detective it was common place for us to regularly change out the license plates on our cars. The Auto Theft Division kept us in ample supply of plates from recovered stolen vehicles after they had been cleared out of the national computer system. One night I slapped on a tag and jumped up on Interstate 275 in St. Petersburg to head home. A couple of miles down the highway a State Trooper slid in behind and lighted me up. To my surprise, instead of the usual “license and registration” I had the barrel of a .357 Colt screwed into my left ear. Before I could get POLICE out of my mouth, I was face down on the roadway getting cuffed. This Trooper was about business. Although I was proclaiming to be the police, he was having none of that, and rightfully so. You see the tag on my car had not been cleared out of the system, so I was in fact a car thief as far as he knew. I was searched and stuffed into the back of his cruiser.


    Within a few minutes the trooper located the police radio in my glove box and my badge and ID under the driver’s seat. He then broke squelch over the car radio with the four words that a young rookie detective does not want to hear “send me a supervisor.” Sure enough, the man with the stripes showed up and they removed me from the car. As I was being un-cuffed the ass-chewing commenced. Now, just when you think things can’t get worst, the sergeant informed me that he wanted my sergeant to respond. I could see that this situation had the potential to turn into a


    “tsunami” ass-chewing. I know that it was probably a “low blow” but I did the only thing I could think of to deflect what was developing. I lifted my pant leg and pulled my .25 Beretta that I had in my boot and put it into my waist band. Both Troopers’ mouths dropped open. Guess it’s a good thing I was not a real bad guy, huh, Sarge? “You can be on your way, Detective,” was the sergeant’s response. As I looked in my rear-view mirror it was apparent that another ass-chewing had commenced. Lesson learned by both of us.


    In 2010, as the Program’s OPS Chief, I had not one, not two, but three State Troopers all deployed together at FOB Sharana. These three LEPs brought that command bearing to the show, and in the process taught the soldiers and the Afghan cops a thing or two about policing. One of those LEPs, retired New Jersey State Trooper Mike volunteered to share a few of his experiences in country with you.


    LEP Mike—


    In 2010, I had the opportunity to travel to Afghanistan with the Law Enforcement Professional (LEP) Program. My duties essentially were a law enforcement advisor to the Battalion Commander, a LTC with the 3/187 battalion 101st Airborne Division.


    When I arrived in Sharana Province, there were already other LEPs who had been “in country” for several months. These LEPs eased my transition into the unit. I myself was a retired New Jersey State Trooper who worked as an Investigator in Organized Crime, Narcotics and Street Gangs. The other LEPs included a Sheriff’s Officer from San Diego, a Trooper from Michigan, and another retired State Trooper from New Hampshire.


    This was my second “deployment” having had an earlier experience in Iraq in 2008. I learned from that deployment that the requests made to me by the Battalion commander could vary widely from training U.S. Army units in civilian police responsibilities to collecting evidence and interviewing suspected enemies while accompanying coalition forces on patrols.


    Unlike my Iraq experience, the LEPs at Sharana had a much more personal relationship with the Afghan Police and National Directorate Security (NDS). The NDS employ investigators who collect intelligence and enforce laws on the National level. The NDS also employ their own prosecutors. They are much more powerful than the Afghan Uniformed Police. At Sharana, the LEPs were unique in that we oversaw an Afghan unit that was comprised of Afghan Police and Afghan Army. This unit was called Task Force Reliance and they were present during all U.S. operations to enforce Afghan Rule of Law. As LEPs we trained and managed the TF under the control of the U.S. Army. While they were very inexperienced, they trusted me and the other LEPs for our knowledge and experience. Combining the police and the army into a single TF was a novel approach but it was not without its share of internal disputes. Resolving these disputes required us to walk a fine line, always keeping in mind that insulting an Afghan’s manhood could turn deadly.


    The LEPs often reported to the Provincial Police Chief who was apprised of the status of the Task Force. Because of these close relationships to the police and NDS chief we were granted access to Afghan captives and were allowed to sit in on interviews when they were conducted by the Afghan authorities. During these interviews we often would share our experiences on how to interview the captives and would obtain biometric evidence from the captives to be forwarded to the Biometric lab in Bagram. This included DNA samples, blood and fingerprints. These samples were compared to existing data bases held at the lab. The Afghan authorities often waited for the results of these submissions to assist in interviews and release of the captives.


    During one such interview, I worked with Colonel Gurandi, who was an NDS Investigator. The Afghans had captured a Kuchi (or Afghan nomad), suspected of placing a motorcycle bomb in a village north of Sharana. With the assistance of LEP Kevin from Sharana, the suspect was brought to COP Rushmore where I conducted the interview and took biometric samples from the suspect. During the interview, the suspect denied any knowledge of the motorcycle. I drew DNA samples from him and submitted them to the lab. Components from the dismantled motorcycle bomb had also been submitted by U.S. Army EOD personnel. When a forensic comparison was performed, we had a DNA match between the suspect and the recovered components. Just like New York CSI right? The match identifying the suspect and the bomb components was placed on a warrant with a picture of the suspect, who had been released. LEP Kevin, who had established a working relationship with the District Afghan Police, began to circulate the warrant. Lo and behold, the nomad was captured and the arrest warrant served. I believe this case was a milestone for the program as it was the first incident where biometric evidence was used to capture and prosecute a local national. As this investigative technique has been common place in our country for decades, you might be thinking, okay, so what’s the big deal? Fair question. Consider that just a few years prior to this case most Afghan judges did not believe you could actually take someone’s fingerprints from them.


    I continued to develop my relationship with Colonel Gurandi and a mutual trust and respect followed suit. He was a “proactive operational” investigator whose intelligence information on pending rocket attacks against FOB Sharana helped the Battalion Commander save many American lives. As they say, “no good deed goes unpunished.” Colonel Gurandi was eventually assassinated in the town of Yah Yah Kehl.


    Several months later my unit was transferred to Ghazni Province. With no Task Force to oversee, my role as a LEP became more operational, developing local intelligence gathered from field interviews. I found myself outside the wire with the Battalion Scout/Recon team. While at Ghazni, we constructed our base from scratch and called it Andar. While building the base, the soldiers suffered numerous mortar, rocket and sniper attacks. When attacked, the Scout/Recon team was dispatched to the estimated origin sites of the mortar attacks. I would conduct interviews of the local Afghans and attempt to find out whether or not they had seen anything or anybody that could help us identify the attacker(s).


    Following one such attack, I spoke with an Afghan who I reasonably believed had witnessed the event. Frustrated that he would not supply the name of the attacker, I had my interpreter to tell the man that this Army unit would regularly visit him, and because of this his neighbors would think of him as an informant. A technique I had used many times as a Trooper in organized crime and gang cases. The man thought about my comment for a few minutes then suddenly remembered that he had indeed witnessed the attack. The attacker was a lone rider on a motorcycle and was known as “Pir Watan.” Translated it means “The Doctor” which is a common street name.


    The man also provided us with a village that Pir Watan frequented. Now we had something to work with. Problem was, a check of the local maps revealed no known village of that name. So we did what cops do and began conducting interviews with everyone we had access to. Our persistence paid off and we not only established that Pir Watan was a Taliban Commander but our brothers in green located the village.


    Eventually, armed with this information, a target package was developed for the “Capture/Kill” of Pir Watan.


    While at Andar, the Battalion Commander arranged for the NDS to have an investigator stay at our base. To our good fortune, an Afghan Colonel by the name of Nor Gul arrived and I quickly developed a trusting working relationship with him. The Afghan culture recognizes that wisdom is gained through age and they therefore pay special reverence to older members of their society. As such, when you attended an Afghan function, you would always greet the oldest male member present first, even if that person did not hold a ranking position within the event you were attending.


    Because of this, many Afghan investigators felt very uncomfortable working with the younger Army human intelligence collectors and naturally gravitated towards the LEPs. I was pleasantly surprised to find that Colonel Nor Gul was no exception to this rule and was fully aware of the LEPs’ reputation in the Province of Sharana, so much so that he was actually tracking our investigation involving Pir Watan. This is the point where establishing that one on one trust pays off. Colonel Nor Gul provided me with Pir Watan’s real name and where he lived. Unfortunately, we also learned that Pir Watan had fled the area because he knew we were trying to detain him. As there were plenty of other bad guys in our neighborhood, Pir Watan would go on the shelf and we would move on to the next operation.


    This operation was conducted in one of the villages located close to the base. The Scout/Recon unit was situated at an open end of the targeted area in hopes that if any insurgents were flushed from the operation they would flee in their direction.


    The operation was uneventful throughout the day. At sundown there was a burst of PK (medium machine gun) fire directed at the U.S. forces. During the attack a U.S. soldier was struck and killed. The operation was terminated and we returned to Andar. The young soldier would be returned home with honors but would not be forgotten by the unit or Colonel Nor Gul.


    Following the event, Colonel Nor Gul expressed his concern for the killed American, and like many of the Afghans I met, understood the sacrifices our soldiers made to come here, fight and sometimes die on behalf of the Afghan people. Now it’s one thing in to say thank you in private and an entirely different thing to step up and let it be known to the Taliban. For, as I said earlier, in Afghanistan no good deed seemed to go unpunished. But Colonel Nor Gul was that type of man and, like our brothers in blue back home, the NDS had a lot of informants.


    Several weeks after our KIA, one of the “Tajiman,” (translators) informed me that he had received a cellphone call from Colonel Nor Gul. The colonel apparently had an informant located in a village who was in eyesight of the PK machine gun team that had killed our soldier on the earlier operation. This team was located in the “garden” or wooded area with heavy vegetation. Colonel Nor Gul also related that there was a


    U.S. Army patrol just south of the machine gun team. This had a bad ending written all over it. I immediately busted into the Operations Command Center and inquired if there was a U.S. patrol in the approximate area described by Colonel Nor Gul. I should note that most Afghans are not trained to describe distance and the Colonel’s description of a garden could be taken many ways. I should also note that the real time relaying of this information from the police informant, to the Colonel, to my interpreter, to me and then to the Operations Command Center was unbearably frustrating. Not perfect by any means but we had eyes on both the machine gun team and the U.S. patrol, which was south of the PK team.


    Now this is where it gets dicey. The Afghan colonel passed instructions for the U.S. patrol to travel north. His tactical decision was being driven by a single unconfirmed police informant who was not known by our side and could potentially be walking us right into an ambush. It was a “gut check” moment and the cop in me said turn north. As the U.S. patrol pushed north, the PK team broke cover on a motorcycle from the village and were engaged by the patrol. Both insurgents were killed. The bodies and the PK were recovered and brought back to Andar. If we had been back in the world, I would have had the ability to collect a shell casing from the event in which our soldier was killed for comparison to the PK we now had in our possession from the two dead insurgents. But we weren’t, and we didn’t. I packaged the PK and submitted the weapon to the lab for test firing. My hope was to conduct a ballistic comparison to a round fired from the weapon and one taken from our fallen soldier. With the assistance of the S-2 captain, a request was drawn up to obtain and compare the round that killed the soldier to the round obtained from the PK. Unfortunately, there was not enough left of the fatal round to compare. To this day, I am confident that the two insurgents killed that day were in fact the shooters who killed our soldier. I am also confident that had it not been for that Afghan cop we would have lost more of our young men that day.


    Looking back, I just hope that Colonel Nor Gul’s good deeds went unpunished.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Bagram Air Field PAX Terminal: From Left: LEP Mike, LEP Darrel, LEP JT, LEP Tony (Reverend) LEP Craig


    † † †


    Next time you see those State Trooper lights behind you just remember that he/she has a very tough job and if you are very lucky, maybe you will just get an “ass-chewing” instead of that ticket.

  


  
    Chapter 29


    High & Tight


    LEP JT—


    The LEP Program Country Coordinator billet was created to handle all the logistical pieces of deploying and caring for over 400 LEPs from stateside to the most far flung outposts in Afghanistan and Iraq. It was a daunting task with a lot of moving pieces which required some unique and specialized training and abilities. That is probably why a few years into the program the head shed decided to make some changes in staffing. You see, up until that point the positions were filled by cops. Problem was, most of the cops were not prior military and, as such, did what cops do best, improvise—even if that meant bending a few rules and regulations here and there. I believe the exact term used to describe our little slice of the pie was that we had become too much like “a fraternity.” A term, by the way, I did not take exception to. It was, after all, a natural progression and where I had strived to take them. We were a Fraternal Order of Police. So, to square all of us away, we would go “high & tight” and that meant the introduction of a retired Command Sergeant Major (CSM) as our new Country Coordinator. That’s what CSMs do – square things away, regulation style. They are the last word for most of the United States Army, after which you were to “get your head out of your ass” and “get yourself squared away.” It was non-negotiable. As such, I had some concerns. In the blue world, every conversation was a negotiation. That’s what cops do. After which, when that fails, they too are the last word.


    The Bagram LEP Office was indoctrinated into the “Army Way” by the arrival of Retired Command Sergeant Major (CSM) Jack, or “JP” as we called him. CSM Jack was one of the Army’s best, with a traditional ‘high & tight’, and that look that said,


    “Make it so.” Without a doubt, JP was a consummate professional war fighter, deeply religious, and an extremely intelligent man. However, CSM Jack was somewhat of a paradox. If you were to meet him at a coffee shop back in the world and engage him in a friendly conversation, you could easily walk away with the opinion that he was a successful businessman. With engaging eyes, JP was soft spoken and able to quote you the DOW or the S&P closing for that day. Yet, in that set of pressed ACUs, meticulously bloused with a precisely shaped cover, it was, “I need you to do this this and I need you to do it now,” without doubt an integral and necessary component of combat operations. However, in the absence of incoming rounds, CSM Jack soon found out that when it came to Blue as opposed to Green, a directive was not always immediately followed up by a “Roger that, CSM.” Instead, you were much more likely to hear the one word that totally pisses off a CSM, “Why?”


    Fortunately for us, CSM Jack quickly, but not painlessly, picked up on Police 101: The key to successful negotiations is to figure out the “why” in the other person’s position or request. The motivational variables that formulated the bases for the action being advocated needed to be figured out. Cops do this a dozen times a day out on the street. It’s how you mediate conflict and restore some semblance of order. Everyone wants to be heard even if a decision has already been made for them. That is why every time I would deliver a directive to a LEP, I would always start off the conversation by stating, “I have something I need to run by you and see what you think.” Now you may read this and think, JT, that is so disingenuous. Not so, my friend.I cannot tell you the amount of times that what I received in feedback (negotiations) was a far superior solution to the originally intended course of action. Don’t get me wrong, there were also times that you just had to be a prick, but I found them to be few and far between with the LEPs.


    I don’t think CSM Jack ever adopted my style of dealing with the other LEPs but he certainly learned that a thirty-second conversation in his green world equated to a fifteen-minute one in our blue world. However, his unique insight into both worlds is something that he has agreed to share with you all.


    CSM (retired) Jack—


    After proudly serving in the U.S. Army for more than twenty-seven years—beginning my career as a Long-Range Reconnaissance Patrolman and ending my career as a Recruiting Command Sergeant Major—it was extremely difficult to leave the one thing that saved my life and I loved so much (as Man, Husband and Father) whereby allowing me to exceed all personal and professional endeavors.


    Therefore, it seemed quite apropos in finding myself working as a Senior Trainer for Executive Leaders in the U.S. Army, and then working for a well-known defense contracting firm in Afghanistan as a Senior Team Leader and Course Developer with a team comprised of American and Local Nationals to train the 205th Corps, 1st Brigade, 4th CS Kandak, in Tactics and Operations for Battle Staff, Long Range Surveillance Patrol, EOD Road Clearance, Artillery, and Noncommissioned Officer Development.


    Unfortunately, after only a year, the contract came to an end. However, as the old bromide states – “when one door closes another door opens” – I was fortunate to remain with the same organization and transition into what I now truly consider the best post-Army position I have ever had, serving as the Country Coordinator for the LEP (Law Enforcement Professionals) Program, Kandahar and Bagram, AFG.


    It was quite humorous and serendipitous how I found this great opportunity while working hard in finding new positions for two of my Team Members. Under the same company umbrella, I set up a meeting with the LEP Country Operations


    Officer, DL (his name abbreviated). DL was an amazing character, to say the least. He was approximately five-foot-five, Marine haircut, and had served twenty years on the force with the LAPD as a patrolman, and later in a very distinctive role as the Board Director of the Los Angeles Police Protective League (LAPPL). A highly-decorated police officer and Medal of Valor recipient, he was the “Real-Deal.”


    After introducing myself to DL, my intent was to procure job placement quickly for my two guys, having DL interview them that day. Upon completion of their interviews, I was ready to leave when DL asked me to remain. After more than a fifteen-minute dialogue, with classic police questioning techniques applied, he asked if I would consider taking on the role as the LEP Country Coordinator. I told him that my only experience with police work was running away from them when I was a kid. He laughed, and then stated that my military experience would be crucial as a conduit and liaison between the military and LEP Program.


    As a Country Coordinator, I would be responsible to set up and care for the Logistics Support Area (LSA), New LEP Integration Training, LEP Equipment, Health and Welfare, and Outside the Continental U.S. (OCONUS) and Continental U.S. (CONUS) travel arrangements for over 400 personnel. That sounded all too familiar to me as it just about sums up a Command Sergeant Major’s duties and role.


    It took me all of five seconds to make a decision; however, I had to speak with “the man” himself, DS, or as everyone called him, “Smitty”—the Program Manager (PM) for the entire program. DS was a retired MP/CID U.S. Army Colonel who slept about two to four hours a night. His sense of duty and hard-driving personality was truly “Second to None.” That night, I made the call to Smitty, and what I thought would likely be a long and intense interview lasted about ten minutes. After a few straightforward questions, without time for small talk, I had the gig; thus, my new venture with the LEP Program had begun.


    Over the next one and a half years, I would meet and experience some of the best and most loyal Americans I have ever had the privilege of working with in any capacity. As a military soldier who had no previous experience working with anyone within the civilian law enforcement community, I was brilliantly surprised and enamored by the raw and transparent machismo, loyalty, and professionalism, not unlike what I witnessed with my military comrades.


    The LEP mission was transparently clear and classic, to hire proven criminal investigators from America’s finest – FBI, DEA, Border Patrol and Police Forces that have extensive field and investigative experience—embedded within U.S. Army and Marine Corps units and deployed to Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). While in uniform, the LEP is then well integrated within the military unit, assisting commanders and leaders throughout the military organization, whereby applying Civilian Law Enforcement TTPs (Tactics Techniques and Procedures) while executing the Military Counterinsurgency (COIN) Operations.


    What truly impressed me more than anything else was the amazing mental fortitude of these Great Americans—and when interviewed during their Reception and Integration Phase, to know that all of them wanted to serve and be a part of the bigger picture, standing side-by-side with the Military during this campaign.


    After finally getting settled, it was time to set up the first LEP Country Management Team (CMT) in Kandahar, AFG, comprised of three LEP Management Officers: DL (our new Country Manager), JC, and myself. JC was a much taller individual then either DL or me, from “Real America” – Good-Ole Mississippi. He spoke with a classic southern drawl, and had served proudly as an Army colonel for over twenty-seven years with the MP/CID outfit, just like Smitty, with his last post as the CID Commander in Iraq—overseeing the final days of Saddam Hussein before he was turned over to the Iraqi officials for his execution. What was truly interesting about JC was his uncanny ability to read people incredibly well, forever analyzing everyone and everything we did.


    One of my favorite duties was providing the training for our new LEPs arriving in-country and conducting our New Orientation Brief. It was during these briefs that I was able to gain greater exposure and appreciation of the sheer magnitude of the sacrifices they have made during their careers, protecting our way of life each and every day. The stories and feedback I was privy to were amazing – realizing, like so many other Americans, that the safety and protection provided was taken for granted. If it were not for these brilliant LEPs, our daily lives would be interrupted by anarchy, leaving us to live in fear. Unfortunately, one of the terrible side-effects brought on by the sacrifices of these fine LEPs, and not unlike what I experienced with my soldiers, was the pressures applied on their families, resulting in multiple divorces throughout their lives. However, the prolific examples articulated by so many during the in-brief were truly unique and sad.


    That said, what was extremely inspirational and rewarding to me was to hear their passion and reasons for coming to AFG. For many of them, having never served in the military, the chance to be a part of OIF or OEF was everything to them. When I asked any of them if they had thought or worried about the potential dangers that lay ahead, responses were all similar. “The streets are far more dangerous than most battlefields.” Of course, a perfect answer for a LEP. Would their ego allow them to answer any differently?


    After several months on the ground, I was directed to Bagram Airfield where I assisted our new Bagram LEP Country Coordinator (CC) and Operations Officer. Our new CC, NW was a feisty retired Army Sergeant Major who looked and moved many years younger than he actually was, a true professional who was committed to getting it right. Both he and I worked endless hours revamping the entire administrative processes throughout the program. And then there was our Operations Officer (OPSO), JT. JT was an extremely experienced LEP who had once traveled these grounds only to be blown up in an IED attack several years back. After many months of physical therapy, JT continued forward and requested to come back so that he could provide guidance and mentorship for the new LEPs as they began their venture to AFG for the first time. With his wish granted, JT returned to AFG as our OPSO and became one of our prime instructors during the LEP in-brief. JT was an incredibly passionate and amazing character. “Classic LEP” – his drive and desire to fight for the “Guys” and make the mission objective was second to none. The LEPs truly looked up to JT and followed him without hesitation. Most importantly, JT achieved his goal, mentoring and training the new LEPs so as to mitigate injury or death. Priceless. I truly believe that many lives were saved by the experience and professional fortitude he was able to bring daily to the table.


    That said, JT was not alone. So many other LEPs continued forward to AFG, all making an incredibly positive impact to the lives of military soldiers, LEPs, and the people of AFG. In the end, JT and others proudly bestowed upon me the distinction of being an honorary LEP. As I look back at my last thirty-five years with the Military and Defense Contracting, I will always have a very special place in my heart for the LEPs. They truly represent the very finest law enforcement officers I have ever known. God bless those LEPs and soldiers who paid the ultimate sacrifice for our sovereignty and American way of life.


    † † †


    CSM Jack would go on to revamp our entire logistical systems for the better. There would be other changes as well, some of which I did not like or agree with. But, as they say in the Army, “You don’t have to like it, you just have to do it.”


    Although CSM Jack never managed to get all the LEPs “high & tight,” he did manage to get them to where they needed to be to accomplish their missions—and never lost a single LEP in doing so. His abilities to assimilate himself into a culture that he originally did not understand earned him an honorary LEP title and the respect of our entire fraternity. I’m sure there were a few who thought he was a prick, but not unlike many other CSMs, he wore that with a sense of pride.


    When I reached out to CSM Jack to see if he would contribute to our story, his response was true to form and exactly what I had come to expect from him. “Roger that.” No negotiations necessary.

  


  
    Chapter 30


    The Uniform


    LEP JT Taman—


    It’s now 2018, and although our new national security strategy is calling for a few thousand more troops, weeks can pass by without a word of Afghanistan on the 24/7 news cycle. As with our fighting forces, most all the LEPs have come back to the world. The video conference screens have gone black, the LEP House is gone, the forensic labs by and large mothballed, and those LEPs that remain very seldom get a ticket to the show.Whether Afghanistan will flourish or fall in the short term will be as it has always been, up to the Afghans. In the long term, just another chapter in the history books of our Republic. A dichotomy of mountains and deserts in the rear-view mirror of the mightiest war machine on earth. The “fat lady” is soon to sing or, as they say down south, “Time to piss on the fire and call in the dogs.”


    So why then do the LEPs keep looking in their rear-view mirrors? What was it about the LEP program and their experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan that seems to have supplanted their long and distinguished law enforcement careers? I retired from the Department of Homeland Security after twenty-one years of service with some really talented agents. We were a family. Yet not long afterwards, I rarely had contact with any of them. I left Afghanistan over five years ago and there is not a week that goes by that I don’t visit with a LEP who was down range with me. If you ask a shrink, they will tell you that it could be a manifestation of personal bonds forged under extreme and unusual circumstances. That diagnosis would be logical enough if we were all civilians. But we weren’t. We were cops and we all had spent the majority of our adult lives dealing with extreme and unusual circumstances.


    When I was a Deputy Attaché in Germany for the Department of Homeland Security, we worked on a case with the German Federal Police that involved a man who was recruiting people on line to be eaten. Yes, eaten. Yes, people were actually volunteering, and he had in fact dined on a few of them. Now, I saw some pretty messed up stuff in Afghanistan, but I never ran into any cannibals. No, extreme and unusual circumstances is not the answer. It’s much more than that. After a couple of Tramadol for the pain in my legs and a couple fingers of scotch for good measure, I will attempt to explain.


    I can’t speak for all LEPs but for me it began with the honor and privilege of putting on the uniform. There was something about being in that uniform that transcended everything else I had accomplished in my law enforcement career. It was as though the past twenty-seven years of police work had been “on the job” training to prepare me for the LEP program. It was my time to take all the hard lessons learned out on the street and apply them on a totally different level, one in which the consequences of actions and in-actions often carried a heavy burden. One that by all measure was highly irregular, but at the same time made perfect sense. Being outside the wire in blue was no longer just about a neighborhood, a community, a city or county, it was about America. It was the show, and those old cops who got tickets will be forever bonded.


    The next time you pass by that uniformed officer on the side of the road, don’t ask yourself if he or she is in that less than one percent that might abuse their authority. Instead, ask yourself if that cop is in the ninety-nine percent that might just be headed to the show. Why, you ask? Because the show is no longer 6,000 miles away. It is right here and there’s no wire for us to hide behind. Only that blue uniform.

  


  
    Epilogue


    The Way Forward


    LEP Randy—


    Congratulations. If you’ve read this far you’ve heard the stories of some extremely dedicated police officers working closely with equally dedicated military officers to combat a mutual threat, that of the Taliban and Al Qaeda insurgency in Afghanistan. You’ve read of heroic sacrifice, devotion to duty, courage and an inclusive work ethic that transcends nationality or creed. You’ve been exposed, at least a little bit, to the motivations and thought processes of police officers fighting a war.


    And no doubt you are asking, why police officers? Doesn’t the military have police too? What is so effective or special about civilian police that justifies bringing them to the battlespace and embedding them with our military units and host national police units?


    The answer is fairly simple. The police make the invisible, visible. The primary advantage of an insurgency is its anonymity, the fact that its actors do not wear uniforms and cannot be distinguished from ordinary members of society, except on rare occasions when their actions identify them. Any examination of insurgency throughout history, as well as any which deals with a specific recent conflict, makes clear that the primary stumbling block encountered when combating an insurgency is the fact that the enemy hides among the people and is difficult, if not impossible, to distinguish from them. This leads to frustration, controversial use of force, incidents which feed the insurgent propaganda mill and, in many cases, a fatigue on the part of foreign counterinsurgents who declare victory and go home, leaving the host national regime to fall within a few short years.


    Consider the case of the typical military commander. He or she is very-well-trained and often well equipped, especially if from a First World country. The troops under his/her command are equally well-equipped, trained, and generally motivated. Yet all that training and equipment is designed to permit successful conduct of combat operations. By definition these are operations where overwhelming, disproportionate force is applied with the goal of causing the maximum amount of casualties and destruction while sustaining the least to one’s own side. Anything less is criminally negligent on the part of the commander who eschews this basic ratio. It is also costly in the lives of his troops and ultimately fails, as a study of warfare through the ages quickly demonstrates.


    A successful military is predicated on exclusion, us versus them. You are a Marine or you’re not a Marine. You belong to the British armed forces or you do not. This exclusivity covers everything from military service (you’re in current service or a veteran of previous service or you’re a civilian) to layers within the service itself (you’re airborne and not a “leg,” you’ve gotten the Ranger tab, you are distinguished from others by your awards or achievements, etcetera).


    There is no middle ground in the multi-tiered layering of exclusivity with which the military mind is inculcated and which is necessary for it to successfully perform its duties. Combine this mind set, developed from day one with years of conditioning and supporting experience where the knowledge of exclusivity created the ability to perform above the norm, with a requirement for disproportionate force in engagements and the inability to distinguish friend from foe, and the end result is all too easily a mess of frustration and increased collateral damage.


    To return to our military officer example. Here is a man or woman, professionally adept, well-trained and motivated, in command of troops with a similar background and a clear mission but no clear foe. It is difficult in the extreme to apply the harsh verities of military success to dealing with a civilian population among whom are a scattered few insurgents, all of whom look and sound alike and none of whom seem to like you very much. With no clear foe and a limited ability to respond, far too often the military commander is forced to either hunker down and try to minimize casualties, or they find themselves the targets of a foe they cannot pin down with frequent, random patrolling. Instead they seem merely to be providing target practice while the people they seek to help watch on the sidelines and provide no warnings, even when it is obvious they know of attacks in advance. Imagine for a moment the pain of watching your people wounded, maimed and killed without being able to determine who, in all this mess, is the responsible party.


    That, in a very simplistic nutshell, is the lot of all too many of our combat commanders in our recent wars. It is in no way a comment on their courage, determination, tenacity or service. It is meant to point out that they are being asked to play racquetball when they trained and came ready for football.


    Are there ways and means by which a smart commander might engage the ubiquitous foe while minimizing collateral damage? Of course there are. But they are generally a deviation from the basic unit orientation, a change in operating strategy and thought and, in the end, are aimed at successful field engagement. Experienced insurgents are those who avoid field engagements, which means that the game of cat and mouse in a room full of undistinguished mice (which the cat may not slay willy-nilly) goes on. And on and on….


    If only the cat had an ally, a mouse of its own that lived among the mice, knew them intimately and could easily determine which mouse was an insurgent and which is a simple farmer wanting to be left alone.


    The point of this chapter is to show that such a mouse exists, and you’ve been reading about him. In any society anywhere, and at any time, criminals have always been embedded among the population. They may occasionally wear distinguishing clothing to show their allegiance to one criminal gang or another, but they are equally capable of removing these items and thus blending into the population as a whole.


    Yet no society anywhere regards the basic anonymity of criminals as a serious bar to the police being able, with a degree of certainty that permits action and withstands third party scrutiny, to distinguish the criminals from the innocent. Basic police intelligence and investigative techniques are designed to do exactly this. When applied to pro-active efforts, those meant to prevent criminal activity from escalating (as in the thwarting of a plan to rob a bank or blow up a convoy), require somewhat more sophisticated techniques, but they are not magic, nor can they be properly performed from a stance of exclusivity. One must swim among the fish in order to know them and determine which are which.


    This is the raison d’être of the police. It is the role of police in society to live among the people, to know them as individuals and as a community, to be intimately familiar with the human terrain which hides the insurgent, and to be able to apply basic police techniques to determining who was responsible for a given offense or penetrate a criminal gang in order to dismantle it before it continues its outrages. To a properly constituted, well-trained and equipped police force, this type of activity is basic bread and butter. To return to our military commander illustration for a moment, a police commander, equally well-trained and equipped, and leading a force which is as well-trained and equipped in their field as the military is in its own, is easily capable of dealing with the establishment of criminal gangs and identifying their members, penetrating their organizations, thwarting their operations and bringing to justice those whose crimes are sufficiently egregious. (The reader is encouraged to consider the fact that in most Western countries, for almost a decade, there have been no major terrorist attacks despite the increased desire on the part of the various organizations to do so. Terrorist strategists dealing with states which are served by well-organized, trained, equipped and led police services have been forced to adopt a strategy of goading marginally equipped, largely untrained True Believers into singleton attacks which, while horrific to the victims, are hardly the mass-casualty nation-paralyzing events of which their perpetrators dream.)


    In short, the police, if they are any good at all, know who is who on their patch and can quickly, through basic law enforcement techniques, determine with sufficient certainty as would permit direct action, who is responsible for a given incident.


    Moreover, they can infiltrate insurgent networks as easily as any other criminal network. This leaves a would-be terrorist organization floundering, forced to stage small, insignificant (on an international scope) attacks in the hope of keeping their cause alive in the public mind. Such individual attacks, with crude or man portable weapons, are quickly dealt with and impossible to prevent, although not particularly useful from the perspective of winning a war on the West.


    It is for this reason that the police are so often the first and continuing target of insurgents in any asymmetrical conflict. Not only are they generally a softer target than a military element or base, they are the ones most likely to make the insurgent visible, to pull aside the mask and create individual responsibility. Knowing who they are, where they live and store their equipment, who supports them and how, are all things the police are already equipped and enabled to determine when operating against an insurgency.


    But wait. If this is so, why don’t the police simply end any insurgency in its infancy? Why can’t the military police apply these same techniques without the need for civilian police deployment? The key to understanding the first question is that in our examples above we looked at well-trained, well equipped and well-led professional organizations, military and police. In any insurgency, the police have already failed to remain integrated with the community. They have lost some of their placement and access within the human terrain and are often as much a part of the problem as a potential solution. Thus, when foreign assistance rolls in to help, the assistance is generally militarily oriented, naturally seeks a solution within its comfort zone or, failing that at least using familiar means and tools. The police, when viewed by such militarily oriented assistance appear as little help, often a problem rather than a solution and all too frequently relegated to being low cost trigger pullers, light infantry deployed as trip wires from whose demise it is hoped more robust forces might swiftly respond and decisively engage the enemy.


    The answer to the second is that there is a significant difference between military police and civilian. Sufficiently so that no police standards and training office for any state accepts military police certification as equivalent to a civilian academy. The reverse is also true. And while many military police are also civilian police when not on reserve duty, the fact remains that the military police already have a vital role within the military machine, one they are stretched to fulfill and one which they have consistently completed with honor and efficiency despite the numerous challenges and handicaps. There simply are not enough of them nor are there enough with the requisite experience gained from daily activity in informant handling, complex case planning and management, intelligence and undercover operations. Within the military police these are specialties. This is true of civilian police to a certain extent but the number of twenty to twenty-five-year civilian police veterans available to be deployed and bring those skills to the battle field far outnumbers the number of twenty to twenty-five-year veterans of military police service with this experience.


    Most with that service length are retired or heading that way making civilian police, who can more readily bond with host national civilian police, the best option.


    Whenever it has been tried, at least within Afghanistan, the use of professional police officers, married with both military staff and host national police, produced results all out of proportion to expectation. The police made the insurgent tangible, visible, time and place predictable and the military and direct-action elements of the police could then engage. The amount of collateral damage was reduced to almost zero (I’m unaware of any but acknowledge that such is a possibility in the fluid environment of kinetic operations), the insurgents greatly discomfited, and attacks decreased or eliminated altogether.


    This was accomplished with the embedding of only a small number of police with a host national force that was much less than well-trained, equipped or led and with a military that was suspicious at first, only later opening up as the results of the application of law enforcement techniques to the COIN battlespace were proven effective.


    This is the story that you have read. It is our hope that as it becomes better known, as those who benefited from it are questioned by those unfamiliar with the program, the applications and effectiveness might be institutionalized, recognized and preserved not only for our present endeavors but against future need. Civilian police veterans of long term, undercover investigations targeting continuing criminal enterprises bring to the table exactly the skills, knowledge and experience required to remove the cloak of anonymity that protects the insurgent and permits his network to flourish. They are well able to assist a host national police force or military element in executing the mantra of identify, infiltrate and dismantle. They have done so for many years as the basic structures and interactions of an insurgent network and a criminal gang are, for practical purposes, identical. They employ basic police intelligence skills, easily brought to an effective level in host national forces by experienced police veterans and without draining the ranks of those few military police with the same or similar skills and experience. Men and women who have served their time protecting our nation at home are also some of the best suited to assist in protecting our nation abroad. They have little use on the traditional battlespace, the ideal for which our nations forces train, to which they are oriented and in which they are unmatched. But in the little wars of the street and alley, the back-room plot and the operation of a continuing criminal enterprise, against these they are irreplaceable and invaluable, both as force multipliers and as actors in their own right.


    It is my hope that this program will serve as a spring board for other efforts, expanded and driven by the desire to provide the most effective protection to our nation possible and in keeping with the sacrifice of so many of our military and police siblings.

  


  
    Authors Update and Last Word


    Afghanistan, a land many of us never heard of prior to 9/11, has become a generational mainstay; a common talking point across generations and a land I personally cannot get out of my system. A land that haunts me with every word I write on these pages.


    LEP Dave— 


    In 2017, I once again travelled back to Afghanistan as a Law Enforcement Professional, this time to re-join my good friend and former ISU Country Team Lead, LEP Pete, at Kandahar Air Field. LEP Pete and I were no longer working under-cover with the ISU as we did during OEF but now our roles were that of mentors and Law Enforcement Advisors at the Train, Advise and Assist Command – South (TAAC-S)/Security Force Assistance Advisory Team, Operation Resolute Support.


    LEP Pete has been in country for a total of six or more years serving his country with every fiber of his being and soul. LEP Pete is a retired Georgia Bureau of Investigations Agent and has been a steadfast leader in the Program. I also had the honor to work with LEPs Mike and Kevin, both of whom have served multiple tours and teamed up again to serve as lead trainers to Afghan police units at TAAC-S.
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    LEP Pete, Gamberi Desert, “The Big Empty Well Caper,” April 2011
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    Lt to Rt: LEP Dave, LEP Pete and LEP Kevin, KAF, April 2017
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    Tough Guy Poses, left to right: LEP Dave, LEP Kevin and LEP Mike Kandahar Air Field, AFG TAAC-S/SFAAT 04/2017


    Many things have changed in the LEP Program since I departed Bagram Air Field in 2011. The LEP Office, bunkhouse, and the sprawling deck built by LEPs Sam, Russ, and Craig have long since been torn down, only an empty lot remains. More sophisticated military barracks and office buildings have taken the place of the MASH 4077-style hoochs that formally occupied the narrow gravel filled roadways. The Green Beans coffee shop is still serving coffee and remains a gathering point for soldiers and contractors.


    Unfortunately, too many things have remained the same. America’s warriors are still serving in this nation’s longest war. Remarkably, young men and women, many of whom I personally know and watched grow up since childhood, are packing their bags and taking the same flight to Camp Arifjan, Kuwait and then on to Bagram. These young warriors are witnessing the grandness of the Hindu Kush Mountains as they land in those familiar C-17’s at BAF. They will walk on the same pavement and gravel of past warriors.


    And even more unfortunate, soldiers are still serving and dying in a faraway land history has called Afghanistan.


    Over thirteen years has passed since the inception of the DOD Law Enforcement Program. A program of this tenure undoubtedly has been a great success and has served its purpose of bringing the vast knowledge and experience of the American Police Officer to the front lines of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. It is important for the reader to know that the LEPs in this program were not reservists or national guardsmen called up to active duty, as honorable as those men and women are. These LEPs were civilians who, after already serving a full career as a police officer and at an average age of fifty years, somehow heard about the LEP program through the grapevine and, like a call in the night, saddled up once again to serve their country.


    Through these pages, JT and I have attempted to tell the stories and experiences of a few men with whom we worked with during only a portion of the entire span of the LEP Program. We know that there are many stories of individual experiences of the hundreds of LEPs who served in Iraq and Afghanistan from 2006 to 2017 that could fill volumes. Many of these LEPs served one year and still others served multiple years. They served at all levels of the U.S. Army and Marine Corps from the Corps to Company level. From large bases such as Bagram and Kabul to Kandahar, Herat, Jalalabad, Marzi-i-Sharif to small FOBs and COPs dotted across the Afghan landscape. These men briefed General Officers and were mentors to privates while they worked in HQs and manned firing points at remote firebases.


    Our intent and purpose in documenting the stories was three-fold. Firstly, to expose the American public to the grit and character of the American Police Officer and tell the untold true story of American cops who answered the call to serve downrange on the Global War on Terror. Secondly, it is our hope that in these turbulent times our fellow citizens will come to understand the character of the American Police Officer and the level of personal sacrifice these men and women make on a daily basis in our communities. Lastly, perhaps the very personal stories and experiences shared in this book can serve as lessons learned for police officers now and into the future.


    May God continue to bless this great nation, its warriors, and our beloved Police Officers.

  


  
    Dedications


    In Memory of those Law Enforcement Professionals who gave the ultimate sacrifice.


    This project was born out of the love and respect JT and I have for our fellow Brothers in Blue, and specifically to serve as an enduring legacy to those honorable men listed below who sacrificed their lives for our country while serving overseas in Afghanistan as Law Enforcement Professionals. We wrote this book to honor all our fellow LEPs who answered their nation’s call, yet again, and traveled into harm’s way.


    The below passage was first published on May 7, 2015 in the Leavenworth Times as an honorarium to our fallen Brothers in Blue, lest we ever forget.


    We do not know one promise these men made, one pledge they gave, one word they spoke; but we do know they summed up and perfected, by one supreme act, the highest virtues of men and citizens. For love of country they accepted death, and thus resolved all doubts, and made immortal their patriotism and their virtue.


    I know of nothing more appropriate on this occasion than to inquire what brought these men here; what high motive led them to condense life into an hour, and to crown that hour by joyfully welcoming death?


    James A. Garfield


    May 30, 1868 Arlington National Cemetery


    Those were the words spoken at the first annual address of “Decoration Day” at Arlington National Cemetery by James Garfield, who, on the date of this speech, May 30th, 1868, was an Ohio Congressman, former Union Army General, and would eventually become the 20th President of the United States. President Garfield’s words, obviously directed at and meant for the fallen soldiers of the Civil War, have rung true for every serviceman and woman who has ever paid the ultimate sacrifice since he spoke them to the small crowd that day in Arlington.


    I think the men and women who have died in service to our country knew the reason and motive that led them to that tragic point in their lives. I also think their loved ones and friends knew why, because it was evident in how they lived their lives, how they viewed their place in the world, and in the manner they approached serving others. It was evident in the fact that they enlisted in our military and embraced the noble concept of being part of something greater than themselves.


    To me, Garfield’s rhetorical question of ‘…what brought those men here,’ and ‘…what high motive led them to condense life into an hour,’ is answered in his following statement: ‘…for love of country.’


    Love—a powerful emotion. If you are fortunate in this life to love anyone or have someone love you (like your mother), then you know how strong love is. It is the strongest emotion we humans have. It can move mountains.


    Our fallen patriots, warriors, and heroes did not enter the dangerous business of defending our country with the intention of sacrificing all. However, they certainly recognized and understood that in war people die. They understood that by volunteering to fight in defense of our country there was a very real possibility they would not come home. I believe they did it for love of country. Furthermore, I would submit that the deliberate and thoughtful decision to go forth into harm’s way, to knowingly forsake one’s own personal wellbeing for the greater good, is the truest sense of patriotism, and any actions that follow are simply manifestations of that rare virtue.


    I devote this writing to pay tribute to the lives of five men who served and died in Afghanistan but who were not active duty servicemen at the time. They were American Police Officers.


    The below mentioned men followed their hearts, left their families and friends behind, carried the flag of freedom in support of our military and nation and, as General Garfield said ‘…summed up and perfected, by one supreme act, the highest virtues of men and citizens.’


    However, there is one commonality among the following exceptional Americans. They were all American Police Officers. Men who, after twenty or more years of sacrifice and service in their own departments, answered their nation’s call, yet again, and served as members of a very unique DOD program known as the Law Enforcement Professional Program. Operating in support of the U.S. Army CID Command, they were fully embedded with active duty Army or Marine Corps Units deployed to Afghanistan. Due to their civilian law enforcement experience they functioned as senior level advisors to military commanders in the areas of counter-insurgency, organized crime, Rule of Law, criminal evidence collection and processing, border operations, and special operations.


    The nature of their duties required them to operate as an equivalent member of the military unit to which they were assigned. They ate, slept, worked, patrolled, fought and died in Afghanistan, and will receive the Secretary of Defense, Defense of Freedom Award for their direct actions in support of the DOD.


    
      
        [image: ]
      

    


    Joseph Anthony Morabito, 54, KIA/End of Watch, June 8th, 2013 Paktika Province, Afghanistan


    Joseph Morabito retired after more than thirty years of service as a federal law enforcement officer. He was a veteran of the U.S. Navy, having served from 1978 to 1982. Serving his nation mattered to him intensely, an enduring virtue and character trait that he carried on his sleeve alongside his unending patriotic spirit.


    After 9/11, he couldn’t stand by and not be involved in some way. He felt that he needed to do something to support America and try to make a difference. In 2006 and 2008, he deployed to Iraq in support of the U.S. State Department CIVPOL program as a Police Trainer. In 2009, he deployed back to Iraq as a Law Enforcement Professional with the 22nd Military Police Unit in Baghdad. He then transferred to Afghanistan in 2011 and deployed with the 3rd Brigade of the 10th Mountain Division, and then again in 2012 with the 2nd Brigade of the 10th Mountain Division. It was while serving with the 2nd Brigade in Paktika Province that he was killed in an ambush at an Afghan Check Point.


    Joe loved to cook and after he retired from the police department, he opened an Italian restaurant in his home town of Hunter, New York. As is customary to most Italians, food is love, and when you feed someone it is an expression of your love, therefore it was natural that he helped feed the troops while deployed in Iraq and Afghanistan. He regularly took time out of his regular job there to cook up delicious Italian meals for the troops and became famous for it. The troops loved him, and he loved the troops. He was a father figure and a dear friend to many. Serving his family, his community, and his nation was his life’s blood and he will be remembered by all, including his extended LEP family.
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    Norman Maurise Spruill, 50, KIA/End of Watch, April 1, 2012 Logar Province, Afghanistan


    Norman Spruill was a veteran police officer with the Atlanta Police Department and served in the U.S. Army from 1982 to 1986. Norm served with the U.S. State Department’s CIVPOL program as an International Police Trainer and Law Enforcement Professional in Afghanistan. LEP Spruill was killed by small arms fire during a ten-hour firefight in Logar Province.


    The Army honored Norm and renamed the camp where he served in Logar Province “Camp Spruill.” The LEP office at Bagram Air Field was also renamed in his honor.


    Norm was passionate about helping low-income families, the homeless, and removing the stigma associated with homelessness. He took every opportunity to reach out to the community and local government in Atlanta to raise awareness of the homeless issue in America. His legacy continues, as the “Norman Spruill House Foundation” was initiated following his death and continues to serve the homeless and those in need in the Atlanta area.
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    Kevin O’Rourke, 52, KIA/End of Watch, September 29, 2012 Wardak Province, Afghanistan


    Kevin O’Rourke retired from the New York City Police Department after twenty years of service. Prior to retiring he attained the rank of sergeant and was a member of the elite Emergency Service Unit. When 9/11 struck, he had just left the World Trade Towers moments before the attack. As a skilled expert in Search and Rescue, he spent the following hours and days digging out survivors from the horrendous event. The 9/11 attacks greatly impacted Kevin and he felt the need to help out victims of disasters. He ultimately began volunteering with the “Healing Emergency Aid Response Team—9/11” (H.E.A.R.T. 9/11)—a newly formed non-profit organization designed to provide immediate assistance to those affected by disasters. In 2005, he deployed to Louisiana in response to Hurricane Katrina, and in 2010 to Haiti after the major earthquake that struck that island nation.


    He deployed to Iraq in 2011 as a Law Enforcement Professional in support of the mission there. In 2012, he deployed to Afghanistan with the 2nd Battalion, 503rd Infantry Regiment, 173rd Airborne Brigade Combat Team. The Sky Soldiers of Task Force Rock, as they were known, were stationed at Combat Outpost in the Sayad Abad district of Wardak Province. In early September 2012, a massive Taliban SVBIED struck COP Sayad Abad. Kevin was getting ready to go on patrol and fortunately survived this attack. Later in the month, on September 29th, he was on patrol near the entrance to the Tangi Valley—a dangerous Taliban controlled area—when the patrol he was with came under fire. During the firefight he died as a result of small-arms fire.
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    Tom Boyle, 62, KIA/End of Watch, June 19, 2012 Kandahar Province, Afghanistan


    Detective Tom Boyle retired from the Chicago Police Department after thirty years of service. He was a fourth-generation police officer with CPD, and his great grandfather, William Mooney, was killed in the line of duty in 1908. His named is etched in the CPD Memorial Wall for fallen officers near Soldier Stadium.


    Prior to his law enforcement career, he served in the Marine Corps—where he was also a Vietnam Veteran having served two combat tours as a Marine and earned the Cross of Gallantry. Upon retiring from the police department in 2000, Tom could not stand by idly and do nothing. His spirit called him to always try to help others and to find ways to serve the greater good. That is why he deployed to Kosovo and Iraq where he provided law enforcement training in support of the CIVPOL program with the U.S. Department of State.


    Tom deployed to Afghanistan as a Law Enforcement Professional and worked in Kandahar Province. He enjoyed the work he was doing overseas and loved being with the men and women of the armed forces. He enjoyed the camaraderie that he found in the police department, the Marines, and with the Army.


    He was killed June 19th, 2013 when insurgents overran the base he was at in Kandahar.


    Sergeant. Tim Gilbert of the Chicago PD worked with Tom as a rookie and said that they enjoyed a common bond as Marines. He said, “That even though I was a rookie, he treated me very well. He helped me handle my first case and I learned a lot from him. I only wish I could have worked with him more.”


    Wherever he served, Pauline Boyle said the safety and welfare of children was a top priority for her husband, who would frequently give presents to local kids. “It was rewarding,’’ Mrs. Boyle said of her husband’s overseas work. “He felt he was accomplishing something. He’s just a good American. A patriot. He loved this country.
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    Paul Protzenko, 46, KIA/End of Watch, July 9, 2011 Panjshayr Province, Afghanistan


    Paul was a twenty-two-year veteran of the Connecticut State Police and served for six years in the U.S. Army with the 82nd Airborne. He was an avid martial artist, beloved member in the Enfield, CT community, and known for always looking out for others. He deployed to Afghanistan in 2009 and was killed in action when the convoy he was traveling in was attacked by small-arms fire.


    In a final act of unselfishness, and representative of his character, Paul had asked his good friend, Mr. Paul Robinson, to do something for him should he not return home. That request was for all those in attendance at his funeral to stand and applaud his fellow Law Enforcement Professionals, State Police Officers, and military veterans.


    † † †


    The following Law Enforcement Professionals were Wounded in Action and also received the Secretary of Defense, Defense of Freedom award for their actions in Afghanistan.


    Karl Beilby, WIA, November 14, 2010, Kunar Province


    Karl served 14 years with the Santa Ana, California Police Department and two years as an investigator with the San Bernardino County Sheriff’s Office.


    Throughout his distinguished career he served in numerous positions conducting narcotics and criminal investigations. Karl was deployed and served with the 1st Brigade Combat Team, 101st Airborne Division in Kunar Province, Afghanistan. On November 4, 2010, during a site exploitation mission, Karl’s unit was attacked by more than 50 Insurgents, and he was wounded in action by small arms fire after crawling to the aid of a wounded soldier. He sustained gunshot wounds to his abdomen.


    David Cole, WIA, September 25, 2011, Logar Province


    David Cole served 30 years with the Suffolk County, New York Police Department. Throughout his distinguished career, David served in numerous positions conducting street crime, vehicle theft, and forensics investigations. David deployed two times as a Law Enforcement Professional to Afghanistan and Iraq. In August 2011, he was deployed and served with the 4th Brigade Combat Team, 10th Mountain Division in Logar Province, Afghanistan. On September 25, 2011, David was wounded in action when his unit came under an indirect attack. He sustained shrapnel injuries to the face, chest, midsection, and legs.


    Randy Ryan, WIA, October 14, 2011, Kandahar Province


    Randy Ryan served over 29 years with the Los Angeles Police Department. Throughout his distinguished career he served in numerous positions including as a detective conducting risk management, narcotics, and Hollywood and vice investigations. Randy also served as the detective supervisor of the Officer Involved Shooting team for nine years. In April 2011, Randy deployed and served with the 2nd Brigade Combat Team, 4th Infantry Division in Kandahar Province, Afghanistan. On October 14, 2011, during a battlefield forensics mission, Randy and three U.S. Soldiers were wounded in action when their vehicle was hit by an Improvised Explosive Device. He suffered injuries to his head, back and both feet.


    Gilbert Unger, WIA, October 23, 2011, Helmand Province


    Gilbert Unger served 11 years with the Killeen, Texas Police Department and Williamson County Sheriff’s Office. Throughout his distinguished career he served in numerous positions conducting criminal investigations, SWAT Operations and field training. In February 2011, Gil deployed and served with the 3rd Battalion, 7th Marine Regiment in Helmand Province, Afghanistan. On October 23, 2011, while supporting his unit on a dismounted reconnaissance patrol, Gil was wounded in action when he was injured by an Improvised Explosive Device. He suffered multiple injuries throughout his body.


    Craig Smith, WIA, June 22, 2012, Logar Province


    Craig Smith served over 20 years with the U.S. Department of Justice Drug Enforcement Administration. Throughout his distinguished career Craig served in numerous positions as a supervisory special agent-in-charge of Investigations and Intelligence Coordination and Operations. Craig deployed three times as a Law Enforcement Professional to Afghanistan and Iraq. In 2012, Craig was deployed and served with the Investigative Surveillance Unit, Combined Security Transition Command in Logar Province, Afghanistan. On June 22, 2012, while supporting his unit traveling from Kabul to Logar, Afghanistan, Craig was wounded in action when his vehicle was struck by an Improvised Explosive Device. He suffered fractured ribs and injuries to his right shoulder and left hip.


    James Taman, WIA, May 17, 2009, Kapisa Province


    James Taman served six years with the Saint Petersburg, Florida Police Department, and 20 years with the Department of Treasury and subsequently the Department of Homeland Security. Throughout his distinguished career, JT served in multiple positions of increasing responsibility including deputy attaché in Frankfurt, Germany, and senior special agent, Immigrations, Customs and Enforcement, Office of Investigations, Tampa, Florida. JT was deployed to Afghanistan and served with task Force Warrior, 1st Maneuver Enhancement Brigade in Parwan Province, Afghanistan. On May 17, 2009, during an operation in Kapisa Province, JT was wounded in action when his vehicle struck an Improvised Explosive Device. He suffered fractures to his neck, lower back, and both legs.


    Richard Crawford (WIA), November 11,2010, Nimroz Province


    Richard Crawford served 25 years with the U.S. Department of Treasury Drug Enforcement Administration. Throughout his distinguished career he served in numerous positions conducting money laundering and smuggling investigations. Rich deployed two times as a Law Enforcement Professional to Afghanistan and Iraq. In November 2009, Rich deployed to Nimroz Province, Afghanistan and served with U.S. Marine Corps Regimental Combat Team 2. He was wounded in action on November 11, 2010 when his vehicle was struck by an Improvised Explosive Device during a joint scouting operation with the Afghanistan National Police. He suffered lacerations and a fracture to his right orbital socket.


    † † †


    The deeds and actions of these men throughout their careers as they served their communities as police officers, and afterward as they served in Afghanistan, is evidence of their exceptional character, their patriotic spirits and their love for this great nation.


    Very Respectfully, Viper One Six – Out


    David R. Shearman, Co-author


    Thank you for choosing this book. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or leaving a review on Goodreads or the site where you bought it. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.

  


  
    Glossary


    ACU: Army Combat Uniform


    AFN: Armed Forces Network – Satellite broadcast of television programing to military personnel outside of the continental United States


    ANA: Afghan National Army 


    ANP: Afghan National Police


    AOR: Area of Responsibility


    AUP: Afghan Uniformed Police


    AQI: Al-Qaeda in Iraq


    BAF: Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan


    BDA: Battle Damage Assessment


    B-Hut: Plywood constructed housing unit


    BLEP: Border Law Enforcement Professional


    Buy & Bust: Police tactic involving the undercover purchase of drugs/contraband immediately followed by the arrest of the seller


    C-17: Large military transport aircraft – Capable of rapid strategic delivery of troops and all types of cargo to main operating bases or directly to forward bases in the deployment area


    C-130: Four-engine turboprop military transport aircraft – Capable of using unprepared runways for takeoffs and landings and originally designed as a troop, medevac, and cargo transport aircraft


    CCATT: Critical Care Air-transport Team


    CHU: Containerized Housing Unit


    CO: Commanding Officer


    COIC: Counter-IED Operations/Intelligence Center located in Virginia, USA


    COIN: Counter-insurgency Operations


    CONOP: Concept of Operations – Operational Plan


    CONUS: Continental United States


    COP: Combat Outpost


    CRU: Crisis Response Unit – Afghan SWAT Team


    CQC: Close Quarter Combat


    CSM: Command Sergeant Major – E9 Rank


    CRC: Conus Replacement Center – U.S. Army in – and out-processing center for the deployment of individual augmentees going to a combat zone


    DEA: Drug Enforcement Administration


    DFAC: Military dining facility


    DHS: Department of Homeland Security DOD: Department of Defense


    Down Range: Term used in the military to talk about a combat zone


    DOJ: Department of Justice


    Dust-off: Military term for the emergency patient evacuation of casualties from a combat zone


    Ex-Fill: The act of tactically departing from an area of operation


    E-KIA: Enemy Killed in Action


    FBI: Federal Bureau of Investigation


    FLIR: Forward Looking Infra-Red – A thermal energy detection technology usually mounted to fixed wing or rotary aircraft


    FN-SCAR: Gas operated, self-loading rifle common to U.S. Special Operations Forces


    FOB: Forward Operating Base


    FTO: Field Training Officer


    FUBAR: Fucked up beyond all recognition


    GITMO: Guantanamo Bay Naval Station located in Cuba


    GIRoA: Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan


    HALO: A piece of medical equipment that encircles and is fixed to the head of a patient to stabilize the cervical spine


    High & Tight: A very short hairstyle commonly worn by men in the armed forces


    HME: Home-made explosives – In Afghanistan, commonly a mixture of ammonium nitrate and fuel oil


    IBCT: Infantry Brigade Combat Team – Usually commanded by a Colonel (O6 Rank)


    IDF: Indirect Fire – Harassment fire designed to undermine morale


    IED: Improvised Explosive Device


    ISAF: International Security Assistance Force


    ISR: Intelligence, Surveillance and Reconnaissance – Principle elements of U.S. defense capabilities


    ISU: Investigative and Surveillance Team – A 15-man Afghan Police undercover team having two embedded LEPS as advisors


    J-2X: Army staff element of the Intelligence Directorate


    JAG: Judge Advocate General – Military Attorney


    JCIP: Justice Center in Parwan – Located on Bagram Air Field, Afghanistan


    JEFF: Joint Expeditionary Forensic Facility


    JIEDDO: Joint Improvised Explosive Device Defeat Organization


    JIRGA: A traditional gathering of Afghan tribal elders, religious figures and political leaders


    JOC: Joint Operations Command


    JTAC: Joint Terminal Attack Controller – calls in air strikes


    KIT: Slang term utilized to describe personal combat gear


    KIA: Killed in Action


    KLE: Key Leader Engagement – Personal interactions between unit leadership and key power figures and influencers within a local civilian community


    LAPD CRASH: Los Angeles Police Department Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums – Specially trained LAPD Gang Units


    LEP: Law Enforcement Professional


    LEP-P: Law Enforcement Professional Program


    LZ: Landing Zone


    Man Jams: Slang term used to describe the traditional Afghan male clothing


    MEDEVAC: Medical evacuation


    MOI: Minister of Interior – Afghan branch of government controlling all police functions


    MP: Military Police


    MRAP: Mine Resistant Ambush Protected – Military tactical ground transport vehicle


    Mujahedeen, (mujahideen or mujahidin): Islamic guerrilla fighters


    MWR: Morale, Welfare and Recreation


    NCIS: Naval Criminal Investigative Service


    NDS: National Directorate of Security – Primary Intelligence Agency in Afghanistan


    NOD: Night Optical Device – commonly referred to as “night vision”


    OCC-P: Operations Coordination Center-Provincial – Established in each Afghan province to coordinate Afghan and ISAF security operations


    OCONUS: Outside the continental United States


    ODA: Operational Detachment Alpha – U.S. Army Green Berets operating in small, versatile units


    OEF: Operation Enduring Freedom – Official name used by the U.S. government for the Global War on Terrorism between 2001 and 2014 – Primarily associated with the Afghan theater of operation


    OIF: Operation Iraqi Freedom – Iraq theater of operation


    OSL: Offsite Location – “Safe Houses” utilized by the Afghan Investigative and Surveillance Unites (ISU)


    OTB: Over the beach – commonly used to describe tactical capabilities and geographic responsibilities of Navy Seals


    Outside-the-Wire: Military jargon for being beyond the relatively safe confines of a base camp or support installation


    PAX: Military abbreviation for passengers (ground or air)


    PMO: Provost Marshals Office – Responsible for overseeing the LEP-P in the combat zone


    PRT: Provincial Reconstruction Team – A combined effort of resources designed to bring economic, judicial, social, educational and infrastructure development


    Qalat: A traditional Afghan housing compound


    QRF: Quick Reaction Force – An armed military unit capable of rapidly responding to developing situations, typically to assist allied units in need of such assistance


    RC: Regional Command


    Roosey Roads: Roosevelt Roads Naval Station – A former United States Naval Base located in the town of Ceiba, Puerto Rico


    SAC: Special Agent in Charge


    SOF: Special Operations Force


    SRT: Special Response Team – Synonymous with SWAT


    S-2: Military units intelligence officer


    S-3: Military units operations officer


    TIC: Troops in Contact – Actively engaged with the enemy


    TDY: Temporary Duty Yonder – A temporary assignment away from your post of duty


    TOC: Tactical Operations Center


    TTPs: Tactics, Techniques and Procedures


    UH-60: Four-bladed, twin-engine, medium-lift utility helicopter manufactured by Sikorsky Aircraft and commonly referred to in the Army as a Black Hawk


    VBIED: Vehicle Bourne Improvised Explosive Device


    WIA: Wounded in Action


    Whiskey-Tango-Foxtrot: Phonic alphabet commonly used to express confoundment “What the Fuck!”


    XO: Executive Officer – Second in command
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1Not his real name. “We” were Randy, Ron and DC.




      


      
        

2High Value Target. The stats for ISAF SOF a year after this incident took place had the ISU responsible for more Kill/Captures of HVTs than any other unit under SOF command. Not because we were so high speed low drag, we weren’t anything of the sort. What we were was a bunch of middle aged cops who enjoyed mixing it up with bad guys and knew how to sort out the criminals from the rest of the population. It’s a basic police competency and the ISU, and its success, was based upon this elementary skill set.




      


      
        

3The Taliban, far from being a monolithic hierarchical organization, was in reality a hodgepodge of local leaders with armed followers who often competed amongst themselves to gain the favor of the most powerful leaders. This favor translated into more supplies, like IEDs or trigger mechanisms, which meant a successful local commander could become even more powerful if he had the attention of those based in Pakistan. Rahmatullah’s cover meant he was seen as a conduit to the upper leadership so the local commanders vied for the opportunity to brag about their operations and future plans.




      


      
        

4The CRU was mentored by a Tier One SOF unit, the New Zealand SAS. The CRU was a heavily armed special police element which provided the muscle needed to take down hard targets with numerous insurgent fighters present. We used them whenever there were indications that we might meet resistance.




      


      
        

5An informant operating in Nangahar for one of our officers was beheaded shortly after this operation so the risk was very real.




      


      
        

6As of this writing this is still the largest single seizure of ammonium nitrate in the Afghan theater. Other ISU teams had excellent success in seizing large amounts with the ISU total being somewhere around 30 tons. Doing the math on that total provides an example of just how effective our small teams were in operating left of the boom.




      


      
        

7Community Resources Against Street Hoodlums. LAPD Anti-gang units established by Chief Darryl Gates.
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