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In Shah-E-Kot, Apaches Save The Day - And Their Reputation
By Sean D. Naylor, Times staff writer

The soldier's weather-beaten face was streaked with tears of gratitude. Just days earlier,
separated from his buddies and pinned down by intense fire from al-Qaida soldiers in the
ridgelines around the Shah-e-Kot valley, he thought he was going to die. Then, like fire-spitting
avenging angels, Apache attack helicopters sliced through the thin mountain air pouring rocket
and chain-gun fire on his would-be killers. "We came in and took the fire away from him," said
Capt. Bill Ryan, the commander of those Apaches. He said it matter-of-factly, as if there were
nothing remarkable about piloting a helicopter through hails of bullets and rocket-propelled
grenades to save a man's life.

Now safely back at Bagram Air Base, that soldier had come to thank his deliverers. As
Operation Anaconda wound down, a string of well-wishers stopped by to pay homage to the
dozen or so Apache pilots who had kept the al-Qaida troops at bay. Not every visitor broke into
tears. But all echoed the sentiments of Lt. Col. "Chip" Preysler, commander of 2nd Battalion,
187th Infantry Regiment. Preysler's battalion was one of two that flew into the teeth of
entrenched al-Qaida positions March 2, the first day of the operation. Their very lives depended
on Ryan's seven Apaches for close air support. When he came out of the battle nine days later,
Preysler immediately sought out Ryan. With a smile on his face and his hands spread wide, he
said, "You guys have huge balls." The Apache exploits on the first day of the battle of Shah-e-
Kot have done much to bolster the reputation of an aircraft that saw its battlefield role called into
guestion after its role in Albania in 1999.

In that bleak period in the helicopter's history, 24 Apaches were sent to Task Force Hawk for
use in the war against Yugoslavia. But the choppers were held back from combat after two
crashed and two pilots died during mission rehearsals. The Apache community complained that
ignorant journalists and casualty-averse Pentagon officials had unfairly turned their beloved
killing machine into a scapegoat. Now, three years later, the contrast could not be starker. The
Apache drivers are being lauded as heroes, and their helicopter is receiving what to many pilots
is praise long overdue. With al-Qaida fighters so close to U.S. troops that close air support from
"fast mover" jets was often out of the question, the Apaches became the only fire support
available to ground commanders. In the crucial hours of that first day, when the carefully
scripted battle plans had been rendered irrelevant and the outcome hung in the balance,
Apaches saved the day. "The weapon that changed the face of the battle for us was the
Apache," said Col. Frank Wiercinski, commander of the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault)'s
3rd Brigade and in charge of all conventional U.S. troops in the battle. "l was just so impressed
by its capability," he said. "I had never seen the Apache in combat before, though I've always
trained with it. | am a firm believer right now that a brigade combat team commander needs his
Apache battalion in an air assault division - its ability to protect us en route, its ability to set the
conditions on the landing zones and then its close combat attack capability to take out fires.
"Artillery is a wonderful asset, but you need an observer, you need a sensor, and then you've
got the artillery [tube] as the shooter. An Apache can do all of that, and it's always moving." On
station in the valley from dawn on the battle's first day, the Apaches flew again and again
through withering small arms, heavy machine-gun and rocket-propelled grenade fire to provide
fire support to the beleaguered infantry troops.



Five Apaches were present at the start of the battle, a sixth arrived later that morning and a
seventh flew up from Kandahar to join the fight that afternoon. None of the helicopters was shot
down, but four were so badly damaged they were knocked out of the fight. The fire the Apaches
braved was so intense that when the day was over, 27 of the 28 rotor blades among the seven
helicopters sported bullet holes, said Lt. Col. James M. Marye, the commander of the 7th
Battalion, 101st Aviation Regiment. Marye's aviation task force included the Apaches of Ryan's
A Company, 3rd Battalion, 101st Aviation.

Beneath the cold numbers are tales of heroism and extraordinary achievement. None are more
dramatic than the story of Chief Warrant Officer 4 Jim Hardy. At about 6:45 a.m., an RPG
exploded under the nose of Hardy's Apache, sending shrapnel slicing through the helicopter's
innards. "l looked up and there was a black puff of smoke, like World War Il flak," said Chief
Warrant Officer 2 John Hamilton, who was flying nearby. "There was major damage to that
aircraft," Ryan said. "They had lost the weapons systems and the target-acquisition systems."
Despite the fact that Hardy's Apache was now essentially unarmed, he stayed on station. He
later told Hamilton that his plan was to fly up the valley and draw fire, allowing the other
Apaches to engage enemy gunners once they had revealed themselves. About 10 minutes after
an RPG struck Hardy's aircraft, another hit the Apache piloted by Chief Warrant Officer 3 Keith
Hurley, smashing into the left Hellfire missile launcher. "The RPG struck me on the left, rocked
the aircraft, and a microsecond after that, a bullet came through the cockpit,” Hurley said. By the
end of the day there were 13 bullet holes in Hurley's aircraft.

Lights immediately started flashing on Hurley's control panel, warning him that he was
hemorrhaging oil. Hardy, one of the company's most experienced pilots, realized Hurley was in
trouble, and got on the radio. As Hurley recalls it, Hardy told him, "I've got to go back to the
[Forward Arming and Refueling Point], fall in trail and follow me, and we've got to go quick."

The two wounded Apaches headed for the FARP, a way station for the helicopters roughly
halfway between the valley and their temporary base in Bagram, north of Kabul. They didn't
make it very far. About a mile west of "the Whale," the humpbacked ridgeline that marked the
western edge of the valley, more lights came on in Hurley's cockpit, including one that told him
he had no fluid left in his transmission. "I called off the lights to Mr. Hardy and he said, '"You've
got to land, you've got to land now,' " Hurley said. The two landed in a dried-up riverbed, within
range of the al-Qaida positions. With bullets flying around him, Hardy, who Hurley described as
"the unit maintenance god," shut the helicopters down and went to work on Hurley's aircraft. "He
did sort of a triage of the aircraft, examining it like a doctor," Hurley said.

Hardy took the three one-guart oil cans that each helicopter carried as spares and poured all six
quarts into Hurley's engine. Then he told Hurley they were going to swap helicopters and fly
back to the FARP. "He told me, 'Don't dick around, when | get it started, I'm going,' " Hurley
said. Hardy was drawing on his deep knowledge of the Apache to take a calculated risk. With
Hurley's chopper leaking fluid like a sieve, he knew the six quarts of oil he had just poured in
would not last long. But he also knew that the Apache's engine was supposed to last 30 minutes
without oil before seizing up. Hardy was gambling that he could nurse Hurley's Apache 50 miles
to the FARP in less than half an hour. The alternative was to strap two of the four pilots onto the
side of Hardy's helicopter, leaving Hurley's Apache behind as a dead loss. Hardy's gamble paid
off. Twenty-six minutes after taking off under fire from the riverbed, the two damaged Apaches
landed safely at the FARP. Hardy's colleagues were in awe. "There are not a lot of folks out
there who would have taken that aircraft off the ground," Ryan said. "It was an incredible action
by Mr. Hardy." Hamilton said: "He's a hero, no doubt about it." Marye recommended Hardy for a
Distinguished Flying Cross. He also recommended Ryan, who continued flying despite being



nicked on the chin by a bullet, for a Silver Star and several other pilots for the Air Medal with "V*"
device.

----Original Message-----
General Officer comments

This was sent by one of our General Officers, they usually don't send emails like this...good
reading, the last paragraph is the best.

From Anaconda AO... Ground war will be run by CINC's man on the spot, the Commander of
10th Mtn Division. (The CINC isn't trying to run the war via video from Tampa - he has a hell of
a lot more to run besides Afghanistan, and that is his job and his place). As any other senior
officer who has grown up in a branch culture, the 2-star 10th Mtn Division commander is most
comfortable with Army and will primarily rely on them to be the lion's share of the offense on the
ground. That's the way they are designed and supported. | think the performance during
ANACONDA was a bit of an eye opener. Intel very hard to pin down - it's not a perfect world.
Afghans often playing both sides of the fence, thus the senior leaders have to be cautious.
Don't think they thought resistance would be as bad initially as they found. Al Qaeda were well-
entrenched and prepared to fight. UK SAS had a significant cave fight on a small complex last
fall, and it was a brutal close quarter battle.

That should have keyed us to always be thinking they will do the same anytime we find pockets
of them, especially if you intend to surround them and provide no "back door" for escape
(setting up ambushes to catch them just as they think they've gotten out. ANACONDA AO
almost impossible to close off (huge and rough terrain), and locals supported Al Qaeda in many
ways. We nailed a lot of them, but a lot got away. We can expect more of the same in the
future. Certainly not a failure, and we'll take them out 100 at a time or 2 at a time, it matters not.
The end will be the same, just might take longer. SF A Teams doing dynamite mixing in with
locals and doing their thing.

USAF CCT doing incredibly well calling in heavy fire and bombs from above with precision.
USAF PJs have been on every hot mission supporting as combat medics. Unfortunately,
there's still some mistaken concept out there that SEALs are only comfortable in water. A target
is a target, and very few are on water. SEALSs learned long ago to conduct raids, ambushes,
recon missions, hit buildings, bridges, and encampments anywhere they exist. Multiple units of
SEALs are on the ground searching caves, conducting raids, and moving by helo and organic
ground combat vehicles (yes they have some), taking the fight to the enemy. (SEALs have had
a mountain warfare capability for decades - they just don't advertise everything they can do.
Conventional forces and leaders may not have gotten the word) SEALSs are raiding alongside
other raiding brothers from the Army SF's top unit, UK SAS and SBS, Australian SAS, New
Zealand SAS, German KSK, Dutch commandos, and Canadian JTF-s commandos and
infantry. (When the Pentagon doesn't tell you exactly who is conducting some of these raids,
there's a reason. They also don't report every action that takes place) We now also need to get
the USMC out there raiding also. There's plenty to go around and rotating troops will help keep
them fresher.

The Marines can move fast, however, and having them offshore on the ships for now allows
commanders the option to go into other countries quickly if an intelligence windfall identifies
something that needs to be hit quickly, such as in Somalia or Yemen. UK 45 Commando now
coming in to help out, with more rough terrain expertise. Air war has been a beacon of



technological genius. Unfortunately it can't do it alone. Combined with ground forces, it's
extremely lethal. Army Apache gunship helos worked well until they got shot up badly at
beginning of ANACONDA (but they delivered a hell of a fight where fast movers couldn't go),
requiring re-intro of older (but also extremely lethal) USMC Cobras. Underestimation appeared
in a couple spots at beginning of ANACONDA, but US was always in the drivers seat and will
remain so. All helo pilots, USA, USAF, and USMC, have shown extreme courage in their
operations under incredibly difficult circumstances. You have to ride these at night into a brown
out situation where they kick up dust until you can't see, on night vision goggles to understand.
Throw in RPGs and machinegun fire, and most people would be shaking in their boots. These
guys all eat it up.

As far as the SEAL story goes, the full truth may never actually come out. MH-47 was hit just
before landing a recon team by an RPG that failed to detonate, but went through back end.
Roberts was either assisting a USAF spec ops guy who fell on the rear ramp as a result of the
hit, or was knocked down as he stood on the ramp. When 2 more RPGs hit the helo, a
hydraulic line was severed and the helo went critical, jinxed, and tried to bolt out of there,
hydraulic spray all over, peppered by bullets as it flew away. In the confusion in the darkened
rear, Roberts fell out off the ramp. He was a SAW gunner and his light machinegun fell inside
the helo. He hit the ground with a pistol and 2 hand grenades. The helo, having been shot up
badly, was barely able to go 8 kilometers before being put down. They were lucky. Roberts was
noted missing enroute, but the helo was in an emergency mode, pilots fighting to keep it from
crashing at any moment, and in no condition to try to double back at the moment. After landing,
the recon team immediately boarded a sister helo and went back to get Roberts, inserted
nearby and immediately got in a firefight. Meanwhile, Roberts crawled from where he fell about
200 feet or yards (not certain which) to hide, activated his emergency beacon. 60 + heavily
armed Al Qaeda in the area. When the rescue helo came back, a machinegun opened up on it
as it came in. Realizing the gravity of the situation, Roberts totally disregarded his safety and
attacked it with a handgun and his grenades. He was killed in a close quarter firefight, incredibly
outnumbered and outgunned. The commandos on the ground were able to hold against heavy
odds. Another rescue force was launched and flew max speed to the area, inserting a couple
hours later. Rangers, CCT, PJs poured out and right into an extremely heavy firefight. That's
where the other 6 got killed, many wounded. This was a brutal slugfest of a firefight. Close air
support called in and the fight was on for about 9-12 hours. US commandos finally won, and
more helos and forces inserted to recover wounded, KIA. Roberts body recovered as well.
Predator watched after he was shot as 3 Al Qaeda dragged his body from where he was shot -
he was already dead. For my money, Roberts and the others who came to try to rescue him
deserve at least the Silver Star if not more. True heroes, taking it to the enemy, so we can all
relax at home in the U.S. safer from terrorist attack. Believe it or not, this incident is only one of
several unbelievable combat actions yet untold.

SAS is pushing for one of their men to get the Victoria Cross as a result of the cave fight last
fall. (And he clearly deserves it from all accounts). UK SBS was in an extremely heavy firefight
early in the action last fall. There are other US stories that have not (and may not) be told that
are equally incredible, if not more. Stay tuned.

Whether we need heroes or not, the forces are clearly and eagerly going hand to hand and man
on man with the Al Qaeda. We may underestimate from time to time in small battles, but the Al
Qaeda have clearly underestimated what we were going to be like on the battlefield compared
to their Soviet experience. The other reason we need the appropriate top awards pinned on
these heroes is this - Let the message go forth to the Al Qaeda, other terrorists, and those who
want to back them anywhere on the globe. Think you're tough? You want to kill our families,



blow up civilians? Stand by! We are sending our very best to hunt you down and take you out.
These are the guys who are coming to get you. These are the guys who will climb into the
mountains and into the darkened caves halfway around the world and look you in the eye, toe to
toe, with any weapon at hand (ours or yours), to take you out. These guys have trained longer,
are stronger, harder, faster, tougher, and more relentless and lethal than anything you will ever
produce. And we will arm them with the best money can buy, from Spectre gunships and
thermobaric bombs to knives sharper than any box cutter you can sneak on a plane. They are
now on your trail. They're hunting you down. How's it feel to be a terrorist now? Never bring a
box cutter to a Jihad.

April 26, 2002 Posted: 6:20 AM EDT (1020 GMT)
From Barbara Starr
CNN Pentagon Correspondent

WASHINGTON (CNN) -- U.S. Special Forces have completed an internal report on how seven
men died during the opening hours of Operation Anaconda in eastern Afghanistan in early
March.

The still-unreleased classified report details some of the most brutal fighting seen by U.S. forces
in years including hours of vicious close combat and extraordinary heroism still largely untold.
What exactly happened in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan March 4 may never be fully
known as there are several differing accounts.

The report is based on interviews with the survivors, as well as classified video taken by an
airborne surveillance drone showing disturbing pictures of U.S. troops fighting to the death.

As it came in, enemy gunfire shattered hydraulic lines causing the helicopter to repeatedly
lurch.

One of the Navy SEALS on board, Petty Officer Neil Roberts fell out of the helicopter.

Several sources say he fell when he tried to rescue a door-gunner hanging by his harness.
Others say it happened when the helicopter lurched.

Roberts landed in a nest of al Qaeda fighters, fighting back until all of his grenades were gone,
and his pistol empty.

It's unclear if he was captured and executed -- or if he was killed in an exchange of gunfire.
Those who have viewed the still-classified videotape from an unmanned Predator drone flying
overhead differ in their conclusions.

CNN has learned there was much more that has not been told.

Rescue team

Air Force Tech Sgt John Chapman was part of six-man rescue team sent in to get Roberts
back.

Sources tell CNN Chapman came under very heavy enemy fire. He fought to the death and
several other members of the rescue force were wounded.

What Chapman may not have ever known is that it was possible the Navy SEAL had already
been killed by the time the rescue team got there.

Two other helicopters brought in more men to get the dead and wounded.

They too faced withering enemy fire -- four were killed, several more wounded.

Senior Airman Jason Cunningham tended to them for hours, moving the injured from the
incoming enemy rounds now landing just feet away until he too was fatally hit.
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He died of his wounds on the mountainside while trying to help others.

It was Cunningham's first combat mission.

Meanwhile, still under fire, remaining Special Forces called in air support for more than 12
hours, bringing in the withering firepower of an AC-130 gunship to repeatedly drive off the
attackers.

Nonetheless, it was hours before everyone was brought off the mountain.

Special operations forces are still waiting for the Pentagon to release the report.

They want the men who fought so hard to save each other to be recognized for valor on a
remote mountain they have now renamed Roberts Ridge.

Details emerge on death of Navy SEAL

March 7, 2002 Posted: 5:59 PM EST (2259 GMT)

WASHINGTON (CNN) -- Soon after a U.S. helicopter was hit by a rocket-propelled grenade
Monday, a Navy SEAL fell from the Chinook and was dragged away by three al Qaeda fighters
and executed.

It was a horrifying scene that transpired as his commanders watched in agony the images
beamed back from a reconnaissance plane, U.S. officials said Tuesday.

The description was one of the most detailed accounts of the deadliest day in the war against
terrorism for U.S. troops in Afghanistan.

Six other U.S. service members died in a firefight Monday after their chopper was hit by enemy
fire and crash landed about a mile from the first incident in rugged terrain in eastern
Afghanistan.

U.S. officials said that when the first helicopter was hit by the al Qaeda-launched RPG, it rapidly
took off and landed a short distance away with hydraulic failure from the attack. The crew then
discovered one of its men had apparently fallen out.

Meanwhile, commanders of the forces watched real-time images from an unmanned Predator
drone that showed al Qaeda members capture and kill Navy Petty Officer 1st Class Neil C.
Roberts, 32, officials said.

"We saw him on the Predator being dragged off by three al Qaeda men," Major Gen. Frank L.
Hagenbeck, the operation commander, told a pool reporter.

He said the United States responded Tuesday with withering force, using Apache helicopters
and Air Force fighters to strike the al Qaeda and Taliban fighters.

"We body slammed them today and killed hundreds of those guys," Hagenbeck said.

In the second incident Monday, officials said two helicopters were flying in the region when one
of the choppers came under fire.

An intense firefight broke out on the ground after the helicopter crash landed. Six Americans
were killed in the ensuing battle.

The remaining crew members had to survive coming under constant fire for about 12 to 14
hours before being rescued, officials said. The bodies of those killed were recovered at that
time.

A commando team secretly moved into the area and retrieved Roberts' body. His crew mates in
the crippled chopper also were rescued, officials said.

The Pentagon said there was no choice but to keep forces in the middle of the fight.

"There was an American, for whatever reason, [who] was left behind. And we don't leave
Americans behind," said Brig Gen. John Rosa, deputy director of operations for the Joint Chiefs
of Staff.



H CNN Pentagon Correspondent Barbara Starr and National Security Correspondent
David Ensor contributed to this report

What the Pilots Saw

At approximately 3 a.m. local time on March 4, Razor 3, piloted by Chief Warrant Officer “Al,”
roared out of the darkness and set down at Objective Ginger, on a ridgeline near the battlefield.
His cargo of Army, Navy and Air Force operators was tasked with calling in airstrikes on Qaeda
troops attacking 101st Airborne soldiers nearby. As soon as they touched down, “the place lit
up” with rocket and machine-gun fire. A door gunner was wounded; the chopper’s hydraulic and
electrical systems shredded. Al threw the 60-foot-long Chinook helicopter into the air, heading
south, when the crew shouted the horrifying news: “A guy’s out!” A Navy SEAL, Petty Officer
Neil Roberts, had somehow fallen out of the chopper. “I turned around to go get him,” said Al.
“That’s when the controls locked up.” Al couldn’t pick up the lost man. He limped south, looking
for a safe landing zone, and calling on a battery-powered radio to his wingman to rescue
Roberts. But the radio wasn’t working. Last week Al and his comrades from the 160th Special
Operations Aviation Regiment gave NEWSWEEK this exclusive account of what happened to
them in Operation Anaconda.

It took wingman chief “Jason,” in Razor 4, 45 minutes to reach Al's chopper. With reports of
Qaeda troops converging on their position, Razor 4 loaded everyone onboard and returned to a
Special Forces base near Gardez, dropping off Al and his crew before returning to Ginger with
the operators to look for Roberts. When Razor 4 hit the LZ they were met with heavy machine-
gun fire, but they dropped off the team before hobbling back to base. On the ground, a firefight
with Qaeda forces broke out. Air Force Special Operations Combat Controller Sgt. John
Chapman was shot and killed. Two other Chinooks, Razors 1 and 2, loaded a quick reaction
force of Rangers and headed to the battlefield. Razor 1 roared into Ginger about 6:30 a.m., and
in the morning light it was easy for Qaeda fighters to hit the huge black chopper as it neared the
ground. The 20-ton Chinook belly-flopped onto the snow. “Everybody around me got hit,” says
the mission commander, Chief Warrant Officer “Don.” “The two pilots in front of me were
wounded, one door gunner was wounded. The other, Phil Svitak, was killed. Three Rangers
were Killed right then.” The surviving Rangers dashed out the back and took up positions in the
snow, firing on the guerrillas only 25 yards away. Razor 2, with another team of Rangers,
approached the besieged Americans, but, says Al, “the team on the ground told him don’t go
into that LZ, or you’re not coming out.” The pilots dropped off their Rangers nearby, and the
troopers hiked up the mountain to link up with their comrades. No one could get out. Enemy fire
was too heavy. The Americans were cut off from rescue, but were not forgotten. An AC-130
gunship stayed overhead, raining fire on the enemy positions until it was almost out of fuel, and
Air Force jets bombed throughout the day. As the Americans ran low on ammunition, they
returned to the crashed chopper to scrounge for more. Air Force medic Senior Airman Jason
Cunningham, treating a wounded man, was shot; he later died. As the afternoon went on,
Qaeda resistance lessened. By evening three Chinooks got in to evacuate the Americans, their
wounded and seven dead. Among them was Neil Roberts, the man they came to save. His body
was recovered during the battle for what the men who fought there call Roberts Ridge.

— Colin Soloway

A Wintry Ordeal At 10,000 Feet Washington Post
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Ambush at Takur Ghar: Fighting for Survival in the Afghan Snow


http://www.cnn.com/CNN/anchors_reporters/starr.barbara.html
http://www.cnn.com/CNN/anchors_reporters/ensor.david.html

A Wintry Ordeal At 10,000 Feet
By Bradley Graham, Washington Post Staff Writer
Second of two articles

Sgt. Eric W. Stebner knew something about snow and cold, having grown up in North Dakota.
He also knew something about mountain trekking, having trained as an Army Ranger and
climbed rocks in the Shenandoah Mountains. But neither Stebner nor any of the other nine U.S.
Army Rangers struggling behind him on the morning of March 4 had encountered anything like
Takur Ghar,

the mountain in eastern Afghanistan on which they found themselves. They faced a climb up a
steep, forbidding slope, with upwards of 80 pounds of

military gear, wearing inappropriate clothing and boots, and under sporadic

enemy fire. They also were in a race against time.

The other half of their unit was stranded at the top of the ridge, their

helicopter shot down shortly after sunrise. They had flown in to rescue a Navy SEAL team, only
to be ambushed by enemy fighters. Four of the quick-reaction

force were dead, three aircrew members were seriously wounded and the rest of the contingent
was pinned down.

The ordeal had begun around 3 a.m., when the SEALs had come under attack as their
helicopter landed on the ridge for a reconnaissance mission. One, Navy Petty Officer First Class
Neil C. Roberts, fell off the damaged chopper as it

took off. The SEALS returned to rescue Roberts and were ambushed again, losing the Air Force
combat controller in their group, Tech. Sgt. John Chapman.

It was day three of what the U.S. military called Operation Anaconda, a three-week-long
offensive against members of al Qaeda and the Taliban in the Shahikot valley. Over the course
of 17 hours, seven Americans lost their lives, the highest number of combat deaths in a single
day by any unit since 18 Rangers

and Special Operations soldiers had been killed in Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1993.

As their comrades began the climb, the Rangers on the ridgetop had made one uphill attempt to
assault enemy positions on a crest line 50 to 75 yards away.

They were forced to retreat behind boulders near their downed MH-47E Chinook.

Although airstrikes had silenced some enemy fire, the Rangers lacked sufficient manpower and
weaponry to try again.

They were worried about an enemy counterattack. They saw enemy fighters moving in the
distance toward their rear, and U.S. military spotters and aircraft picked up other signs of enemy
reinforcement efforts.

Mortar shells fell around their chopper. The first landed ahead of the nose, the next one down
the hill to the rear, suggesting the enemy was attempting to zero

in on them. The whooshing of the shells sent shivers through the Americans, especially the
helicopter crewmen, who were unaccustomed to ground combat.

Concerned about the condition of the three wounded aircrew members, some of the chopper
team pressed the Ranger platoon's commander, Capt. Nathan Self, to mount

a new assault to clear the way for an evacuation. Self told them he needed reinforcements first.
"They didn't understand the timetable that we were really on," Self said. "They expected things
to happen quick, quick, quick: "You guys run up there and Kill the enemy.™

But Self shared their sense of urgency. He worried they all would be in trouble unless the rest of
his unit got up to the top soon.



That half of the Ranger force, designated Chalk 2, had been in a helicopter over the Shahikot
valley when Self took his Chalk 1 team to the ridge. Shortly afterward, communication with the
chopper carrying Chalk 1 was lost, and Chalk 2

flew to Gardez, a town northwest of the valley that was a staging area for the larger U.S.
offensive. As time ticked by with no information about the lead Ranger group, Chalk 2 grew
anxious.

"At one point, | had a crew chief by the collar," said Staff Sgt. Arin Canon, the ranking Ranger in
Chalk 2. "I'm screaming at him that regardless of what happened, the first bird only had 10 guys
on it. That's the bare minimum package. If something happened to them, they need us. We
complete the package."

Then word came in that the chopper carrying Chalk 1 had gone down. Within 30 to 60 minutes —
accounts vary — Chalk 2 was back in the air and heading toward the ridgetop.

The first challenge was finding a place to set down. "It's the side of a mountain, so there are not
a whole lot of places to land," said Ray, who piloted the chopper. "You basically hunt and peck
around.”

At about 8:30 a.m, the crew found a space just big enough to get all the wheels on the ground.
The aircrew had advised the Rangers that Chalk 1 would be straight ahead of them, about 250
to 300 yards away. After they got off, the Rangers learned that Chalk 1 was actually about 2,000
feet up the mountain, at

an altitude of 10,200 feet. The plan had changed, but no one told the Rangers.

'We Have to Keep Moving'

The Chalk 2 Rangers surveyed the landscape. Towering before them was a rocky slope angling
as steep as 70 degrees in places and covered with snow as deep as three feet. They also could
see, off to the right and about 1,000 feet up, another small cluster of Americans — members of
the SEAL unit the Rangers had been sent to rescue.

The SEALs were edging their way down the mountain with two wounded. Two other members
of their original team — Roberts and Chapman — had been killed on top.

A SEAL who had flown in with Chalk 2 to link up with the Navy unit asked whether the Rangers
could hike over to help the SEALs before beginning their climb.

Canon forwarded the request to Self up on the ridgetop.

"I've got casualties up here, and | need you now more than they need you," Self radioed back.
The SEAL headed across the mountain alone to join his team members. The Rangers of Chalk
2 headed up.

"It was kind of like a merry-go-round,” said Chalk 2's medic, who asked that his name not be
used. "We were trying to go up and they were coming down."

With no trail to follow, the Rangers blazed a path of their own. One route to the right looked
promising but would take them close to an enemy bunker on top.

They chose a course to the left that appeared to provide some cover from enemy fighters and
bring them around to the rear of Chalk 1's position.

Canon, who is qualified in Army mountain warfare, thought that if this had been a planned route
of attack, scouts would have eased the way with fixed rope lines. The Rangers struggled for
traction on the loose shell rock. "Just the grade of the ridge made it an unbearable walk, not
including the

altitude," Canon said. "It was enough to where my guys' chests felt heavy and my joints were
swollen."

The Rangers at times got down on all fours — "kind of like a bear crawling up," in the words of
the medic. Enemy mortar attacks punctuated the climb, although they were sporadic and poorly
aimed.



"Everyone would stop and look to see where they were coming from," said Stebner, one of the
squad's two team leaders. "l would say, 'You can't stop. It's not going to do us any good to stop.
We have to keep moving."

Their weighty gear only made things worse. The Rangers' body armor alone totaled 22 pounds
a set. Most of the soldiers carried an M-4 assault rifle, seven to 12 magazines of ammunition,
two to four grenades, a pistol, knives, lamps, radios, night vision gear, a first aid kit and 100
ounces of water. Their helmets added another three to four pounds.

"There were some places where | had to throw my weapon up ahead of me, then climb up and
pick it up again," said Spec. Jonas O. Polson, who carried one of the squad's two 17-pound
M249 light machine guns, called SAWSs for Squad Automatic Weapons.

Spec. Randy J. Pazder, the heavy machine gunner, probably had the biggest load, with a 28-
pound M240B gun plus 30 pounds or so of ammunition. His assistant gunner, Spec. Omar J.
Vela, carried a spare barrel and another 30 pounds of ammo."You need to get to the top of the
hill, where we'll be in a static position and can rest," Canon told them. "We've got to go, our
guys need us."

When they were scrambled for the mission, most of the Rangers had been under the impression
that they were being sent on a quick, in-and-out rescue. "My understanding originally, when
they woke me up, was that a helicopter had been forced to land and we were going to pick up
the crew — basically, just a

taxi-ride type of thing," the medic said.

Anticipating a lot of sitting in cold, drafty helicopters or in stationary ground positions, many put
on thermal underwear and bulky parkas that were now impeding their movement and causing
them to sweat profusely. Others were wearing suede desert boots instead of cold-weather
footgear. The desert boots soaked up

the snow like sponges.

About halfway up, as the Rangers shimmied around a rock and hoisted themselves past a tree
that jutted from the mountain face, Canon figured something had to give. "l took a look around
and everybody had the, you know, 'Man, this sucks' face — just a long face," the staff sergeant
said. The Rangers began to shed their heavy clothes, and Canon relayed permission from Self
that they could take off the back plate of their body armor. Getting rid of the $527 plates was a
risky move. The basic Kevlar vest worn by troops protects against 9mm bullets; ceramic plates,
placed in front and back, offer an additional layer to stop 7.62mm bullets — the kind fired by AK-
47 assault rifles

used by al Qaeda. Removing the back plate would save only six pounds, but would allow
greater mobility and comfort. Most elected to take them off. But to avoid leaving them

for the enemy, the soldiers shattered the plates by heaving them onto the rocks below. "It's the
most expensive Frisbee you'll ever throw," Canon told the men.

As they continued climbing, many of the Rangers thought of their buddies on the ridge. They
knew there were casualties, although they did not know who or how many had been hurt or
killed.

Many assumed that at least one of the casualties had to be Spec. Anthony R. Miceli, a SAW
gunner considered the most accident-prone in the group. So legendary was Miceli's tendency to
injure himself that the platoon had a saying about him: "No one could kill Miceli except Miceli."
Coming over the final rise, the first thing Canon glimpsed were the casualties spread out on the
ground near the helicopter's rear ramp. Miceli's luck had held. His SAW had been shot up, but
he had picked up another gun and was still in the fight. Even so, Canon was shocked to see so
many dead or wounded.

A climb Canon had estimated would take about 45 minutes lasted more than two hours. Chalk 2
was joined with Chalk 1, but the Rangers would have little time to rest.

'Everybody Just Went for It'



The Rangers moved quickly to organize an assault on the ridgetop. The chief objective would
be the one enemy bunker they could see — off to the right of the nose of the helicopter and
about 50 yards away. An airstrike had appeared to silence the bunker, but the Rangers were not
sure whether enemy fighters were still in it — or beyond. The heavy machine gun team from
Chalk 2 — Pazder and Vela — moved to a rock beside the helicopter, joining Chalk 1's machine
gunner, Pfc. David B. Gilliam. Canon hunkered down between the two machine guns.
"Sergeant, | don't know if I'd get right there," Gilliam said in his thick Tennessee drawl. "I about
got shot there a while ago."

"Well, | don't plan on getting shot today, Gilliam, so you just keep the fire on," Canon replied.
The assault team, composed largely of members of Chalk 2, got into position behind another
rock slightly ahead and to the left of the machine guns.The machine gunners let loose with
supporting fire. Stebner, Sgt. Patrick George and Sgt. Joshua J. Walker pushed forward along
with Spc. Jonas O. Polson, Spc.

Oscar Escano and Staff Sgt. Harper Wilmoth. The Rangers moved at what they call the "high
ready" — weapons on their shoulders, their eyes focused directly over gun sights. They tossed
grenades as they advanced.Rangers train to use two four-man teams for an assault, with the
teams focusing on maneuver while other elements provide supporting fire. In this case, the
Rangers had only a team and a half."When the supporting fire opened up, everybody just went
for it," Wilmoth said.

"The snow was so deep, and the terrain under it was rocky, so our footings weren't too good.
We pretty much had to lead by gunfire." The Rangers were pouring on so much fire that some of
the chopper crew worried they were overdoing it. The crew yelled at the Rangers to "slow down,
they're going to run out of ammo," Self said. The assault group made it to a boulder about 40
yards up the hill, near the enemy bunker that was just around to the right. Stebner, approaching
the boulder first, stumbled across a body lying face down in the snow. It was a dead

American — he couldn't tell who and didn't have time to stop.

From the boulder, Wilmoth, George and Escano went for the bunker, finding two dead enemy
fighters. Sandwiched between the fighters — amid the debris left by an earlier airstrike — was the
body of another American. Stebner and Polson went left, then circled around right, blasting at
other enemy positions over the

crest. The end, when it came, was strangely anticlimactic. The Rangers did all the shooting
during the 15-minute assault. At the top, they found a network of enemy positions dug next to
trees or behind rocks and connected by shallow trenches. A

canvas tent sheltered one position. The area was strewn with Chinese-made 30mm grenade
launchers, sheaves of rocket-propelled grenades, a 75mm recoilless rifle, a Russian-made
DShK heavy

machine gun, long bands of machine-gun ammunition and assorted small arms. The Rangers
say they are not certain how many they killed. Self credits his men with killing at least two during
the assault, and there were other bodies of enemy fighters scattered around the ridgetop. But
the Rangers say it was

difficult to determine how many had died from airstrikes or in firefights with SEALSs earlier in the
day. A U.S. military team that visited the site days later counted eight enemy bodies.

After the shooting stopped, Canon went to identify the two dead Americans. Near the boulder
lay Roberts, the SEAL who had fallen out of the chopper eight hours earlier. Some of his military
gear was later recovered elsewhere in the area, and a dead enemy fighter was found wearing
Roberts's jacket. In the bunker,

Canon identified Chapman. It was about 11 a.m. Chalk 1 had been on the ridge nearly five
hours.

Feeling more secure and a bit more relaxed, the Rangers shifted their command and
communications post to the ridgetop. They made plans to move the dead and wounded from



behind the chopper to the other side of the crest, where there appeared to be a suitable landing
zone for evacuation. Canon, the most senior noncommissioned officer on the mountain, sat
down beside Self, who told him the names of the Rangers who had died. "It hit me pretty hard,
and | remember having to take a second and pause," Canon said. Self could not afford to have
Canon — or any of the other men — lost in mourning, not with all that still needed to be done to
get them all off the mountain.

"He said, 'Arin, there's nothing we can do about it now,' " Canon recounted. "He

pretty much reminded me to get my head back into the game — 'Let's get the rest

of these guys out of here alive, and we'll deal with what we have to deal with when we get
back."

Down behind the chopper, Greg, one of the two wounded pilots, was taking a turn for the worse.
"l hesitate to say he was close to dying. But he had a definite

change in his level of consciousness," said Cory, the chopper's medic. "He was starting to
speak to me as if he was going to die."

L1l

'I Have Only Two Magazines Left'

On the radio, Headquarters was asking whether the ridgetop was "cold," meaning no longer
vulnerable to enemy attack.

"Controller asked me if the pick-up zone [PZ] was cold and how many guys we were going to
lose if we waited to be exfiltrated," Air Force Staff Sgt. Kevin Vance, a tactical air controller
attached to the Ranger unit, said in a sworn statement to Air Force authorities three weeks later.
"l asked the medic, 'If we hang out here, how many guys are going to die?' The medic said at
least two, maybe three. | reported to controller, 'It is a cold PZ, and we are going to lose three if
we wait."™

But just as he said that, three or four enemy fighters on a knoll to the south, 300 to 400 yards
behind the chopper, opened fire. Machine-gun fire and rocket-propelled grenades started
ripping into the casualty collection area. Bullets also ricocheted around the feet of Rangers and
aircrew members carrying the first of the casualties up the hill — David, the flight engineer, who
had been shot in the leg. The group dropped the litter and ran for cover, leaving David on his
back on the hillside. Stebner, one of the carriers, twice dashed out to try to drag David behind
some rocks, only to abandon him again. "l stayed out there a good 15, 20 minutes, just
watching stuff go over us," David said. The third time, Stebner reached David and pulled him out
of harm's way.

Down behind the chopper, Cory and an Air Force para-rescueman, Senior Airman Jason
Cunningham, had just inserted a fresh IV into Greg when they came under fire. Their position
left them exposed. "We realized we were just going to have to sit there and shoot it out with
them," Cory said. "Neither Jason nor | were going to leave." One rocket-propelled grenade
came straight at them and zoomed over their heads, exploding above the helicopter. One bullet
struck about three feet in front of Cory, kicking snow over him. "We were shooting back and
forth," Cory said. "And | can remember getting down, thinking, 'l have only two magazines left —
something has to happen here pretty

soon.™ That's when he and Cunningham were hit. "l had turned over on my stomach and
crawled up a hill about five feet, thinking this might do something," Cory said. "l turned back on
my back to shoot, and it was just shortly after that that Jason and | got shot at the same time.
We were sitting no more than five or six feet apart." Two bullets hit Cory in the abdomen, but the
impact was cushioned by his ammunition pouch and belt buckle. "It took me a little while to get
up enough courage to check myself out,” he said. "As a medic, you realize that a penetrating
wound to the abdomen can be absolutely the worst thing. So | reached my hand down there and
tried to see how



much blood there was. | pulled my hand back initially and it was wet with water. That was a very
reassuring sign." The water was from his punctured canteen. Cunningham was in worse shape:
He was hit in the pelvic area and bleeding profusely. Although still lucid, he was in considerable
pain. Good-natured and enthusiastic, Cunningham, 26, was popular with his fellow
para-rescuemen, known as "PJs," for parajumpers. He had been a PJ for all of eight months. It
was his first time in combat.

Rangers down the hill from the copter shot at the enemy position with a heavy machine gun, a
SAW light machine gun, a grenade launcher and several M4 assault rifles. They watched some
of the enemy fighters maneuvering around the backside of the hilltop, shooting at the Rangers
from two directions."We could see the tops of their heads, barely," said Staff Sgt. Raymond M.
DePouli, a member of Chalk 1. Pazder, spotting an enemy fighter pop up to the left, let loose a
burst from his M240B heavy machine gun and killed him. Off to the east, about 700 or 800 yards
away, the Rangers noticed four or five other enemy fighters walking up. Canon figured he could
re