






































































































































ingesting several of them unless you were damned careful when
you shoved bread or tea in your mouth.

Next to the mosque were four mulberry trees full of npe
fruit, and under their lowest branches were several muj standing
on the shoulders of their friends and flailing away with sticks at
clumps of ripe berries, causing the bunches of fruit to cascade
down to the ground below. I watched the spectacle and
reflected that, although I was desperate for anything wet and
cool, the effects of the antibiotics coupled with the pond scum
water and sheep shit hors d’oeuvres had made me so sick that
all I wanted to do was kill Brown and lie down.

The first day passed in a slow-motion haze of heat, flies,
more pond scum water and a steel-hard cement floor to sleep
on. On the morning of the second day, I asked Musa when the
attack was supposed to start. Further, where the hell were the
1,000 rounds of 107mm rockets that were supposed to have
plastered the fort? Also, where were the 340 other members of
the attack force? Not to speak of the reserve of 500 other muj.

“‘No problem,’’ came the answer. ‘‘Attack force waiting for

. word from fort.”’

‘“What word from the fort?”’

“‘Inside fort is agent from mujahideen,’’ Musa smlled ‘““He
talk with Russian commander of fort. When commander say
hands up, we get four tanks.”’

““What four tanks?’’ Nobody had said anything about tanks.

‘‘Have four tanks in fort.”” Musa wrinkled his brow. ‘‘Tanks
are Russian. You call ‘T-62s.” You know about these?’’

“Yes.”” You could say T-62s are pretty well known around
the military trade. The tank has a U-5TS(2A20) 115mm
smooth-bore gun with a bore evacuator. Maximum rate of fire
is four rounds per minute, and it can fire HE-FRAG, (FS and
OF-18), HEAT-FS (BK-4 and BK-4M), and APFSDS (BM-6)
ammo. A 7.62mm PKT machine gun is fired co-axially. The
T-62 can, like other Soviet tanks, lay its own screen of white
smoke by spraying diesel on hot exhaust manifolds; the smoke
exits from exhaust ports on the left s1de

““Is good, T-627"’

““‘Is good. At 3,000 yards firing APFSDS rounds, first-hit
probability is 100 percent.”’

Musa shrugged.

Given the presence of the T-628, I had hopes that the Soviet
commander would indeed ‘‘hands up.’’ I had a pretty good
picture of the effect of four 115mm guns working over the muj
attack formation as it crossed a line of departure in the open
area around the fort. Come to think of it, we’d be with them!
With that thought in mind, I asked Musa, ‘‘What tactics do you
use when you attack the fort?”’

“‘No problem. First lie down on ground.’’ He demonstrated.
‘“Then stand up.’’ He jumped to his feet with his AK at port
arms and hesitated, watching me for a reaction.

‘“OK, then what?”’

‘“Then stand up straight.”” He squared his shoulder, brought
the AK to an assault position from the hip. ‘“‘And yell ALLAH
AKHBARRR, then run forward.”’

I could tell from that demonstration there was quite a bit of
variance between the mujahideen’s infantry assault tactics and
our own. ‘‘Musa, how close you get to fort before you stand up
and yell, ALLAH AKHBARRR?’

‘‘No problem. Maybe 1,000 meters. No problem.’’

Fine. I started walking back toward the mosque. Hey, once
again, you don’t argue with success. The Soviets had shown for
nine years that using conventional tactics against the “Wamors
of God’’ hadn’t been one helluva success.

Later that afternoon, Fanshaw, Brown, Musa and I
investigated a grove of trees a couple of hundred meters to the
south of the mosque. We had some bread and oranges, which
we ate while sitting in the shade. A gentle breeze had sprung
up, and it was as pleasant as the circumstances would permit,
although there were some giant red ants that made frequent
moving a must. Before we’d finished our oranges, the rockets
started once more. This time there were more than an
occasional series of scattered rounds. We trotted back to the
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Map (buildings not to scale) shows location of mosque where SOF

A-team stayed, in relation to village of Jara, Soviet fort and Soviet
T-62 tanks. Short distances explain almost continual outgoing and

incoming fire experienced during stay in this AO.

mosque to find Hunter.

Musa was stopped by two muj just outside the mosque
entrance, and an exchange of Pashto was ended with laughs all
around.

‘“What is joke?’ I asked.

*‘On first night here, mujahideen with RPG go to village and
capture deputy Russian commander and two Afghan soldiers

. all drunk and asleep from hashish.”” More muj tactical
surprises. We went back to the mosque.

The flies were so thick inside the room that we considered
trying to find a place to sleep outside, but Musa shook his
head. He pointed to a group of muj standing around a 14.5mm
KPV heavy machine gun.

‘“Those are bad. Better you stay inside mosque.”’

At nightfall we had chai, bread, oranges and flies. Everyone
in our group was sick, with low energy, dysentery, constant
thirst and nausea. As each day passed, the number of muj
around the mosque grew smaller. Only the group around the
14.5 seemed to remain intact.

The number of rocket rounds increased, but nowhere close to
the point where it could be called a barrage. Mortar rounds
from the fort occasionally answered, but at a very slow rate of
fire and very inaccurate.

On the morning of the third day, Fanshaw and I walked to
the grove of trees and scouted around for a hole in the event the
fort batteries decided to give the mosque and the surrounding
huts a pasting from mortars, artillery or, worse scenario, the
T-62 MBTs. On the way back, Fanshaw turned and walked
toward the 14.5 and a truck that was partially hidden by an
adobe wall. While he was looking at the vehicle, a young muj
— maybe in his early 20s — dressed in clean cammies stopped
me, and in perfect English asked, ‘‘Are you a Muslim?”’

‘6N0.’!

‘“‘Are you an American?’’

“Yes.”

‘‘What are you doing here?’’

I walked away from him and headed for Paul and. the truck.
We looked for Brown and Hunter and located them behind a
long, adobe wall running perpendicular to the eastern side of
the mosque. They were studying. the fort through Steiner
binoculars, watching the exchange of fire between the Soviets
and the muj 107mm rocket batteries emplaced some 100 meters
to the southeast of the mosque compound. Musa ran up from
the rear of the adjoining buildings and called to us.

‘“What’s the problem?’’ Brown asked when we gathered
around the Afghan.

‘““You come now.”’ Musa panted, catching his breath.
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‘‘Musa, we go. Now!”’

The next two-and-a-half hours were a Keystone- Cops
comedy. The muj ran back and forth between us and the
mosque. First there were protests that the driver wasn’t
available, then that they couldn’t find the commander. Musa ran
and fetched the mullah, who assured me on his sacred oath that
we were completely safe from everything. Musa ran up and told
me that everything was OK. They’d better be, for the first man
who made a wrong move would be martyred tout de suite.

Finally, Farouk, the assault party’s commander, appeared and
another discussion began between him, Musa and Mohammed.
While they were yelling, several muj appeared with a radio that
they set up several feet away from the truck. Farouk knelt down
near it and started to transmit. I guessed he was talking to
Tahir, but there wasn’t any way to verify that, because all the
transmission was in Pashto, and it was obvious that Musa
wasn’t about to barge in during the transmission and interrupt
Farouk to ask if he could act as an interpreter for our benefit.

After at least 15 minutes of non-stop yakking, Musa ran over
and spoke to Brown. ‘‘Bob, commander say we go now.”’
From nowhere, a driver suddenly appeared, unlocked the door
and crawled into the driver’s seat. Several armed muj
approached the Toyota and climbed into the back with me.
Fanshaw followed them with Brown and Hunter at his heels.
Farouk spoke with Mohammed and Musa, ordering them into
the second Toyota that pulled up behind our vehicle. Satisfied
they were aboard, he walked back to our truck and seated
himself on the passenger’s side. With a grinding of gears, we
were underway.

There was no moon. What light there was came from the
parking lights of the Toyotas, and those gave damned little

illumination. But the drivers had no problem following the trails
that passed for a road. Banging, rattling and jolting along in the
darkness, rocks and pebbles flying, we were about as silent as a
herd of zebra. ‘‘If the Russians are half the soldiers they should
be, we’ll be ambushed within the next half-hour,”’ I thought.

Off to our right was a small village not identified on our
maps. Not far from Jara, the stomping grounds of our Khomeini
would-be assassins, the village inhabitants were now putting on
a fireworks display with a series of flares that arched into the
black sky. The nearest flare was only 400 yards off on our right
flank, and its swaying light cast shadows on the two Toyotas
bouncing along on the snaking trail.

One of the muj jammed next to me, his RPG pressed against
my shoulder, spoke. ‘‘Road very dangerous, yes?”’

‘“Who gives a fiddler’s fuck?’’ I answered.

He laughed. ‘“Yes, yes, OK.”’ So much for English 101.

Four hours passed and the road climbed steadily upward. The
drivers had now turned on their headlights, which revealed
steep drop-offs inches from the front tires. Gravel, dirt and
shale crunched under the wheels and were propelled out into the
blackness far below.

Fatigue from tension, very little food, bad water and
dysentery had set in. Mistakenly, I'd assumed that we’d be
driven all the way back to a reserve area, so when we finally
stopped to dismount I looked around for signs of a bunker or
cave. There were none. On either side there were high canyon
walls. Vaguely familiar, they disappeared into the blackness,
making their true height difficult to estimate.

As soon as the Toyota stopped, the muj jumped to the
ground, formed into a column and began climbing. Brown,
Fanshaw and Hunter got down from the Toyota and followed.
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SOF EXCLUSIVE

DRUG WAR

ACES

SOF Flies with Elite U.S.

Customs Air

Branch

Text & Photos by
Marty Casey

LEFT: “Big Ed the Drug Warrior’’ in front
of Customs Air Blackhawk emblazoned with
“kill”> decals. Rifle is H&K Model 33KA3,
in 5.56mm NATO.

(44 E are in a war — a war we are
losing,”” a top U.S. Customs of-
ficial recently stated. He added, *‘The last
war we won ended in 1945. Since then we
had Korea and Vietnam. The American peo-
ple never understood nor cared about what
happened on the other side of the world.
They don’t realize it yet, but drugs are hav-
ing a much longer lasting effect on our nation
than any war. Drugs could signal the ter-
mination .of our status as a superpower.’’

Many U.S. agencies are involved in the
war against drugs. On the federal level are
the FBI, DEA, U.S. Customs and the Coast
Guard. Almost every local police force or
county sheriff’s office has a narcotics
squad. Narcotics work can range from the
tedium of a long-term surveillance to the
heart-pumping high of a good take down.
One of the most, if not the most, exciting
types of narcotics work is that carried out by
U.S. Customs Air Branch.

““This is, without a single doubt, the
finest flying outside of combat,”’ U.S. Cus-
toms Miami Air Branch Chief Roger Gar-
land said. He added, ‘‘And, it’s almost as
much fun.”” Garland holds the Distin-
guished Flying Cross among other honors
from his service as an EC-47 pilot (Air
Force EW version of the old Dakota) in
Vietnam.

“‘Ripcord . . . 35, give me bogie-dope.”’
‘35 ... Ripcord. Your target is at your
197 for 15 miles, 120 knots. Angels one-
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point-five (altitude 1,500 feet). Heading
015.” The Citation jet swung to the left,
pinning a journalist hard to his seat. Minutes
later we were closing on a twin Aero Com-
mander which had turned south, heading

away from its appointed dope drop zone.
Minutes before, a U.S. Coast Guard Falcon
jet had been following the target, but was
having trouble keeping from overrunning
the intruder.

At one point the Coast Guard pilot was
heard saying, ‘‘He’s started a 360. I don’t
think I can turn with him. I’m sure he’s
seen me. I think he dropped something; he
dropped something.”’ We lost precious
minutes circling over the spot where the
Coast Guard pilot thought he saw the target
make his drop. When a Customs Blackhawk
came on station to look for bales, we broke
off and sped after the target.

“Tally-ho the target,’” cried Vickie, the
AIO (Air Interdiction Officer), as she ac-
quired the target on the F-16 radar. “*We
have a Judy,’’ she said as the target
appeared on the FLIR (Forward Looking
Infrared) screen in front of her aft station.

Apparently, the target was aware that he
was not alone. We stayed close on his six
o’clock for a few minutes.

““This turkey must have a blue box,’’ (an
electric instrument that detects radar and
radio transmissions and can determine sig-
nal strength), said Carl the PIC (Pilot in
Charge), who two years ago pushed F-4s for
the Air Force. ‘‘Let’s take a closer look."’

As we came abeam the Commander, we
could see bales stacked up to the ceiling of
the light twin. The co-pilot had his right arm
up trying to hide his face. He dropped his
guard just as Carl eased the Citation forward
alittle and glanced back. ‘ ‘I know those two
turkeys. Busted them in the Bahamas two
months ago. Didn’t have enough evidence
to hold them.”’

‘“Twenty-fourth parallel coming up. We
have to break off,”’ said Rick the co-pilot, a

ook the lead. We broke off when
ey were on final'into the airport.
( hn-J ack went into Tamiami with the :

W, - The pﬂot said they ‘were
vetennary Cltﬂlc in Fort
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“This is, without a single
doubt, the finest flying outside
of combat — and it’s almost as

much fun.”

is an additional two-week sensor course run
by Vickie. Weapons training is continual.
All weapons carriers must qualify every
quarter. Those who don’t qualify had better
start looking for another job. New hires are
accompanied by experienced officers who
supervise them and fine-tune them in the
skills not taught in school. Additionally,
AlOs are required to complete 10 hours of
pilot ground school. On one hand it’s for
familiarization; on the other, it’s for that
rare occasion when it might be necessary for
an AIO to aid a stricken pilot.

The training pays big dividends. It’s a
pleasure to have a headset on and eavesdrop
on the chatter as a target is acquired. The
pilot is ever ready to help out the AIO and
vice-versa:

AIO: ““He’s climbing.”’

Pilot: “‘I got him. Go wide, he’s banking
to the right.”’

- AIO: ““Got him.”’

It’s not only for efficiency in tracking the
target, but the interplay between the front
and back of the aircraft can prevent tragedy.
A target may have spent hours doing 90
knots at angels 200, the normal speed and
altitude for a drop. When the AIO spots the
door opening he immediately warns the
pilot so that the bales don’t get the tracker.
A 90-pound marijuana bale might hurt a
little slamming through the cockpit.
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The Pilots

John was in the Marine Corps for nine
years and flew a number of different aircraft
including OV-10s, T-5s and Harriers. Bob
was a Marine helicopter pilot for 11 years.
Mark and Vic spent a couple of years in
Central America in Army Special Opera-
tions flying Otters and OV-10s, respective-
ly. Robbie was an F-4 pilot in the Air Force
for eight years. Big Larry flew hard and soft
rice for the Agency in southeast Asia. Bill
flew just about anything with wings or rotors
before deciding the Air Branch was for him.
Roger, the unofficial chief pilot, John-Jack,
Vinnie and Red were at Miami Air Branch in
the old days when a two-man team rode a
Cobra. One flew and the other would jump
out and bust the bad guys.

““This is the only federal law enforcement
agency that hires pilots first, for their flying
skills,’” says Larry Karson, a supervisor at
Air Branch. The former Army paratrooper
looked me straight in the eye, pointed his
finger for emphasis, and said, ‘“You know
you’re flying with the best.””

Air Branch pilots are selected rather than
hired. Many are called, but few are chosen.
Pilots also attend the eight-week criminal
investigators course followed by the eight-
week Customs basic investigator’s course,
three weeks at Marana studying aviation
enforcement, and the two-week sensor

school at Corpus Christi. After those 21
weeks, pilots attend flight school for speci-
fic aircraft in the Customs fleet. But before
they spend a day pounding the books they

- spend a'lot of time being interviewed. After

clearing the interviews the job seeker is
tested. Customs has special clearance from
the FAA to run as close to a target as neces-
sary, to enter areas of bad weather in order
to pursue a narcotics trafficker, and to
generally violate the hell out of normal
flight rules. A prospective pilot is takenon a
checkride to ascertain if he or she has the
right stuff. ‘‘They’ve got to be able to yank
and bank with the best of them, not losing
the target or their stomach,’’ says Jim Ding-
felder, director of Air Operations East. He
adds, ‘“There’s a large number who come in
from that first checkride, jump out of the
plane, jump into their cars and disappear.”’

The red phone rang at 1523 hours. C-3
had a target south of Cuba. The target had
made a brief stop in Jamaica. Vinnie Tira-
do, the CDO, placed the Citation, the
Blackhawk and a Cessna 404 on standby. A
few mintues later Tirado called C-3 and
advised that Jacksonville should be alerted.
‘It looks like a New York Express,’” he told
me. ‘“You want to fly?”’

‘‘Damn right,”’ I replied. Vinnie got an
okay for me to fly from Roger, the Black-
hawk PIC. Vinnie explained what a New
York Express was. When the target stopped
in Jamaica it was assumed that it had re-
fueled and would head almost due north
from Cuba, staying well off the U.S. coast
until it paralleled the Carolinas or Virginia.
Then it would take a westerly heading and
come in anywhere from Carolina to Con-
necticut.

“You will be with the bust team on the
Blackhawk. It’ll be your best chance for
some action.’”’ It wasn’t until the target
emerged off the north coast of Cuba that
John-Jack launched his 404. Aboard he car-
ried two Bandits, a DEA agent and a Cus-
toms AIO. Rich and Rick took the Citation
with Jim on the sensor gear. By the time the
404 and the Citation picked up the target
north of the 24th parallel, the Blackhawk
was 90 miles north of the base hoping to get
a leg up on the intruder.

‘We monitored radio traffic and heard the
AIO on the Citation call out, ‘“There’s three
boats down there . . . he’s sloweddown . . .
his door is opening . . . the boats are making
a run for it ... one is heading east, one
north, one west . . . he’s dropping his load,
he’s dropping his load.’’ The AIO and any-
one watching the FLIR counted the bundles
as they were pushed out the door. ‘‘One,
two, three, four . . .”’ The count went to 21.
Even though the boats had to split, the target
still made two distinct passes on the drop
zone and headed north toward Bimini.
John-Jack in the 404 suckered the target by
landing in Bimini before the target got
there. The target landed, rolled to the end of
the runway and turned. By the time the
target was fully turned the ex-Marine was
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