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“The truth is, this
will be a war like
none other our
nation has
faced.”

—Secretary of De-
fense Donald H.
Rumsfeld, Sept. 27,
2001°

" Donald H. Rumsfeld, “A New Kind of
War,” New York Times, Sept. 27, 2001.

Ihe Sept. 11, 2001 terror attacks in

New York City and Washington, D.C.,
changed forever the way Americans
viewed national security. For the United
States Air Force and its partners in joint
airpower, too, the attacks and resulting
Global War on Terrorism erased distinc-
tions between fighting “over there” and
the defense of the United States.
American strategy will be affected for
decades to come.

The large-scale US response to an act
of terrorism was a first for the American
military. Operation Enduring Freedom,
the US overseas response, was in its
most intense phase in the period
October 2001 through January 2002,
but it was not a massive air war. The
sortie count from its start on Oct. 7
through the final takeover of Afghan
cities was half that of Operation Allied
Force in 1999 and nowhere near the
effort of the Gulf War in 1991. Air Force
pilots flew some of the longest mis-
sions in history, but the success of the
campaign was never seriously in
question.

What made Enduring Freedom
unique was that, in a war unlike any
other, joint airpower was able to
respond on command in a harsh and
politically complex environment.
Airpower set the conditions for the
coalition campaign and achieved
success from the first night onward.
Airmen took it all in stride. They
conducted a campaign that, initially,
filled the pundits with doubts, but they
made it look routine, adapting to
tactical constraints and bringing precise
firepower to bear wherever needed,
despite the obstacles.

The overarching US Global War on
Terrorism does not fit neatly into the
cause-and-effect calculations of interna-
tional politics. Military force mingles
with diplomacy, international financial
sanctions, cyber-defense, law enforce-
ment, and many other forms of re-
sponse. It is in part the by-product of
several regional security policies, from
the effort to contain Iraq to the US
relationship with Israel. It is directly a
product of the emergence of a non-

national group—al Qaeda—ideologi-
cally bent on destruction in service of a
cause defined only by itself.

This war is colored by religious and
philosophical beliefs in a way seen in
no other American war—save possibly
the Civil War. Its complexity is enough
to spark longing for the harrowing but
at least comprehensible problems of
the Cold War, with its blocs of East and
West. It is a consequence of the late
20th century’s spread of global culture
and of the misuse of the technologies
of jet airliners and the Internet which
normally serve a constructive purpose.
The Global War on Terrorism will be a
fact of life for a long time vyet.

Before Sept. 11: The Phantom Menace

For many decades now, Americans
have experienced the traditional form
of terrorism, but they only got a first
taste of multifatality superterrorism in
1983. US troops were sent as part of a
multinational force policing Lebanon
after the Israeli invasion in June 1982.
On Oct. 23, 1983, a truck bomb pre-
pared by Islamic terrorists killed 220 US
Marines, 18 Navy sailors, and three
Army soldiers in their barracks at the
Beirut airport. Another attack on the
same day killed 63 French troops who
were also part of the multinational
peacekeeping force. The October 1983
bombings were preceded by an attack
on the US embassy in Beirut on April
18, killing 58 and followed by a truck
bomb in the US embassy compound in
Kuwait on Dec. 12. Reprisals included
ineffectual naval gunfire against targets
in Lebanon.

Even after the experience of Leba-
non, conventional wisdom held that
terrorist attacks were not militarily
significant. They might be horrible and
politically disruptive, but their punch
would be too weak to dent the military
armor of a superpower. The problem of
terrorism was shuffled off as a lesser
included case in the realm of guerilla
warfare and low-intensity conflict.

The first terrorist attack at New York
City’s World Trade Center, on Feb. 20,
1993, stood out as a frightening
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anomaly. Six were killed and approxi-
mately 1,000 were injured from a bomb
blast in the parking garage of one of the
Twin Towers. The terrorists, who were
fundamentalist Muslims, were caught.

The next significant event was the
April 19, 1995, terror bombing of the
Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma
City. Traced to Timothy McVeigh and
accomplices, the immense attack did
not seem to be part of a pattern. Still,
the Oklahoma City bombing was a
turning point for the US government. It
came at a time when other evidence
was beginning to reveal disturbing new
trends. A month earlier, in March 1995, a
Japanese cult released the nerve agent
sarin on five subway trains in Tokyo.
Casualties were few, but the attempt at
a mass attack signaled what a deter-
mined group working inside a nation
might be able to accomplish.

The White House released its first
formal policy on countering terrorism
on June 21, 1995. President Clinton
signed Presidential Decision Directive
39, titled “US Policy on
Counterterrorism.” PDD-39 became the
benchmark US statement, declaring, “It
is the policy of the United States to
deter, defeat, and respond vigorously to
all terrorist attacks on our territory and
against our citizens or facilities,
whether they occur domestically, in
international waters or airspace or on
foreign territory.”* The directive went
on to state that terrorism was a threat
to national security as well as a criminal
act and that the United States would
“deter and pre-empt” terrorists and give
them no quarter. Specific instructions

Long after the attack,
the ruins of the World
Trade Center still
smolder. The twin
towers and other
buildings were
demolished by the Sept.
11 attacks, which killed
more than 3,000 from
the US and other
countries.

for federal agencies underscored the
need to make personnel less vulner-
able.

A final section of PDD-39 included
the proviso: “The United States shall
give the highest priority to developing
effective capabilities to detect, prevent,
defeat, and manage the consequences
of nuclear, biological, or chemical
(NBC) materials or weapons use by
terrorists.” PDD-39 led to the commis-
sioning of a group to review the
vulnerability of critical infrastructure—
not just physical locations but cyber
assets as well.

Then, in the mid- and late 1990s,
terrorism grew from being a relatively
small “cost of doing business” in foreign
lands to a serious, quasi-military danger,
at least to US forces abroad. On June 25,
1996, a truck carrying a bomb was
backed up to a barracks at the Khobar
Towers complex in Dhahran, Saudi
Arabia, where it was detonated. The
explosion, later estimated to have a
force equivalent to 20,000 pounds of
TNT, killed 19 USAF airmen and injured
scores more. Rumors of a connection
between the bombing and exiled Saudi
millionaire Osama bin Laden circulated
at the time, but no one established a
definitive link.

After Khobar Towers, force protec-
tion became a paramount concern for
deployed units and their commanders.
New directives from the Joint Staff
mandated that commanders complete a
force protection course before taking
up overseas assignments.

However, the next blow fell on
diplomatic installations. On Aug. 7,

2 PDD-39, June 21, 1995. The
directive was partially declassified
in1997.



3 DOD background news briefing,
Aug. 20, 1998.

4 DOD news briefing, Aug. 20, 1998.

5DOD background news briefing,
Aug. 20, 1998.

1998, massive truck bombs hit US
embassies in Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es
Salaam, Tanzania, within minutes of
each other. In Nairobi, the terrorist
driver backed up to the embassy’s rear
parking lot; the explosion killed 291
people, including 12 Americans, and
injured 5,000 more. At Dar es Salaam,
the truck bombers tried to penetrate
one of the two vehicle gates, but the
lucky presence of an embassy water
truck blocked the way, and the explo-
sives went off 35 feet from the building.
The force of the blast propelled the
filled water tanker three stories into the
air, noted a State Department review,
but it also helped absorb some of the
blast, leaving the toll at 10 dead and 77
injured. State found there was no
tactical warning of the attacks.

Intelligence sources quickly fingered
Osama bin Laden’s organization. “Rarely
do numerous sources converge so
uniformly and persuasively as they have
in this instance,” explained a senior
intelligence official speaking on back-
ground.* On Aug. 20, Clinton launched
Operation Infinite Reach. US attack
submarines fired Tomahawk Land-
Attack Missiles at two targets linked to
bin Laden’s terror network—a training
camp in Afghanistan 60 miles south of
Kabul and the Shifa pharmaceutical
plant in Khartoum, Sudan. The Shifa
plant was known to produce a precur-
sor to the chemical weapon agent VX.
As justification, the Chairman of the
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Gen. Henry H.
Shelton, said, “Osama bin Laden’s
network of terrorists was involved in
the planning, the financing, and the
execution of the attacks on the US
embassies.”*

The 1998 attacks catapulted bin
Laden to the top of Washington’s list of
international threats. With an estimated
net worth of about $250 million, the
Saudi renegade was able to set up an
autonomous terrorist organization. As a
senior intelligence official explained in
1998: “He has a very intricate financial
infrastructure. He has networks on
every continent almost. He has an
infrastructure that’s very, very replete

with capability, people, money. This is
not someone who is wanting of re-
sources or capability to acquire
things.”’

The East Africa bombings revealed
bin Laden’s brand of multifatality
terrorism to be a serious threat, but
formulating a strategy for a war on
terrorism was exceedingly difficult.
Nothing about it fit any existing models
for how America could ensure its
security.

CIA Director George Tenet regularly
updated Congress on the terrorist
threat. As he said in February 1999, he
had “not the slightest doubt” that bin
Laden, his worldwide allies, and his
sympathizers were planning further
attacks against US targets. “Despite
progress against his networks,” warned
Tenet, “bin Laden’s organization has
contacts virtually worldwide, including
in the United States.” He went on to add
that bin Laden had stated unequivocally
“that all Americans are targets.” Tenet
said, “Bin Laden’s overarching aim is to
get the United States out of the Persian
Gulf, but he will strike wherever in the
world he thinks we are vulnerable.” The
CIA, he concluded, was anticipating
bombing attempts with conventional
explosives, but kidnappings and assassi-
nations also were possible.

The next bin Laden attack came on
Oct. 12, 2000, in the Arabian nation of
Yemen. A huge explosion blew a hole in
the hull of the USS Cole, a Navy de-
stroyer, as she was mooring at Aden
port to refuel. The bomb blast made
clear that bin Laden’s terrorist network
was still active. Seventeen US sailors
died and three dozen more were
injured. For three days, the surviving
crew fought damage below the water-
line, sudden losses of electric power,
and breached drive-shaft seals that
threatened to sink the ship. Whatever
the 1998 US strikes in Afghanistan and
Sudan had accomplished, they had not
eliminated the bin Laden network or
deterred it from attacking.

While American military forces and
diplomats abroad had a new adversary,
the idea of a foreign-backed terrorist
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attack on American soil remained a
vague and distant-seeming fear—
although scattered warning signs were
emerging. CIA Director Tenet testified
in February 2001 that “the threat from
terrorism is real, it is immediate, and it
is evolving.”® Tenet went on to specu-
late that “as we have increased security
around government and military
facilities, terrorists are seeking out
softer targets that provide opportuni-
ties for mass casualties.”

Defending America at home became a
theme of sorts in the presidential
campaign of 2000, building on a collec-
tion of fears about missile proliferation,
weapons of mass destruction, and the
increasing abilities and cunning of
terrorists such as those who targeted
the World Trade Center in 1993. “Once a
strategic afterthought, homeland
defense has become an urgent duty,”
said the future President, George W.
Bush, in a September 1999 campaign
speech.

For the most part, however, the focus
was on possible ballistic missile attack.
Terrorism was seen as a small-scale
threat. While bin Laden’s earlier attacks
put the spotlight on threats to forces
and American diplomats and civilians
overseas, nothing had yet shaken the
sense of security at home.

In December 1997, the National
Defense Panel placed “homeland
defense” first in its section on meeting
national security challenges in 2020.
The panel listed many elements ranging
from border and coastal defense to
terrorism, information warfare, defense
against ballistic and cruise missiles, and

attacks on critical infrastructure. “The

primary reason for the increased
emphasis on homeland defense is the
change, both in type and degree, in the
threats to the United States,” explained
the panel.

Two years later, the Hart-Rudman
Commission’s Phase 1 report delivered
in 1999 took a much stronger tone,
establishing homeland security as a
potential top priority mission. “America
will become increasingly vulnerable to
hostile attack on our homeland and our
military superiority will not entirely
protect us,” stated the commission’s
Phase 1 report. The commission fore-
saw no peer military competitor, but a
rise in states, terrorists, and other
disaffected groups who could acquire
and use Weapons of Mass Destruction.
“Americans will likely die on American
soil, possibly in large numbers,” said the
report.

Yet the increasing attention to
homeland defense was not tied to any
specific threat indications. Based on
progress in Weapons of Mass Destruc-
tion and ballistic missiles, the threat,
shadowy as it was, appeared to be five
to 10 years off. An FBI report stated in
1998 that a WMD terrorism threat was
“still considered low in comparison to
the threat from conventional terrorist
tactics, such as bombings, shootings,
and kidnappings.” The Hart-Rudman
commission talked about an attack in
the next quarter of a century.

Then came Sept. 11, 2001.

September 11th: The Massacres
At 8:40 a.m. on that day, the Federal

American Airlines Flight
77 slammed into the
Pentagon at 9:38 a.m.
on Sept. 11. The area of
the building it hit had
been recently renovated,
and many personnel had
not yet moved back into
their offices. Newly
installed anti-terrorist
measures—hblast-proof
windows, steel
reinforcement, Kevlar
shielding—nhelped
contain the damage.

6 George J. Tenet, testimony before
Senate Select Committee on
Intelligence, Feb. 7, 2001.



An F-15 Eagle from the
Massachusetts Air
National Guard’s 102nd
Fighter Wing at Otis
ANGB, Mass., flies a
combat air patrol
mission over New York
City for Operation Noble
Eagle.

"Eric Hehs, “Conversation with
Major General Larry Arnold,
Commander, 1st Air Force, Tyndall
AFB, Florida,” Code One Magazine,
First Quarter 2002.

Aviation Administration alerted air

controllers at NORAD’s Northeast Air
Defense Sector (NEADS) in Rome, N.Y.,
that there was a problem of some kind
on American Airlines Flight 11, which
earlier that morning had taken off from
Boston’s Logan Airport bound for the
West Coast. NEADS notified the air
defense unit at Otis ANGB, Mass., on
Cape Cod, and two F-15 fighters pre-
pared to launch to go take a look. Thus,
the first US response in the war on
terrorism fell to two Air National Guard
pilots sitting on alert on that bright,
clear morning on the US east coast.
Just five minutes after the FAA alert,
at 8:45 a.m., Flight 11 crashed into the
North Tower of the World Trade Center
at the tip of Manhattan. The Otis
fighters did not get airborne until 8:52
a.m. By that time, the North Tower was
engulfed in a huge fireball and was
spewing thick black smoke into the air.
The F-15s streaked toward New York
City. Soon thereafter, however, at 9:03
a.m., a second aircraft, United Airlines
Flight 175, slammed into the WTC
South Tower. When that occurred, the F-
15s still were 71 miles—about eight
minutes flying time—from New York.
The strike on the South Tower cleared
away all doubt about whether the US
was in danger. It demonstrably was
under attack, and the F-15s established
a Combat Air Patrol over New York.
Warnings about other suspect
airliners soon emerged. “By this time,
we were watching United Airlines
Flight 93 wander around Ohio,” recalled
Brig. Gen. Larry K. Arnold,’ then-
commander of the NORAD air compo-

USAF photo by Lt. Col. Wiliam Ramsay

nent, 1st Air Force, which is based at
Tyndall AFB, Fla. Then came a report—
which turned out to be false—that a
Delta flight had been hijacked in the
Cleveland area. Arnold was trying
desperately to find airborne fighters in
that part of the country.

Amidst the confusion, Arnold said he
scrambled two ANG F-16s—home-based
in Fargo, N.D., but temporarily assigned
to Langley AFB, Va. They took off at 9:30
a.m. and headed for Washington, D.C.,
but were about eight minutes out
when, at 9:38 a.m., American Airlines
Flight 77 plowed into one side of the
Pentagon, setting it ablaze. The Langley
F-16s took up station for a Combat Air
Patrol over Washington.

UA Flight 93 had taken off from
Newark International Airport en route
to San Francisco, then, over Ohio, it
turned back east and for nine minutes
disappeared from the FAA’s radar track.
Meanwhile, two Washington, D.C., Air
National Guard F-16s, alerted by the
Secret Service, also set up a CAP over
Washington. Office workers streaming
out of government buildings from
Capitol Hill to Foggy Bottom heard
their sonic booms.

NORAD now had clearance for the
fighters to engage the wayward airliner
if it neared the capital. According to
Arnold, the plan was for the D.C. or
Langley F-16s to intercept Flight 93 and
be prepared to take further action if it
approached Washington. Then, with the
airliner about 200 miles from D.C., the
passengers of Flight 93 fought back
against the terrorists on board and took
the airliner into the ground in Somerset



The first 12 Hours

What follows is a chronology of events on Sept. 11. Eastern Daylight Time is used

throughout.

8:40 a.m.

8:43 a.m.

8:45 a.m.

8:46 a.m.
8:52 a.m.
9:03 a.m.
9:24 a.m.

9:24 a.m.
9:30 a.m.
9:30 a.m.

9:38 a.m.
9:40 a.m.
9:45 a.m.
9:57 a.m.
10:00 a.m.
10:03 a.m.

10:10 a.m.
10:24 a.m.
10:28 a.m.
10:45 a.m.
11:02 a.m.

12:15 p.m.
1:04 p.m.
1:48 p.m.
2:30 p.m.
4:30 p.m.
5:20 p.m.
6:40 p.m.
6:54 p.m.
8:30 p.m.

FAA notifies NORAD’s North East Air Defense Sector of problem with
American Airlines Flight 11 (Boston—Los Angeles).

FAA notifies NEADS of problem on United Airlines Flight 175 (Boston—
Los Angeles).

First hijacked aircraft, AA Flight 11 crashes into north tower of World
Trade Center.

Fighter scramble order given at Otis ANGB, Mass.

Two F-15 fighters airborne.

Second hijacked aircraft, UA Flight 175 slams into WTC south tower.

FAA notifies NEADS of problem on AA Flight 77 (Washington Dulles—Los
Angeles) and UA Flight 93 (Newark—San Francisco) .

Fighter scramble order given at Langley AFB, Va.
Two F-16 fighters airborne.

In Florida, President Bush says events of the morning are result of an
“apparent terrorist attack.”

Third hijacked aircraft, AA Flight 77 hits Pentagon, setting it ablaze.
FAA halts US flight operations, orders aircraft to land.

White House workers evacuate the building.

Bush departs Florida for Barksdale AFB, La.

WTC south tower collapses.

Fourth hijacked aircraft, UA Flight 93 on a heading to
Washington,D.C., crashes in Pennsylvania.

Part of Pentagon collapses.

FAA diverts all inbound trans—Atlantic flights to Canada.
WTC north tower collapses.

US evacuates all federal buildings in Washington, D.C.

Mayor Rudolph Giuliani orders evacuation of New York City, south of
Canal Street.

The INS imposes highest state of alert on borders.

Bush, at Barksdale, addresses nation, puts military on worldwide alert.
Bush departs Barksdale for Offutt AFB, Neb.

FAA bans commercial air traffic until further notice.

Bush departs Offutt for Andrews AFB, Md.

WTC Building 7 collapses.

Rumsfeld holds news conference, says DOD is functioning.

Bush arrives at White House.

Bush addresses the nation, declares US will pursue those
who planned and executed the attacks and nations harboring them.

USAF fighter notification and response times from NORAD news release.
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County, Pa., preventing an attack on
another US target.

Federal officials immediately ordered
the grounding of all nonmilitary
aircraft flying in US airspace. Exactly
3,181 tracks were in the FAA’s data-
base at 10 a.m. By midday, the skies
over America were quiet. The threat
was not gone, however, and the US
scrambled to put together defenses
against further attack. The first line of
defense came from fighters, tankers,
and E-3 AWACS, which patrolled the
skies around the clock.

President Bush was in Florida on the
morning of Sept. 11 and was flown out
at 9:57 a.m. Officers at 1st Air Force
pulled an AWACS, with its full suite of
communications gear, closer to the
President’s route of flight as Air Force
One flew first to Barksdale AFB, La., and
then pressed on to Offutt AFB, Neb.
Combat Air Patrols went into place over
major cities and other sites. Within 18
hours, more than 300 military aircraft
were airborne. USAF active, Guard, and
Reserve units pitched in, while Navy
and Marine Corps aircraft joined the
patrols. Aircraft carriers USS George
Washington and USS Jobhn F. Kennedy
were dispatched to New York City.

Over the next several weeks, keeping
US skies safe became a monumental
new task. “We have made a number of
adjustments in the Combat Air Patrols,”
Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld
said Sept. 27. “We do have aircraft on
strip alert at any number of places
around the country.”® The 1st Air Force
surged from a total of just 14 aircraft
sitting alert at seven sites, to an opera-
tion that rivaled an expeditionary
deployment in commitment of people
and resources. NATO airborne early
warning aircraft deployed to the US to
help absorb the workload. Navy E-2
Hawkeyes and Customs Service P-3s
augmented the surveillance tracks. Air
Force aerial refueling aircraft units kept
the whole operation in action.

Mid-September 2001: Forging the Response
The shock and grief of Sept. 11
prompted national security fears

markedly different from anything faced
in generations. Even in Washington
policy circles, no one anticipated
anything like the Sept. 11 attack. “We've
always said the more likely threat was a
rental truck or a tanker truck or a
suitcase or a ship in a harbor,” said one
Congressional staffer in October 2001.°

For a long time, the threat of cata-
strophic terrorism appeared to be a
problem for the future. Its outline was
shadowy, its profile was incomplete,
and its likelihood seemingly small. By
the time the second airliner hit the
South Tower, however, terrorism had a
face, and that face belonged to none
other than Osama bin Laden.

On Sept. 11, Shelton, the JCS Chair-
man, was just two weeks away from
retirement. He was aboard a military
aircraft two hours out of Andrews AFB,
Md., and en route to a NATO meeting
when he got word of the attacks.
Shelton recalled, “I was thinking, ‘This is
a big one.” ” He added, “There was no
doubt in my mind. When I heard the
second plane had hit, I knew that
wasn’t an air traffic control problem or
just a pilot problem.” Shelton ordered
his airplane to turn around and return
home. “We came back right over the
World Trade Center,” he noted, “and
could see, even from that altitude, the
devastation, the smoke that was coming
up. It was obvious it was going to be
horrible.”!?

The suddenness and the form of the
attacks came as a thunderous strategic
surprise. In the aftermath, it was hard to
come up with a blanket counter-
terrorism policy. One thing, however,
was certain: the attacks of Sept. 11 left
the entire nation yearning for a chance
to strike back.

American military forces went on
alert. The pilots of USAF’s B-2 stealth
bombers, located at Whiteman AFB, Mo.,
went into crew rest almost immediately
after receiving word of the attacks. So
did USAF tanker and airlifter crews. “We
believe that acts of war have been
committed against the American
people,” Secretary of State Colin Powell
said on Sept. 12, “and we will respond



Turkey

.Incirlik AB

Iran

@ Al Jaher AB
Saudi Arabia

® Shaikh'Isa AB
Qatar

L

o
Prince Sultan AB

o Thumrait

Yemen

accordingly.”!" However, it took time for
the Bush Administration to formulate its
strategy. Eventually, however, the US
focus was drawn inevitably to Osama
bin Laden’s nest—Afghanistan. It had
offered the Saudi terrorist safe harbor
since 1996.

Task 1 was to assemble international
support for the effort to destroy that
nest. Prime Minister Tony Blair an-
nounced Britain would stand “shoulder-
to-shoulder” with the US. Taliban-ruled
Afghanistan, a rogue nation, enjoyed
little international backing. The United
Arab Emirates and Saudi Arabia, two of
the few nations having diplomatic
relations with Afghanistan, withdrew

their recognition of the Taliban govern- 1 Powell, State Dept. briefing, Sept. 12,
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12 Rumsfeld interview with Charles
Gibson, “Good Morning America,”
Oct. 2, 2001.

13 DOD news briefing, Sept. 18,
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An airman preps a Joint
Direct Attack Missile,
one of the new
generation of precision
guided munitions used
extensively in
Afghanistan.

powers such as China, which pledged
nonmilitary cooperation. President Bush
froze al Qaeda financial assets on Sept.
24, a move later backed by the United
Nations in a special resolution.

The US made it clear that, if the
Taliban would hand over bin Laden and
his criminal henchmen, Afghanistan
might be spared attack. Repeated US
requests went nowhere, however.
Finally, on Sept. 28, a special delegation
of nine senior Pakistani religious
leaders, deputized to make a final
appeal, went to Afghanistan. They asked
again for the Taliban to turn over bin
Laden. The answer was no.

Thus, the die was cast. Going after
bin Laden and his terrorist network
depended on breaking the Taliban’s
control over Afghanistan. As Rumsfeld
bluntly remarked, “The only way to deal
with that kind of a problem is to
liquidate or root out those terrorist
networks.”'> The Pentagon chief said,

“Terrorists do not function in a vacuum.

They don’t live in Antarctica. They
work, they train, and they plan in
countries.”'® As later explained by Rear
Adm. John Stufflebeem, a DOD spokes-
man: “There has been an arrangement ...
between Osama bin Laden and [Taliban
leader] Mullah Omar for some time.
They are mutually supportive.”!

The first step in reducing the terror
threat would be to eliminate al Qaeda
main bases in Afghanistan. For the US
and its allies, planning for a new
operation—at first codenamed Infinite
Justice—faced a number of obstacles.
Afghanistan had the look of a quagmire.
After its 1979 invasion, the Soviet Union
was ensnared in a protracted, ultimately
unsuccessful war against the Afghan
mujahedeen. Afghanistan was land-
locked, meaning there was no easy
access from the sea. Afghanistan’s
rugged terrain was home to about 25
million people, many of them sympa-
thetic to Islamic extremists. Ten years of
war with the Soviet Union left the
country in the hands of tribal warlords,
who fought amongst themselves and
sucked others into their disputes.

In this setting, the Taliban initially
attracted public support because it
pledged to halt the fighting, end corrup-
tion, and build a pure Islamic state. The
actual result was oppression, austerity,
and the decay of basic government
functions. Women were forced to wear
the all-concealing burkha and soccer-
stadium executions and amputations
terrorized citizens. Although the Taliban
in 2001 controlled about 80 percent of
Afghan territory, Afghanistan was not at
peace. By one estimate, 76,000 people

US Navy photo by SSgt. Shane Cuomo
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died as the result of internal fighting
between 1992 and 2000. As many as 2.5
million Afghan refuges were living in
Pakistan.

The Afghan military had once been
well-equipped with Soviet tanks,
armored personnel carriers, artillery,
rocket launchers, and short-range
surface-to-surface missiles. As many as
100 MiG-21s and MiG-23s remained in
Afghanistan, as did assorted armed and
utility helicopters. SA-2 and SA-3
surface-to-air missiles plus an unknown
number of Stingers, SAM-7s, and SAM-
14s rounded out the inventory. Much of
this equipment was old and in serious
disrepair. It was difficult to estimate
exactly what sort of resistance the
Taliban could muster.

The primary opposition to Taliban
rule came from the Northern Alliance, a
loose coalition of irregular forces under
the leadership of Ahmad Shah Masood, a
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An airman throws the
one millionth
Humanitarian Daily
Ration from a C-17
aircraft over
Afghanistan. USAF
airlifters began
airdropping HDRs Oct. 7
as part of Operation
Enduring Freedom.

charismatic and highly innovative
guerilla leader, former Afghan President
Burhanuddin Rabbani, and Gen. Abdul
Rashid Dostum, leader of the National
Islamic Movement. The Taliban con-
trolled most major cities, but the
mountains belonged to factions of the
Northern Alliance. In the summer of
2000, a major Taliban offensive had put
pressure on Masood, but the so-called
“Lion of the Panjshir” was able to resist
and survive.

Battle lines in Afghanistan were never
permanent. Smaller groups often
switched loyalties back and forth
between the Northern Alliance and
Taliban. Then the Northern Alliance
suffered what was intended to be a fatal
blow. Bin Laden must have anticipated
that the US would strike back against
Afghanistan. On Sept. 9, 2001, Masood
was assassinated by al Qaeda terrorists
posing as a news camera crew. The loss
of Masood weakened the leadership of
the Northern Alliance at a critical
moment.

Somewhere in the days after Sept. 11,
the Bush Administration decided that
teaming with the Northern Alliance,
even without Masood, offered the best
hope for “liquidating” the Taliban and al
Qaeda in Afghanistan.

Inserting any US military forces into

the region would require cooperation
from Afghanistan’s neighbors. They
were a complicated group. Afghanistan
bordered nat