INTERVIEW

Major General Franklin L. Hagenbeck,
Commanding General, 10th Mountain Division (Light), Fort Drum, New York,
and Commanding General, Coalition Joint Task Force Mountain in Afghanistan

Fire Support for Operation Anaconda

By Robert H. McElroy, Fort Sill Public Affairs Specialist,

ajor General Hagenbeckwas
IVI the commander of ground

forcesin Afghanistan for the
17-day combat Operation Anaconda
(February-March), part of Operation
Enduring Freedom. The pur pose of Op-
eration Anaconda wasto dig pockets of
al Qaedaforcesout of intricatecavesin
the rugged terrain of the Shah-e-Kot
Valley in Afghanistan.

Basically, USforcesconsi sted of some
40 Special Forcessoldiers; about 1,200
infantrymen with 60-mm, 81-mm and
120-mm mortars from the 10th Moun-
tainand 101st Divisions; 24 Armycargo,
utility and attack helicopters; and Air
Force, Marine and Navy aviation as-
sets. In addition to Afghanistan, coali-
tion nations contributing forces were
Canada, England, Germany, Australia,
Norway and New Zealand. (Thisinter-
view was conducted 4 June.)

To set the stage for your discus-

sion of fire support in Operation
Anaconda, what were the cultural and
environmental conditions and enemy
like in Afghanistan [see the map on
Page 8] ?

In terms of the terrain, one anal-
ogy | useisthatif youflipadinner
plate over and then add the Hindu Kush
Mountains down through the middle, it
is akin to what Afghanistan looks like.
The altitude of our headquarters at
Bagram Airfield is about amile high.
The Shah-e-Kot Valley floor where
we fought had an altitude ranging from
7,000 to 8,000 feet. The valley was
ringed by therugged Turgal Gar Moun-
tainsthat havean altitude of 11,000 feet
in some places.
Wecalledtheeastern part of thevalley
the “Eastern Ridge” and the western
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part had aterrain featurewe caled“The
Whale.” It was very complex terrain,
difficult and steep.

The Eastern Ridge had more than 100
caves dug in throughout the ridgeline.
Theenemy went from what appeared to
be small fighting positions to the com-
plex caves; the largest cave we found
wasabout 30 metersdeepinaninverted
“V" and thenwent right and | eft another
30 meters each. That cave was filled
with weapons and ammunition caches.

Afghanistanhasvery few roadsor even
goodtrails. Toget aroundin Afghanistan,
you heed to be part mountain goat.

Whenthe Northern Alliancefoughtin
the first couple of months of the war,
substantial numbers of the enemy sur-
rendered. L ater, during Operation Ana-
conda, the al Qaeda soldiers who were
left were combat veterans, the hardcore
who wanted to fight. Except for ahand-
ful of Afghanis, the foreign al Qaeda
werevirtualy al wefoundinthosecaves.

September-October 2002

Theal Qaedadeclared aJihad—aholy
war—calling on the villagersto kill all
Americans in the first three days and
into the fourth day of the operation.
Anacondawasfinally theset-piecebattle
they had been waiting for.

They thought the battle was going to
be a“mirror image” of their fight with
the Soviets. The Shah-e-Kot Valley is
the area in which the Afghanis had
fought and won decisively against the
Sovietsontwo occasions. Theal Qaeda
cametothevalley eager tofight andkill
Americans.

Thiswasgood becausewedidn’t have
to chase so many down after the opera-
tion. Once we realized they were com-
ing at us, it was easier to determine
specifictargetsand maneuver our forces.

The al Qaeda came out of the cave
complexesto fight American infantry-
men and then ducked back inwhenthey
heard “fast movers’ overhead [fixed-
wing attack aircraft]. We found mortar
base plates that were cemented in, al-
lowing the al Qaedato movetubes eas-
ily inand out of the caves. They already
had registered their mortars on the key
pieces of terrain and other features
throughout the valley.

The weather was harsh. Just before
Operation Anaconda, it was snowing
and deeting with some light snow at
Bagram. Down at the |lower elevations,
it wasraining so hard | had to delay D-
Day for two days.

Thetemperaturesduringthefirstthree
days of the operation ranged from a
high of 60 degrees Fahrenheit to alow
of zero with awind chill the first night
of minus 20. So the temperature, in
effect, dropped 80 degreesin 24 hours.

Therough terrain and weather had an
impact on our targeting. It was very
difficult for our overhead ISR [intelli-
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gence, surveillanceand reconnai ssance]
platforms to identify the cave com-
plexes. Soit took “ bootsontheground”
to find the caves. The shadows, alone,
precluded our discovering a cave until
our soldiers were almost on top of it.

The Afghanis are afiercely indepen-
dent and autonomous people. There’' sa
lot of tension among the tribes—the
only time they seemed to coalesceisto
fight aforeign invader, such asthe So-
viets.

The Afghanis are worn out after 23
years of war and happy to let uskill the
al Qaeda. But we can't let the al Qaeda
put out amisinformation campaign that
weare“invaders.” The“clockisticking.”
They are going to want us out of there.

If you had, had 10th Mountain

Division M119 105-mm howit-
zers in Afghanistan, would you have
used them in Operation Anaconda?

In retrospect, we didn’t consider
bringing in 105s because | knew
we could accomplish the mission with-
out them. With the limited number of
assets we brought into Afghanistan, it
was clear we could capitalize on our
mortars as well as on the Army, Air
Force, Marine and Navy aviation as-
sets.
Around the first of February, we got
thewarning order that something might
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evolve, and so we started doing the
legwork—but the impending operation
was far from solidified. | had estab-
lishedmy TAC|[tactical command post]
forward. | went ahead and jumped my
TAC and main [command post] up to
Bagram and joined them on the 17th—
11 days before D-Day.

That’swhen | got my first briefing on
coursesof action. Welaid out thetroops
and other assets available, and | knew
we could accomplish the mission. The
fact that 1 did not have 105s never
became contentious.

So the question, “Would | have used
105s?’ is hypothetical. But | will tell
you that the trade-off | would have had
to make the first day would have pre-
cluded me from using 105s. In that
terrain, my choice would have been to
either airlift in soldiers with their mor-
tars or 105s.

Sothenext questionis,“Why did | use
Chinooks[CH-47 cargo helicopters] to
bring the troops in rather than
Blackhawks[UH-60utility helicopters],
which | also had available?’ It was
because of thealtitude...theconstraints
on the lift capability of helicopters at
that altitude.

In addition, on Day One, we still did
not know exactly what anti-aircraft de-
fensive systems the a Qaeda had. We
suspected they had Manpacks. Weknew
they had RPGs [rocket-propelled gre-
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nade launchers]. To sling a 105 under-
neath a CH-47 and try to set it downin
very rugged terrain, to include slinging
in the ammo after it, would have been
very difficult and dangerous.

Then the question becomes, “Well,
why couldn’t you have ‘offset’ the
105s—have brought them into another
position, not necessarily the top of a
mountain, but a position from which
they could shoot across the valley—
The Whale was one of those places?’
My answer isthat wewereinthe“wild,
wild west.” | would have had to take
combat assets to provide security for
the battery. | would have had to dedi-
cate Apachesor other “birds’ and prob-
ably infantry troops to secure that bat-
tery until | knew exactly what we were
up against.

So there would have been trade-offs
which, again, | didn’t face because we
didn't have 105sin country.

Let me make something clear: | al-
ways want organic fire support sys-
tems—always. And at that point, | had
mortars. If I’ d had 105s, because of the
terrain and the lack of road systems, |
would not have brought them in on the
first day.

The British have some 105s in Af-
ghanistan now, and we have slung load
those howitzers all over the country.
But they didn’t come in during Opera-
tion Anaconda. In fact, they have not
participated in combat and have had
limited opportunities to shoot on the
Pakistani border.

How effective were your mortars
in Operation Anaconda?

They performed superbly. Gen-
eraly, within two rounds, the
mortars were ready to fire for effect.

All mortar missions were observed
missions—we had Field Artillery FIST
[fire support team] personnel at thepla-
toon, company and battalion levels.
They were professionals—quick, re-
sponsiveand calmwhileprocessingfire
missions.

In the 10th Mountain’s 1st Battalion,
87th Infantry [1-87 IN], the battalion’s
companies kept the 60-mm mortarsfor
immediate engagements while the bat-
talion kept the 81-mm mortars and two
120-mm mortars, the latter to provide
flexibility to move them around for re-
inforcing fires. Therest of the 120-mm
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mortarswerein “general support,” pro-
viding full coverage north and south.

What' sthe most challenging part
of combat operationsin Afghani-
stan

Unquestionably, the harsh envi-

ronmental conditions—they had
an impact on the flying piece. Picturea
Chinook sling-loading assetsat nightin
limited illumination with the dirt and
dust flying all around. | think the
Afghanisinvented darkness. Sometimes
there was no ambient light. Our NV Gs
[night-vision goggles] don’t work well
without alittle ambient light.

Our helicoptershadtofly in brownout
conditions with rocks and rugged ter-
rainbeneaththem—very few flat places
to land on. When the illumination was
low, | was hesitant to fly helicopters at
night. | saw some great piloting in this
operation.

How important is it to have
ground-based indirect fires ca-
pabilities for the close fight?

Indispensable, absolutely indis-
pensable. But let mestart by mak-

ingabigger point. After Operation Ana-
conda, | was asked why | didn’t have a
bombing campaign in the Shah-e-Kot.

The answer is, again, because of the
rugged terrain, the cave complexes and
thelimitedtarget sets—air campaignsare
most effective against “fixed” targets.

Early on, therewerefew, if any, fixed
targetswe could identify asbeing high-
value. We templated a couple. We did
haveanair strikeabout 20 minutesbefore
thefirst air assault into the valley.

Weknew theenemy’ s“ center of grav-
ity” was inside the caves where his
soldiers and logistics were. But we did
not know how much C? [command and
control] he had inside that valley.

| did not want to attack the dozensand
dozens of cave complexes arbitrarily
without having some sense of what was
in them. As it turned out, many were
empty while some had people, some
had munitionsand somehad documents
inthem. So, without knowing what was
in those caves, we did not want to have
air strikeson themuntil we could assess
them.

The al Qaeda soldiers would hear
fixed-wing aircraft overhead and
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Because of the altitude, Chinooks [CH-47
cargo helicopters] were used to bring the
troops and equipment in rather than
Blackhawks [UH-60 utility helicopters].

quickly duck into the caves, protected
from most airdropped munitions. So to
get them, we had to put a JDAM [joint
direct attack munition] inside the cave.
But you only have so many of those
precision munitions.
Tokeeptheenemy from ducking back
into their caves, we used mortars and
machinegunstokill themoutright, when
we could, or suppress them. We got a
number of kills with close air support

[CASY], but they were primarily because
our mortars and machineguns kept the
al Qaeda from getting up and running
back into the caves.

What did you use for CAS and
how effective wasit?

The most effective close air sup-
port asset we had wasthe Apache
[AH-64 attack helicopter], handsdown.
The Apaches were extraordinary—
they werelethal and survivable. Wehad
sixinthefight withtwoleft flying at the
end of thefirst day. They weresofull of
holes—hit al over, onetook an RPGin
the nose—I don’'t know how they flew.
But the maintenance guys from the
101st fixed every one. They got those
helicopters back up and flying. The
detainees later said the Apaches were
the most feared weapons on the battle-
field—the helicopters were on top of
them before they knew what was hap-
pening. The Apaches came as close to
“one shot, one kill” as you can get.
Our next most effective CAS assets
werethe A-10sin the daytimeand AC-
130s at night. They were great.
Wealsohad F-16sand F/A-18s[fighter
aircraft] and B-52s [bomber aircraft]
providing CAS. For the most part, they
carried JIDAMsand some dumb bombs.
Our fixed-wing pil otsfaced somepro-
cedural and maneuvering challenges.
They had avery small view of thetarget

Afghanistan has very few roads or even good trails. To get around in Afghanistan, you need
to be part mountain goat.

September-October 2002



INTERVIEW

areas from their cockpits—about the
size of apostage stamp. (The Navy and
Marine Corps fighter pilots routinely
flew aslow to the ground asthey could
to achieve the effects, even when it was
below what was deemed minimum safe
distance. They wereterrific.)

The Air Force had to work through
airspace management—aircraft were
stacked up to the ceiling and could only
be flown in, in afew numbers.

And then the angle of attack in the
complex terrain made it even more dif-
ficult for the pilots. Certainly they had
some close support successes. But the
bulk of their successes were against
fixed targets, such as when our ground
troopsidentifiedacavewewantedtaken
out.

Later on the first day and into the
second day, when | declared two of the
villages in the Shah-e-Kot Valley as
targets[Marzak and Barbakul], the air-
craft leveled them—we had taken hos-
tile fire from the villages and flown
Predators [unmanned aerial vehicles]
over them to confirm their activities.

The aircrafts’ precision munitions
were most effective against those fixed
targets. We used precision munitions
on known enemy intersections of infil-
tration and then exfiltration.

But for thefirst three or four days, we
faced “fleeting” targets. By thetimethe
AWACS[airbornewarning and control
system aircraft] handed atarget off, the

Air Force said it took 26 minutes to
calculatethe DM FI [desired mean point
of impact], which isrequired to ensure
the precision munition hits the target.
Then the aircraft had to get into the
airspace management “cue.” It took
anywhere from 26 minutesto hours (on
occasion) for theprecision munitionsto
hit the targets.

That'sokay if you' renot being shot at
or the targets aren't fleeting—such as
the SUV s [support utility vehicles] the
al Qaeda used for resupply. When the
SUVs stopped to unload and if they
stayed in one place long enough, the
fixed-wing aircraft would slam them.

Wereally worked to find waysto kill
fleetingtargetsthefirst threeor sodays.
Honestly, we weren't that successful.

The a Qaeda moved small groups
around the battlefield—each had three
to five men with rifles on their backs,
maybe blankets. During the daylight,
we watched them on the Predator. At
night, when thesegroupsheard aPreda-
tor or AC-130 coming, they pulled a
blanket over themselves to disappear
fromthenight-vision screen. They used
low-tech to beat high-tech.

Thegroupsfloated ontothebattlefield
withindividual soldiersseparated by 10
to 15 meters. They moved out like a
squad or fireteam. The al Qaedadid not
present large target sets.

Then the enemy soldiers stopped at a
way station with a huge underground

All mortar missions were observed missions—Field Artillery FIST personnel were at the

platoon, company and battalion levels. They were professionals—quick, responsive and

calm. (Photo by MAJ Bruce E. Stanley, X0, 1-87 IN)
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complex toresupply. That complex had
avery steep angle of attack, incredibly
difficult for our pilots to hit. Later,
whenwewereabletobombthat complex,
it burned and exploded for 11 hours.

What mix of munitionswould you
like to seein future battles?

The mix of munitions is a func-

tionof METT-T [mission, enemy,
terrain, troops and time available]. Ide-
ally you want precision, but it realy
boils down to wanting responsive, ef-
fectivefires.

I'll underscore that point by saying
this—a ground force commander does
not care about the number of sorties
being flown or the number and types of
bombs being dropped and their ton-
nage. Those statistics mean nothing to
ground forces in combat. All that mat-
tersiswhether or not the munitions are
time-on-target and provide the right
effects.

During Operation Anaconda,

what was your organization to
conduct targeting and coordinate and
deconflict fires and effects?

We had the ASOC [air support

operationscenter] with Air Force
personnel, primarily out of Saudi Arabia,
and my “FSE” [fire support element]
headed by my DFSCOORD [deputy fire
support coordinator]. TheDSFCOORD
was my “go to” guy. He kept us on
schedule and set up our battle rhythm
with targeting—the entire process was
doctrinally correct. | think that paid off.

We were designated CJTF [Coalition
Joint Task Force] Mountain. It con-
sisted of everything in Afghanistan: el-
ements of the 10th Mountain and 101st
Airborne Divisions; the JSOTF [Joint
Special Operations Task Force], which
was mainly the 5th Special Forces
Group, Black Special Ops (this group
reportedtothe CINCENT [ Commander-
in-Chief of Centra Command]) and
Task Force K-Bar/Codalition.

At the height of the battle, we had 200
fire support coordinating measures
[FSCM] at one time. We opened and
closed them routinely. The bulk of the
FSCM were NFAs [no-fire areas] and
RFAs [restrictive-fire areas]. In addi-
tion to tracking our infantrymen and
small Specia Forcesteamsonthebattle-
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field, we had to track personnel from
“other agencies’—and you can inter-
pret that any way you want to.

Battle tracking was a huge challenge;
itwastedious, but productive. Thegood
newsisthat during Operation Anaconda,
we didn’'t have asingle fratricide.

What capabilities or procedures
would you like to see on future
battlefiel ds?

Ground commanders alwayswill

need and want al-weather, or-
ganic, indirect firepower (artillery) that
canprovidetimely, accurate(precision)
and effective fires, regardless of the
environmental conditions. Wehad good
weather during Operation Anacondaand
could fly our helicoptersand aircraft to
provide fire support. We were very
lucky.

A couple of times when the ceilings
dropped, we had limited air coverage.
But by that time, it wasseveral daysinto
the fight and we had hurt the enemy
badly enough. The ground force needs
ahighly lethal, all-weather indirect fire
capability organic to the force.

We need long-haul communications.
If we' regoing to fight on anoncontigu-
ous battlefield spread out over alarge
area as we did in Afghanistan, then
long-haul comsiscritical—the Shah-e-
Kot Valley wasabout 120 kilometersof
mountainous terrain away from my
headquarters.

Wehadto depend on TACSAT [tacti-
cal satellite] for long-haul communica
tions. That meant we had to link all our
helicopters and fixed-wing assets to
TACSAT.

For command and control, | had chal-
lengescommuni catingwith my brigade
commander on the ground and his bat-
talioncommander. Operation Anaconda
quickly became a platoon fight led by
platoon leaders. From that perspective,
it was very decentralized. Thiswas not
a“push-to-talk” war.

We have ahuge procedural and train-
ing issue we've got to work through
with our Air Force friends. Because of
the compl exity of their precision muni-
tions, they will not shoot IDAMswith-
out either a GFAC [ground forward air
controller] or ETAC [enlisted terminal
attack controller] callingthemin. There
are not enough GFACs or ETACs in
their inventory to support every ground

maneuver element. And as | said, this
war became platoon fights separated by
distances in very rugged terrain with
too few ETACsto go around.

Let meillustrate my point. Onthefirst
day of the operation, one platoon of
1-87 IN fought all day. That platoon
happened to have the battalion com-
mander and an ETAC init. That night,
the ETAC was extracted. For the next
24 hours until we could get the ETAC
reinserted, not even the battalion com-
mander could call in precision-guided
munitions. What happensif the ETAC
isinjured and has to be MEDEV ACed
[medically evacuated] or iskilled?

We need training and certification for
our observers to call in JIDAMS—any
precision munitions or air support—to
be universal observers, if youwill. Our
Field Artillery leaders, both in the 10th
andthe101st Divisions, knew thiswould
beanissueand worked hardtotry to get
their observers certified.

We have to be careful about employ-
ing UAVs[unmanned aerial vehicles].
| would characterize the view UAVs
provide as “looking through a soda
straw.” Y ou haveto be careful to direct
that view at what you need to see.

The UAV operator needsto be sitting
next to the ground tactical commander.
In thisinstance, he was sitting in Saudi
Arabia. Attimesthe UAV moved out of
an area we wanted to look at, and we
had to go through channels with a re-
guest to redirect the UAV’s search.
During the fight, the higher headquar-
ters controlling the UAV adhered to
that request, but we lost atarget or two
before we could redirect the UAVs.

Sometimes higher headquarters con-
trolling the UAVs has a fixation on
watching the close fight. It is human
nature to want to look at who is being
shot at. But sometimestheheadquarters
needs to back that UAV off to look at
the deeper fight, to look at reinforce-
ments coming in—which we did, but
we also met resistance at times.

My inclination wasto look at the big-
ger picture al the time to see how |
couldinfluencethefight. Occasionally,
wehad morethan oneUAV up at atime
and could look at both the close and
deep fights, but that was not true
throughout the fight.

I'd like a lightweight counterbattery
radar—not so much for the battle at
Shah-e-Kot Valley, but for subsequent
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fights. In the Valley, we mostly fought
mortarsthat tended todirect lay. Wedid
destroy five D-30s near The Whal ethat
were used to fire on helicopter landing
zones. Down along the Paki stan border,
we took some rounds from what we
think were D-30 howitzers and other
systems. Thetotal number of howitzers
we actually destroyed was about eight.
Weal so found afew more howitzersin
caves.

| had a Q-36 Firefindar radar at
Kandahar Airfield and was prepared to
move it into the valley once we had
secured an area for it. But because we
were experiencing very little indirect
fire, | chose not to insert it.

What message would you like to
send Field Artillerymen stationed
around the world?

Tell the Field Artillery Schooal to
keep doing what it's been do-
ing—we have some smart young offic-
ersand NCOs herein Afghanistan who
have really made a difference.
Tell them | love ‘em.
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