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Articles 

Tora Bora Revisited 

HOW WE FAILED TO GET BIN LADEN AND WHY IT MATTERS TODAY 

 

On October 7, 2001, U.S. aircraft began bombing the training bases and strongholds of Al 

Qaeda and the ruling Taliban across Afghanistan. The leaders who sent murderers to 

attack the World Trade Center and the Pentagon less than a month earlier and the rogue 

government that provided them sanctuary were running for their lives. President George 

W. Bushôs expression of Americaôs desire to get Osama bin Laden óódead or aliveôô 

seemed about to come true. 

 

 
Two months later, American civilian and military leaders celebrated what they viewed as 

a lasting victory with the selection of Hamid Karzai as the countryôs new hand-picked 

leader. The war had been conceived as a swift campaign with a single objective: defeat 

the Taliban and destroy Al Qaeda by capturing or killing bin Laden and other key leaders. 

A unique combination of airpower, Central Intelligence Agency and special operations 

forces teams and indigenous allies had swept the Taliban from power and ousted Al 

Qaeda from its safe haven while keeping American deaths to a minimum. But even in the 

initial glow, there were concerns: The mission had failed to capture or kill bin Laden.  

 

Removing the Al Qaeda leader from the battlefield eight years ago would not have 

eliminated the worldwide extremist threat. But the decisions that opened the door for his 

escape to Pakistan allowed bin Laden to emerge as a potent symbolic figure who 

continues to attract a steady flow of money and inspire fanatics worldwide. The failure to 
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finish the job represents a lost opportunity that forever altered the course of the conflict in 

Afghanistan and the future of international terrorism, leaving the American people more 

vulnerable to terrorism, laying the foundation for todayôs protracted Afghan insurgency 

and inflaming the internal strife now endangering Pakistan.  

 

Al Qaeda shifted its locus across the border into Pakistan, where it has trained extremists 

linked to numerous plots, including the July 2005 transit bombings in London and two 

recent aborted attacks involving people living in the United States. The terrorist groupôs 

resurgence in Pakistan has coincided with the rising violence orchestrated in Afghanistan 

by the Taliban, whose leaders also escaped only to re-emerge to direct todayôs 

increasingly lethal Afghan insurgency.  

 

This failure and its enormous consequences were not inevitable. By early December 

2001, Bin Ladenôs world had shrunk to a complex of caves and tunnels carved into a 

mountainous section of eastern Afghanistan known as Tora Bora. Cornered in some of 

the most forbidding terrain on earth, he and several hundred of his men, the largest 

concentration of Al Qaeda fighters of the war, endured relentless pounding by American 

aircraft, as many as 100 air strikes a day. One 15,000-pound bomb, so huge it had to be 

rolled out the back of a C-130 cargo plane, shook the mountains for miles. It seemed only 

a matter of time before U.S. troops and their Afghan allies overran the remnants of Al 

Qaeda hunkered down in the thin, cold air at 14,000 feet.  

 

 
 

Bin Laden expected to die. His last will and testament, written on December 14, reflected 

his fatalism. óóAllah commended to us that when death approaches any of us that we 

make a bequest to parents and next of kin and to Muslims as a whole,ôô he wrote, 

according to a copy of the will that surfaced later and is regarded as authentic. óóAllah 

bears witness that the love of jihad and death in the cause of Allah has dominated my life 

and the verses of the sword permeated every cell in my heart, óand fight the pagans all  

together as they fight you all together.ô How many times did I wake up to find myself 



January 2010 

 Journal of Mountaineering ® 4 of 38 

reciting this holy verse!ôô He instructed his wives not to remarry and apologized to his 

children for devoting himself to jihad.  

 

But the Al Qaeda leader would live to fight another day. Fewer than 100 American 

commandos were on the scene with their Afghan allies, and calls for reinforcements to 

launch an assault were rejected. Requests were also turned down for U.S. troops to block 

the mountain paths leading to sanctuary a few miles away in Pakistan. The vast array of 

American military power, from sniper teams to the most mobile divisions of the Marine 

Corps and the Army, was kept on the sidelines. Instead, the U.S. command chose to rely 

on airstrikes and untrained Afghan militias to attack bin Laden and on Pakistanôs loosely 

organized Frontier Corps to seal his escape routes. On or around December 16, two days 

after writing his will, bin Laden and an entourage of bodyguards walked unmolested out 

of Tora Bora and disappeared into Pakistanôs unregulated tribal area. Most analysts say 

he is still there today.  

 

 
 

The decision not to deploy American forces to go after bin Laden or block his escape was 

made by Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his top commander, Gen. Tommy 

Franks, the architects of the unconventional Afghan battle plan known as Operation 

Enduring Freedom. Rumsfeld said at the time that he was concerned that too many U.S. 

troops in Afghanistan would create an anti-American backlash and fuel a widespread 

insurgency. Reversing the recent American military orthodoxy known as the Powell 

doctrine, the Afghan model emphasized minimizing the U.S. presence by relying on 

small, highly mobile teams of special operations troops and CIA paramilitary operatives 

working with the Afghan opposition. Even when his own commanders and senior 

intelligence officials in Afghanistan and Washington argued for dispatching more U.S. 

troops, Franks refused to deviate from the plan. There were enough U.S. troops in or near 

Afghanistan to execute the classic sweep-and-block maneuver required to attack bin 

Laden and try to prevent his escape. It would have been a dangerous fight across 
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treacherous terrain, and the injection of more U.S. troops and the resulting casualties 

would have contradicted the risk- averse, óólight footprintôô model formulated by 

Rumsfeld and Franks. But commanders on the scene and elsewhere in Afghanistan 

argued that the risks were worth the reward.  

 

After bin Ladenôs escape, some 

military and intelligence analysts 

and the press criticized the 

Pentagonôs failure to mount a full-

scale attack despite the tough 

rhetoric by President Bush. Franks, 

Vice President Dick Cheney and 

others defended the decision, 

arguing that the intelligence was 

inconclusive about the Al Qaeda 

leaderôs location. But the review of 

existing literature, unclassified 

government records and interviews 

with central participants 

underlying this report removes any lingering doubts and makes it clear that Osama bin 

Laden was within our grasp at Tora Bora. For example, the CIA and Delta Force 

commanders who spent three weeks at Tora Bora as well as other intelligence and 

military sources are certain he was there. Franksô second-in-command during the war, 

retired Lt. Gen. Michael DeLong, wrote in his autobiography that bin Laden was 

óódefinitely there when we hit the cavesôôða statement he retracted when the failure 

became a political issue. Most authoritatively, the official history of the U.S. Special 

Operations Command determined that bin Laden was at Tora Bora. óóAll source reporting 

corroborated his presence on several days from 9ï14 December,ôô said a declassified 

version of the history, which was based on accounts of commanders and intelligence 

officials and published without fanfare two years ago.  

 

The reasons behind the failure to capture or kill Osama bin Laden and its lasting 

consequences are examined over three sections in this report. The first section traces bin 

Ladenôs path from southern Afghanistan to the mountains of Tora Bora and lays out new 

and previous evidence that he was there. The second explores new information behind the 

decision not to launch an assault. The final section examines the military options that 

might have led to his capture or death at Tora Bora and the ongoing impact of the failure 

to bring him back óódead or alive.ôô  

 

1. FLIGHT TO TORA BORA 

Whether Osama bin Laden was at Tora Bora in late 2001 has been the topic of heated 

debate since he escaped Afghanistan to the tribal belt of Pakistan. The evidence is 

convincing that the Al Qaeda leader was in the mountains of eastern Afghanistan in that 

critical period. The information comes from U.S. military officers at Tora Bora, from 

detainees who were in the camps with bin Laden, from the senior CIA officer in 

Afghanistan at the time, and from the official history of the special operations forces. 

Based on that evidence, it is clear that the Al Qaeda leader was within reach of U.S. 

troops three months after the attacks on New York and Washington.  
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In the middle of August 2001, two Pakistani nuclear scientists sat down in a mud-walled 

compound on the outskirts of Kandahar in southern Afghanistan, the spiritual and tactical 

headquarters of Taliban fundamentalists who 

controlled most of the country. Seated with them 

were bin Laden and Ayman al-Zawahiri, the 

Egyptian surgeon who was his chief deputy and 

strategist. The four men spent two days 

discussing Al Qaedaôs determination to obtain 

nuclear weapons before bin Laden and Zawahiri 

abruptly excused themselves and left the 

compound. Before departing, bin Laden 

promised the Pakistanis that something 

momentous was going to happen soon.  

 

American intelligence had already picked up indications that something momentous was 

coming. George Tenet, who was Director of Central Intelligence at the time, later 

testified before the 9/ 11 Commission that the óósystem was blinking redôô from July 2001 

until the actual attacks. The first reports of possible attacks on the United States had been 

picked up in June and the warnings increased steadily from then on. On July 12, Tenet 

went to Capitol Hill to provide a top-secret briefing for Senators about the rising threat of 

an imminent attack. Only a handful of Senators turned up in S-407, the secure conference 

room in the Capitol, to hear the CIA Director warn that he was extremely worried that bin 

Laden and Al Qaeda were preparing an attack on U.S. soil. Tenet told them the attack 

was not a question of if, but when.  

 

Less than a month later, on August 6, President Bushôs daily briefing repeated the 

warning under the ominous headline óóBin Ladin Determined To Strike in U.S.ôô The text 

described previous plots carried out by Al Qaeda against American targets overseas and 

said the FBI had uncovered óópatterns of suspicious activity in this country consistent 

with preparations for hijackings or other types of attacks, including recent surveillance of 

federal buildings in New York.ôô At the time, President Bush later told the 9/11 

Commission that he regarded the warning as historical in nature. The Commissionôs 

voluminous report said its investigators óófound no indication of any further discussion 

before September 11 among the President and his top advisers of the possibility of a 

threat of an Al Qaeda attack in the United States.ôô  

 

Bin Ladenôs movements in the days surrounding September 11 remain sketchy. Some 

facts have emerged from reputable journalists, U.S. military and intelligence sources and 

Afghans who said they saw the Al Qaeda leader at various points along his path to Tora 

Bora. He was spotted in Khost in eastern Afghanistan around September 11. On 

November 8, he and Zawahiri met in Kabul with Hamid Mir, a respected Pakistani  

journalist. By then, U.S. special operations forces and Northern Alliance troops were 

closing in on the Afghan capital.  

 

The Al Qaeda leaders had risked the trip to attend a memorial service honoring the Uzbek 

militant leader Juma Khan Namangani, who had been killed in a U.S. airstrike. Before 

Kabul fell, bin Laden and Zawahiri traveled 5 hours east to the ancient trading center of 

Jalalabad. From there, by all reliable accounts, they went to ground at Tora Bora, one of 

bin Ladenôs old haunts from the days of fighting the Soviets in the 1980s. Tora Bora is a 

district about 30 miles southeast of Jalalabad. Rather than a single place, the name covers 
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a fortress-like section of the White Mountains that stretches about six miles long and six 

miles wide across a collection of narrow valleys, snow-covered ridgelines and jagged 

peaks reaching 14,000 feet. During the 1980s, when he was fighting the Soviets in 

Afghanistan, bin Laden turned the site into a formidable stronghold. He built a rough 

road from Jalalabad and brought in heavy equipment to fortify the natural caves and dig 

new ones. He supervised the excavation of connecting tunnels so fighters could move 

unseen between locations in the fights against Soviet troops.  

 

After the defeat of the Soviet Union in 

1989, bin Laden left Afghanistan and 

eventually set up the operations of his 

fledgling terrorist organization in the 

northeastern African nation of Sudan. 

After pressure from the United States, 

Sudan expelled bin Laden in 1996 and he 

flew with his wives and children to 

Jalalabad on a chartered jet. Upon his 

return to Afghanistan, bin Laden began 

expanding the fortress at Tora Bora, 

building base camps at higher elevations 

for himself, his wives and numerous children, and other senior Al Qaeda figures. Some 

rooms were reported to be concealed 350 feet inside the granite peaks. The mountainsides 

leading to those upper reaches were steep and pitted with well-built bunkers cloaked in 

camouflage. In the years that followed, Bin Laden got to know the surrounding 

geography well from spending hours on long hikes with his children. His familiarity with 

the worn trails used over the centuries by traders and smugglers to traverse the few miles 

into Pakistan would serve him well.  

 

The United States rightly anticipated that bin Laden would make his last stand at Tora 

Bora. The precise dates of his arrival and departure are hard to pin down, but itôs clear 

that U.S. intelligence picked up his trail well before he got there. The CIA had evidence 

that bin Laden was headed for the mountain redoubt by early November, according to 

Tenet, the former CIA Director. Outside experts like Peter Bergen, the last American to 

interview bin Laden, estimate that he arrived by the end of November, along with 1,000 

to 1,500 hardened fighters and bodyguards. In a television interview on November 29, 

2001, Vice President Cheney said he believed the Al Qaeda leader was in the general area 

of Tora Bora. óóHeôs got a large number of fighters with him probably, a fairly secure 

personal security force that he has some degree of confidence in, and heôll have to try to 

leave, that is, he may depart for other territory, but thatôs not quite as easy as it would 

have been a few months ago,ôô Cheney said.  

 

The Sheikh Arrives 

Bin Ladenôs presence was more than conjecture. A major with the Armyôs Delta Force, 

who is now retired and uses the pen name Dalton Fury, was the senior U.S. military 

officer at Tora Bora, commanding about 90 special operations troops and support 

personnel. He and his fellow commandos from the elite and secretive Delta Force arrived 

in early December, setting up headquarters in a former schoolhouse near the mountains 

alongside a handful of CIA operatives who were already there. The Americans were there 

to direct airstrikes on Tora Bora and work with Afghan militias assembled by two local 

warlords who had been paid by the CIA to help flush out bin Laden and the Al Qaeda 
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contingent. The Delta Force soldiers were disguised to blend in with the Afghan militia, 

wearing local clothing, growing bushy beards and sometimes carrying the same types of 

weapons.  

 

 Fury recounted his experiences in a book, Kill Bin Laden, which was published in 2008. 

He expanded on them in interviews with committee staff. Both the book and the 

interviews left no doubt that Furyôs team knew bin Laden was holed up at Tora Bora and 

that he was eager to go get him. In the interviews, he explained that Al Qaeda fighters 

arrayed in the mountains used unsecure radios, which meant their communications were 

easily intercepted by his team and by a sophisticated listening post a few miles from the 

mountain. As a result, the Delta Force and CIA operatives had real-time eavesdropping  

capabilities on Al Qaeda almost from their arrival, allowing them to track movements and 

gauge the effectiveness of the bombing. Even more valuable, a few days after arriving, 

one of the CIA operatives picked up a radio from a dead Al Qaeda fighter. The radio gave 

the Americans a clear channel into the groupôs communications on the mountain. Bin 

Ladenôs voice was often picked up, along with frequent comments about the presence of 

the man referred to by his followers as óóthe sheikh.ôô Fury, who still uses his pen name to 

protect his identity, said there was no doubt the voice on the radios was bin Laden. óóThe 

CIA had a guy with them 

called Jalal and he was the 

foremost expert on bin 

Ladenôs voice,ôô he said. 

óóHe worked on bin 

Ladenôs voice for seven 

years and he knew him 

better than anyone else in 

the West. To him, it was 

very clear that bin Laden 

was there on the 

mountain.ôô  

 

Another special operations expert who speaks fluent Arabic and heard the intercepted 

communications in real time in Afghanistan told the committee staff that it was clearly 

bin Ladenôs voice. He had studied the Al Qaeda leaderôs speech pattern and word choices 

before the war and he said he considered the communications a perfect match.  

 

Afghan villagers who were providing food and other supplies for the Al Qaeda fighters at 

Tora Bora also confirmed bin Ladenôs presence. Fury said some of the villagers were 

paid by the CIA for information about precise locations of clusters of fighters that could 

be targeted for bombing runs. The locals also provided fragmentary information on bin 

Ladenôs movements within the Al Qaeda compound, though the outsiders never got near 

the sheikh. The cooperating villagers were given rudimentary global positioning devices 

and told to push a button at any spot where they saw significant numbers of fighters or 

arms caches. When the locals turned in the devices to collect their payments, the GPS 

coordinates recorded by pushing the buttons were immediately passed along to targeting 

officers, who programmed the coordinates into bombing runs.  

 

For several days in early December, Furyôs special ops troops moved up the mountains in 

pairs with fighters from the Afghan militias. The Americans used GPS devices and laser 

range finders to pinpoint caves and pockets of enemy fighters for the bombers. The Delta 
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Force units were unable to hold any high ground because the Afghans insisted on 

retreating to their base at the bottom of the mountains each night, leaving the Americans 

alone inside Al Qaeda territory. Still, it was clear from what they could see and what they 

were hearing in the intercepted conversations that relentless bombing was taking its toll.  

 

On December 9, a C-130 cargo plane dropped a 15,000-pound bomb, known as a Daisy 

Cutter, on the Tora Bora complex. The weapon had not been used since Vietnam, and 

there were early fears that its impact had not been as great as expected. But later reports 

confirmed that the bomb struck with massive force. A captured Al Qaeda fighter who 

was there later told American interrogators that men deep in caves had been vaporized in 

what he called óóa hideous explosion.ôô That day and others, Fury described intercepting 

radio communications in which Al Qaeda fighters called for the óóred truck to move 

woundedôô and frantic pleas from a fighter to his commander, saying óócave too hot, canôt 

reach others.ôô At one point, the Americans listened on the radio as bin Laden exhorted 

his men to keep fighting, 

though he apologized 

óófor getting them trapped 

and pounded by American 

airstrikes.ôô On December 

11, Fury said bin Laden 

was heard on the radio 

telling his men that he had 

let them down and it was 

okay to surrender. Fury 

hoped the battle was over, 

but he would soon 

determine that it was part 

of an elaborate ruse to 

allow Al Qaeda fighters to 

slip out of Tora Bora for 

Pakistan.  

 

Fury is adamant that bin Laden was at Tora Bora until mid-December. óóThere is no 

doubt that bin Laden was in Tora Bora during the fighting,ôô he wrote in Kill Bin Laden. 

óóFrom alleged sightings to the radio intercepts to news reports from various countries, it 

was repeatedly confirmed that he was there.ôô  

 

Other Voices, Same Conclusion 

Fury was not alone in his conviction. In some cases, confirmation that bin Laden was at 

Tora Bora has come from detainees at Guantanamo Bay. A óósummary of evidenceôô 

prepared by the Pentagon for the trial of an unnamed detainee says flatly that the man 

óóassisted in the escape of Osama bin Laden from Tora Bora.ôô The detainee was 

described as one of bin Ladenôs commanders in the fight against the Soviets. The 

document, which was released to the Associated Press in 2005 through a Freedom of 

Information request, was the first definitive statement by the Pentagon that the 

mastermind of 9/11 was at Tora Bora during the American bombing before slipping away 

into Pakistan.  

 

Another confirmation came from the senior CIA paramilitary commander in Afghanistan 

at the time. Gary Berntsen was working at the CIAôs counterterrorist center in October 
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2001 when his boss summoned him to the front office and told him, óóGary, I want you 

killing the enemy immediately.ôô Berntsen left the next day for Afghanistan, where he 

assumed leadership of the CIAôs paramilitary operation against the Taliban and Al 

Qaeda. His primary target was bin Laden, and he was confident that the Al Qaeda leader 

would make his last stand at Tora Bora. His suspicions were confirmed when he learned 

bin Ladenôs voice had been intercepted there.  

 

From the outset, Berntsen says he was skeptical about relying on Afghan militias 

óócobbled together at the last minuteôô to capture or kill the man who ordered the 9/11 

attacks. óóIôd made it clear in my reports that our Afghan allies were hardly anxious to get 

at al Qaeda in Tora Bora,ôô he wrote in his own book, Jawbreaker, which was published 

in late 2005. He also knew that the special operations troops and CIA operatives on the 

scene were not enough to stop bin Laden from escaping across the mountain passes. In 

the book, Berntsen uses exclamation points to vent his fears that the most wanted man in 

the world was about to slip out of our grasp. óóWe needed U.S. soldiers on the ground!ôô 

he wrote. óóIôd sent my request for 800 U.S. Army Rangers and was still waiting for a 

response. I repeated to anyone at headquarters who would listen: We need Rangers now! 

The opportunity to get bin Laden and his men is slipping away!!ôô  

 

At one point, Berntsen recalled an argument at a CIA guesthouse in Kabul with Maj. 

Gen. Dell Dailey, the commander of U.S. special operations forces in Afghanistan at the 

time. Berntsen said he renewed his demand that American troops be dispatched to Tora 

Bora immediately. Following orders from Franks at U.S. Central Command (CentCom) 

headquarters at MacDill Air Force Base in Tampa, Florida, Dailey refused to deploy U.S. 

troops, explaining that he feared alienating Afghan allies. óóI donôt give a damn about 

offending our 

allies!ôô Berntsen 

shouted.  óóI only 

care about 

eliminating al 

Qaeda and 

delivering bin 

Ladenôs head in a 

box!ôô  Dailey said 

the militaryôs 

position was firm 

and Berntsen 

replied, óóScrew 

that!ôô 

 

For those like Franks, who later maintained that bin Laden might not have been at Tora 

Bora, Berntsen is respectfully scornful. óóWe could have ended it all there,ôô he said in an 

interview. Berntsenôs views were generally shared by Gary Schroen, another senior CIA 

operative in Afghanistan. Schroen, who had spent years cultivating ties to Afghanistanôs 

opposition elements, bemoaned the reliance on local tribal leaders to go after bin Laden 

and guard escape routes. óóUnfortunately, many of those people proved to be loyal to bin 

Laden and sympathizers with the Taliban and they allowed the key guys to escape,ôô 

Schroen, who retired from the CIA, said in a television interview in May 2005. He added 

that he had no doubt that bin Laden was at Tora Bora. Franksô second-in-command 

during the war, General DeLong, was convinced that bin Laden was at Tora Bora. In his 
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memoir, Inside CentCom, DeLong described the massive, three-week bombing campaign 

aimed at killing Al Qaeda fighters in their caves at Tora Bora. óóWe were hot on Osama 

bin Ladenôs trail,ôô he wrote. óóHe was definitely there when we hit the caves. Every day 

during the bombing, Rumsfeld asked me, óDid we get him? Did we get him?ô I would 

have to answer that we didnôt know.ôô The retired general said that intelligence suggested 

bin Laden had been wounded during the bombings before he escaped to Pakistan, a 

conclusion reached by numerous journalists, too.  

 

DeLong argued that large numbers of U.S. troops could not be dispatched because the 

area surrounding Tora Bora was controlled by tribes hostile to the United States and other 

outsiders. But he recognized that the Pakistani Frontier Corps, asked to block any escape 

attempt by bin Laden, was ill-equipped for the job. óóTo make matters worse, this tribal 

area was sympathetic to bin Laden,ôô he wrote. óóHe was the richest man in the area, and 

he had funded these people for years.ôô  

 

 
 

The book was published in September 2004, a year after DeLong retired from the Army. 

That fall, the failure to capture or kill bin Laden had become an issue in the presidential 

campaign. Franks had retired from the Army in 2003 and he often defended the events at 

Tora Bora. On October 19, 2004, he wrote an opinion article in The New York Times 

saying that intelligence on the Al Qaeda leaderôs location had been inconclusive. óóWe 

donôt know to this day whether Mr. bin Laden was at Tora Bora in December 2001,ôô he 

wrote. óóSome intelligence sources said he was; others indicated he was in Pakistan at the 

time; still others suggested he was in Kashmir. Tora Bora was teeming with Taliban and 

Qaeda operatives, many of whom were killed or captured, but Mr. bin Laden was never 

within our grasp.ôô  

 

Two weeks after the Franks article was published and barely two months after 

publication of his own book, DeLong reversed the conclusion from his autobiography 
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and echoed his former boss in an opinion article on November 1 in The Wall Street 

Journal. After defending the decision to rely heavily on local militia and the Pakistani 

Frontier Corps, DeLong wrote: óóFinally, most people fail to realize that it is quite 

possible that bin Laden was never in Tora Bora to begin with. There exists no concrete 

intel to prove that he was there at the time.ôô  

 

DeLong said in an interview with committee staff 

that the contradiction between his book and the 

opinion article was the result of murky 

intelligence. óóWhat I put in the book was what 

the intel said at the time,ôô he said. óóThe intel is 

not always right. I read it that he was there. We 

even heard that he was injured. Later intel was 

that he may or may not have been there. Did 

anybody have eyeballs on him? No. The intel 

stated that he was there at the time, but we got 

shot in the face by bad intel many times.ôô 

DeLong amplified the reasons for not sending 

American troops after bin Laden. óóThe real 

reason we didnôt go in with U.S. troops was that 

we hadnôt had the election yet,ôô he said in the 

staff interview, a reference to the installation of Hamid Karzai as the interim leader of 

Afghanistan. óóWe didnôt want to have U.S. forces fighting before Karzai was in power. 

We wanted to create a stable country and that was more important than going after bin 

Laden at the time.ôô  

 

óóA Controversial Fightôô 

Military and intelligence officers at Tora Bora have provided ample evidence that bin 

Laden was there. Al Qaeda detainees have maintained that he was there. And the 

Pentagonôs own summary of evidence in the case against a former senior jihadi 

commander at Guantanamo Bay concluded the detainee helped bin Laden escape. But the 

most authoritative and definitive unclassified government document on bin Ladenôs 

location in December 2001 is the official history of the United States Special Operations 

Command.  

 

The Special Operations Command, based alongside CentCom at MacDill Air Force Base, 

oversees the special forces of the Army, Air Force, Navy and Marine Corps. The heavy 

reliance on special operations forces during the first stages of the Afghan campaign 

meant that the command played a central role in executing the war plan. Its units included 

the Delta Force team on the scene at Tora Bora. In preparing the official history of the 

command, a team of historians working for the command interviewed military and 

intelligence officials from every branch of the armed forces. The unclassified version of 

the history was published in 2007 and includes a lengthy section on the operations at 

Tora Bora.  

 

The section opens by saying that bin Laden and a large contingent of Al Qaeda troops 

had fled the area around Kabul for Nangahar Province and its provincial capital, 

Jalalabad, in early November. óóAnalysts within both the CIA and CentCom correctly 

speculated that UBL would make a stand along the northern peaks of the Spin Ghar 

Mountains at a place then called Tora Gora,ôô says the history. óóTora Bora, as it was 
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redubbed in December, had been a major stronghold of AQ for years and provided routes 

into Pakistan.ôô The history said bin Laden had óóundoubtedlyôô chosen to make his last 

stand there prior to the onset of winter, along with between 500 and 2,000 others, before 

escaping into Pakistan. In the concluding passage assessing the battle of Tora Bora, the 

historians from the Special Operations Command wrote: óóWhat has since been 

determined with reasonable certainty was that UBL was indeed at Tora Bora in 

December 2001. All source reporting corroborated his presence on several days from 9ï

14 December. The fact that SOF (special operations forces) came as close to capturing or 

killing UBL as U.S. forces have to date makes Tora Bora a controversial fight. Given the 

commitment of fewer than 100 American personnel, U.S. forces proved unable to block 

egress routes from Tora Bora south into Pakistan, the route that UBL most likely took.ôô  

 

Franks declined to respond to any questions about the discrepancies about bin Ladenôs 

location or the conclusion of the Special Operations Command historians. óóWe really 

donôt have time for this,ôô one of his aides, retired Col. Michael T. Hayes, wrote in an 

email to the committee staff. óóFocused on the future, not the past. Gen Franks made his 

decisions, based on the intel at the time.ôô  

 

2. THE AFGHAN MODEL: A FLAWED MASTERPIECE OR JUST FLAWED? 

Writing in Foreign Affairs in the spring of 2002, the military analyst Michael OôHanlon 

declared Operation Enduring Freedom óóa masterpiece of military creativity and finesse.ôô 

The operation had been designed on the fly and OôHanlon praised Rumsfeld, Franks and 

CIA Director George Tenet for devising a war plan that combined limited American 

power and the Afghan opposition to defeat the Taliban and Al Qaeda with only 30 U.S. 

casualties in the first five months. But OôHanlon tempered his praise, calling the plan óóa 

flawed masterpieceôô because of the failure to capture or kill bin Laden and other enemy 

leaders. The resurgence of the Taliban and Al Qaeda in recent years, and the turmoil they 

have wrought in Afghanistan and Pakistan, raise the question of whether the plan was a 

flawed masterpieceðor simply flawed.  

 

The Afghan model required elite teams of 

American commandos and CIA paramilitary 

operatives to form alliances with Afghans who 

opposed the Taliban and had the militias to help 

topple the religious fundamentalists. Some of 

these Afghans were legitimate ethnic and tribal 

leaders who chafed at the restrictions of the 

Taliban and the sanctuary it provided to Al 

Qaeda. Others were allies of convenience, 

Taliban rivals who held power by force and paid 

their men by collecting tolls and taxes on 

legitimate commerce and trafficking in heroin. 

By providing money and weapons, the U.S. 

forces helped the warlords destroy their rivals and 

expand their personal power.  

 

Many later entered the Afghan government and 

remain influential figures. The strategy was a 

short cut to victory  that would have 

consequences for long-term stability in 
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Afghanistan. When it came to bin Laden, the 

special operations forces relied on two relatively 

minor warlords from the Jalalabad area. Haji 

Hazarat Ali had a fourth-grade education and a 

reputation as a bully. He had fought the Soviets as 

a teenager in the 1980s and later joined the Taliban 

for a time. The other, Haji Zaman Ghamsharik, was 

a wealthy drug smuggler who had been persuaded 

by the United States to return from France. 

Ghamsharik also had fought the Soviets, but when 

the Taliban came to power, he had gone into exile 

in France. Together, they fielded a force of about 2,000 men, but there were questions 

from the outset about the competence and loyalties of the fighters. The two warlords and 

their men distrusted each other and both groups appeared to distrust their American allies.  

 

The Delta Force commandos had doubts about the willingness and ability of the Afghan 

militias to wage a genuine assault on Tora Bora almost from the outset. Those concerns 

were underscored each time the Afghans insisted on retreating from the mountains as 

darkness fell. But the suspicions were confirmed by events that started on the afternoon 

of December 11.  

 

Haji Ghamsharik approached Fury and told him that Al Qaeda fighters wanted to 

surrender. He said all they needed to end the siege was a 12-hour ceasefire to allow the 

fighters to climb down the mountains and turn in their weapons. Intercepted radio chatter 

seemed to confirm that the fighters had lost their resolve under the relentless bombing 

and wanted to give up, but Fury remained suspicious. óóThis is the greatest day in the 

history of Afghanistan,ôô Ghamsharik told Fury.  

 

óóWhy is that?ôô asked the dubious American officer. óóBecause al Qaeda is no more,ôô he 

said. óóBin Laden is finished.ôô The Special Operations Command history records that 

CentCom refused to back the ceasefire, suspecting a ruse, but it said the special ops 

forces agreed reluctantly to an overnight pause in the bombing to avoid killing the 

surrendering Al Qaeda fighters. Ghamsharik negotiated by radio with representatives of 

Al Qaeda. He initially told Fury that a large number of Algerians wanted to surrender. 

Then he said that he could turn over the entire Al Qaeda leadership. Furyôs suspicions 

increased at such a bold promise. By the morning of December 12, no Al Qaeda fighters 

had appeared and the Delta Force commander concluded that the whole episode was a 

hoax. Intelligence estimates are that as many as 800 Al Qaeda fighters escaped that night, 

but bin Laden stuck it out.  

 

Despite the unreliability of his Afghan allies, Fury refused to give up. He plotted ways to 

use his 40 Delta Force soldiers and the handful of other special ops troops under his 

command to go after bin Laden on their own. One of the plans was to go at bin Laden 

from the one direction he would never anticipate, the southern side of the mountains. 

óóWe want to come in on the back door,ôô Fury explained later, pointing on a map to the 

side of the Tora Bora enclave facing Pakistan. The peaks there rose to 14,000 feet and the 

valleys and precipitous mountain passes were already deep in snow. óóThe original plan 

that we sent up through our higher headquarters, Delta Force wants to come in over the 

mountain with oxygen, coming from the Pakistan side, over the mountains and come in 

and get a drop on bin Laden from behind.ôô The audacious assault was nixed somewhere 
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up the chain of command. Undeterred, Fury suggested dropping hundreds of landmines 

along the passes leading to Pakistan to block bin Ladenôs escape. óóFirst guy blows his 

leg off, everybody else stops,ôô he said. óóThat allows aircraft overhead to find them. 

They see all these heat sources out there. Okay, there is a big large group of Al Qaeda 

moving south. They can engage that.ôô That proposal was rejected, too.  

 

 
 

About the time Fury was desperately concocting scenarios for going after bin Laden and 

getting rejections from up the chain of command, Franks was well into planning for the 

next warðthe invasion of Iraq.  

 

A Shift in Attention and Resources 

On November 21, 2001, President Bush put his arm on Defense Secretary Rumsfeld as 

they were leaving a National Security Council meeting at the White House. óóI need to 

see you,ôô the President said. It was 72 days after the 9/11 attacks and just a week after 

the fall of Kabul. But Bush already had new plans.  

 

According to Bob Woodwardôs book, Plan of Attack, the President said to Rumsfeld: 

óóWhat kind of a war plan do you have for Iraq? How do you feel about the war plan for 

Iraq?ôô Then the President told Woodward he recalled saying: óóLetôs get started on this. 

And get Tommy Franks looking at what it would take to protect America by removing 

Saddam Hussein if we have to.ôô Back at the Pentagon, Rumsfeld convened a meeting of 

the Joint Chiefs of Staff to draft a message for Franks asking for a new assessment of a 

war with Iraq. The existing operations plan had been created in 1998 and it hinged on 

assembling the kind of massive international coalition used in Desert Storm in 1991.  

 

In his memoir, American General, Franks later described getting the November 21 

telephone call from Rumsfeld relaying the Presidentôs orders while he was sitting in his 

office at MacDill Air Force Base in Florida. Franks and one of his aides were working on 

air support for the Afghan units being assembled to push into the mountains surrounding 

Tora Bora. Rumsfeld said the President wanted options for war with Iraq. Franks said the 
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existing plan was out of date and that a new one should include lessons about precision 

weapons and the use of special operations forces learned in Afghanistan.  

 

óóOkay, Tom,ôô Rumsfeld said, according to Franks. óóPlease dust it off and get back to 

me next week.ôô 

 

Franks described his reaction to Rumsfeldôs orders this way: óóSon of a bitch. No rest for 

the weary.ôô 

 

For critics of the Bush administrationôs commitment to Afghanistan, the shift in focus 

just as Franks and his senior aides were literally working on plans for the attacks on Tora 

Bora represents a dramatic turning point that allowed a sustained victory in Afghanistan 

to slip through our fingers. Almost immediately, intelligence and military planning 

resources were transferred to begin planning on the next war in Iraq. Though Fury, 

Berntsen and others in the field did not know what was happening back at CentCom, the 

drain in resources and shift in attention would affect them and the future course of the 

U.S. campaign in Afghanistan.  óóWeôre Going to Lose Our Preyôô 

 

 
 

In his memoir, At the Center of the Storm, former CIA Director Tenet said it was evident 

from the start that aerial bombing would not be enough to get bin Laden at Tora Bora. 

Troops needed to be in the caves themselves, he wrote, but the Afghan militiamen were 

óódistinctly reluctantôô to put themselves in harmôs way and there were not enough 

Americans on the scene.  

 

He said that senior CIA officials lobbied hard for inserting U.S. troops. Henry Crumpton, 

the head of special operations for the CIAôs counterterrorism operation and chief of its 

Afghan strategy, made direct requests to Franks. Crumpton had told him that the back 

door to Pakistan was open and urged Franks to move more than 1,000 Marines who had 

set up a base near Kandahar to Tora Bora to block escape routes. But the CentCom 
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commander rejected the idea, saying it would take weeks to get a large enough U.S. 

contingent on the scene and bin Laden might disappear in the meantime.  

 

At the end of November, Crumpton went to the White House to brief President Bush and 

Vice President Cheney and repeated the message that he had delivered to Franks. 

Crumpton warned the President that the Afghan campaignôs primary goal of capturing 

bin Laden was in jeopardy because of the militaryôs reliance on Afghan militias at Tora 

Bora. Crumpton showed the President where Tora Bora was located in the White 

Mountains and described the caves and tunnels that riddled the region. Crumpton 

questioned whether the Pakistani forces would be able to seal off the escape routes and 

pointed out that the promised Pakistani troops had not arrived yet. In addition, the CIA 

officer told the President that the Afghan forces at Tora Bora were óótired and coldôô and 

óótheyôre just not invested in getting bin Laden.ôô  

 

 
 

According to author Ron Suskind in The One Percent Solution, Crumpton sensed that his 

earlier warnings to Franks and others at the Pentagon had not been relayed the President. 

So Crumpton went further, telling Bush that óóweôre going to lose our prey if weôre not 

careful.ôô He recommended that the Marines or other U.S. troops be rushed to Tora Bora.  

 

óóHow bad off are these Afghani forces, really?ôô asked Bush. óóAre they up to the job? 

óóDefinitely not, Mr. President,ôô Crumpton replied. óóDefinitely not.ôô 

 

Flight from Tora Bora 

On December 14, the day bin Laden finished his will, Dalton Fury finally convinced Ali 

and his men to stay overnight in one of the canyons that they had captured during 

daylight. Over the next three days, the Afghan militia and their American advisers moved 

steadily through the canyons, calling in airstrikes and taking out lingering pockets of 

fighters. The resistance seemed to have vanished, prompting Ali to declare victory on 












































