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 Lesson One  Text A

Inside Afghanistan: A War
Russia Is Losing!

With rebel forces
in Afghanistan

In the short space of a year, a ragtag army of Moslem tribesmen -
has become a disciplined guerrilla force? that has fought Russian in-
vaders to a standstill ® and gained control of huge swaths of this Soviet-
occupied land ... and for Russia, the comparison with America’s
Vietnam experience daily becomes more apt.*

Soviet troops and the weakened forces of Prime Minister Babrak
Karmal still take temporary control of rural districts. But rebels quick-
ly return once the enemy has left. The Soviets can travel main roads
only in well-defended convoys, and even then they come under regular
attack, ® _ |

Assaults on Russian supply lines provide the guerrillas with many
of their weapons and much of their ammunition. In some provincés,
supplies can be delivered to Russian outposts only by air. As a result,
Communist offensives are becoming less frequent. ¢

The Kremlin’s 85,000 occupation troops have been forced to take
refuge in garrisons and cities. But even there they are far from safe.
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At night, cities belong to the rebels.’

The Afghan army is of little help. Defections are occurring at
a rapid rate, and enlistment drives are flagging. Manpower has drop-
ped by nearly 80 percent since the invasion, and many officers are in
league with the rebels.? Morale is at rock bottom, and the Russians
cannot count on Afghans to back them up in battle.

T witnessed the latest attempt by Soviet and Afghan troops to séize
the Panjshir Valley, about 40 miles north of Kabul, in a battle that
pointed up Russian failure to defeat the rebels.
~ Massed on the Communist sidef“J were 10,000 to 15,000 Soviet
and Afghan soldiers, 1,500 armored vehicles and substantial air support.
But despite their overwhelming superiority, Communist forces ran
into trouble even before the main fighting began.

Units from different guerrilla bands in the surrounding regions
mobilized quickly to harass and slow the movement of the Soviets along
roads leading to the Panjshir, For the Russians, getting to the battlefield
was as perilous as!! the combat that lay ahead. Rebel groups, many
armed with captured Soviet weapons, entrenched themselves in the
mountains around the mouth of the valley. From the start, this strate-
gic advantage discouraged Soviet pilots from*® flying too close. They
knew from experience that, while the rebels have only a few anti-aircraft
guns, their aim is mostly true.!?

When Soviet tanks tried to break into the Panjshir, government
forces launched devastating barrages of mortar, rockets and cannon
fire against villages and partisan concentrations. '

Soviet forces, bent on victory at any cost 14, left the relative safety
of their armored vehicles for the first time and tried to establish posi-
tions in the imposing mountains overlooking the valley. - But they were
no match for partisans fighting in their own element, ** a wilderness of
tall peaks threaded with a confusing network of paths.
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At one point Communist troops managed to take a jagged, rocky
ridge, from which they lobbed mortar shelis at key guerrilla positions,
bringing the rebels under withering fire. While the sun was up, the
guerrillas made no attempt to counterattack. But shortly after night-
fail, several guerrilla units, commanded by a charismatic young rebel
known only as ‘“Massoud”, suddenly struck back,

“The Russians don’t like to fight at night,” the thin, hawk-faced ¢
guerrilla commander explained. “We’ll keep them busy by launching
a{diversionary assault against the Salang Highway. We have got to
keep hitting them from all sides. Already, they are getting tired and
demoralized.” The plan worked. By dawn, the ridge was back in
guerrilia hands, the Communists routed.!?

But the Russians refused to call off the attack,!® and fighting went
on for weeks. Yet the valley remained under control of outgunned
rebels, who relied on clever strategy as much as firepower. Though
denied by Afghan and Soviet commands, the victory was verified by
Western diplomats, who reported that the Mujeheddin had captured
large amounts of Soviet equipinent and inflicted ‘“unprecedented casual- '
ties” on their Communist foes.

Massoud has 1,000 men under his command in the Panjshir
Valley. ‘““We are certainly better equipped than before,” says the rebel
leader, a onetime engineering student. *“But we could field thousands
more against the Communists if we had more guns.” *°

Most guns and ammunition used by the Panjshir rebels are cap-
tured from the Soviet and Afghan forces, but some military gear comes
from Pakistan. ,

During my time with the rebels, I saw no sign of American aid, even
though Egyptian President Anwar Sadat bas said that the U.S. has
been buying Russian weapons from Egypt and giving them to the guer-
rillas. Rebel leaders could not — or would not — confirm this dis-
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closure. ‘

So far at least, most training appears to be a local affair in which
few outsiders are involved. Since the invasion, Massoud has schooled
more than 5,000 Muyjeheddin in guerrilla warfare and weaponry. ** Many
were instructed at a “guerrilla academy”, which sounds much more
impressive than it looks. The schpol is housed in a scattering of mud
and brick huts tucked away in a Panjshir village. |

“Graduates™ fight for two weeks, then rotate out of combat areas
for a rest period. It is a common sight to see groups of rebels toting
Soviet-made Kalashnikov rifles and laden with heavy cartridge belts
trudging into the mountains, en route to batile.

Top rebel leaders are largely self-taught, 2 2 though there is some talk
of a clandestine training camp along the Pakistan border where the
most promising fighters are taught combat skills by former Afghan
Army experts. Massoud claims to have picked up everything he knows
about fighting from reading books about guerrilla warfare.

The two-month “acadetﬁy” run by his lieutenants is serious busi-
ness. Carefully selected recruits in their late teens or early 20s sit on
the closely cropped grass of a cow pasture outside the school and watch
intently as an instructor dressed in rough denims and a woolen cap
shows them how to fire a Russian AK-47 assault rifle,

A few yards away, another group of trainees carries out close-
combat exercises ~— how to choke or stab an enemy to death.?*?
In nearby buildings, more-experienced resistance fighters are taught
commando tactics by ex-Army officers, using large wall maps and a
film projector to show footage of anti-Soviet guerrilla operations, 4

Results of the training are strongly evident among front-line fight-
ers, all of whom carry Russian weapons. They are a hardened bunch -
who have earned a i'epiltation as ferocious and merciless warriors.
They seldom take prisoners,?s |
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The most impressive characteristic of the resistance — in Panjshir
and all Afghanistan — is the determination of the anti-Communist
population to continue fighting.

Under present circumstances, the conflict is a no-win situation?*®
for both sides. Despite the improved fighting ability of the Mujehed-
din, they cannot hope to push the Russians from Afghan soil. Nor
can the Russians or the Kabul regime hope to crush the rebels.

With the partisans becoming steadily more aggressive, Kremlin
Jeaders must soon make a decision: Slug it out with the rebels in an
expanded conflict — a move that experts estimate could require up to
300,000 additional Soviet troops — or seek a diplomatic solution
that might enable the Russian forces to withdraw from the country
- gracefully, '

Whatever course it takes,2? Moscow is far from achieving its
goal of turning Afghanistan into another compliant?® satellite state.
That is not likely to happen as long as the spirit of Afghan independence
thrives in places like the Panjshir Valley.

(from US News & World Report, Oct. 5, 1981)
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