





They pulled up next to another C-130
that was unloading its commandos and
gear. The two crews, both from the 746th,
chatted over the radio. Waldroup told the
other crew that he was headed back to
Kandahar for the night. The other crew

Then, in another cloud of dirt that turned
the air in the plane an eerie brown, Garber
churned the props up to speed. The plane
bounced down the dirt and lifted back into
the sky, back to Kandahar.

“We’re light, she’ll climb like a banshee,”

Jefferson snapped on latex gloves and a
face mask to clean up the mess left by the
Afghan soldiers. He carried bleach cloths
and a biohazard bag.

Three had thrown up during the flight.
“You know, I didn’t think I could do it,”

had just left there and would head back to

the unnamed base by morning. Garber said.

“We cleaned the tent for you,” the other
crew said.

Another Hope

It was after 3 a.m. when the crew members would nestle into a
dusty tent for much-needed sleep. They’d wake just six hours
later to sweltering heat and the continuous beeping of a forklift
outside. The men walked the gravel roads of this international
outpost to the dining facility. At this military post in Kandahar,
Americans are in the minority.

As brunch wound down, Garber grabbed one of his napkins and a
pen. He scribbled numbers out trying to calculate how much fuel
to load for the day’s mission.

At base operations, the crew members learned that the flight
line would be closed during the hour they planned to stop back
in to refuel before heading back to base camp that night. The
flagdraped coffins of soldiers killed in a helicopter crash the day
before were being loaded onto a plane for the long flight home.

If the crew members delayed their mission an hour, their flying
day would stretch longer than allowed. They’d have to leave early.

As the rest of the crew discussed what to do, Garber appeared
around a corner.

“OK, we’re set to push early,” he said and continued walking out
to the flight line.

Outside, Jefferson and Johnson rigged the plane for a four-ton
pallet of ammunition and passengers. The temperature raged to
119 degrees outside, boiling in the plane’s metal cargo hold. Sweat
trickled off the crewmen in the hour it took to load the plane.

Later, the plane flew over poppy fields coloring valleys between
rugged brown mountain peaks.

The plane turned out of the mountains and over a vast,
desertplateau where Camp Bastion appears. It is little more than
a landing strip, concertina wire and a small community of tents.
There is no taxiway, nowhere to park. Planes stop at the end of
the runway and simply turn around.

As the plane waited on a patch of concrete for someone to find
a forklift to unload the pallet, a dust storm kicked in. Within a
minute, visibility went from a mile to less than 600 yards. White
dust clogged the air, blocking out the sun.

“The winds are picking up,” Garber said as the loadmasters ran to
the nearest tent to ask where to put the ammo. “We really need to
get this pallet off and get out of here.”

Within five minutes the air had cleared again. And as soon as it
did, a British C-130J landed on the strip next to them.

he said of the cleanup, “Until I had to.”

Within a half-hour they slid onto the
pavement of the Kandahar runway.

“I feel that the Js own Afghanistan,” Waldroup said.

“They have to,” Garber said. “That’s the thing about Afghanistan.
It’s a little bit of the Wild West, hands-on flying.”

An hour later they dropped into Bagram Air Base on the edge of
the Hindu Kush’s 20,000-foot peaks. Veins of snow still rested in
the crevices of the mountains hugging the runway.

The plane picked up its 12 tons of ammunition bound for
Jalalabad and prepared for the last leg of the journey.

Waldroup ran down the list of warnings about the runway: no
edge markers, narrow and a tower run by a local Afghani.

“It’s a shady piece of pavement,” Garber warned the crew. “It’s the
worst piece of pavement in the [entire Iraq/Afghanistan theater].”

Waldroup set the plane down onto the runway, fighting the harsh
dusk light to see if he was on pavement or dirt.

“There’s no difference between the two in this light,” he said.
“You lose the line.”

After the steep landing, Garber took over navigating the plane to
a parking space. He pointed out a group of airmen standing on
the runway’s edge as the plane’s wing spun around. Airmen and
soldiers stationed at Jalalabad must cross the runway to get from
one living area to another. A red light tells them to stop when a
plane is landing.

Even so, the C-130’s wings hang several feet over the narrow
taxiway.

Garber spun the plane around on a small patch of pavement and
prepared to back into a corner. Another C-130J was landing and
would need to share the parking space that seemed too small for
even one of them.

“I’'m telling you, flying a C-130 is much harder than flying [the
much larger jet-engined] C-17 or C-5,” Garber said as he watched
the second Herc tiptoe down the too-small taxiway. ““You couldn’t
get one of those in here.”
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