Underground Combat:

Stereophonic Blasting, Tunnel Rats,
and the Soviet-Afghan War

By Lester W. Grau and Ali Ahmad Jalali
he U.S. Army fought subterranean battles in the
tunnels of Vietnam. Following a few tear-gas
grenades or a charge of C4 plastic explosive, “tunnel
rats” would go underground to find Viet Cong or North
Vietnamese combatants or materiel. Small, slender soldiers
armed with flashlights and.45-caliber pistols would crawl
into the Vietnamese tunnels for reconnaissance and possible

close combat. Almost all of the Vietnam-era tunnel rats have
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Figure 1. Idealized cross section of a karez system.
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left active duty now, but the need to train for this type of
underground combat remains. The U.S. Army’s experience
with tunnels was not unique. From 1979 to 1989, the Soviet
40th Army waged war against the mujahideen in Af-
ghanistan. Part of this war was fought in the tunnels of
Afghanistan, which were larger and far more extensive than
those in South Vietnam.

Welcome to the Underground

n the Middle East, water is life itself. Over the centuries,

the inhabitants of Iran, Afghanistan, and Western

Pakistan have taken some extraordinary measures to
preserve and conserve this precious resource. Since many of
the rivers are seasonal, rural inhabitants have found ways to
prolong their agricultural water supply during the dry
months. Open-ditch irrigation is used in the northern part of
Afghanistan, where the water table is relatively shallow, but
in eastern, southern, and southwestern parts of the country
the extensive underground karez system (a man-made water
system) is ncccssaw.' When flying over these regions, the
neat lines of mounds that lead from the foothills across the
desert to the “green zones™ of vegetation surrounding towns
and villages are a common sight. The mounds are entrances
to shafts that intersect the water table and that are connected
to each other by tunnels (Figure 1). The deepest shaft highest
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Figure 2

on a hillside intersects the water table. Water moves through
the tunnels and into irrigation ditches and fields near the
towns and \«'illages.2 Some of the karez tunnels stretch for
several kilometers underground. Some historians claim that
the karez system was already working when Alexander the
Great went through Afghanistan in 328 B.C?

The karez tunnels are dug by farmers. Occasionally they
use large ceramic tile drainpipes to shore up weak sections
of the strata. Digging the tunnels is dangerous work because
the shafts usually range from 9 to 15 meters deep, with some
more than 30 meters deep. The tunnels are labor- and
maintenance-intensive. Silt that collects in them must be
cleaned out annually and hauled to the surface by a windlass
equipped with goatskin bags.*

The karez tunnels also have another use. Since ancient
times, villagers have used these underground waterways for
shelter against invading armies. Chroniclers of Afghan
history in medieval times refer to the use of the karez by
civilians and combatants during the invasion of Genghis
Khan’s Mongol armies in 1221 A.D. The Mongols set out to
destroy all major cities in Afghanistan and neighboring areas
and made every effort to massacre the inhabitants to the last
man.” The Mongols did not go into tunnels after the
refugees. Rather, a day or two after destroying a town, the
Mongols sent a small detachment back to the area to cut
down any resurfaced survivors, They did this to ensure that
no potential resistance against Mongol rule remained. The
Mongols had learned during earlier campaigns that the
official surrender of a city did not guarantee permanent
submission of the area, because the inhabitants often rose
against the invader after his main force moved on.

During the Soviet occupation, both villagers and local
mujahideen guerrillas used the karez system as a hiding
place. Since the towns and villages are close to the karez,
they provide ready-made shelters from bombing and artillery
attacks. Guerillas dug caves in the sides of the shafts, where
they hid weapons and themselves, and used the karez tunnel
network to move undetected to and from ambush sites and
attack positions. According to mujahideen eyewitness
accounts, Soviet forces passing through an area usually did
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not try to flush out the refugees and guerrillas hiding in
tunnels. However, in major cordon-and-search actions, the
Soviets and Afghan communist forces made special attempts
to destroy the underground mujahidccn.ﬁ

Underground Warfare 101

n the mid-1980s, the Soviets conducted a tunnel-
I neutralization course in Paghman Province, about 14

kilometers northwest of the capital city of Kabul. The
course was designed for Afghan special-forces soldiers and
was similar to courses provided for Soviet sappers in
Afghanistan. The training was necessary because men do not
readily go underground to fight. Tunnels are ideal locations
for booby traps, knives thrust from a side tunnel, and cave-
ins.” Additionally, tunnels teem with snakes, scorpions, and
other creatures.® After a short course in theory, participants in
the tunnel-neutralization course moved to the field for
practical applications.

The soldiers conducted a reconnaissance to find shalt
entries, which usually were marked by mounds. The Soviets
taught the soldiers to form into two covering groups and hold
two adjacent shafts simultaneously. Since civilians often hid
in the karez, the first step was to yell into the shaft and
demand that anyone sheltering inside come out.” The soldiers
were taught to yell without exposing themselves to answering
gunshots from inside the karez. If no one answered or came
out, the next step was to throw two RGD-5 concussion
grenades in the karez.'" After the grenades exploded. it was
customary to again demand that the occupants surrender
because the karez was about to be blown up.'!

The depth of a shaft was determined from the sound of a
falling rock tossed inside. After determining the depth,
soldiers used a mirror to reflect sunlight down into the shaft
and examine it. If there were areas they could not examine,
the soldiers tied a cord to a grenade, lowered the grenade to
the suspect area, and detonated it. Only then would soldiers
lower a blasting charge on detonating cord. They usually used
captured TC-2.5 or TC-6.1 [Italian antitank blast mines
because many of them were available.'> The soldiers then
lowered the first charge to the bottom of the shaft. Next they
prepared a second charge using three or four meters of
detonating cord and 800 grams (two and three-quarters
pounds) of high explosive. Then they tied or taped the
detonation cord to a standard hand-grenade fuze (Figure 2).
They would weight the firing assembly with a rock or wedge
it near the mouth of the shaft. Two trained soldiers could
prepare a 20-meter shaft for detonation in about three
minutes. All that remained was to pull the ring on the firing
assembly. After four seconds, the charges would explode.
During the explosion, it was necessary to stand at least five or
six meters from the mouth of the shaft, because the explosion
caused rocks to fly from the shaft like a volcano. L3
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Figurg 3
The Soviels” placement of the cherges was panticularly
effective becuuse the top chorge esxploded & froction of
second enrlier than the bottom charge. The top explosion
tightly plugged the shaft with gases. When the bottom
charge exploded. shock waves from it would rebound off the

higher gas mass and mush bock down and aguinst the sides of

the shoft and wnnels. This movement crented o deadly
overpressure between the two charges. The Soviets called
this the “stereophonic effect”™ i Figure 3).'*

The sterecphonic effect can be multiplied by preparing
two sdjnining shalts for simulaseous detonation. The
Soviets prepared each site & described dbove, Then they
joined the detomation cord o the midpoeint between the tawo
shalts and taped the detonation cord o o standerd hand-
grensde Fure, When the chiarges were set off, a wider anca of
owerpressure wnd destruction occurmed. The Sowvbets called
this the “gquudraphonic effect™ (Figure 4).

A Fistful of Roman Candles

fter the dust settled, the Soviets tessed a smoke o
down each shafi. The smoke s nonloxic and
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Flame, Fuel-Air Explosives, and Fuel

lamethrosvens were also used agains those adimg in the
F korez, The Soviets had replaced their short-ringe

LG50 bockpock  Qamethrowers with the BPC-A
flamethrower, The BPORA 15 0 dispesable system with o
munsimum mnge of 100 meters, a moximum eflective mnge
of 600 meters, and n minimum range of 200 meters, The roumd
is 9% mm in diometer, It hos three types of projectiles
thermobanc (hecl-air), incendiiry, amd smoke,'” The foel-wir
rosungl wis miost effective pgainst the koree. The problem was
thot Hamethrower gunners drew maore enemy small-arms lire
thun mdiomen. An incendiory round from an BPO-A could
clear out mny opposition on the surfece around a shall
entrnce. but oo famethrower gunner wunied 1o lean over the
mouth of o Earez 1o fire down the shaft—the gunner might be
shot before he could fire a round. The Soviets developed the
following method for these tunnels: Seldiers first secured the
shafi entrance and then locked and cocked an RPO-A4

vedilotion in b karer sysicm 5 ex-
cellent. IT the smaoke disappeared, it meant tat
some lunnels were innct and ths the search
team could go in without werring resplrators
Search teams consisted of theee of four men
Two of them would search to the front while the
resi guwrded their bucks [rom o sneak witeck
friem the rear. The lead man had a ling tied to his
leg, Il the lewd man found encmy matenel, he
tied the line o it ond rejoined the team so they
could all drag it our. IF the lead men wios killed
or wounded. his leam members wsed the line to
drag him back. '*
The search group was armed with knifies,

enirenching tools, hand grenades, pistols, and
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flamigthrinver with o thermobaric round. Afler fying two
fowering [mes on the KPC-A and a string on the tngper, they
showly lowered the RPO-A down the shaft until it faced a
tumnel. Then they pulled the ingger stnong o fire the
thermobaric round diown the womel, The resulling over-
pressure of the fuel-wir round wos devastating for anvone in
the victniy, ™

In the early duys of the war, the Soviets reporiedly ased
POL (petrodeum, oil, and lobncants) procucts against those
hiding in the karee, In the spring of 1982, Sovied soldiers
entered the village of Pudkhab-e Shana in Logar Provinee, A
kires passes through the villoge and many villagers ook
refuge in i Acconding o eyewitness reports, ©. villugers
who fed spoke of soldiers wearing gos musks, pouring
mysterions things e sn underground  frmigation canal
where villagers, incheding children, were hiding, Our
ivestigation showed that the soldiers hod actually used
gisoling, diesel fuel, ond an incendmry white powider, in
evilsmelling |substance| desigred 10 ensure that  the
gusnling would properly burm in s unnel with linle oxygen,
Afer the 105 |'h.=1:|r||1:.. ilk;lhl!irlu the linle children, were
bhurned o death, the |'u||'|u|||l:p-|1n i |1:||:is; diecrded 0 um
awny 1o Pakisan !

There were also many reports thal Soviel forces used
clhcmical agents |JI.1ri:|5 thie early [t i thie war b Nush o
or kill II'IIlelll:ilJLh.'n |Ii|:‘|.i||;|,' in the kirez. *

Tunnel Rats and Future Conflicts

iggiug the enemy ol ol I!I.:nrrr!lh i g 1§ |'|-E i
Dq.'u.'rm:u.m Fnctor in poareilla warfare, and the combsai

engineer ilways seenss w be the fimsm soldier colled
for the insk. Dhiffercntiating wmnocenl civillans from com-
batonis underground will prove 1o be o challenge for comba
engineers. Since underground comban will nol disappeas
from the [uture batlefield, we must prepare for the sk, In
the quest for high-techoology answess o the comples
problems of lomormow s battbefields, there are few high-
technalogy solutions for undergromwsd combat. Afier all ihe
chorpes are Mown, determined soldiers g0l muosl g
ubcrground to meet  equally  determided  opponents.
Specially imined soldiers will be bewer prepianed o cope
with future subterrunean combal, which will remain the
realm of Faw courage, cunning, and merve, Ead

Mr fivau (5 @ mifieeey analvss o the Foredge Milifery
Snedies Qffice ar Fort Leavenwortlh, Kansas, He by a Vieoum
corlugl veterud,  reniedd infoery lewferoret colone!, ol
Sovler Foreign Avea fficer M Graa elds o master’s
degree fronn Kenr State Universing

M AN Joledi, o jfowenating, s covered Afghanistan and
Ceritinl H.:ru..li'l.r e i 15 vevirx. He seqved ax g calonel in
thee Afohan army and wos o meadber of the Afehan resivonce

Novembier Y

during the Sovier-Afghan War M Jolali hay completed the
Tifamiey Officer’s Advianced Copre af Ford Benning, Georgio;
the Hratislh Aoy Sl Callege ar Camberter; e Sovie
Franrze Academy e Moscowe: andd Bhe Novel Post-Gomacdfuote
Sodrewnd i Montermy, !'.'tr]'i_f-i'.ln'rl'.'.r.

Fhotos and artwork courtesy of the Rossian Seldier af
Furtoe magarine, No. 11, 1994,
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