Last of U.S. Marines Leave Afghanistan’s Helmand Province
Departure Is Part of the Withdrawal of Most Foreign Combat Troops by Dec. 31

KANDAHAR AIRFIELD, Afghanistan – The air traffic controllers had to stay until the very end.
After several busy days and hundreds of flights out of Helmand province, the last of the U.S. Marines filed into
helicopters around midday Monday, leaving behind a sprawling compound that for years served as a crucial base of
the fight against the Taliban in Afghanistan.
“I don’t think we’ve had time to digest it, we’ve been so busy,” said Marine Corps Capt. Benjamin Kiley, an aircontrol officer, who said he had slept just four hours over the past four days.
Minutes before leaving, air tower workers destroyed sensitive gear and made sure no classified papers were lying
around.
For years, Helmand was the focus of Marine Corps operations in Afghanistan. Camps Leatherneck and Bastion—
shared by U.S. and British forces before being formally handed over Sunday—comprised the logistical hub and
headquarters. The base once housed some 40,000 U.S. and allied troops.
The compound is now in the hands of Afghan forces, who began trickling in to secure the perimeter Monday
morning.

Marines prepare to depart Helmand on Monday after American and British forces formally handed over
the Leatherneck and Bastion camps.
“It’s kind of surreal. When you’ve been here for so long it’s incredible to think that we are finally leaving,” said
Marine Corps Lt. Nicole Kreis, an air-traffic controller who was on one of the last helicopters out of Camp
Leatherneck.

The province saw some of the bloodiest fighting of the 13-year war. The Marines lost 378 men and women in the
Afghanistan war, with the majority of them killed in Helmand. The British lost around 450 people, most of them in
this province, too.
The last British combat troops left at the same time as the Marines, a departure that effectively marks the end of
their role in the war. While a handful of Marines remain as advisers, Leatherneck was the last operational base the
Marines oversaw in Afghanistan.
Afghan soldiers and police will now be largely alone in their fight against the Taliban in Helmand.
“I am cautiously optimistic that they will be able to sustain themselves,” said Marine Corps Brig. Gen. Daniel Yoo,
the last commander of allied forces in Helmand and in the neighboring province of Nimroz.
The departure is part of the withdrawal of most foreign combat troops by Dec. 31, when the current mission ends.
Around 12,500 troops, most of them American, will remain in Afghanistan after that to focus on counterterrorism
and on training Afghan police and soldiers, before gradually pulling out altogether by the end of 2016.
The departure of American Marines and British combat forces from Helmand province closes one of the bloodiest
chapters in the 13-year Afghanistan war. Here are images from some of the major U.S. and U.K. military operations
in Helmand.

U.S. Marines are seen on a helicopter at Kandahar air base Monday, at the end of operations for the Marines and British combat
troops in Helmand. About 30 coalition bases are left in Afghanistan, down from about 800 bases that were active at the peak of
President Obama’s surge in 2010-2011.

David Cameron, leader of the British Conservative party who later became U.K. prime minister, arrived for a visit with British troops
at Camp Bastion, in July 2006.

A U.S. Marine in May 2008 guarded the perimeter of a base in Garmsir, a district along the Helmand River that insurgents had
called their own for two years. During a month of fierce combat, the 2,400-strong 24th Marine Expeditionary Unit drove the Taliban
from Garmsir.

In May 2009, Lance Cpl. Keith Greenberg, left, swept for mines with Cpl. Gabriel Soto and Lance Cpl. William Mularski in Now Zad,
an abandoned, mud-brick ghost town, where a small contingent of U.S. Marines battled with the Taliban.

A U.S. Marine ran to safety moments after an IED blast in Garmsir in mid-July 2009. Earlier in the month, the U.S. military launched
a major operation in southern Afghanistan, a test of the White House’s new strategy for beating back the resurgent Taliban and
stabilizing the country in advance of the summer’s presidential elections.

In February 2010, the main thrust of the largest coalition offensive against the Taliban began. Marine Cpl. Niles Shilts smoked a
cigarette during fighting in Marjah, a heavily mined farm town that had been in Taliban hands.

A U.S. Marine, at a military camp in Marjah, walked with a detainee arrested after an early morning operation in May 2011.

Vowing revenge for an inflammatory video that had sparked violent protests across the Middle East, Taliban insurgents attacked the
U.S.-led coalition’s main base in September 2012, killing two service members. This image purports to show smoke rising over
Camp Bastion.

A general view of the Sangin district, on the eastern edge of Helmand province, in a photo from June 2014. The Taliban launched a
major offensive in southwestern Helmand province that month, massing hundreds of fighters in an attempt to seize ground from
government forces as U.S. and international forces departed. Much of the fighting was concentrated in Sangin.

The Taliban remain a force in Helmand, and insurgents have pressed hard to control territory in a province that was
once their stronghold—and where much of the country’s opium, a vital source of income for them, is grown.
“There is no doubt that the NATO mission played an important role against terrorist groups,” said Mohammad
Gulab Mangal, a former governor of Helmand. “But the security situation has worsened; there is no doubt on it.”
Afghan Army Gen. Murad Ali Murad, the commander of Afghan ground troops, said in a recent interview that two
sparsely populated districts in Helmand are effectively under Taliban control: Desho and Washir.
Some of the most intense fighting in recent months was in the province’s north, where the Taliban tried, and failed,
to recapture Sangin, a strategic district that has seen some of the worst violence of the war.
“Taliban efforts here in the southwest fuel the insurgency across the rest of the country,” said U.S. Army Lt. Gen.
Joseph Anderson, they day-to-day chief of allied operations in Afghanistan. “Despite the very real threat that exists,
we are lifting off Helmand confident that the [Afghan] army is capable of securing the region.”
Maj. Gen. Sayed Malook, the Afghan army commander who is taking over the base, on Monday morning bid
farewell to the last Marines at the passenger terminal as they prepared to fly to Kandahar Airfield, a large coalition
base where they will stop for a few days before starting their journey home.
“Now that we have this base, we’ll take good care of it,” said Maj. Gen. Malook. “It is a lot of space but we’ll make
good use of it.”
The Afghan army says it will use the base, which stretches over some 6,500 acres, as a training center, but it is
unclear whether they will keep it at its current size or reduce its perimeter, making it easier to secure.
“It’s a funny thing to envision what it will look like once we are gone, who will take over, how they will use the
spaces, how they will use what we left behind,” said Marine Corps Lt. Diana Stabers, who on Sunday night helped
manage the pullout.
The flow of people and goods out of Leatherneck and Bastion sped up in recent days. Over 48 hours, some 250
flights departed the base, carrying cargo and around 1,050 people out of Helmand.
Troops had pared back to basics in recent weeks. Where rows of army barracks once stood, there are now dusty lots
fenced with blast walls and barbed wire. With the food canteens closed, troops were eating ration packs and cereal
bars.
The camp’s surgical hospital, for instance, last month relocated to the departures lounge of the airport terminal, and
by Sunday evening it had shrunk into a basic first-aid clinic. The electronic equipment was packed in 24 boxes,
ready to be flown home.
“If it plugs into the wall, we are taking it home,” said U.S. Navy Lt. Timothy Rutherford, the hospital’s
administrator. “If it is consumable, we are leaving it to the Afghans.”

U.S. Marines board a C-130 bound for Kandahar on Monday.

The Marines didn’t leave any military hardware for the Afghans, and made sure that no sensitive material was left
behind. The night before the withdrawal, the sky was specked with ash from an incinerator that was burning
classified documents.
The Afghan army is inheriting infrastructure worth hundreds of millions of dollars, plus office supplies including
chairs and coffee machines. A row of cars were parked in a lot next to the airstrip with their keys in the engine,
ready to be driven by Afghan soldiers.
“I really hope that the blood, sweat and tears that we invested in this place get used properly,” said Marine Corps Lt.
Curtis Smith, who also flew out on the last helicopters. “And I wish them luck.”
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