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Kandahar City, Afghanistan
December 28, 2009   

Rising early, we boarded a C-130 cargo aircraft and flew roughly an hour south of Kabul to the
storied city of Kandahar.

  

Kandahar was founded by Alexander the Great and lies on a verdant plain surrounded by
jagged mountain peaks. Kandahar is also the cultural center of the Taliban, the extremist
political sect that took over Afghanistan in the 1990's and turned it into the extremist state that
eventually harbored Osama Bin Laden and Al Qaeda prior to 9-11.

  

There is an old saying that "whoever controls Kandahar, controls Afghanistan." Many believe
that to still be true today.

  

Recently, the Taliban has been redoubling its efforts to win over the population in this region but
U.S. forces and our allies are leaning into the fight. As evidence of its importance, this province
is expected to receive a significant portion of the 30,000 additional troops approved by
President Obama.

  

As yesterday, we began our day with extensive briefings from military and civilian personnel
about the tempo of operations in the region.

  

Then it was time to go see it for ourselves.
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Congressman Pence about to board a Blackhawk helicopter in Kandahar  We boarded Blackhawk helicopters and flew the short distance to a provisional reconstructionsite that was once the headquarters for the spiritual leader of the Taliban, Mullah Omar. Fromthere, we climbed into enormous armored vehicles known as MRAPs, to travel to the ForwardOperating Base (FOB) at Arghandab River Valley.  The commander of this outpost is Lieutenant Colonel Frank Jenio, a serious soldier whoprojects an optimism and generosity of spirit that is rare in men of his caliber. Standing in adriving rainstorm atop the headquarters building, Lieutenant Colonel Jenio pointed to areas ofresurgent Taliban activity and described U.S. military and Afghani efforts to intervene. WhileLieutenant Colonel Jenio gave credit to his team,  he went to great lengths to give credit toallied partners, Afghan army and police for their widening success.  Prior to meeting with the District Governor for the Arghandab River Valley, we had a chance todialogue with Afghan soldiers and police officers. I asked them "after so much progress in thelast eight years, why does the Taliban still appeal to many Afghanis?"  A rather intense Afghan soldier explained that the Taliban was an outgrowth of colonial rule bythe Russians and that Afghans had their own government now. He said now they were onlyable to build support through violence and intimidation. He believed that a strong local andnational government would eventually end the Taliban's ability to ever return to power inAfghanistan.  During our meeting with the District Governor, a former Mujahedeen fighter, I asked the samequestion. After acknowledging that the Taliban had made threats on his life, this brave mandismissed any suggestion that the Taliban could threaten him or threaten the progress hispeople have made.  As we departed the headquarters building, the rain clouds had scattered and left a clear bluesky and a rainbow in their wake. There, towering over this war-torn country, was that mostancient of symbols of hope. From the Mountains of Ararat to the verdant plains of Kandahar,after the storm passes, God leaves a promise of better days in the sky. I pray it was just that forthese strong and noble people.  
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Congressman Pence in Arghandab River Valley with Troops at Forward Operating Base  While the briefings and travel to a Forward Operating Base were informative and inspiring, themost meaningful part of my day came from numerous and unplanned encounters with Indianasoldiers. Like learning that a cargo airman on our early morning flight grew up in Schererville,Indiana. Or running to make it to a briefing in Kandahar and being stopped by LieutenantZachary Tolle, U.S. Army from Muncie, Indiana.  
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Congressman Pence and LT Tolle  And even as we were preparing to depart the mess hall in Kandahar for Kabul and home, I wasdelighted when up walked Specialist Nathan Wickersham with the 484th medical logisticscompany from Rushville, Indiana.  
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Congressman Pence with SPC Wickersham and General HodgesToday, as before, at the front lines of the war on terror, I saw dedication, courage and selflesspatriotism. I told every one of them we were all proud of them and would be praying for themand I urge you to do the same. The future of freedom is not in the hands of politicians orbureaucrats. The future of freedom is in the strong and patriotic hands I shook today. And fromwhat I saw, the future of freedom is as bright as that rainbow over Arghandab.   -Mike PenceEn route to Bagram Airbase, Afghanistan  
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