By JAMES GRAFF

NOWING ROUGHLY WHERE TALIBAN

leader Mullah Mohammed Omar is

hiding is one thing. Finding him is

another. For months Afghan gov-
ernment and U.S. military sources have be-
lieved that the man who gave sanctuary to
Osama bin Laden has found refuge of his
own in an arc of inaccessible mountains
north of Kandahar. It is a place where even
a half-blind cleric on the run has factors in
his favor: a harsh environment, strong trib-
al ties, loyal friends and a population in-
creasingly disposed to hate the Americans.
Little wonder, says a senior Kandahar po-
lice commander, that after months of
searching, the coalition forces “are not one
inch closer to getting hold” of Omar.

To close in on him, U.S. forces would
need to land an inspired bit of intelli-
gence on the more precise whereabouts
of the Taliban chieftain—or else benefit
from more dumb luck than they have
had so far. Why not just invade and scour
the area where the locals say he is roam-
ing? “It’s strong Taliban country,” notes
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On the Hunt for
Mullah Omar

U.S. troops know where he’s roaming.
Why haven't they nabbed him yet?

a senior U.S. mil-
itary official. A
blind search
would be too
dangerous to
undertake for —
just one guy. Tr—
The Pentagon last week denied r
ports that the July 1 air operation that
killed up to 48 civilians at a wedding par-
ty in the Deh Rawod district in southern
Uruzgan province was a botched attempt
to kill the Taliban leader. But a senior mil-
itary official maintains that whatever the
Pentagon has said subsequently, Omar
was the original target: “They thought
they had him.” Omar is originally from
Deh Rawod, and U.S. Army spokesman
Major Gary Tallman told reporters in
Afghanistan that “multiple intelligence
sources” suggested he was in the area at
the time of the U.S. raid. The bride at the
devastated party was the niece of Mullah
Bradar, a top Taliban official who is sus-
pected of being among those protecting
Omar—just the kind of man he might
want to honor with his presence. Two
weeks after that debacle, Omar was spot-
ted northwest of Deh Rawod, in Baghran,
looking “clearly depressed,” according to a
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