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FOREWORD



Brian Kilmeade, Fox News, cohost of Fox & Friends and host of One Nation with Brian Kilmeade

It’s a great honor for me to write this foreword for Lieutenant Colonel Scott Rutter, though I am fully aware that I did not fight in this war—I only covered it every day on Fox News. I was there on the air as our troops crossed the Kuwaiti border into Iraq live on Fox & Friends, carrying the invasion to the American people in real time. But what truly gave me insight and understanding was what I witnessed in Kuwait one week before the invasion—watching and reporting on our troops as they prepared for what lay ahead. I saw men and women in every base camp before any enemy engagement, and I could not have been more impressed. The dedication, professionalism, and patriotic pride were everywhere.

It was in Kuwait that I first met and reported on Lieutenant Colonel Rutter and his unit. I saw firsthand how deeply he cared for his troops and how meticulously he prepared them for the mechanics and adjustments needed to win a war whose full scope no one could yet comprehend. I also knew, painfully, that some of the soldiers I was getting to know would not make it home—a reality I have never forgotten.

What Scott and his cowriter Matt Paul accomplish in Damn Fine Soldiers is to bring readers into the war itself. They reveal the constant adaptation required to succeed, the trust the Pentagon placed in its battlefield commanders, and the unrelenting demands of modern combat. Before drawing any conclusions about this war, one should read this book—and others like it—to understand how our professional fighting force evolved as the fight itself changed, learning from mistakes and forging new ways to prevail.

Perhaps most impressive is how Rutter’s Task Force 2-7 shaped the battlefield and excelled in one of warfare’s most challenging environments—urban combat. They fought in cities where the enemy lived, in places we had never set foot before. The fighting was literally house to house. The task force faced fierce resistance at key waterways, particularly at strategic crossing points fortified by Republican Guard units. The book vividly details the complex coordination of combined arms operations that enabled successful bridging maneuvers under fire, showcasing the tactical innovations that emerged amid the chaos of battle.

What I believe readers will value most about Damn Fine Soldiers is its human element. Beyond the strategy and tactics, this book captures the humanity at the heart of modern warfare. Yes, we have the best equipment and technology—but what you will come to understand is that we also have the best soldiers. And through these pages, you will come to know some of their names.

History often remembers wars through the lens of generals, presidents, and defense secretaries. This book shifts that focus to the men and women who fought the Iraq War—their decisions, their courage, and their will to survive when survival itself was victory.

I have immense respect for every generation of America’s warfighters, but I have always believed that this generation stands equal to, if not above, them all. Damn Fine Soldiers will show you why—and remind you what true service, sacrifice, and leadership look like.



Endorsement Blurb from Major General Buford Blount US Army Retired, CG 3ID (M) OIF1

As the commanding general of the 3rd Infantry Division during the invasion of Iraq, I had the privilege of witnessing firsthand the exceptional performance of Task Force 2-7 Infantry throughout our lightning advance to Baghdad. In Damn Fine Soldiers, Lieutenant Colonel Scott Rutter and Matt Paul have masterfully captured the ground truth of modern combat operations through the eyes of those who executed them at the most crucial moments.

The book’s unflinching account of the intense engagements faced by Task Force 2-7 Infantry during the march to Baghdad—the ferocious battles at Objective Raiders, the harrowing urban fighting in Samawah, and the lightning assault across the Euphrates—reveals the extraordinary challenges overcome by American soldiers operating at the limit of their endurance.

The battle for Baghdad International Airport stands as the decisive engagement of the invasion. There Task Force 2-7 Infantry encountered layered, sophisticated defenses including entrenched Republican Guard positions, reinforced bunkers, and presighted artillery. Rutter’s tactical acumen shone as he rapidly established critical blocking positions along the eastern approaches, effectively cutting off Iraqi reinforcement routes. When intelligence indicated a large mechanized Republican Guard counterattack forming to strike the airport proper, Task Force 2-7 didn’t merely hold their ground—they launched a preemptive assault. I watched as their combined arms teams methodically destroyed this threat through synchronized tank-infantry operations, neutralizing a force that could have significantly delayed our timeline for securing Baghdad. The sight of Task Force 2-7’s Bradleys and Abrams tanks maneuvering under fire while dismounted infantry cleared complex terrain demonstrated combined arms mastery at its finest.

During these intense firefights, I witnessed extraordinary acts of heroism—tank commanders exposing themselves to direct fire to better direct their gunners, infantry squads assaulting fortified positions with unrelenting courage, medics rushing through active kill zones to reach wounded comrades.

Perhaps most impressive was the task force’s rapid redeployment from the airport when I ordered them to reinforce 2nd Brigade during our attack from the south of Baghdad. I made the decision to personally travel with Task Force 2-7 during this decisive action—a testament to both the operation’s critical importance and my complete confidence in Rutter’s leadership. Watching these already battle-weary soldiers move with precision and purpose to destroy enemy forces at Objective Curley was nothing short of inspirational. Their heroic efforts gave the 2 BDE commander the combat power necessary to continue the attack from the south and enter Baghdad while destroying enemy forces. This rapid reinforcement operation exemplified the division’s agility and Task Force 2-7’s unwavering commitment to whatever mission they were assigned.

Scott Rutter’s command presence throughout these engagements was remarkable—always positioned where he could best influence the fight, maintaining clear-eyed focus even under the most chaotic conditions. His partnership with Matt Paul in creating this definitive account ensures that both the tactical brilliance and human dimensions of these operations are preserved for future generations.

Damn Fine Soldiers stands as essential reading for military professionals seeking to understand combined arms maneuver against determined conventional forces, and for all Americans who want to comprehend the extraordinary sacrifices their fellow citizens made during those historic twenty-one days in 2003. The speed, violence of action, and tactical excellence demonstrated by Task Force 2-7 Infantry represents the finest traditions of the American combat arms. Their story deserves to be told, studied, and remembered.
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PREFACE


Every infantry officer dreams of commanding a battalion. No soldier who has witnessed combat wishes for conflict, but leading troops at that level represents the pinnacle of one’s professional development and the culmination of years of preparation and perseverance. Infantry battalions are large enough to fight independently but small enough that their leaders still know all their soldiers by name. Battalion command represents the last chance for an officer to lead from the field, shoulder to shoulder with soldiers. The generals fight from a distance; I was in the turret with my gunner and with the soldiers when they dismounted and fought. Not only was I given the opportunity to command, but I was assigned to one of the heaviest, most lethal units in the United States Armed Forces: 2nd Battalion, 7th Infantry. It belonged to the 1st Brigade, 3rd Infantry Division headquartered in Fort Stewart, Georgia.

In every generation, there are warriors who stand at the edge of history and push forward. 2-7 Infantry “Cottonbalers” did just that in the spring of 2003. This is not just a story of tanks and tactics, of maps and maneuvers. It’s also a story of ordinary men who became extraordinary under the weight of war.

From the breach at the Iraqi border to the gates of Baghdad, these soldiers endured the longest nights, the harshest terrain, and combat more intense than the Army had seen since Vietnam. They didn’t fight for glory or recognition. They fought for each other. They led from the front, adapted under fire, and held the line when the enemy surged. Their legacy isn’t just written in medals and citations; it lives in the memory of every soldier who survived those twenty-one days of hell.

This book is a tribute to their grit, their sacrifice, and their brotherhood. It’s a reminder that leadership isn’t about rank—it’s about presence. That courage isn’t the absence of fear—it’s the will to act in spite of it. And the legacy of 2-7 Infantry isn’t confined to history. It continues in every soldier who trains, fights, and leads today. On March 20, 2003, a combined force consisting of Army, Air Force, Navy, Marines, and coalition allies launched Operation Iraqi Freedom, aimed at toppling Iraq’s regime. Our objective required a swift and violent thrust to the capital. It was a modern-day blitzkrieg aimed at the Iraqi regime’s base of legitimacy and power. That is exactly what we did.

This is a true account of my battalion’s actions during Operation Iraqi Freedom. It offers multiple perspectives from the war, focusing on the human cost and on the decisions that weighed on those in command.

The march was long, hard, and dangerous. Just as in Vietnam, the enemy was everywhere; some wore uniforms and some did not. Commanders had to make critical decisions with limited information, adapting constantly to the “fog of war.” This reality shaped every move and underscored the principle that the enemy always gets a vote. Danger and death waited around every bend in the road and behind every building. The only things you could trust were your own judgment, your equipment, and the soldiers to your left and right. We were cut off—cut off from our supply lines, our homes, our friends, and our families. There was only one direction in which we could travel, and that was north. The only way home was forward . . . through Baghdad.

2-7 Infantry fought eight decisive engagements over twenty-one days against the Iraqi enemy force of elite special operators, the Republican Guard, regular Iraqi Army, and irregular militia. We were truly the “Tip of the Spear.” In many instances, 2-7 was the first ground force to break through enemy defenses, absorb the initial shock of combat, and force the fight forward. Our battalion helped pave the way for the 3rd Infantry Division’s capture of Baghdad. The Army awarded my soldiers countless medals for valor, including the Medal of Honor, posthumously awarded to Sergeant First Class Paul Smith for his incredible actions at Saddam International Airport on April 4, 2003.

March to April 2003 marked the last time the US Army conducted a large-scale combat operation. Although this book is not intended as a “how-to” on leadership or a handbook for conducting combat operations, the hard-fought lessons still matter and resonate today. Our goal is to share the thoughts, feelings, and decisions we experienced during that time and describe firsthand the sights, smells, and sounds of war, up close and personal.

We have also attempted to provide the reader with some background on Iraq and the build-up to war. We describe the uncertain period after the regime collapsed, and our introduction to a new kind of enemy—one that mined the roads, fired mortars and RPGs, and then disappeared into the shadows.

We discuss strategy and how our mission fit within the broader coalition effort in Iraq. We also tried to provide some insight and perspective on the greater Global War on Terror by illustrating the post-9/11 battlefield at the tactical level. We share many vivid accounts of small unit actions exemplifying how our soldiers and leaders performed under fire while navigating a strange place, a different people, and while suffering the most savage conditions that pushed them to their breaking point. The courage, discipline, ingenuity, and endurance they demonstrated time and again will stay with us forever.

[image: ]

Task Force 2-7 events 1-7 campaign map with dates.Source: Author’s image.


MARCHING ORDERS



Only one military organization can hold and gain ground in war—a ground army supported by tactical aviation with supply lines guarded by the navy.



—General Omar N. Bradley, A Soldier’s Story (1951)

The desert was still black when we rolled out, engines growling low in the darkness. The air smelled of oil and dust, thick in my throat. My soldiers were silent, each lost in their own thoughts, checking weapons by touch more than sight. Somewhere out there, beyond the horizon, waited the border of Iraq and a war whose shape and cost none of us could see. I remember gripping the radio handset and thinking that in a few hours, I will be asking these soldiers to risk everything. Am I ready? Are they?

On the eve of war, we sat there in the desert sand thinking about the past, present, and future. It was a strange place—seven thousand miles from home. But in a strange way, it also felt close to home. The sand reminded me of the popular beaches of Hilton Head or Tybee Island, less than an hour’s drive from my home at Fort Stewart, Georgia. I could close my eyes and run my fingers through the sand, imagining myself seated peacefully on the soft earth surrounded by hundreds of happy men, women, and children. You could almost hear the hypnotic crash of the surf as it slammed against the shallow ocean floor. The relaxation, the serenity, and the joy of watching children play could all be felt with the scoop of a hand and the feeling and the vision one gets when the small stones cascade through the fingers like a waterfall. In my mind it was last summer, my last pleasant memory of life before the inevitability of war in Iraq. But I wasn’t surrounded by children at play. No one around me was laughing. Nothing here was funny.

I was surrounded by heavy metal instruments of destruction and hundreds of anxious young Americans waiting impatiently for the word to go north. The soldiers of 2-7 Infantry wondered what the next few days and months ahead would bring. They reflected on the loved ones they’d left behind—our curious children, our caring wives and sweethearts, and what they must have been thinking at that very same moment. Many of us reflected on the mission and our awesome responsibilities to it. Our success or failure would determine the fate of the war and the greater Global War on Terror would be held in the balance. The star-lit sky was as clear as it had been the last two months we were here in this desolate country, training and readying ourselves for the harsh realities of combat. The weather was on our side this night—the unforgiving sand and wind would give us a brief respite during our fateful leap into enemy territory—the first step of many throughout our audacious drive north . . . into the breach and onward to Baghdad.

I knew from the beginning that the march into Iraq would be more than a mission. It was a gamble with lives, reputations, and history. For my soldiers, the stakes were brutally simple: survival. For me, it was the crushing weight of leadership. Every order I gave could decide whether a soldier lived or died. And for the Army, the outcome of our fight would either validate a decade of preparation or it would expose our flaws. We weren’t just driving north into the desert—we were driving into the unknown, with the eyes of the nation fixed on us. Regardless of the outcome, things would never be the same again.

None of us could have guessed how fast this war would unfold, or how quickly the desert would turn into fire and steel. Within weeks, we would be charging down the streets of Baghdad, fighting block by block against a desperate enemy. But on that night, all we had was the silence of the desert, the weight of our gear, and the unspoken knowledge that history was about to test us.

The last year and a half was a prelude to this moment—the poignant sentiments still frozen in my mind. Perhaps the epic story of Task Force 2-7 Infantry began on September 11, 2001—a day that would begin like any other in the US Army. The typical American soldier conducted morning physical training, qualified with his assigned weapon on the rifle range, stood guard at a checkpoint in Bosnia or Kosovo, or scanned the horizon for illegal military activity along the desert sands of Sinai, Egypt. The 2nd Battalion, 7th Infantry Regiment of the 3rd Infantry Division had an ordinary morning, mundane by Army standards. It was the beginning of my unit’s lifecycle, where we were in the process of “standing up”—filling our ranks with new soldiers and noncommissioned officers (NCOs) right before we could transition into a comprehensive training regimen that would later culminate with a training center rotation or a deployment anywhere in the world.

During the period between the close of the Persian Gulf War and 2001, the Army’s operational tempo increased by 300 percent. At the same time, the Army shrunk to 70 percent of its size during the 1991 Persian Gulf War. Our commitments abroad in the 1990s were deemed “Operations Other Than War,” or OOTW for short. Consequently, the US Army’s focus shifted from warfighting to nation building. During the 1990s, the bulk of our troops was deployed in a peacekeeping role in the Balkans—during the tumultuous period following the Soviet Union’s collapse, resulting in the destabilization of the Communist politico-economic franchise in eastern Europe.

Because all our deployments abroad were not of a combat nature, the training focus at the time was less on maneuvering large formations of infantry and armor on the same scale analogous to the 1991 war in Iraq. Over the course of a decade, we lost some of our warfighting skills. By the summer of 2001, we were a paradox—an Army constantly in motion yet less ready for the kind of sustained, high-intensity fight that would come after the towers fell. We had the will, the professionalism, and the pride. What we lacked was the depth, the funding, and the strategic focus to match the scale of the challenges that were about to confront us.

On 9/11, the battalion was at the tail end of a very long and tedious training support cycle, which is typically characterized by individual and unit taskings designed to support various activities throughout the division. This is conducted while other units in the division conduct real-world missions or are training and preparing for those types of missions. In our case, the other two battalions of our brigade were on deployment to Kosovo, “KFOR Rotation-3A,” as part of a multinational peacekeeping force under NATO command. We were left behind holding down the fort, so to speak. Our primary responsibility was to act as the brigade’s rear headquarters, with myself as the acting brigade commander. Every tasking that would normally flow from division to brigade was routed directly to my battalion. Every task that our brigade’s three battalions could accomplish would now have to be completed by mine alone. As a result, our training was slighted and consequently the morale within the battalion was at an all-time low . . . the calm before the storm.

September 11, 2001. This day should have been as ordinary as the last. Tragedy struck during the typical American’s morning—waking up, preparing for work, driving to work, drinking that first cup of coffee. The day would have progressed, where we would have spent the next eight to twelve hours slaving over a desk or working with our hands and standing on our tired, blistering feet. Finally, around dusk, we hardworking Americans would have driven home and talked with our families about our days over dinner, perhaps a dish of meat and potatoes topped off with a slice of hot apple pie. The early morning hours of 9/11 were shaping up to be just as routine as those of 9/10. It would take a significant event to break the cycle of this mundane yet picturesque illustration of American life.

Terrorists put a damper on our plans for this seemingly ordinary day—a day that should have been as ordinary as the last. Nineteen radical terrorists dubbed “Al Qaeda” took control of four planes, crashing two into the World Trade Center’s Twin Towers and one into the Pentagon; the fourth was forced into the Pennsylvania ground by its passengers. Three thousand innocent American citizens were killed as a result. 9/11 changed everything and everyone. It changed how we thought about humanity and our values, how we thought about our security, and it rallied the country for war. In my lifetime, I never saw America more united than on 9/12. If you owned an American flag, you flew it. If you didn’t own one, you bought one.

September 11, 2001, was a day that would forever live in infamy. It was to be only the second time in the past century a foreign enemy launched a significant attack on American soil. The fabric of our freedom was ripped out of our very souls—we were all New Yorkers that day. It was clear that America would rise from the ashes like a phoenix and strike down those responsible. With our heads bowed while observing a moment of silence, I made a commitment to myself to never waste an opportunity to train and prepare for the possibility to fight this emerging battle and its new diabolical enemy—a capable adversary who not only kills mercilessly but also embraces and memorializes the prospects of his own death in the process. Our lives and, infinitely more important, our freedom and way of life hinged on our ability to keep our fighting skills sharp. Our sacrifices and our accomplishments would write our nation’s history in this new generation of warfare. The fighting will of the American soldier would have to endure the future hardships that lay ahead—our strength, perseverance, and stamina in this war would decide nothing less than the fate of the world.

We heard stories from eyewitnesses in New York City, illustrating the experience while describing the emotions during each of the events that unfolded on September 11, 2001. One lady in particular recounted feeling overcome by fear after viewing the second plane impale itself into the Twin Towers. She said that when they heard the sound of a third plane in the sky, panic erupted on the streets until they looked up and finally saw the sun sparkle off the American fighter jet soaring through the sky, intent on intercepting additional terrorist-controlled planes and protecting the city from further attacks. The lady recalls feeling an overwhelming sigh of relief. She felt safe again. Her experience was an ominous symbol of what was yet to come. The US military would avenge those lost on this tragic day and would make things right again. Since the events of 9/11, our battalion, and perhaps the entire Army, renewed our focus on our wartime mission—to close with and destroy the enemy.

Shortly after the September 11 terrorist attacks, President George Bush addressed the nation and declared war on terror. Our country’s new mission was to root out terrorists and their support structure across the globe. We would attack terror on many fronts. If other countries did not support our efforts, they would be deemed to be “with the terrorists.” America’s first target was Al Qaeda. This terrorist organization was seeking refuge within the borders of Afghanistan and was afforded protection and safe haven by the Taliban regime. The president closed his address with a simple order to his military: “Be ready.”

Captain Matt Paul’s perspective on September 11, 2001:


My father’s generation remembers where they were when President Kennedy was shot. My generation remembers where they were on the morning of 9/11.



We were out in the woods at Fort Stewart on the morning of September 11, 2001, just me and my mortar platoon conducting a live-fire exercise. Ours was the only platoon from 2-7 Infantry in the field that week, which in hindsight felt almost prescient. For the past year I had dragged these young soldiers into the field every month—rain or shine—to shoot live rounds and refine our field craft. They were tired of me by then. To them, I was the fun police, the guy keeping them from the club, from Nintendo, from girls. Until that morning, I was the enemy.

We had an old television rigged up in the Fire Direction Center, a little thirteen-inch screen with rabbit ears pulling in static-ridden channels. The set played in the background while we fired missions, its faint glow almost lost in the daylight. When the first plane struck the Twin Towers, we barely paused. We thought it was some freak accident and kept shooting. But when the second plane hit, everything stopped. All thirty of my soldiers huddled shoulder to shoulder around that tiny screen, watching in silence as the country we swore to defend came under attack.

I wrestled with whether to send us home or stay in the field. The decision came quickly—this meant war, and we needed to train. No further explanation was required; the soldiers understood it without me saying a word. Every round we fired after that wasn’t just another mission—it was aimed at Osama bin Laden. I was the only one with a cell phone in 2001, so I passed it around and let each soldier call home to reassure their families that they were safe. That night, the joking stopped. The air was tense, serious, focused. My platoon had finally found its purpose, and in that moment they stopped seeing me as the enemy.

The 7th Infantry Regiment has a long and honorable lineage of defending America, “being ready” for the country as far back as 1798. It was mustered out of service only two years later in 1800. On May 3, 1808, the regiment was reorganized and has been in honored service ever since. Former president Zachary Taylor was one of the first officers to serve in the newly formed regiment. Andrew Jackson—another former president—commanded the regiment as part of a larger force fighting the British during the War of 1812.

The 7th distinguished itself during the battle of New Orleans in 1815 when they sought cover behind bales of cotton, affording them protection against the advancing hail of British musket fire. They held their ground and sent the British Army into full retreat, leading to the eventual withdrawal of the British Army from American soil forever. As a result of their actions during the battle of New Orleans, the regiment coined its eternal nickname, “The Cottonbalers.” Over time, its soldiers earned a reputation as “damn fine soldiers.”


Before you stands a damn fine soldier . . . a COTTONBALER . . . by God! I can be counted on to accomplish any mission . . . any task . . . any job. I have been in the arena. My face is covered with dust, sweat, and blood. I have known the sweet fragrance of freedom for I have paid the price. I am a damn fine soldier . . . a COTTONBALER . . . by God!



The Cottonbaler Regiment has been called upon for action during every major conflict since its formation in 1798, earning seventy-eight battle streamers during its participation in the Civil War, the Spanish American War, the Philippine Insurrection, the Mexican War, World Wars I and II, the Korean and Vietnam Wars, and the Persian Gulf War. It is considered the Army’s top regiment for its date of inception, campaign participation, and awards and decorations. No infantry regiment in the history of our Army has seen more combat than the 7th. Every new Cottonbaler officer learns the history; every new lieutenant lugs around a bale of cotton during long runs and ruck marches to feel the history. They don’t forget it.

I was privileged to command the 2nd Battalion, 7th Infantry Regiment, the “Willing and Able” Battalion. For the most part, the regimental formation is gone in today’s Army structure, but the title remains for historical reasons. And as the lowest numbered Cottonbaler battalion still in active service, I had the honor of safeguarding the original regimental colors (battle flag) dating all the way back to the War of 1812—the same colors that dominated the New Orleans battlefield. As in previous conflicts that determined our nation’s destiny, the Willing and Able Battalion and its Cottonbaler Regiment would be committed to one more fight, the Global War on Terror.

Iraq was not Afghanistan, and in 2003, it still had a capable military. It could fight on the ground and in mechanized formations. It never fully recovered from Desert Storm in 1991, but it could still fight if properly motivated. It could shoot, move, and communicate. It had some of the best equipment the Russians could provide, including T-72 tanks, attack helicopters, and long-range artillery and missiles. Whether the Iraqis could orchestrate all their combat assets to mount a stubborn defense was still an open question. It was a question we would keep asking ourselves from the Iraqi border to Baghdad. To win decisively in Iraq meant that the US Army needed a formation like ours. My unit, part of the 3rd Infantry Division, was perfect for such a mission.

The 3rd Infantry Division is a mechanized infantry division consisting of four primary combat systems—the M2A2 ODS (Operation Desert Storm) Bradley Fighting Vehicle, the M1A1 Abrams Main Battle Tank, the AH-64 Apache Gunship, and the M109A3 Paladin. The combined effects from these weapon systems can produce a devastating effect on any enemy. The systems comprise the phalanx of the division, but only with an infantryman’s boots on the ground can an army declare total victory in war. A major emphasis within any infantry division is the effective employment of its dismounted infantrymen. Their ability to seize and hold terrain is the decisive factor and is of paramount importance in battle. Our division had three maneuver brigades with three maneuver battalions each, equipped with either tanks or Bradleys. My unit had the Bradleys—designated a mechanized infantry battalion.

The infantry fighting vehicle is called the “Bradley,” in recognition of General Omar Bradley, the prominent World War II field commander who was considered by many as “The Soldier’s General.” Throughout the war, his efforts and command philosophy clearly demonstrated his care and concern for his soldiers’ well-being. This same care and concern for the infantry soldier would be considered while designing the Bradley Fighting Vehicle. Billions were spent and careers were sacrificed to make the Bradley the best infantry fighting vehicle in the world.

In the late 1980s, the Bradley replaced the M113 Armored Personnel Carrier as the Army’s primary armored infantry transport system. The M113 lacked sufficient armor, armament, or speed to be successful in the Cold War battlefield. The Bradley would compensate for all these shortcomings, enabling the soldier in combat to effectively kill and survive on this new, emerging battlefield. For the soldiers inside it, the Bradley was more than a vehicle—it was transportation, protection, firepower, and sometimes the only thing standing between life and death.

The US Army upgraded the Bradley Fighting Vehicle in both speed and armor several times. All Bradley variants were battle-tested during Operation Desert Storm in 1991. Shortly after the war, Bradley crewmen were surveyed on the efficiency, durability, lethality, and survivability of the various systems on the vehicle. The Army reviewed the crewmen’s answers and recommendations and developed five upgrades to the Bradley. The new Bradley would be equipped with a laser range finder that automatically directs the precise aim of the weapon systems on to the target, a target identification system designed to minimize fratricide, troop benches in the rear troop compartment as opposed to individual seats—facilitating the rapid dismount of infantry—an improved ammunition upload system, and a water heater designed to cook Meals-Ready-to-Eat (MREs). These improvements resulted in the official upgrade of the Bradley system and the classification was subsequently modified from the M2A2 to the M2A2 (ODS).

Prior to Operation Iraqi Freedom, our mechanized infantry battalion consisted of about nine hundred soldiers, broken down into three rifle companies—Alpha, Bravo, and Charlie Companies—and a Headquarters Company composed of the task force mortar, medical, maintenance, and scout platoons, the headquarters’ staff, and support personnel. Our companies were nicknamed Rage, Bushmaster, Rock, and Headhunter, respectively. Each rifle company fielded fourteen Bradley Fighting Vehicles and nine infantry squads. A single rifle company was extremely lethal, possessing the capability to attack and destroy an entrenched enemy force while still preserving enough combat power to continue their attack elsewhere.

My battalion’s mortar platoon, known as “Thunder,” consisted of four carrier-mounted 120mm mortars responsible for providing immediate and responsive indirect fire support to the battalion. Mortars are a battalion commander’s “hip pocket artillery.” If a commander couldn’t get bombs or artillery on to a target, he had his mortars right there with him, with guns laid on the target, and with ready gun crews simply waiting for the order to “FIRE.” Each thirty-four-pound, high-explosive mortar round is designed to inflict maximum destruction in a large area, capable of annihilating troops in open ground, collapsing buildings, and demolishing bunkers.

“Sabre,” as the scout platoon was referred, employs ten armored high-mobility multipurpose wheeled vehicles (HMMWVs) to accomplish their unique mission, to provide the battalion commander with on-site battlefield intelligence. They are referred to as the “eyes” of the battalion. With their advanced long-range optical devices, they can see the enemy deeper than the rest of us, well beyond the battalion’s front lines. Scout teams can provide the battalion with early warning, classify bridges, gather intelligence on enemy obstacles and dispositions, and even fight the enemy directly to test their capabilities, strengths, and weaknesses. In training and in war, I often used my scouts for route reconnaissance—to find the best path for the rest of my battalion to travel.

Our battalion was not called upon for the war in Afghanistan. Our nation would not adopt the same strategy as the Soviets in the 1980s, of blanketing the country with entire divisions of tanks and armored personnel carriers. The large military footprint was the very cause of alienation from the Soviets and a major source of popular support for the Mujahadeen, the Islamic resistance group born out of the Soviet-Afghan War. Its roots grew strong there and inspired decades-long holy war throughout the Middle East, the Balkans, Europe, and the United States. Over the course of ten bloody years, the Mujahadeen skillfully picked apart the cumbersome Soviet military a piece at a time as they lumbered laboriously and clumsily through the isolated villages and tight mountain passes characteristic of their new and unfamiliar battlefield. In a sense, the Soviets brought a hammer to fix Afghanistan, when they should have brought a Phillips-head screwdriver.

Throughout Operation Enduring Freedom, we sat idly by and watched intently our brothers in the 101st Airborne and 10th Mountain Divisions conduct combat operations on the mountains and in the many caves of Afghanistan. The soldiers and leaders in 2-7 Infantry were chomping at the bit, eager to participate in this new conflict, and their eagerness quickly developed into impatience. I was resilient; I continued to assure my soldiers that their time was near and soon they would answer their nation’s call. I would tell them that the Army is saving their best for last. As a result, their focus never wavered. We plunged into field training exercises, honing our fundamental skills in marksmanship, Bradley Gunnery, and basic fire and maneuver. My mortar platoon deployed to the field every month to shoot live rounds—when they hit their marks on accuracy, they then worked on speed.

Every brigade within the 3rd Infantry Division placed a great deal of time and resources into training for their biannual, month-long rotation to the National Training Center (NTC) at Fort Irwin, California. In July and August 2002, our brigade conducted a field training exercise designed to develop each of their infantry, armor, and engineer companies. Every company was put through a series of maneuver training lanes designed to hone their collective skills in fire and maneuver, communication, breaching obstacles, and seizing and defending terrain. Conducted in the swampy, restrictive terrain typical of Fort Stewart, Georgia, our training under these conditions didn’t seem especially valuable at the time. Only later did we realize how well it prepared us for operations in Iraq—along the same kind of narrow, muddy roads winding through the Tigris-Euphrates River Valley.

Our brigade called this exercise “Raider Focus.” After each company met the necessary training objectives, the entire battalion conducted a “force-on-force” exercise with an opposing force unit, in this case, our sister battalion—Task Force 3-7 Infantry would serve as our new enemy. A force-on-force training exercise is nothing more than a mock battle between maneuver units, lasting anywhere from twenty-four to seventy-two hours.

Our division, known as the Marne Division, certified each battalion deploying to NTC in a variety of tasks, and the two primary tasks evaluated were attack and defend. Not choreographed and with particular advantages and disadvantages granted to both sides, it is the objective of the attacker to close with and destroy the defender. The defender’s objective is to fight back and hold its ground. Both sides do everything they can to win. It is a fair, no-holds-barred approach to preparing a unit for both the integrity of the battlefield and the realities of combat. The 3rd Infantry Division’s moniker for this exercise is “Marne Focus.”

In October 2002, our training culminated with our thirty-day training rotation to NTC. Located in the middle of the Mojave Desert at Fort Irwin, California, this piece of real estate is ideal for maneuvering large formations of armored vehicles of up to a brigade in size. The terrain resembles a cross between that of Iraq and Afghanistan, with flat, open desert, surrounded by rocky mountain sprawl arrayed intermittently throughout the training area. Nearly as big as Rhode Island, NTC is the largest land-based maneuver training area in the world. It was the Army’s crucible—a place that broke units down and built them back up. The desert was merciless, the enemy adaptable, and the lessons unforgiving. The training area is defined doctrinally as a Maneuver Box but nicknamed simply as “the Box.” Every unit entered the Box thinking it was ready for war. Every unit left humbled, smarter, and, if lucky, still intact.

While in the Box, a brigade combat team, the BLUEFOR (the friendly unit), along with their subordinate units conduct mock engagements with an indigenous enemy. The enemy consists of American soldiers permanently assigned to the NTC and are organized into an opposing force unit, or simply OPFOR (a dedicated enemy force played by US soldiers). The clash between the OPFOR and BLUEFOR can be considered a fair fight, with both sides evenly matched in firepower. However, the advantage will almost always reside with the home team on their home turf—the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment (ACR) serving as our enemy OPFOR.

The Indigenous almost always hold the advantage in war, no matter the century. The Greeks at Thermopylae used their rugged terrain and local knowledge to blunt the vast Persian army. Centuries later, Spanish partisans bled Napoleon’s veterans dry with relentless ambushes in their own villages and hills. The Vietnamese turned their jungles into a weapon, first against the French at Dien Bien Phu and later against anyone who tried to impose control from the outside. And in the mountains of Afghanistan, the Mujahadeen made Soviet armor and aircraft irrelevant, striking and fading into terrain they knew like home. Again and again, history reminds us that invaders may bring numbers, technology, and firepower, but the defender fights with the land, the people, and time itself. NTC would be no different.

Leaders and soldiers of the 11th ACR are trained experts in enemy tactics, techniques, and procedures, and they are given carte blanche to determine when, how, and where they will fight the unit on rotation. The Box is their home turf, and they know the terrain like they know their own backyard. Friends of mine that served in the 11th ACR told me that after a couple of rotations, they no longer needed to use maps or navigation tools. The 11th ACR is also very flexible, adapting their tactics based on current threats abroad operating in the streets, deserts, and caves. They are free to experiment and try different approaches—anything necessary to win. The enemy at NTC definitely has a vote.

The training exercises are meant to simulate the same conditions a unit will encounter and must condition itself to in combat. The unpredictable desert terrain and climate, a lack of sleep, a high operational tempo, and, not to mention, a flexible enemy that can think for itself are the principal factors that affect the participating unit at NTC.

For obvious reasons, no matter how proficient rotating units may claim to be before a rotation, most are humbled by the OPFOR within only minutes after their initial engagement. At every opportunity, the OPFOR will capitalize on our failures and shortcomings, and before the rotating unit leaves the Box, those lessons learned are captured and presented to the unit by trained and competent officers and NCOs in the form of an after action review (AAR)—a phased and interactive approach to highlight what should have happened according to the original plan, what actually did happen when the bullets started flying, what the unit should do next time in order to be more successful, and finally develop a collective strategy for improvement.

While training at NTC, we focused on attacking along narrow corridors, clearing large trench networks, crossing rivers and canals, and operating in a biologically or chemically contaminated environment for extended periods of time. The simplest tasks or missions become difficult while wearing all the protective gear and navigating around or through contaminated areas. The missions that we performed were closely tailored to the ones that we would later conduct in Iraq.

The missions at NTC were well designed. For example, a trench system was constructed with exact dimensions mirroring those of an Iraqi trench measured from commercial satellite photos. It took engineers over a month to construct this elaborate trench network, comprising over three kilometers of reinforced bunker complexes and six-foot-deep communications trenches connecting them. It looked like something out of a World War I movie.

We were charged with clearing the trench of all enemy soldiers defending inside. A single two-lane road was the only practical route leading into the trench, requiring the entire brigade to travel in a tight file formation for most of the distance. You could imagine that a formation this large concentrated on a single road would present quite an easy target to one’s enemy, especially to a unit as well trained and prepared as the OPFOR.

We attacked with brute force and with, what we perceived at the time, superior firepower. Over 75 percent of my battalion was destroyed before we were even within a mile of the trench. Most of us couldn’t even see it before we were killed. We performed so poorly on the first attempt that we were made to readjust our tactics—really our entire way of thinking—and perform the mission once again. The results were much better on the second attempt. We managed to get about a company’s worth of infantry into the trench and kill most of the bad guys. Despite significant losses to men and equipment, we were still able to accomplish our mission. We couldn’t get too overjoyed with our victory—we lost over half of the battalion in the process of achieving it. In training, those losses meant bruised pride; in war, the same mistakes would have meant many letters home to grieving families. A single casualty is unacceptable in my book, and we would need to take a closer look at our strategy and tactics if we were to ever conduct this type of mission for real in the future.

Every mission was of an offensive nature at NTC, each with its own unique objective. By day fourteen in the Box, we conducted a total of seven attack missions, with the first five being force-on-force missions against the OPFOR. The last two attack missions were executed using live ammunition against thousands of prearranged targets of varying shape and size while integrating every weapon system in the brigade, to include fixed wing aircraft, compliments of the US Air Force and Navy. If our battalion failed to meet the training objectives for a particular mission, the mission was subsequently repeated until the objectives were successfully met.

We forged a tight relationship with the NTC staff—the “Observer/Controllers.” By 2002, the NTC staff started to evolve into more of a coaching or partnership role with the rotating units like mine. They would still grade us, to be sure, but they would also collaborate with us before, during, and after each mission. My counterpart, Lieutenant Colonel Edge Gibbons, was great. He would always ask me what I wanted to improve as the battalion commander, or what specific battlefield operating systems his team should focus on during the next mission. I asked Edge to help me refine our ability to shoot, move, and communicate. We needed to work on maintaining our offensive tempo. Stalling out in the enemy’s backyard would have disastrous consequences at NTC and in the real fight ahead.

Destroying the enemy in combat is important, but so is taking care of our own soldiers, especially our wounded soldiers. I asked Edge to also keep an eye on my medical platoon and my entire unit’s ability to care for its wounded quickly and effectively. I knew we would be going off to war, and casualties were inevitable. We couldn’t brush off casualty care or casualty evacuation in training. If we missed the opportunity here at NTC, my soldiers would die of their wounds in combat. It would have a devastating effect on morale and on our ability to sustain our offensive tempo.

Our experiences at the NTC tested our ability to plan and prepare our units while operating in a time-constrained environment. We learned how to use our time wisely by prioritizing our preparations and by delegating various tasks to subordinates. We also learned that there is no substitute for full-force rehearsals—to rehearse the specific tasks as planned using the same personnel and equipment and at the same speed that we would later perform in combat. The rehearsal brings the plan to life for the soldier by illustrating the sequential tasks that must be performed throughout the depth of the operation for the mission to be a success. As a result, the soldier gains a better understanding of his tasks and how they fit within the overall framework of his unit’s mission.

My entire battalion gained proficiency on conducting detailed planning and preparations for combat operations. This training experience proved invaluable to the commanders, staff, and soldiers while conducting operations in Iraq shortly thereafter. The rotation, essentially, served as a valuable, large-scale rehearsal for the upcoming campaign—unknown to us at the time, less than only few months away. The lessons we learned at NTC saved lives in Iraq. I attribute our success in Iraq to three things: good soldiers, good leaders, and NTC.

As valuable as the NTC rotation was, it fell short in a couple of key areas. First, it provided few opportunities to fully stress test our logistics under extended combat conditions. Logistics wins wars. We trained to fight but not to sustain the fight for expanded periods and long distances. Every mission at NTC, we were fully armed, fueled, fed, and hydrated. Later, in Iraq, this gap became apparent—our supply chains strained under the weight of dispersed operations, long lines of communication (LOC), and unpredictable demands. Additionally, NTC fell short in transitioning from combat to stability operations; once the bullets stopped flying, we would need to be proficient at securing populations and reestablishing local governance.

During our AAR following our last mission in the Box, the boss, Major General Buford Blount, presented us with some recommendations and a proposed strategy for working on those areas most in need of improvement. He made the point that most units, in the past, would have around six months or so to make these fixes, but in our case, we would need to improve immediately. More so than in any other organization in the world, different rumors circulate throughout the army about as frequently as the sun rises and sets. It is one of the few norms in the US Army, next to change. Before the rotation, rumors spread that our division was earmarked to take part in the looming military campaign to disarm Iraq and remove Saddam Hussein from power. The commanding general’s guidance did not confirm or deny those rumors, but it was certainly prescient and enough to keep the battalion ready and poised for war.

Throughout our prior field training exercises and Kuwait deployment, our battalion was organized into an infantry battalion “task force.” In early January, we had given our brigade’s tank battalion, 3-69 Armor, our Charlie Company and received their Bravo Tank Company in return. Bravo Tank Company, nicknamed Knight, consisted of fourteen M1A1 Tanks. We also received Bravo Company of the 11th Engineer Battalion, named Bulldog. Bulldog was equipped with Armored Combat Earthmovers, dismounted engineer squads, and rocket-propelled line charges used to breach wire obstacles and minefields. Their primary mission was to enhance the mobility of the task force’s movement—traveling north to Baghdad as quickly and as quietly as possible was paramount to our success.

Other attachments to the task force included a fire support cell from our direct support 1-41 Field Artillery Battalion—capable of placing artillery fire on to fortified enemy positions with pinpoint accuracy. An Air Force Enlisted Terminal Attack Controller team, or ETAC, was added to the task force—responsible for coordinating and directing tactical air support. A Psychological Operations and a Civil Affairs Detachment were integrated into the task force in late February—together they were configured and trained to influence or coopt the civilian population during both peacetime and during combat conditions.

Days before we crossed the border into Iraq, our task force was fortunate to have received two embedded news reporters. Carolyn Glick wrote for the Jerusalem Post and Michael Corkery wrote for the Providence Journal. In Iraq, information would become more powerful than bombs and bullets. Enabling transparency in how we prosecute war had risks, but the benefits outweighed the risks. The American people, Iraqis, and other potential friends and foes would watch and read about our actions during our twenty-one-day march to Baghdad. I did everything I could to make Carolyn and Michael part of the team while respecting their objectivity and independence at the same time. They were exceptional reporters, and they were fearless.

Task Force 2-7 Infantry became a self-sustaining and mutually supporting team, a lethal force capable of accomplishing any mission. I couldn’t have asked for a better team to lead into combat.

September 11, 2001, had a drastic effect on foreign policy and how our nation deals with terrorist-harboring countries as well as belligerent regimes amassing weapons of mass destruction. Our foreign policy subscribed to the ancient proverb, “The enemy of my enemy is my friend.” Iraq fit the bill. It is logical to believe that international terrorists needed a country like Iraq to extend their operational reach and expand their organizations’ capabilities—with suitcase nukes, shipping containers ferrying poison gases, mail laden with weapons-grade anthrax spores, or a food supply contaminated with undetectable toxins or biological agents. Iraq could certainly marry their resources with a terrorist’s unconventional tactics and capabilities to achieve a significant, strategic objective. With ample intelligence, international terrorist organizations and Iraq could deal a knockout blow to the economic infrastructure of any freedom-loving country in the West or in Europe.

The post-9/11 America was prepared for a regime change in Iraq. The conditions were ripe, and in the fall of 2002, President Bush presented a resolution to the United Nations taking a hard line against Saddam Hussein and his regime. UN Resolution 1441 called for unconditional inspections of all suspected weapons of mass destruction storage sites and research facilities. This began the political-diplomatic tug-of-war that lasted for a couple of months preceding our deployment.

Meanwhile, at the unit level, we continued to plan and prepare for war. We worked on those areas the division commander pointed out in that cold AAR review trailer back at NTC only a couple of weeks prior. We were quickly back at the business of training and now preparing for war. My staff deployed to the field and worked on their ability to command and control (C2) the task force while “on the move.” C2 on the move proved challenging using the systems and methods available at the time, especially while on the ground and working inside large, static tents (it would improve later). During our NTC rotation, I needed my Tactical Operation Center (or TOC)— also referred to as a “main command post,” run by a small group of specialized or hand-picked staff officers and NCOs—to remain operational and in the fight especially during the decisive moments. However, my battalion was too spread out, and it moved too fast for the static TOC to keep up and stay in communication range of my forward elements. My TOC had the best staff officers and NCOs—I needed them to know what was happening at any given moment to help me keep the battalion on the right tasks, to prevent fratricide, to fuse intelligence, and to make recommendations to me on how to adjust the plan as the conditions changed. But they could not do that while on the move at NTC because they never trained on it. The training gap was evident there and needed to be addressed.

Imagine trying to run a private company while riding inside a moving truck, unable to see outside, shouting over engine noise, with phones cutting in and out, and knowing every wrong decision could get someone killed. Now, I expected my staff to do something similar—to perfect C2 while operating inside the tight, loud, and bumpy troop compartment characterizing the Army’s M577—a Vietnam-era Command Post Vehicle resembling a giant shoebox with tank treads on the bottom. These unfortunate staff officers and NCOs were responsible for tracking the battle from start to finish while on the move. Not only did they have to track unit locations and status updates, I required them to send clear and accurate reports to our higher headquarters. Any erroneous or distorted message could result in a failed mission or dead soldiers. The staff coordinated the actions of every one of our maneuver formations and supporting assets within the task force while barely able to see or hear and while expending most of their energy simply trying to keep their balance inside their moving track. Imagine a surfer surfing while trying to read, write, talk, and watch television at the same time. Our staff would not wipe out in the open ocean. Rather, they would bang into each other or against the tight metal confines of the M577. Cuts, scrapes, breaks, bruises, motion sickness, and physical exhaustion were unavoidable.

In January 2003, the 3rd Infantry Division received their order to deploy. We were to deploy by air and sea to Kuwait to prepare for a possible war in Iraq. Making these preparations are referred to in the Army as “building combat power.” Deploying a mechanized formation like the 3rd Infantry Division across the globe is no small undertaking. It is why it often signals a major political shift and commitment to escalate hostilities. The 3rd Infantry Division is designed to win wars—the ability to transport it to a combat zone quickly can mean the difference between victory or defeat.

The days leading up to our deployment were long and tiresome. Captain Matt Paul served as my mortar platoon leader as his primary function, but in times like this, he also served as my unit movement officer. He spent long days working with division movement officers, logisticians, the Air Force, commercial transport companies, and about a dozen other organizations to determine what equipment we needed to bring and how to transport it. He worked with forward liaisons in Kuwait to identify the prepositioned equipment we could draw once we arrived in theater. Matt had great attention to detail, and that was needed at times like this. A month ago, his wife told him that she was pregnant with their first child. Instead of celebrating and spending his final days with her, he was preparing the battalion for war.

We prepared our designated tracked vehicles for rail movement. It was necessary to transport them by train to the Port of Savannah, where we would then load them on to large naval or merchant marine vessels for their seaborne journey to Kuwait. Our wheeled vehicles were organized and prepared for convoy movements to the port, where they would rejoin the tracked vehicles and undergo the same waterborne transportation process.

Each infantry and armor battalion received around fifteen twenty-foot shipping containers to load and transport their mission-essential equipment from Fort Stewart, like tools, spare parts, and individual gear. If it fit, we loaded personal items too, like coffee and tobacco products—essential to some that needed them to function during long missions and sleepless nights. We packed everything that could fit into our assigned containers, everything but the kitchen sink. At the time, we believed we might deploy for a year or perhaps longer. It was fear of the unknown—we had shipped more equipment than we could even load on the vehicles we would later receive in Kuwait. We would try to find the space. Our rule of thumb was “better to have and not need, than to need and not have.”

Soldiers brought their assigned weapons to the rifle range to confirm their accuracy settings (zeros) and subsequently qualify with them. “Qualification” is the Army’s measure of a soldier’s proficiency with his weapon, and it is a requirement that must be completed to the appropriate Army standard either semiannually or just prior to a deployment. My objective was to ensure that each weapon system was not only accurate and fully functional but that each soldier had confidence in his ability to acquire and engage targets with the same weapon he would later take into combat.

We issued every soldier in the battalion the new Joint Service Lightweight Integrated Suit Technology (JSList) Nuclear, Biological, and Chemical Overgarments. These were designed to be less cumbersome and more durable to the soldier in combat. The suits had a demonstrated ability to last longer while worn. We also received the new “Interceptor” Body Armor. Replacing the old Vietnam-era flak vests, the new armor was engineered to be less cumbersome to the soldiers yet strong enough to stop a small caliber bullet from penetrating. Receiving this important equipment not only increased the soldiers’ chances for survival, but it also increased confidence in their ability to survive on the battlefield. This proved to be a valuable combat multiplier while conducting combat operations in the sands and cities of Iraq only two months later.

About two weeks before our departure, my battalion conducted what’s known as soldier readiness checks, or SRC. This is the process where soldiers conduct individual administrative and physical preparations prior to a deployment. Soldiers were afforded the opportunity to make out a will, get glasses, receive their anthrax and smallpox vaccinations, and update their life insurance. It took a couple of days to process every soldier in the battalion task force.

The Family Readiness Group, or FRG, held meetings and updated phone rosters known as the FRG “Chain of Concern.” The battalion’s chaplain and I briefed the family members about the deployment and gave them guidance on sending mail. The battalion’s internet website was updated and was used as a resource for the families to receive updated information on where their soldier was and what he was doing. The family members were well prepared and, as a result, the majority elected to remain in the Fort Stewart area in lieu of relocating closer to friends or family, a historical trend before major military deployments. They felt supported. There was the feeling that they were all in this together.

On January 23, 2003, Task Force 2-7 Infantry made the fateful trip to Kuwait. All the soldiers said their goodbyes at Fort Stewart the evening before our midnight bus ride to Hunter Army Airfield in Savannah, Georgia. Wives said goodbye to “Honey,” girlfriends to “Baby,” and confused yet teary-eyed children said goodbye to “Daddy.” Is there a right way to bid farewell to the ones you love and may never see again? Many tears were shed that night. The ones we left behind were the true heroes, they deserved better.

After forty hours in transit, with over twenty hours in the air, the bulk of Task Force 2-7 Infantry was on the tarmac at the Kuwaiti International Airport (ironically, the same airport seized by the Iraqi Army in 1990, precipitating the first war with Iraq in 1991). We were later bussed from the airport to Camp Arifjan, the major port installation where we would inventory, inspect, and sign for our vehicles and equipment. Civilian contactors operated this camp. Since the Persian Gulf War, these civilians have been contracted with our military and were charged with the responsibility of managing and maintaining a permanent fleet of vehicles and equipment issued to rotating units on deployment.

Since the cease fire with Iraq in 1991, battalions and entire brigades have taken part in a continuous rotation of forces through Kuwait. Over the years, the rotation evolved into a four-month training rotation, like an enhanced version of NTC. Units conducted world-class training in both live-fire and force-on-force exercises. Commanders rotating in Kuwait over the last decade enjoyed quite a bit of freedom to train their units, limited only by their own imagination. In addition to the training value, our forces in northern Kuwait bolstered our containment policy and deterrence against Saddam Hussein’s regime.

Short of Iraq’s southern border, Camp Arifjan, Doha, and the forward border camps served as an intermediate staging base for new forces flowing into theater. It had enough infrastructure to receive additional forces and quickly push them through the Reception, Staging, Onward movement, and Integration (RSOI) processes. Trained to some extent at the National Training Center, RSOI is a lock step process designed to prepare a unit for combat operations. It is the final step of any combat deployment, where a unit “builds combat power”—organizing and positioning personnel, equipment, and logistics before initiating hostilities with the enemy.

Two weeks before our arrival, our equipment, to include combat vehicles, was offloaded from three separate naval vessels and subsequently staged inside Camp Arifjan’s motorpool. The ships carried enough equipment to outfit an entire brigade combat team. This includes not only the one tank and two infantry battalions but the engineer, field artillery, and support battalions as well. These vehicles and equipment were not shipped from Fort Stewart. Rather, they came from the “Army Propositioned Stocks” housed in these three vessels floating in and around the Persian Gulf. The vehicles and equipment we previously deployed from Fort Stewart would fill gaps and augment what we drew from prepositioned stocks at Arifjan. Our newly formed task force had special needs and more people, requiring more stuff.

As a lesson learned from the Persian Gulf War, our Army must possess the ability to rapidly deploy to any contingency area in the world in order to overcome a mounting enemy threat. Initially during Operation Desert Shield, the defensive phase leading up to the war, only light infantry forces defended the Saudi Arabian border. Heavy forces were necessary to transition the coalition to the offense in order to decisively crush the Iraqi Army and rout their occupying forces from neighboring Kuwait. Getting heavy mechanized forces into the theater of operations quickly proved to be of critical, strategic importance. But it took a long time back then.

The 2nd Brigade and elements of the 3rd Brigade had already been stationed in Kuwait between four and twelve months prior to our 1st Brigade’s deployment. The 3rd Brigade, in country the longest, was allowed to return to Fort Stewart for the holidays, between late November and until the order to deploy the entire division was given in early January. Both 2nd and 3rd Brigades received equipment and vehicles permanently assigned to Camp Arifjan. Their Bradley Fighting Vehicles were an older model, equipped with a less advanced target acquisition system. They would fight the war with 1991 Persian Gulf War technology. Nevertheless, the older Bradleys were still superior to the Iraqi’s BMP-1 or BMP-2 infantry fighting vehicles.

Our brigade’s equipment was in good condition. Fortunately, our brigade signed for M2A2 (ODS) Bradley Fighting Vehicles, the newer model and the one we owned and trained with back at Fort Stewart for over five years. Most of the other vehicles were brand new with under a hundred miles logged on their odometers. Some of these vehicles were untouched but were older models and obsolete by the active duty Army standards. For example, we took possession of M577 armored command post vehicles built in 1977, inferior to the later 1990s version. They still had steering sticks instead of a steering wheel. We also received 2.5-ton trucks, nicknamed “Deuce and a Half”—a vehicle that has been around since World War II. The Army’s new light medium tactical vehicle, or LMTV, replaced the Deuce and a Half in the late 1990s. Notwithstanding, all the equipment was fully functional and would serve its purpose, regardless of age or maturity.

It took us about six hours to upload our vehicles and equipment on heavy equipment trailers and prepare them for their cross-country journey to our border camp to begin the next day.
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