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PART I

DRAWING A LINE IN THE SAND

On August 2, 1990, Iraqi forces, under orders from Saddam Hussein, invaded the neighboring country of Kuwait. The dictator’s goal was to seize Kuwaiti oil fields and quickly take control of the country’s petroleum production facilities. By disrupting output from those refineries Hussein could force the price of oil to increase sharply on the international markets, lining his pockets with the profits as a result.

Woefully outnumbered, outgunned, and outmatched, the Kuwaiti forces were soundly defeated in just two days. Iraq’s Republican Guard ruthlessly smashed all resistance, wiping the opposition from the battlefield. Some Kuwaiti units fled into nearby Saudi Arabia and Bahrain to escape destruction or capture, but most were eliminated within hours of the start of the invasion.

Iraq’s aggressive attack on its neighbor was quickly and resoundingly condemned by the international community. Within days, the United Nations approved economic sanctions against the Middle Eastern country, and a naval blockade was soon put in place to keep vital supplies from reaching Iraqi shores. But Hussein remained unfazed and settled in for what looked like a protracted conflict. He argued that Kuwait was historically a part of Iraq anyway and that he was only reclaiming what was rightfully his.

A weeks-long standoff ensued, during which Iraqi forces dug in and hardened their positions in Kuwait. Meanwhile, an international coalition—led by the United States—began to build up its presence in the region. As the months passed, more than 900,000 troops were sent to Saudi Arabia and other nearby countries in anticipation of an armed clash. For the US, it was the largest deployment of its armed forces since the Vietnam War, with the Navy sending two full battle groups into the Persian Gulf. Meanwhile, the US Air Force dispatched fighter planes and bombers to help patrol the skies, and the Army prepared for a deadly showdown with Iraq’s well-trained and well-equipped forces.

Tensions ran high on both sides, with negotiations, eventually breaking down altogether. Hussein refused to withdraw his troops from Kuwait, while the growing allied coalition would accept no other course of action. On November 29, the United Nations passed a resolution authorizing the use of military force if Iraq did not exit Kuwait by January 15, 1991. In a sense, the resolution put Saddam and his forces on the clock, giving them a hard deadline for when to relinquish control over the captured territory.

Eventually that deadline came and went and, as promised, the US and its allies launched Operation Desert Storm. The plan was to conduct a systematic and controlled air campaign against the Iraqi army, eliminating its ability to maintain a high level of defense. For five weeks allied aircraft bombarded strategic locations across Kuwait, destroying Iraqi equipment, personnel, and moral. The bombing raids were conducted day and night, often with precision accuracy and devastating results.

The air campaign served as the precursor to Operation Desert Saber, which, on February 24, saw allied ground forces invade Kuwait with the goal of expelling the Iraqis. After weeks of intense attacks from the sky, Saddam’s military—including the elite Republican Guard—were severely weakened and soon beat a hasty retreat. In their wake they left death and destruction, setting fire to hundreds of Kuwaiti oil fields and destroying crucial infrastructure as they went.

The ground portion of the Gulf War was over in a manner of just a few days. Within 100 hours of the start of Operation Desert Saber, the Iraqi army had either been destroyed or had retreated across the border. Thousands of enemy soldiers were captured or killed, with Iraqi tanks, armored cars, aircraft, and other vehicles littering the battlefield.

Saddam Hussein suffered a resounding defeat with his troops being expelled just as quickly as they had captured Kuwait only seven months earlier. It was an impressive display of US military might, although the allied forces played an important part in helping to liberate the captured nation.

As you can probably imagine, US Navy SEALs had a crucial role during the Gulf War. In fact, long before the allies began building up their forces, SEALs were already on the scene and conducting important operations. Within days of the Iraqi invasion, President George H. W. Bush ordered the start of Operation Desert Shield, which set in motion plans to escalate a military build-up in the region. It would take months for those plans to fully come together, but in the meantime the SEALs were already scouting the area, conducting sabotage missions and boarding incoming ships to inspect for contraband.

Early on the SEALs also served as instructors and advisors. As some of the first US personnel on the ground in Saudi Arabia, SEAL team members showed the Saudi military how to effectively call in air strikes and bombing raids in preparation for their defense. Those lessons would prove invaluable once the Gulf War officially got underway, assisting pilots in locating and eliminating important enemy targets.

Once Operation Desert Storm began on January 17, the SEALs turned their focus to other matters. One of their most important jobs was to identify and map the location of Iraqi mines that had been deployed along the Kuwaiti coast to help fend off an amphibious assault. They would also conduct nightly recon missions to not only assess enemy strength and readiness but to observe the impact that the air war was having on Saddam’s forces.

Those missions typically began 500 meters from shore, where the SEALs would silently slip into the water and swim toward the beach. Water temperatures typically hovered around 50ºF and the surface of the Persian Gulf had a layer of oil on it at all times, making the missions far from comfortable or easy. Still, the SEALs provided critical intelligence that would later assist allied forces when they launched the ground assault in February.
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The battles that count aren’t the ones for gold medals. The struggles within yourself, the invisible, inevitable battles inside all of us, that’s where it’s at.”

—Jesse Owens



Perhaps the most important role that Navy SEALs played in the Gulf War was to set up a highly effective diversion to distract key Iraqi units. As Operation Desert Storm was starting to wind down, and the launch of Operation Desert Saber was imminent, a plan was drafted that could potentially shorten the conflict and save thousands of lives. That plan involved setting off explosives along the Kuwaiti coast in an attempt to convince the enemy that an amphibious assault was underway. If done correctly, it could divert the attention of Saddam’s forces, drawing them away from the real invasion, which was set to arrive by land instead.

On the night of February 24, just as the allies were planning to invade Kuwait, members of SEAL Team Five embarked on an important mission too. They traveled seventy miles by boat to reach a strategic beach where they stealthily swam to shore and planted a series of demolitions. After this mission was completed, they exited the area of operation (AO) without the enemy even knowing they were ever there.

Once they were safely aboard their high-speed boats, the team approached the shore and made a very loud and impressive display of force. They fired their weapons at Iraqi bunkers and threw satchel charges into the water to create the illusion that something big was happening. Then, just before they sped away, they detonated the charges that had previously been set on shore. To the startled enemy soldiers it appeared as if the US Navy and its allies were about to make a full-scale invasion of the beach.

The diversion was a major success. According to US intelligence, two Iraqi armored divisions left their fortified positions in order to fend off the nonexistent assault that never came. With those forces out of the way, the actual invading army met with significantly less resistance, allowing their initial attack to come as a significant surprise. Caught unaware, the Iraqi forces suffered heavy casualties as the allied forces moved forward.

As ground operations got underway, the SEALs continued to play a crucial part in the conflict. Because of their intense training and incredible versatility in battlefield operations, they were called upon to handle unique situations while the main invasion force was occupied elsewhere. For instance, a group of SEALs rescued an American pilot who was shot down behind enemy lines and helped retake a small island located in the Persian Gulf, capturing more than fifty Iraqi POWs in the process.

Shortly after the invasion of Kuwait began back in August, President Bush addressed a joint session of Congress to inform them that he was committing troops to the defense of Saudi Arabia and other allied nations in the Middle East. In that speech, Bush indicated that the US had “drawn a line in the sand” when it came to dealing with Saddam Hussein and his aggressive policies against neighboring countries. In this case, the president of the United States was signaling to the world that liberating Kuwait and protecting the Middle East had become a top priority, growing into a matter of national security.

In the years that followed the Gulf War, “drawing a line in the sand” would become one of Bush’s most oft-quoted lines. As more and more people used the phrase, it soon joined the public lexicon, going from a simple reference to a famous presidential speech to symbolizing when a person had chosen to make a stand for something that they believed in. In other words, it has become a statement that is used when it is time to pick our battles and fight the fights that are important to us, both literally and figuratively.

So what exactly does it mean to choose your battles? Essentially, it is all about selecting the challenges, issues, and conflicts that personally mean the most to you, and deciding to direct your energy toward them. It is about determining what it worth taking a stand for and focusing your attention on those particular items. Conversely, it also means learning to let go of the things that don’t mean as much, choosing to conserve your time and energy for other things instead.

On the surface, that may seem like something that is easy to do, but in reality, it can sometimes be surprisingly difficult. When it comes to picking our battles, we often find ourselves falling into one of two camps: those who are unwilling to take a stand for much of anything and those who are looking to take on every fight that comes their way. Both approaches can be incredibly unhealthy for us, but for very different reasons.

The person who never finds any battles worth fighting or simply doesn’t want to stand up for themselves will often end up feeling isolated and unheard. By refusing to voice their opinion or offer strong thoughts on a topic, they may find that they are constantly left out of important conversations when it comes to making decisions. Worse yet, they can end up feeling marginalized simply because they haven’t bothered to define where their line in the sand can be found, or voiced their thoughts and concerns on any meaningful topics.

On the other hand, the individual who chooses to fight every battle can come across as someone who is too combative and difficult to compromise with. They may find themselves shut out of the decision-making process simply because others find it exhausting to have to face off with them over things that they find unimportant. Additionally, it can be emotionally and physically draining to try to fend off challenges on multiple fronts, which can ultimately drag down productivity, creativity, and enthusiasm. It can also end up having dire consequences for our personal and professional relationships, as others look to avoid prolonged struggles over things that aren’t necessarily worth fighting over.

Finding a middle ground between these two approaches is essential to leading a happy and productive life. That means discovering ways to identify the things that are truly important to us and knowing what things we need to let go of. It is about learning to compromise, not just with those around us, but with ourselves at times too. And sometimes it comes down to having to make a difficult choice between two different things that both mean a lot to us on a personal level.

It has been said many times that we must choose our battles wisely. This can be seen as both a cautionary statement and an encouraging one. On the one hand, it is a warning that we can’t win every fight, nor do we have the time and energy to be in constant conflict with those around us. On the other hand, it is also a reminder that at times we must indeed choose to stand up for the things that we believe in, drawing a line in the sand when it comes to the most important issues that arise in our professional and personal lives. In doing so, we are also letting others know where that proverbial line sits, which can help them understand how to interact with us better.
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Courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is also what it takes to sit down and listen.”

—Winston Churchill



There are several important things to consider when deciding which battles are worth turning our attention to, not the least of which is whether or not it is truly our battle to fight in the first place. It can be easy to get swept up in the causes of others by taking up the standard for someone who may not otherwise be able to fight for themselves. But in doing so we need to think about whether or not those individuals want or need us to speak on their behalf in the first place. Alternatively, we may also be bringing unwanted attention to a battle that they may not deem worth fighting. In doing so, we end up diverting our attention away from important matters that may be more worthy of our time and energy.

Knowing when to let others champion a cause that is more important to them is a vital skill to learn. Part of choosing your battles wisely is understanding that other people are doing the same and that there are times when we should just get out of the way and let them handle the fight themselves. This not only allows us to conserve our energy and attention for the things that mean the most to us personally, but it also gives others the opportunity to take center stage and pursue the fights that they have deemed important too.

That said, there are times when someone may indeed lack the ability, or the willingness, to stand up for the causes or topics that they believe in. In those cases it can be a very noble act to lend a hand, provided we have the ability to do so. Standing up for others who may not have a voice or platform of their own is a selfless act that can bring about positive results. Just keep in mind that you may not be able to devote all of the energy you need for your personal projects when you find yourself fighting battles for others. Learning to channel your time and energy toward the things that matter most is an important part of choosing your battles.

One key element that we all must understand when it comes to figuring out how to pick our battles wisely is that we simply don’t have the resources to take on every fight. There will almost certainly be times when we want to do just that, but our time, energy, and insights are all limited, which is why we have to be strategic when it comes to deciding where to turn our attention. Beyond that, however, as previously mentioned, it simply isn’t healthy for us to live in a constant state of conflict. If you do, you’ll only find yourself mentally and physically exhausted, constantly distracted, and frequently on edge.
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