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  AUTHOR’S NOTE




  This book uses NATO reporting names for Soviet and Chinese military equipment deployed by Iraq, such as the MiG-25 Foxbat.




  Mach 1 is the speed of sound, or roughly 765 miles per hour depending on environmental conditions.




  A kill box is a map square where warplanes may attack ground targets freely and without further authorization.




  The golden BB is every combat pilot’s nightmare—a lucky shot, perhaps even fired blindly—that brings down an aircraft.






  Foreword




  By Col. Ralph Getchell (Ret.)


  Stealth pilot and squadron commander during Operation Desert Storm




  TO MOST AMERICANS, MENTION OF THE 1991 GULF WAR CONJURES UP CNN broadcasts of grainy videos showing high-tech U.S. weaponry in action. Certainly, for the average taxpayer there was a certain satisfaction in seeing the results of the Reagan-era military buildup, which had been intended to counterbalance the Warsaw Pact. The army’s M1A1 main battle tank and Bradley Fighting Vehicle, the navy’s Tomahawk-equipped fleet, and the air force’s stealth aircraft and precision weapons all had their turn in the media spotlight, touting our technological superiority over potential adversaries equipped with Soviet-made hardware.




  This modern arsenal was developed to provide our national leaders with the tools necessary to pursue and achieve national objectives. In the summer of 1990, the overarching objective regarding the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait was clearly and concisely stated by President George H. W. Bush in his famous “this shall not stand” speech. In the months of coalition-building that followed, the objectives became more specific: to expel the Iraqi invaders from Kuwait and substantially reduce Iraq’s ability to attack neighboring countries in the future.




  At first glance, this may have seemed an easy task for the world’s greatest military power. The U.S. military by itself certainly had the force structure, but first we had to move many units based in Europe and the Pacific Rim, which supported defense commitments there. U.S. military units on the East Coast were over 6,000 miles from Baghdad. The ability to get an adequate force to the fight would depend on an armada of military and civilian aircraft and ships that could move the kind of forces needed. The Iraqi army at the time was the world’s fourth largest, with Russian-made tanks and a huge and widely dispersed support infrastructure.




  Much has been written about the new weapons brought on board during the Reagan buildup, but the U.S. success in Desert Storm had its roots in the lessons learned more than twenty years earlier by those who served during the Vietnam conflict. While the U.S. military enjoyed technological superiority then as well, it was applied in a fragmented fashion.




  As a lieutenant fresh out of pilot training, I was surprised to learn that the Vietnam air war was actually several campaigns fought simultaneously in a relatively small area. At one point, there were as many as seven different U.S. military entities conducting their own air operations with little or no coordination. For example, Thailand-based fighters of the 7th Air Force conducted air strikes in North Vietnam while Navy 7th Fleet aircraft independently struck nearby targets in their own assigned area. Meanwhile, Guam-based B-52s attacked target sets determined by President Johnson and attack plans developed by Strategic Air Command staffers in Omaha. When forces were tasked to work together, deep-rooted differences in doctrine, terminology, and communications made it extremely difficult for them to operate efficiently and effectively.




  Although the problem was obvious, our military was slow to change. As late as 1983, when the United States invaded Grenada to expel Russian-backed Cuban forces, the services still couldn’t talk to one another. Congress gave us a push with the Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986, which directed that the Commanders in Chief (CINCs) of the Unified Commands, historically designated for the European, Pacific, and South American theaters, would report to the president through the secretary of defense rather than through the Joint Chiefs of Staff. The Commander of Central Command had responsibility for the Middle East, North Africa, and Central Asia. This arrangement mitigated much of the interservice rivalry evident during Vietnam by focusing on the needs of the theater warfighter rather than the self-serving biases of the Washington-based service headquarters.








  Within each unified command, the CINCs were expected to designate a single joint-force air component commander to control all aircraft operating in the theater, regardless of which service provided the aircraft. Similarly, a single joint-force ground component commander would control all U.S. ground forces engaged in that theater. In 1988, General Norman Schwarzkopf, who had been a battalion commander in Vietnam and in the joint command group for Grenada, was appointed CINC of Central Command (CINCCENT). His air component commander, Lt. Gen. Chuck Horner, had two tours in Vietnam in the F-105 fighter-bomber.




  While Schwarzkopf was singularly responsible for Central Command, Horner was “dual hatted” and also served as the commander of Tactical Air Command’s 9th Air Force. Ninth Air Force encompassed all TAC aircraft in the Eastern United States and provided combat-ready forces to support wartime operations for European and Central Command. In this assignment, and earlier as the commander of fighter wings at Luke and Nellis Air Force bases, Chuck Horner had a reputation as a no-nonsense leader who always focused on improving practical combat capability. To Horner and other leaders in the fighter community, the keys to growing a force of capable fighter pilots were more training flights, and with greater realism.




  As a relatively new pilot flying A-7D Corsair IIs with the Flying Tigers of the 23rd Tactical Fighter Wing, I directly benefited from Gen. Bill Creech’s initiative to increase the so-called utilization or “ute” rate, which was the average number of flights flown by each TAC aircraft per month. In some units, this program nearly doubled the amount of training sorties a combat-ready pilot could fly each month. We spent less time training with twenty-five-pound practice bombs and had more opportunities to drop full-scale ordnance. This program not only improved the number of training flights each pilot received, it honed the capability of maintenance units to support the faster tempos of combat conditions. General Creech also instituted the Checkered Flag training program, which required all TAC aircrews to study warplans and operational procedures established by the unified commands for possible combat in their theaters.






  With an eye toward the huge Soviet air force massed in Eastern Europe, the services recognized that our forces could succeed in countering these numbers only if we were adept ourselves at conducting large-force operations. Each area command had their own large-force training exercises, but the hub of realistic, large air-combat training was Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada. Nellis is about three hundred miles from Naval Air Station Miramar, home of the navy’s Top Gun school. The air force equivalent at Nellis, the Tactical Fighter Weapons Instructor Course, was an intensive six-month deep dive into advanced weapons and tactics. Attendees were the best of the best, selected not only for their stick-and-rudder flying skills but also for their instructional abilities. At the conclusion of the course, graduates returned to their units to serve in crucial Weapons and Tactics officer positions at the wing and squadron level. Chuck Horner was a Weapons School graduate, or “Target Arm,” as they were known because of the distinctive flight suit patch they wore on their left shoulders.




  The classroom in the sky for the Weapons School was the Nellis Range complex, which consisted of partitioned airspace for fighter training, segregated from most commercial air traffic. The largest chunks of this airspace measured over 120 miles east to west and 60 miles north to south. The western half of the range complex allowed flight at supersonic speeds from just above the sage brush to as high as our jets could fly. Prior to the Gulf War, over 75 percent of the live ordnance expended by the air force annually landed in the Nellis ranges. In addition, the range included an extensive array of captured and simulated surface-to-air missile (SAM) and antiaircraft artillery (AAA) threat radars operated by skilled civilian contract employees. A range telemetry system collected extensive flight data on all aircraft training in the area and displayed flight position and threat “kill” data to training locations at Nellis.




  The granddaddy of large air force training in the United States was Red Flag. Combat aviation units from all over the world, including those from the army, marines, and navy, and some foreign countries (notably the French and British) came to Nellis to plan and execute strike package missions that often involved a hundred aircraft, including opposition air. On a daily basis, pilots from the participating units would get together to plan their attacks against the objectives designated by Red Flag staff. The package lead was usually just a captain or major from one of the participating units. Following the mission, as many as 500 aircrew members would gather in the main auditorium to view the telemetry data and threat tapes, to see how they fared against the threats and scored against their targets. These debriefs were often brutally candid. If a flight crew member made a mistake, he was expected to acknowledge it and do better the next time.




  This part of the country was not new to large-force training. In the early days of World War II, George Patton began armored combat training in nearby Fort Irwin, California. In 1980, the army stood up the National Training Center there to train its armor officers in large-force tank operations. From Nellis, the air force launched Air Warrior flights that provided a fighter component to the army’s large-force program.




  The Nellis Range complex was also home to many secrets. Among the best kept was the presence of Tonopah Test Range Airfield in the northwest corner of the complex. Following a four-year tour at Nellis, primarily flying F-16s with the 474th Wing, I was recruited to enter the “black world” and compete for a squadron command with the ambiguously named 4450th Tactical Group, which at the time was secretly flying two operational squadrons of the F-117A stealth aircraft from Tonopah.




  With all these advances in technology, organization, and training, by 1990 the air force and its sister services were arguably as ready for combat as they would ever be. But we were slowly losing one of our most important assets: those combat veterans who had been truly battle tested. In the late 1980s, Tactical Air Command announced that fighter pilots could display their experience with a patch on the sleeves of their flight suits. One silver star equaled 500 hours of fighter time, while a gold star on the sleeve indicated the pilot had logged actual combat time, and two gold stars represented over 500 hours of combat time. When the program was first introduced, one could usually spot gold stars on the squadron commanders and a few of the older pilots in each squadron. These pilots knew firsthand what the bullet stream from a 37mm AAA gun looked like and when to start a defensive break against an SA-2 missile. They’d lived with the dry throat and chills that precede the first engagement and learned how to get some sleep before a tough mission. They’d mourned lost comrades who never returned.




  On the eve of Desert Storm, combat experience was harder to find. Among the more than sixty stealth pilots with me at Khamis Mushait, Saudi Arabia, only three pilots had gold stars: the wing commander, Col. Al Whitley; his operations deputy, Col. Klaus Klause; and Maj. Greg Feest, who had earned his star over Panama a little more than a year earlier. For the rest of us, January 17, 1991, and the succeeding days would be our chance to earn our gold stars, and a little piece of history.




  Col. Ralph Getchell, USAF (Ret.)
Former commander, 415th TFS Nightstalkers
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  Prologue




  WITH HIS BOMBS AWAY, MAJ. JEFF TICE TURNED THE GHOST-GRAY F-16 Fighting Falcon for home. Fresh eruptions bloomed below, adding to the fiery chaos consuming Baghdad’s Daura Oil Refinery. Tice was somewhere over the city’s outskirts when a shrill tone sounded. An SA-3 was in the air, and as Tice searched the murky sky, he spotted it. The missile was tracking him, closing rapidly.




  Tice watched it approach, forcing himself to wait before making his move. With just a few seconds before impact, he yanked his aircraft into a hard break, hoping to make the twenty-foot missile overshoot. His timing was off by a fraction of a second, enough to place him within reach of the blast. He felt the airplane lurch.




  “Stroke One took a hit! Stroke One took a hit,” called a nearby pilot who witnessed the impact.1




  Tice saw the instruments on his control panel flicker out, replaced with a growing assortment of warning lights. He craned around to assess the damage. The plane’s wings and upper fuselage were pitted with jagged holes, many streaming jet fuel or hydraulic fluid. His sputtering engine trailed oily black smoke.




  “Okay, I took a pretty good hit,” he radioed. “Okay. Stroke One. I’ve still got an engine. It’s still working.”




  Half a dozen F-16s from his squadron moved in and clustered around him, and so did a lingering EF-111 Raven radar jammer. The rest of the strike package was already too far south, headed for the tankers circling above Saudi Arabia.




  “Unable to roll left very easily. I’m losing fuel like crazy up here,” Tice advised. “I’m going to take it as far as I can.”






  The Saudi border was more than 200 miles away—likely beyond his reach—but the closer he could get before punching out, the better his odds of rescue. He limped along, coaxing the dying aircraft to a higher altitude, while his protectors maintained their defensive ring. After a few moments, a flight of Iraqi MiG-29 Fulcrums tried to sneak up on the slow-moving formation, looking for an easy kill. One of the F-16s turned around and raced to meet them, prompting the MiGs to scatter. The Iraqis had no interest in a dogfight.




  More warning lights came on. The oil pressure was dropping and his fuel state had become critical. He asked the distance to the border. Still 160 miles to go, the AWACS operator replied. Too far, Tice knew. The plane’s familiar growl soon withered and died, and all that remained was the sound of wind rushing over the canopy.




  “Stroke One just completely lost the engine. I got nothing left,” he announced. “Okay, I’m on EPU.”




  The emergency power unit would buy him about ten more minutes of controlled flight. After that, he would be a helpless passenger on a plane plummeting to earth. He continued to nurse the F-16 along as it descended through 26,000 feet. A few minutes later it glided through 20,000, and Tice decided to go. He keyed the microphone a final time.




  “That’s all I’ve got, guys. I’m out of here.”




  He grabbed the ejection handle. Explosive bolts blew off the canopy, and his seat rocketed him upward before falling away. He began to free fall.




  “The clouds were coming up fast. I was dropping real fast,” he remembered. “Over and over, I kept saying ‘The parachute has got to work.’”




  After fifteen long seconds, and a plunge of 10,000 feet, the chute finally opened. Tice realized he was going to live, and his thoughts turned to the survival radio in his vest and the possibility of rescue.




  Those hopes quickly evaporated.




  “As I was falling, some bullets come whizzing at me, and I look down and see muzzle flashes on the ground,” he said. “Then I see some guys on the ground shooting at me.”




  Jeff Tice became a prisoner shortly after his feet touched the ground, on this, the third day of the war. Tice was not the first pilot captured in Desert Storm, and he certainly wouldn’t be the last. Iraq’s sprawling air defense network remained largely intact, and quite capable of shooting down aircraft.




  For television viewers at home and around the world, the air campaign seemed precise, effortless, and almost risk-free. It looked like a high-tech romp carried out by mysterious stealth fighters and Tomahawk cruise missiles. Viewers saw grainy, black-and-white footage of laser-guided “smart” bombs plunging through doors or down air ducts, and they assumed a new video-game style of warfare had arrived.




  Reality was quite different. Coalition aviators fought a well-defended and stubborn enemy. Most pilots flew non-stealthy planes and dropped unguided “dumb” bombs. They came home with battle damage, and in some instances, they didn’t come home at all. Subduing Iraq would require more than 100,000 sorties, and they had only six weeks to do it.




  By the end of day three, the task still seemed overwhelming.






  DESERT SHIELD




  CHAPTER 1




  Seeds of Crisis




  SADDAM HUSSEIN CONSIDERED WAR AN EVERYDAY TOOL OF FOREIGN and domestic policy. Armed conflict, or the threat of it, enhanced his standing in the Persian Gulf and distracted Iraqi citizens from economic hardship. Saddam introduced Iraqis to his wartime way of life shortly after taking power in 1979, when Iraq launched an invasion of Iran. He sought to expand Iraq’s coastal access beyond the sliver between Iran and Kuwait and claimed to be protecting his Arab neighbors from the Persian threat.




  His invasion faltered, and Iraqi troops soon found themselves fighting to hold their own territory. They dug elaborate defenses and grew skilled at repelling Iranian assaults. Bloody trench warfare, reminiscent of World War I, followed for years. During this time, Saddam used chemical weapons against Iranian soldiers and civilians and initiated the “War of the Cities,” in which both sides indiscriminately bombed population centers. He attacked Iranian shipping in the Gulf, sparking the so-called Tanker War.




  The threat to world oil supplies drew international attention. President Ronald Reagan authorized Operation Earnest Will, under which U.S. warships escorted Kuwaiti tankers through the Gulf. The move was directed against Iran, which became an American foe in 1979 when Islamic revolutionaries overran the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and took fifty-two hostages.




  The Reagan administration tacitly supported Saddam throughout the war, going as far as to share classified satellite imagery of Iranian troop movements. America viewed Saddam as an important counterbalance to Iran’s power in the Gulf and hoped someday to moderate his tyrannical nature. The relationship continued, even after a bizarre and alarming incident in 1987.




  On the evening of May 17, the USS Stark was sailing in international waters when an Iraqi F-1 Mirage took off and headed out over the Gulf. An AWACS surveillance plane picked up the fighter and reported it. The frigate’s crew acknowledged the routine alert and began tracking the Mirage, which appeared to be passing harmlessly at a safe distance. They failed to notice the jet make a sharp turn directly toward them. The Mirage fired two Exocet antiship missiles, which raced toward the Stark and slammed into her port side. Thirty-seven crew members died, and the ship narrowly avoided sinking.




  The Iraqi government initially blamed the Stark’s crew for entering the war zone, a claim U.S. Navy investigators proved untrue. No satisfactory explanation followed, and Washington chalked off the attack as a mistake. Saddam still held America’s support despite the bloodshed, a fact that was not lost on him.




  The stalemate with Iran dragged on until 1988, when both sides accepted a U.N.-sponsored ceasefire. Eight years of warfare had cost roughly a million lives total, yet brought only modest changes in territory. An enormous waste of life and resources, the Iran-Iraq War did yield one significant result: Iraq emerged as a Persian Gulf powerhouse. Saddam’s ground forces had swelled to 950,000 men, giving him the fourth largest army in the world. He possessed more than 10,000 tanks and armored fighting vehicles and 3,000 artillery pieces.




  His air force ranked as the sixth largest in the world with an estimated 750 aircraft, and it was easily the largest in the Gulf region. But fewer than half of these planes were modern combat aircraft. His best pilots flew Soviet-built MiG-29 Fulcrums, or French F-1 Mirages such as the one that attacked the Stark. The rest flew older Soviet types—some with technology dating from the 1950s—and Chinese knockoffs of old Soviet designs. Pilot skill and training in the Iraqi air force varied almost as much as its aircraft.




  Despite his oversized military, Saddam still seemed relatively benign to American intelligence agencies. The prevailing belief around Washington was that a war-weary Iraq would rest in the coming years, licking its wounds and attempting an economic recovery.
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  MacDill Air Force Base
Tampa, Florida
July 1990




  United States Central Command, or CENTCOM, bore responsibility for the Persian Gulf and surrounding areas. Its name stemmed from the fact that it lay between the European and Pacific commands, but, unlike those larger and more influential entities, CENTCOM had no troops, tanks, or airplanes to call its own. If America became involved in a Middle East war, pre-assigned units from other commands would be transferred to CENTCOM. During peacetime, it existed only as an administrative headquarters at MacDill.




  Since its inception in 1983, CENTCOM—like the entire U.S. military—prepared for World War III with the Soviet Union. In such a war, Red Army divisions would likely dash across the Zagros Mountains in northern Iran to seize the oil fields. CENTCOM’s annual war game, code name Internal Look, always focused on the Zagros threat. But by 1990 it seemed a dated scenario. The Cold War was ending, the Soviet Union dissolving. CENTCOM needed a new purpose, and its new commander, U.S. Army general H. Norman Schwarzkopf Jr., tried to identify the region’s next likely aggressor. Schwarzkopf observed that Saddam Hussein had done nothing to reduce his massive army since the war with Iran.




  Internal Look 90 featured a new fictional crisis. Instead of Soviet forces attacking Iran, the war game imagined Iraqi armor flowing across the Arabian Peninsula, as Saddam Hussein made a grab for the Saudi oil supply. It was merely a computer-based exercise in tactics and logistics, since CENTCOM had no actual forces to train, but State Department officials protested. If word leaked of preparations for a war with Iraq, a nominal ally, there could be diplomatic fallout. Schwarzkopf wrote a disclaimer that the war game’s enemy was not Saddam Hussein, but rather some future Iraqi regime hostile to U.S. interests, and the exercise was allowed to proceed.




  Internal Look’s computer war revealed some glaring challenges in airpower, should the scenario ever turn real. America’s aging fleet of airborne tankers would be pushed to its limit. The current inventory of laser-guided bombs was too small. And while CENTCOM planners managed to build a rudimentary list of key targets in Iraq, they could find no reliable means of assessing bomb damage. Resolving these problems would take quite a bit of time. As it turned out, CENTCOM had none.
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  Jeddah, Saudi Arabia
July 31, 1990




  Iraq’s wartime spending plunged the nation into an economic morass. Saddam had spent billions acquiring high-tech weapons on the world market. He hired a French corporation to blanket his country under an elaborate radar network and lavished funds on his nuclear, biological, and chemical weapons programs. And then there was the cost of his gargantuan army, which could not be drawn down without aggravating the nation’s already soaring unemployment rate.




  Saddam blamed his neighbors. He had fought Iran on behalf of all Arab nations, he claimed, and now they betrayed him. Iraq filed a formal complaint with the Arab League, accusing Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) of intentionally driving down oil prices by exceeding OPEC quotas. Saddam said Kuwait and the UAE were purposely trying to undermine Iraq’s recovery, and he would not permit the open act of aggression to continue.




  Most Arab League delegates just rolled their eyes. OPEC production almost always exceeded target levels because member nations—including Iraq—cheated on their quotas. The delegates dismissed Saddam’s bluster as a negotiating tactic. Iraq’s wartime debt totaled $80 billion, and it appeared he was merely creating leverage to have some loans forgiven. The consensus did not change even when he began placing troops near the Kuwaiti border.






  The only nation rattled by Saddam’s belligerence was the UAE. During the war Iraq had attacked an Emirates offshore drilling rig, an incident Saddam later dismissed as a mistake. Not wishing to chance any more Iraqi “mistakes,” the UAE quietly contacted Washington and requested access to American AWACS and tanker planes. The Emirates defense minister said it would enable his fighter jets to patrol their territory more effectively, but President George H. W. Bush’s administration knew the true intent was to send Iraq a subtle message. Two KC-135 tankers and a support plane were dispatched to the UAE.




  Meanwhile, Saddam’s list of grievances against Kuwait continued to grow. He revived a long-standing border disagreement and accused the Kuwaitis of slant-drilling into Iraq’s portion of the Rumaila oil field. More tanks and troops appeared along the border, and while Arab observers still believed he was bluffing, they felt it was time for Kuwait to make some concessions. Saudi Arabia offered to host a summit, where negotiators from both countries could hammer out a deal.




  The Saudi city of Jeddah, stretching along a coastal plain of the Red Sea, is second in size and importance only to Riyadh, and it offers some relief from the capital’s unbearable summer heat. King Fahd was known to reside at his Jeddah palace for at least half of the year. As the month of July 1990 drew to a close, representatives of Iraq and Kuwait met in this modern seaport to discuss their differences.




  From the beginning, it did not go well. The Iraqis led off by demanding that Kuwait immediately abandon the disputed border area and pay $2.4 billion for stolen oil. They then insisted that all of Kuwait’s low-interest war loans to Iraq, totaling about $10 billion, be forgiven. The tone of the Iraqi delegates was hostile, as if they were delivering an ultimatum. When they finally finished, the sum of Iraqi demands approached $27 billion.




  The Kuwaitis listened politely and then tried to negotiate, supposedly the purpose for this gathering. They suggested the border issue be turned over to an international body, which could render a fair and objective resolution. The Iraqis said they would agree, but only if the body held its meetings in Baghdad. When the Kuwaitis replied that the meetings should be held in a neutral location, the Iraqi delegation stood and stormed from the room. The summit was over.
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  The Pentagon
Washington, D.C.
August 1, 1990




  Satellite imagery made it abundantly clear that Saddam was preparing an attack. Iraqi troops were fanned along the border, outfitted with pontoon bridges and other special equipment that pointed to a real invasion, not just a bluff. From his headquarters in Tampa, Schwarzkopf warned Washington not to believe the assurances still coming from the Middle East. In response he was summoned to the Pentagon.




  Inside a secure conference room known as “The Tank,” Schwarzkopf briefed Secretary of Defense Dick Cheney and the Joint Chiefs of Staff, including Chairman Colin Powell. Cheney studied the maps and photos before him and asked Schwarzkopf to speculate on Iraq’s intentions.




  “There’s no doubt that this is a military plan. I think they’re going to attack,” Schwarzkopf said.1 But at this point even he wasn’t predicting a full-scale invasion.




  “[I] added that I didn’t believe Saddam would grab the entire country,” he later recalled. “I anticipated he’d move to positions just south of the 30th parallel, taking Kuwait’s part of the Rumaila oil field, as well as Bubiyan Island, which controlled the sea-lane to Iraq’s new port, Umm Qasr, and then he would stop.”2




  Cheney’s eyes returned to the map of Kuwait, and Schwarzkopf scanned the room, waiting for questions. Eventually he got one.




  “Somebody said: ‘If that happens, what do we do?’ I said not a damn thing. The world will not care. It will be a fait accompli.”3




  He wrapped up his ninety-minute presentation with a contingency plan for sending troops to Saudi Arabia should Saddam threaten it, although at the moment that notion seemed pretty far-fetched.




  “The meeting ended with no sense of urgency,” Schwarzkopf remembered. “In the hierarchy of world crises, this one was still a minor blip.”4
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  Kuwait City, Kuwait
August 2, 1990
0130 Local




  Helicopters descended on the city like locusts, their beating blades announcing the invasion. They landed near government buildings and other key facilities, and from each chopper sprang Iraqi Special Forces. On the beaches, where pastel hotel lights bathed the sand, boatloads of commandos came ashore. At Dasman Palace, a fierce gun battle erupted between palace guards and swarming Iraqi marines. The marines failed to capture the emir, who escaped by car, but managed to kill his younger brother.




  To city residents, the Iraqis seemed everywhere at once. Yet this was just an advance element. The heavy forces—nearly a thousand tanks and armored personnel carriers (APCs) of the Republican Guard—were still a few hours away. They had flattened the scant Kuwaiti defensive positions and now rolled south unopposed.




  History had long pointed to this night. Kuwait, although smaller than New Jersey, held the sixth-largest oil reserves in the world, rivaling those of much larger Iraq. Kuwaitis enjoyed a privileged lifestyle that was the envy of the Middle East. Iraq first made a play for it in 1961, when the emirate gained independence from Britain. Iraq’s government asserted an ancient claim to the land, causing UK troops to linger as a deterrent. When the Brits finally departed, an Arab peacekeeping force took over, but Iraq never stopped coveting the wealthy coastal wedge.




  By the summer of 1990, Saddam calculated that, at last, the international political scene had left Kuwait ripe for the plucking. The world’s sole remaining superpower was distracted by the implosion of its old nemesis, and Saddam knew no regional power would dare oppose him, for they had neither the means nor the will to protect arrogant little Kuwait. And the upside was so very tempting. An annexed Kuwait would yield $20 million a day in additional oil revenues, solving his economic troubles. He expected criticism but assumed the blistering verbal assaults in the United Nations would soon wither, leaving him to keep his prize.






  Now Kuwait’s tiny air force scrambled to defend its nation, with fighter jets speeding down the runway even as their bases were overrun. The best Kuwaiti pilots had fairly modern French F-1 Mirages, but the majority flew the old A-4 Skyhawk, which was first developed for American aircraft carriers in 1954. Small and nimble, the Skyhawk saw plenty of combat during Vietnam’s early years, but by 1967 the navy was withdrawing it from front-line service. Excellent flight characteristics ensured the A-4 a second life, not only in foreign air forces, but also as an adversary plane in training programs like Top Gun.




  Three dozen Kuwaiti jets made it into the air, with some dropping ordnance on Iraqi forces before turning for Saudi Arabia and Bahrain. The banished airmen promptly stenciled “Free Kuwait” on their fuselages in English and Arabic and awaited an opportunity for revenge.




  CHAPTER 2




  Deployment




  IN WASHINGTON, NOBODY TALKED ABOUT LIBERATING KUWAIT, AT LEAST not yet. The immediate concern was Saudi Arabia. Saddam’s two-day conquest opened a fresh round of questions about his ultimate intentions, since much of the Iraqi armor and infantry continued straight for the Saudi border. If they decided to cross, precious little was in place to stop them. An invasion of Saudi Arabia—America’s chief petroleum supplier and closest Gulf ally—now seemed possible, if not likely. At CENTCOM, Schwarzkopf and his staff prepared for the possibility of deployment, marshalling the command’s far-flung resources.




  At age fifty-three, Lt. Gen. Charles A. Horner was still a fighter jock, and the Ninth Air Force commander routinely flew training sorties in his F-16. Horner had been flying off the South Carolina coast when a priority call came in to his office at Shaw Air Force Base. Schwarzkopf wanted to talk to his Central Command Air Force Component (CENTAF) commander. After a brief conversation on the secure CENTCOM hotline, Horner climbed back into his F-16 for the hour-long flight to Tampa.




  Events began to unfold quickly. The president needed options for defending Saudi Arabia, and Schwarzkopf would be flying to Washington the following morning to brief him. The army general was an expert on deploying ground forces but felt less confident with airpower, so he wanted Horner to come along and deliver that portion of the briefing. The CENTAF commander found a spare office and spent the next few hours assembling an air plan.
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  Camp David, Maryland
August 4, 1990




  Nestled inside Maryland’s thickly wooded Catoctin Mountain Park, Camp David is a twenty-minute helicopter ride from Washington. The Marine VH-3D Sea King that landed on this early Saturday morning contained Defense Secretary Cheney and a contingent that included Powell, Schwarzkopf, and Horner. They proceeded to the main lodge and into a wood-paneled conference room. President Bush and his advisors soon arrived, and the briefing began.




  Schwarzkopf outlined the situation in Kuwait and the disposition of Iraqi forces along the Saudi border. From a commander’s point of view, the invasion was well executed. Iraqi units had been organized and swift, and if Saddam ordered them into Saudi Arabia they would likely repeat the performance. The Saudis, meanwhile, had a solid air force, but their ground forces were limited in size and ability.




  In terms of a U.S. response, Schwarzkopf said a brigade of the 82nd Airborne stood ready. He quickly added that those 4,000 soldiers could not be expected to stop Saddam’s tank columns. Mechanized infantry and Apache attack helicopters could do the job, but transporting those units and their equipment to the desert would take at least a month. The earliest available deterrent was airpower.




  Horner took his cue and laid out the preliminary air plan. Forty-eight F-15C Eagles from the 1st Tactical Fighter Wing could fly nonstop from Langley Air Force Base, Virginia, and set up a combat air patrol (CAP) over Saudi Arabia. Tankers would escort the Eagles, providing six or seven in-flight refuelings along the way. Once Saudi airspace was secure, the ground-attack aircraft would be cleared to arrive. Horner described squadrons of F-16s and F-111s, and especially A-10 tank killers, descending on the region.




  Naval aviation was already available. The USS Independence steamed just outside the Persian Gulf with F-14 Tomcats, F/A-18 Hornets, and A-6 Intruders. Meanwhile, the nuclear-powered USS Dwight D. Eisenhower was on the move in the Mediterranean, ready to transit the Suez Canal and enter the Red Sea. These two carrier battle groups were the vanguard of American airpower in the area.




  The president was no stranger to carrier operations. In 1944, twenty-year-old navy lieutenant George H. W. Bush was bombing a Japanese-held island when flak ignited the engine of his Grumman TBM Avenger. Bush dropped his bombs and coaxed the Avenger out to sea before bailing. He watched helplessly for four hours as fighters strafed the Japanese gunboats sent out to capture him, until at last a submarine picked him up. In total he flew fifty-eight combat missions during the war, earning several citations.




  Bush said little during the meeting, not wishing to influence the debate. When someone asked Schwarzkopf the number of troops necessary to preserve Saudi Arabia, the general replied 100,000, but added that the number would rise if Saddam continued pumping troops into Kuwait. He further noted that he was still talking about defensive operations. An offensive plan to liberate Kuwait would require much more. The notion of Saudi Arabia, an extremely conservative and closed society, hosting hundreds of thousands of U.S. service members—including women—was hard to imagine.




  When Bush finally spoke, he expressed a desire not just to hold back Iraq, but to do so with the minimum loss of life. He also talked of the need to build international consensus, a coalition of nations opposed to Saddam’s bold aggression. But before any of that could happen, the Saudis would first have to ask for help. Bush turned to Cheney and told him to pay a visit to King Fahd.
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  Jeddah, Saudi Arabia
August 6, 1990




  Late in the evening, a procession of luxury vehicles arrived to carry the Americans from their hotel to the royal palace. The guests were led into a reception room, served tea, and then invited in to see the king. Fahd stood as the delegation entered, and U.S. Ambassador Chas Freeman made the introductions. Cheney extended a greeting from President Bush. Schwarzkopf was given a seat beside the king to show him the latest satellite imagery. By this point, Saddam had pushed more than two dozen divisions to the Saudi border, and there was evidence of patrols sneaking across the border.




  As Fahd studied photos of Iraqi tank formations poised to strike, Schwarzkopf offered specifics about the military assistance America was prepared to provide. Clearly, it would be unlike anything the kingdom had ever seen before. Twenty squadrons of aircraft. More than 150,000 soldiers and marines. Loading docks overwhelmed with equipment and supplies.




  “If you ask us, we will come,” Cheney said. “And when you ask us to go home, we will leave.”1




  A discussion ensued in Arabic, which Ambassador Freeman quietly followed and later translated for the others. The king was polling his counselors, seeking decisive opinions, not useless platitudes. His temper flared when a royal family member hedged, “We must be careful not to rush into a decision.” Fahd snapped back, “The Kuwaitis did not rush into a decision, and today they are all guests in our hotels!”




  He had heard enough. The king turned to Cheney and said a single word: “Okay.”




  On the way out of the palace, Schwarzkopf asked Cheney if he should get the forces moving. The defense secretary said yes, so Schwarzkopf turned to Horner.




  “Chuck, start them moving.”




  Within hours, the first squadron of F-15C Eagles departed Langley Air Force Base and headed out over the Atlantic.




  * * *




  Aerial refueling helped break the monotony of a transatlantic flight. Fuel status was always a concern over water, so the fighters topped off frequently in case they had to divert. East Coast–based tankers escorted them until they were within range of KC-10s stationed in the Azores. The nonstop flight to Saudi Arabia lasted about fifteen hours, making it a test of endurance. Each pilot was issued a couple of sack lunches; a small supply of “go pills,” or stimulants; and plenty of “piddle packs” for bladder relief. For entertainment, most relied on the iconic audio player of their generation—the Sony Walkman.




  The journey allowed plenty of time to reflect on the prospect of combat, a possibility both exhilarating and terrifying. The deployment’s size and pace left open so many questions, including destination. Many squadrons set out across the Atlantic uncertain of their Gulf base assignment. They would learn more along the way, they were told. The first to go, the F-15C pilots out of Langley, wondered if they might find Saudi Arabia already under attack.




  “We had a contingency plan to fight our way in if necessary,” said Lt. Col. Don Kline, “landing some of our aircraft and keeping others up in the air until we could get some of the earlier ones turned around. We were fully armed, with four AIM-7s, four AIM-9s, and the gun was loaded out.”2




  Kline commanded the 27th Tactical Fighter Squadron, the air force’s oldest active fighter unit, which traced its lineage back to the biplanes of World War I. Now, they and their sister squadron, the 71st, were leading the deployment.




  “Fortunately, we didn’t have to fight our way in when we arrived at Dhahran,” Kline continued. “It was a little confused, though. Folks knew we were coming, but we still had to get everybody out of the jets and bedded down. My squadron had one day down on 10 August to recover, and then we were up and operational on 11 August.”




  Units that followed faced their own challenges. Transiting the ocean at night was mind-numbing, and the inky blackness could cause spatial disorientation. Some flights fought through heavy weather. As a pack of A-10s made a night crossing, one of the pilots, Capt. Greg Henderson, fell ill with a headache and vomiting. His symptoms grew severe, and soon he was struggling just to keep his wings level.




  “I couldn’t reason, could barely fly, and I thought for sure I was going to pass out,” Henderson said. “We were in and out of clouds, and I remember looking down through a hole and seeing a brightly lit ship on the water. I was ready to punch out and let them pick me up.”3






  The other pilots talked it over and decided Henderson was suffering from oxygen deprivation. His symptoms began shortly after his first tanker hookup, so they wondered if fuel vapor might be the culprit. The A-10’s refueling port sat directly in front of the cockpit. They told him to increase his mask’s oxygen flow to 100 percent and to purge the cockpit air.




  “I didn’t realize it then but the receptacle seal was bad and fuel was leaking into the cockpit area whenever I took on fuel,” Henderson explained. “I was breathing those fumes.”




  The oxygen helped him feel better, but he was fatigued and sitting in a cockpit full of vomit. The flight lead asked if he wanted to divert to the Azores and get some rest, but Henderson declined. “I said that I wanted to continue, mainly because I was afraid I might miss a war.”




  Every day more units were joining the deployment: fighter squadrons, hundreds of Military Airlift Command cargo planes, and B-52 bombers. The tanker crews soon had more escort duty than they could handle. America’s ample tanker fleet stood at 59 KC-10 Extenders and more than 600 KC-135 Stratotankers. The Extender—a modified McDonnell Douglas DC-10 airliner—was a modern aircraft, while the Stratotanker dated all the way back to the 1950s. The real problem was an aircrew shortage; until more crews could be called to active duty, the number of transatlantic escorts would be limited.




  Civilian aircraft would also help move troops and supplies to the Persian Gulf. A Cold War leftover, the Civil Reserve Air Fleet was originally intended to rush army divisions into Western Europe to halt a Soviet invasion. Each year the Pentagon paid lucrative peacetime contracts to participating airlines as an incentive. Now the program was finally paying off, as nearly two-thirds of the 560,000 troops headed to the Gulf would do so in the comfort of a civilian airliner.




  CHAPTER 3




  Turbulence




  AFTER THE MEETING WITH KING FAHD, SCHWARZKOPF DECIDED TO return to Tampa and work the deployment from CENTCOM headquarters. He asked Chuck Horner to stay in Saudi Arabia and oversee the buildup as temporary theater commander. The air force general had packed a bag for just a few days, but, as it turned out, he’d be away for eight months.




  Schwarzkopf knew the burden he was placing on Horner. Aside from getting all the incoming American troops dispersed and settled, Horner would need to establish a rapport with their Saudi hosts and the forces of allied nations. The job required political dexterity, and it had to be done under the imminent threat of attack.




  As they stood on the tarmac in Jeddah, Schwarzkopf promised to send plenty of logisticians and command staff to help. Then he said he would ask some Pentagon strategists to start developing a strategic air campaign. To an old fighter pilot like Horner, the idea of inviting Pentagon desk jockeys to make combat preparations was a bad one. The usual good humor drained from his face.




  “Okay, but we ain’t picking the goddamn targets in Washington,” Horner blustered.1




  The flash of anger surprised Schwarzkopf, and he sought to defuse it. “Look, Chuck,” he said, “you’re my air boss, with final veto authority over everything connected with air.” Then he boarded the plane back to the States.
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