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Glossary

BDA—Battle damage assessment

CentCom—U. S. Central Command

CG—Commanding general

CINC—Commander-in-chief

COC—Combat operations center

CP—Command post

HEAT—High-Explosive Antitank round

HUMVEE—Nickname for HMMWV—High-Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle, a jeeplike vehicle

JIB—Joint Information Bureau

JSTARS—Joint Surveillance Target/Attack Radar System

KIA—Killed in action

LAI—Light armored infantry

LAV—Light armored vehicle

M-16—Rifle

M1A1 Abrams tank—U. S. Army main battle tank

M60—Marine Corps main battle tank

MEF—Marine Expeditionary Force

MRE—Meal-Ready-to-Eat

OPSEC—Operational security

PAO—Public affairs officer

POW, EPW, EP—Prisoner of war, enemy prisoner of war, enemy prisoner

PX—Post exchange

TOW—Tube-launched, wire-guided, optically tracked antitank assault missile

UAE—United Arab Emirates

WIA—Wounded in action


Acknowledgments

This book would not have been possible without the generosity, support, and assistance of many people—some of whom are introduced within its pages, many of whom who are not.

Leonard Downie, executive editor of The Washington Post, provided the backing and the liberal leave that allowed me to even consider embarking on this project. Downie, his predecessor, Benjamin C. Bradlee, and publisher Donald E. Graham have created a rare journalistic environment at the Post which encourages reporters and editors to expand their vision far beyond the daily pages of the newspaper.

Managing editor Robert G. Kaiser bucked tradition in assigning me to the Pentagon as the paper’s first woman military correspondent, then sent me to war. His guidance and insights have been invaluable to me as a journalist.

Karen DeYoung and Michael Getler, assistant managing editors for national and foreign news, respectively, gave me unflagging support and encouragement.

My colleague and former partner at the Pentagon, George C. Wilson, first planted the idea of this book in my head and patiently shepherded me through the entire laborious process with his experience, wisdom, and wit.

Bob Woodward was instrumental in helping a novice conceptualize her first book and saved me from many flaws.

Special thanks to friends and colleagues who provided critical assistance and insights at various stages of the writing and rewriting of the manuscript: Robert F. Howe, Diane Huntley, David Ignatius, Bill McAllister, Sandra Sugawara, Marilyn Thompson, and Elsa Walsh.

As for the reporting of this book, I am deeply indebted to the more than 500 Marines, soldiers, airmen and airwomen, and sailors who took the time to share their thoughts and experiences and educated me on the ways of the military.

Several senior officers spent many hours reconstructing details of the buildup and the war. Many of those officers gave me extraordinary access to war operations at a time when they were under immense pressure from their superiors to distance themselves from the news media. After the war, they gave me thousands of pages of documents, war journals, and personal diaries to help me write this book.

Walter E. Boomer, who has since received his fourth star and has been appointed assistant commandant of the Marine Corps, served as a model for all military officers in his cooperation with the news media during the war. Brigadier General Thomas V. Draude, Major General William Keys, and Major General James M. Myatt also took many hours out of their hectic postwar schedules to subject themselves to repeated interviews and telephone calls.

Colonels Bill Steed, John Stennick, Jerry Humble, and Ron Richard answered dozens of questions and ferreted out the maps and documentation I needed to reconstruct battles and events.

Lieutenant William F. Delaney, who has since left the military, and the members of his platoon were extraordinarily patient in providing endless details of their experiences, sometimes reconstructing events and battles minute by minute. I am indebted to William Delaney, the lieutenant’s father, for sharing dozens of letters between him and his son, as well as his most intimate thoughts about his son and the war.

I owe special thanks to Colonel Fred Peck, who not only saved me from many technical errors, but who also opened many bureaucratic doors that might otherwise have remained closed.

Others who endured long hours of interrogation for this book were Captain Randy Hammond, Lieutenant Colonel Michael Kurth, Specialist 4 Michele Curtis-Matthews, and Staff Sergeant Angelina Dalby.

Despite the justified criticism the military received for its treatment of reporters in Saudi Arabia, there are a few public affairs officers who performed beyond the call of duty: Captain Mike Sherman, Colonel Bill Mulvey, Lieutenant Colonel Larry Icenogle, Colonel John Shotwell, Captain Jack Geise, and Lieutenant Pat Gibbons.

I am also grateful for the help provided me by the public affairs offices of Pete Williams and Bill Caldwell in the Pentagon, the Marine Corps public affairs offices, the Marine Corps History and Museums Division, and Marine Corps historian Charles J. Quilter II. Marine public affairs officer Lieutenant Ed Spivey at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, was particularly helpful.

Some of the people who helped me most would prefer that I not recognize them in print. They have served as my most trusted sounding boards and sources, always providing me with accurate versions of events.

I accept full responsibility for any errors that may have crept into these pages despite the best efforts of so many people to educate and inform me.

The reporting of my Post associates on the Pentagon beat, Barton Gellman and John Lancaster, assisted me greatly in completing this book, as did stories in the Los Angeles Times, The New York Times, and The Army Times. Special thanks to Stuart Powell of the Hearst Newspapers for extricating me from many tense situations in the conservative Islamic world of Saudi Arabia.

This book project would have taken twice as long without the computer wizardry of my colleague David Hoffman. Other Washington Post colleagues who provided helpful counsel included Fred Barbash, Steve Barr, E. J. Dionne, Jr., Barbara L. Feinman, Guy Gugliotta, Al Kamen, and Michael Weisskopf. Richard Paxson deserves special credit for the title of this book.

Dr. Laurie Brand offered me valuable insights into understanding the Arab world and culture and translating the language.

Many thanks to photographer Mary Lou Foy and Larry Downing, whose jacket photos make me look much better than I appear in real life, the military photographers whose pictures I used, the Marine Corps Photographic Support Section and the Department of Defense Still Media Records Center, Olwen Price, who transcribed dozens of hours of interviews, and the tireless folks in the Washington Post library.

I thank the staff of able editors at Charles Scribner’s Sons for the many indulgences granted a first-time author: Edward T. Chase, Bill Goldstein, Barbara Grossman, Hamilton Cain, and Jack Lynch. Melanie Jackson, my literary agent, enthusiastically shepherded me through the publishing world.

Among those most responsible for helping me maintain my sanity during the months I spent as an author were my neighbors Grace and Mike Kornke and friends Jane Mendillo, Ralph Earle III, Allan Hale, and Gwen Swenson-Hale.

My parents, Betty and Fred Moore, and my grandmothers, Bessie Moore and Victoria Ogea, have been loving and loyal supporters of all my endeavors, even when it has meant a few more gray hairs.

This book would have been neither started nor finished without my husband and closest friend, John Ward Anderson. He pointed out my errors, even when it made me cry, and spent hundreds of hours molding, editing and re-editing the manuscript. In addition to his own reporting job, he cooked our dinners, planned our wedding, and organized our move to New Delhi so that I could write this book. For his love, companionship, and extraordinary editing talents, I will be eternally grateful.


A Note to the Reader

In the final days of February 1991, I witnessed the fiercest and most chaotic 100 hours of the Persian Gulf War: the allied ground attack on Iraqi troops and the liberation of Kuwait. It was the largest armored assault since World War II, yet it went unseen by most of the world, missed by the television cameras and the newspapers. Partly because of that gap in coverage and partly because the U. S. military “spin doctors” needed to justify the billions of dollars spent on high-tech armaments during the Reagan years, the world came to view the war as a quick and effortless victory by the American armed forces.

To the men and women who fought it and the commanders who directed it, there was nothing easy about the ground war. Although the fighting lasted only 100 hours and tens of thousands of Iraqi soldiers surrendered, combat was intense for many of those hours. It was a war like every other, fraught with mistakes, miscalculations, and human frailty, a war in which each general’s tent and every soldier’s foxhole was a private battlefield of anguish and emotion. The brevity of the war and the relatively low number of American casualties does not diminish the intensity of the battles fought, the tragedy of those who died, or the heroism of those who risked their lives to save others.

During those four days, I had an unprecedented window on the war as I traveled the battlefield with the commanding general of the U. S. Marine forces, Lieutenant General Walter E. Boomer. Unfortunately, because of poor communications, few of the stories I wrote for The Washington Post reached the paper in time to be used during the ground war. Afterward, new diplomatic and military crises diverted attention from many details of the campaign.

I wrote this book because I believed the story of the ground war was left unfinished. I do not profess to present the definitive history of the war here, but rather to describe the human dimensions of war making and war fighting that are all too often overlooked in historical accounts.

This is the story of an important event in history as seen from three main perspectives: my own as a journalist who witnessed it, Boomer and his commanders who shaped it, and Lieutenant William Delaney and his men who were among the many men and women who executed it.

The book is based on interviews with more than 500 soldiers, sailors, Marines, airmen and airwomen, officers, and civilian officials during the seven months of the military buildup and the war, as well as in the year following the war. The bulk of the information in the book comes from those interviews. Some key players, ranging from tank crewmen on the battlefield to generals in the command tents, were interviewed more than a dozen times in addition to the many hours I spent with them on the scene in the Persian Gulf region. I was privy to the fresh insights from high-level officials and ground-level troops during or immediately following important events, as well as their reflection on those same events several months later.

Much of the text includes dialogue from conversations, meetings, and incidents on the battlefield. When I was present, I reconstructed the dialogue from my own notes and tape recordings of conversations. For events I did not witness, quotations are recorded as recalled by the actual participants or by other individuals present at the same meeting or event.

In addition to personal interviews, I was assisted tremendously by electronic and written source material that made this perhaps the best-documented war in history. Boomer, in an unprecedented decision for a battlefield commander, ordered his daily staff meetings and war-planning councils recorded and transcribed by a military court stenographer, beginning the week President Bush ordered American forces to Saudi Arabia in August and continuing through April, when his headquarters staff returned to the United States. The transcripts provide invaluable insight into how and why decisions were made as the crisis unfolded and allowed me to re-create important conversations verbatim without the blurred prism of hindsight and human memory failure. After the war, Boomer turned over the entire set of transcripts—thousands of pages of documentation—to the Marine Corps Historical Association in Washington, D. C. This book provides the first published account of their contents.

Delaney, commander of the tank platoon profiled in the book, wrote twenty-five letters, some more than ten pages in length, to his father and family during his deployment in Saudi Arabia, using them as a diary of his thoughts and emotions as well as a chronology of daily events. He also wrote a detailed account of his experiences on the battlefield shortly after the war. The Delaney family shared those writings with me, in addition to fifty letters Delaney’s father wrote in return.

Much of the battlefield detail in the book is also taken from minute-by-minute battlefield chronologies kept by military units during the war and after-action reports and battle damage assessments compiled after the war. Individual sources provided me with personal calendars, diaries, meeting notes, schedules, and letters. I also drew from speeches, presentations, and meetings that were videotaped or tape-recorded by military historians, individual troops and officers during the course of the buildup and the war.

I believe the emotions and thoughts of the individuals chronicled in this book are critical to understanding their words, motives, and actions. In each instance that I describe an individual’s thoughts or feelings, it is based on conversations in which he or she related them to me, interviews with sources in whom the individual confided, or written letters, logs, or notes in which the individual recorded personal thoughts.

Many people interviewed for this book spoke freely and allowed me to attribute information to them by name. But some important sources, whose insights and information I judged critical to presenting an accurate account, requested anonymity because of the sensitive positions they hold.

In reconstructing specific events, eyewitnesses frequently differed in their recollections and interpretations of the same incident. I have attempted to piece their views together as carefully as possible, but those different, and sometimes conflicting views, often provide revealing insights into decisions and actions.

Above all, this is the story of the personal struggles that comprise any moment in history.

Molly Moore
New Delhi, India


Part I
Somewhere in Saudi Arabia



Chapter 1

6:30 p.m., Monday, February 25, 1991, Marine Expeditionary Force Mobile Command Post, Inside Kuwait

The night was so black I could see nothing but the two taillights of the armored war wagon a few yards ahead, piercing the darkness like a pair of sinister red eyes. Each time they seemed on the verge of disappearing, the driver pressed the accelerator, fearful of losing our guide through the dark. The radio next to me crackled with a running catalogue of the dangers that lurked outside.

“Stay close. There’s unexploded ordnance out there. Stay to the right!”

“Be careful on your left. Booby-trapped machine gun!”

We strained to hear the distorted radio voices. I barely breathed, expecting our four-wheel-drive Chevrolet Blazer to explode any minute as we inched along the narrow lanes that had been cleared through the battlefield carpet of unexploded American bombs and Iraqi-laid mines.

“Dismounted infantry on your right!” the radio voice shouted. “We don’t know whether they are good guys or bad guys!”

Another voice cut into the transmission: “More on my left! They have their hands up. About a dozen.”

“Watch out! Watch out!” screamed the first voice. “They have weapons and are in a prone position behind the berms!”

Oh my God, we’re surrounded, I thought, gripping the Kevlar helmet in my lap. I slipped it over my head and tightened the chin strap. I pulled my flak jacket more snugly around my chest.

Our Blazer lurched to a stop. I waited for the gunfire to begin.

The thin metal skin of our vehicle—built for weekend trips to surburban hardware stores, not treks through a war zone—offered little protection. Our Blazer was part of an eleven-vehicle caravan that made up the battlefield command post of Lieutenant General Walter Eugene Boomer, the three-star general directing the Marine Corps’s attack against Iraqi forces. The three Marines in the vehicle with me—a driver, a radioman, and Boomer’s aide-de-camp—were armed with two assault rifles and a 9 millimeter Beretta pistol, hardly a heavy combat force.

No telling what weapons the Iraqi soldiers had out there in the sand dunes. I wondered how they would treat American prisoners of war—especially a thirty-five-year-old female prisoner of war.

I was the senior military correspondent for the The Washington Post, which had sent me to Saudi Arabia two weeks after Iraqi President Saddam Hussein’s August 2 invasion of neighboring Kuwait, a country slightly smaller than the state of New Jersey. After five years of covering a peacetime military, this was the second day of my first war. In addition to being the only reporter with Boomer’s command convoy, I was the only woman among thirty-eight men.

A pair of dog tags on a chain around my neck identified me as “Moore, Molly, Catholic, O positive.” Attached to the chain was a “Geneva Conventions Identity Card.” The small print on the back declared that, if taken prisoner, I was “entitled to be given the same treatment and afforded the same privileges as a member of the armed forces.”

That was little consolation. I figured the same treatment as a member of the armed forces probably amounted to slow death by painful torture. The most prominent wording on the card was “United States of America Department of Defense.” What Iraqi soldier, assuming he could even read English, would take time to read the small print identifying me as a civilian?

“They’re coming up out of holes everywhere,” said Sergeant Paul Blair, the radioman in the back seat next to me, repeating the conversation he was monitoring on the radio. In his next breath he asked the driver, “Hey, Sergeant, got any peanut butter up there?”

I couldn’t believe it. Here we were, on the verge of being captured and taken prisoner, and this guy was hungry. I was nauseous.

“Look, there are two lights up to the left,” I whispered hoarsely. They were coming after us. It was only a matter of minutes. I was petrified.

“Radio says it’s our guys going after ten to twelve POWs,” Blair replied nonchalantly.

Prisoners of war? That was a good sign: Maybe they were giving up.

I could hear Blair in the dark next to me, unsnapping the lid to the peanut butter jar he’d bartered from the crew of another vehicle in the convoy earlier in the day.

“It’s so dark out there they could walk right up and look me in the eye and I wouldn’t see them,” muttered Sergeant Mark Chapin from the driver’s seat.

The silences between radio transmissions seemed interminable. For long periods, the only sounds were the four of us shifting in our seats and Blair munching the peanut butter and crackers.

“Be careful, there are friendlies out there,” the radio voice cautioned.

Several Marines from the convoy’s security team were stumbling through the darkness, trying to corral the surrendering Iraqi soldiers while scouting bunkers for armed troops who might not want to give up.

Major Chris Weldon, Boomer’s personal aide, was riding in the front passenger’s seat. He took the radio receiver from Blair and provided running commentary: “POWs are coming out, but they’ve still got troops in the bunkers with weapons…. They’re coming out from all around. They don’t understand English, so that makes it even harder. They’ve still got some back in there that haven’t come up yet.”

“We could be here all night,” I said.

“Uh-huh,” Weldon agreed.

By now, we’d been stopped in the dark for almost an hour. I sat hunched in the backseat, sandwiched between a large bank of radio controls and the butt of Sergeant Blair’s assault rifle, unable to see anything either inside or outside the Blazer. I thought Boomer was insane, running around the desert, picking his way through minefields filled with Iraqi soldiers poised to capture the highest-ranking U.S. military commander on the Kuwait battlefield.

The previous day, after thirty-eight days of intensive aerial bombing had failed to dislodge Saddam’s forces from Kuwait, about 40,000 Marines had charged through the minefields and obstacle belts into the jaws of the Iraqi defenses. To the west, about 260,000 U.S. Army, British, and French troops were sweeping across the Iraqi desert in a vast arc that was now beginning to converge into an armored fist designed to slam into the Iraqi Republican Guard.

Thousands of American military vehicles—tanks, assault vehicles, fuel trucks—had driven through this same lane in the last thirty-six hours. I couldn’t believe the Marines were only now discovering Iraqi troops still hiding in the trenches and bunkers.

The first day and a half of the ground war had gone far better than expected for the American forces. Front-line Iraqi troops were surrendering by the thousands. Still, American commanders believed the toughest battles lay ahead. Saddam had not yet unleashed his chemical weapons, his strongest forces in Kuwait remained entrenched to our north, and the Army had barely begun its attack on the elite Republican Guard forces to our west.

As we set in the dark, the Marines’ rear command post, about thirty miles behind us in Saudi Arabia, radioed for Boomer. Weldon dispatched our driver to inch his way through the darkness to the command vehicle, warning, “Stay on the road!”

Meanwhile, Weldon held the radio receiver with one hand as he fumbled through his pockets with the other. “You got a notebook and pen?” he whispered at me. “Take this down.”

Taking notes was impossible; the security teams had ordered all lights doused as soon as the Iraqi soldiers were spotted. Unable to write, I’d flipped on my tape recorder an hour earlier to capture the radio dialogue.

Now Weldon handed me his red flashlight. “Write down what you hear me repeat,” he ordered.

I’d been demoted to a major’s scribe. Since there was no way for me to do my own job, I saw no harm in making this small contribution to the war cause.

“1st Division consolidating along Phase Line Red,” Weldon said, echoing the voice on the radio. Phase Line Red was about sixteen miles inside Kuwait, where Boomer wanted both of his divisions to consolidate for the night.

I scratched the words across the page. The letters disappeared as soon as I wrote them. I couldn’t figure out what was wrong. Suddenly, I realized I was writing with a red pen, the color rendered invisible by the red-tinted flashlight. My role as a war scribe was very short-lived.

A few minutes later the door opened and Boomer slipped into the driver’s seat. “You have a new driver. Where do you want to go? Kuwait City?” It was Boomer’s first attempt at humor since I’d linked up with him at his command post three days earlier. Sitting inside an armored command vehicle in the middle of a dark minefield with Iraqis popping out of holes seemed to have improved his disposition.

Boomer didn’t fit the movie image of a brash, swashbuckling general. He spoke in a soft Virginia Tidewater drawl and at age fifty-two still retained a hint of his country-boy shyness. His helmet hid two of his most conspicuous features, oversized ears. A pale complexion, thin face, high cheekbones, and slender frame made him look almost too delicate to have survived two grisly combat tours in Vietnam. Even so, he had one characteristic perfected by many general officers: a cold, steely gaze that seemed to bore through the flesh of anyone who angered or disappointed him.

“How are you doing?” Boomer asked, glancing back at me from the front seat.

“Well, you’re certainly not a dull date,” I replied.

Weldon was working the radios. “Sir, unconfirmed report of mustard gas delivered on 1st Division.”

“Oh, that’s bullshit,” Boomer snapped. “There’s no gas. They checked it out.”

“Okay, good,” Weldon murmured.

I had met Boomer in my first weeks on the Pentagon beat more than five years earlier, just after he’d been promoted to a one-star general and was named chief of public affairs for the Marine Corps. I’d interviewed him regularly during the six-month buildup of American forces in Saudi Arabia. In late February, five weeks after the air war had begun, Boomer invited six reporters to his forward command post to observe the start of the ground war. I was the only one who accepted the invitation.

We’d been on the battlefield since early morning, when Boomer, worried that he could not properly command the fast-moving forces from his fortified headquarters inside Saudi Arabia—and being somewhat of a kamikaze general—took his top commanders on the road to direct his troops from the front of the battlefield. He invited me to come along. Some of his senior aides objected strongly to both decisions. It was unclear whether they considered it more dangerous for Boomer to be roaming around the battlefield or to have a reporter watching his every move.

Sergeant Chapin leaned through the open door. “How are you doing, sir?”

“Fine. Can’t dance.” Boomer’s voice dissolved into a raspy cough.

He tried to explain the snippets we’d been hearing over the radio. “Some of ’em were out with their hands up. Some were hiding behind berms with weapons. Problem is, it’s so dark.”

“1st Division is consolidating along Phase Line Red,” Weldon interrupted. He turned back to the radio receiver. “Is there anything else to pass? Over.”

“I want to talk to him,” Boomer told Weldon, who was now on the radio to Major General Richard D. Hearney, a stern-faced aviator running the rear command post in Saudi Arabia in Boomer’s absence.

Several critical communications links, including a satellite antenna that was supposed to allow Boomer to communicate with his deputy in the rear as well as General H. Norman Schwarzkopf, the senior U.S. commander, in Riyadh, were in our Blazer. In the twelve hours we’d been rumbling across the battlefield, Boomer’s mobile communications network had failed repeatedly, leaving him incommunicado with some of his senior war-fighting commanders.

“One MEF, this is One MEF Forward, stand by for CG,” Weldon said into the radio. The cryptic shorthand signaled the I Marine Expeditionary Force headquarters in Saudi Arabia that Boomer, the commanding general, was trying to reach his staff from his battlefield command post, which was designated I MEF Forward.

Boomer took the receiver. “One MEF, one MEF, CG. Over.”

No response.

He tried again, “One MEF, One MEF, CG One MEF. Over.” A short pause. “Roger, is the deputy CG around? Over.”

Hearney replied, asking Boomer how the mobile command post was faring.

“We’re doing okay,” Boomer said between coughs. “EPWs are complicating everybody’s life, including ours this evening,” he added, referring to enemy prisoners. “We’re moving up to join 2nd Marine Division, but it’s really black out here with smoke, so we’re a little bit separated. But everybody’s okay. Over.”

He suddenly sounded extremely tired.

“In case I don’t have a chance to set up the CentCom component nets, call in and tell ’em everything’s okay…. The day has gone extremely well from my perspective. Lot of little fights all around. You’d knock out a couple of tanks and they’d give up. Break. Christ, there’s EPWs everywhere, including up in front of our column here in the pitch dark. Over.”

Hearney agreed to contact the U.S. Central Command headquarters in Riyadh, where General Schwarzkopf was directing the war from Saudi Arabia’s equivalent of the Pentagon.

“Okay, I have nothing further,” Boomer continued. “If we get settled down here and get some other radios set up, I’ll check back in with you later on. Over. Reiterate, I’m really pleased with the way the day went. As far as I know, we had no KIAs today.” I found it amazing, and improbable, that no Marine had been killed during the second day of combat.

Hearney said his reports indicated some Marine units had engaged in fierce combat during the day and several Marines had been wounded.

“Roger, it was hard to monitor,” Boomer responded. “But overall we did extremely well…. I have nothing further. One MEF out.”

“I’m gonna go on back up,” Boomer said, sliding out of the Blazer.

“You going to make room for some of those EPWs in your vehicle?” I suggested.

“Hell, no.” He poked his head back inside, surveying our cramped space. “You don’t have any room for ’em here either. See you in a little while.”

Our driver, Chapin, climbed back inside the truck and the four of us continued monitoring the radio chatter.

“You’re one of the select few of thirty-eight people watching history being made,” Weldon proffered as Boomer disappeared into the night. “We’re running the war from two LAVs and a Blazer.”

Boomer’s LAV—or light armored vehicle—was stuffed with radios that were supposed to allow him to talk with air and ground commanders across the battlefield. But the war was moving so fast and the battlefield was so chaotic that most of Boomer’s commanders had outrun the ranges of his radios. It was a stark contrast to the surgical image of combat that had been created by the U.S. Central Command and the Pentagon during the thirty-eight days of the allied air campaign, with its parade of videos depicting high-technology, precision-perfect bombing runs and missile hits.

“Ive got to make a head call,” Sergeant Chapin announced after an unusually long silence from the radios.

“Don’t go far,” Weldon warned.

Chapin stepped out and felt his way to the back of the Blazer. Suddenly we heard a loud yelp. A minute later he returned, badly shaken. The driver from the military jeep behind us had the same urge. The two men had bumped into each other in the dark. “I was so scared I nearly shot him,” Chapin said, trying to shake the jitters.

About 10:30 p.m., with all the Iraqi soldiers flushed from their bunkers and under guard, the convoy inched forward once again. Within minutes it stopped. The pattern was repeated, start and stop, start and stop. Movement was hazardous in darkness made even more impenetrable by the smoky clouds of burning oil wells.

“I can’t see anything,” Chapin complained, head craned over the steering wheel. Suddenly his head nodded. “Oh, God. I’m going to be sick. I’ve got to get out.” He opened the door and vomited into the sand.

“Are you all right? Can your drive?” Weldon shouted, reaching over to grab the steering wheel.

The only response was more gagging and another round of vomit. I scrambled to find the roll of toilet paper I’d seen on the floor in the back and passed it up to Weldon.

“I’ll be fine, sir,” Chapin said gamely.

He pushed open the door again and stuck his head out. The red taillights in front of us were becoming smaller and smaller.

“Blair!” barked Weldon. “Take his place!”

Sergeant Blair squeezed out of the seat next to me and made room for the driver to climb in the back. I had visions of poor Chapin puking all over my lap.

“Uh, maybe he should sit up front so he can get out if he has to,” I suggested.

“I think that’s a good idea, ma’am,” he said, his voice hesitating.

I felt so sorry for him. Conditions were miserable enough without being sick and having the added embarrassment of throwing up in front of your colleagues and a female reporter.

Over the next fifteen minutes, Chapin seemed to regain his compsure and began apologizing profusely. “It must have been those two MREs I had for lunch,” he said sheepishly.

“Anybody who eats two MREs in one sitting is asking for trouble,” I kidded Chapin.

When I’d first arrived in Saudi Arabia, an Army private asked me if I knew what MRE meant. “Sure,” I replied. “Meals-Ready-to-Eat.”

“No, ma’am,” countered the private. “Meals Rejected by Ethiopians.”

Whatever they were called, I—along with thousands of troops in Saudi Arabia—detested the modern-day military replacement for C rations. The meals, packaged in unappetizing dirt-brown plastic pouches, came in a variety of menus, ranging from freeze-dried pork patties with the consistency of Styrofoam to packets of chicken à la king with the smell and appearance of expensive cat food. I usually ate little more than the crackers with squeezable packets of peanut butter or cheese and the dessert, crumbly brownies or stale fruit nut cake.

Outside, driving conditions were deteriorating dramatically. My eyes locked on to the two red taillights in front of us, willing the driver to keep up with them. After staring intensely at the red dots, my eyes began to play tricks on me. Sometimes there would be four instead of two. Sometimes they would disappear altogether.

“Where’s the LAV? Quick, catch up. It’s disappearing!” Weldon’s voice snapped me out of my trance. It was no optical illusion. The lights had disappeared.

“Oh, shit.” The driver nudged the accelerator, increasing our speed from three miles per hour to about six miles per hour.

The snake was about to lose its tail. If we couldn’t keep up, all of the vehicles behind us would be left behind also. It was too dark for the driver in front to realize he’d lost us. Without a guide, we could easily wander into a minefield and be blown to bits.

Then, as suddenly as they had vanished, the lights reappeared. The front end of the caravan had realized the tail was missing and stopped. Several Marines with red-tinted flashlights were directing us like desert traffic cops.

Minutes later, one of the traffic directors tapped on our window: “We can’t go any further. It’s too dangerous. We’re gonna make camp here. Follow the Marine with the flashlight in front of you. Go exactly where he shows you. We’re in a minefield.”

The escort vehicles pulled into a tight circle, much like an old-fashioned wagon train, creating a protective perimeter around Boomer and his command wagons. I tumbled out of the Blazer to find a dozen Marines already at work trying to erect aluminum poles for a large tent. The wind blew bitterly cold and pelted my face and clothes with sand. We were ordered to use no lights, not even red-tinted flashlights, for fear of revealing our location to the Iraqis. We moved around like bats in a dark cave, constantly bumping into one another as we unloaded our gear and watched the murky shadows of the tent construction team.

I heard a loud pop, then a string of profanities: “Goddamn new tent the Marines paid thirty thousand dollars for isn’t worth shit!” The thin aluminum poles had snapped under the weight of the wind-battered canvas.

“Men!” shouted Captain David Garza, the energetic wagon master of the convoy. “No tents. You’ll be sleeping under your vehicles.”

He turned to me. “Miss Moore, you will be sleeping in the CG’S tent.”

Surely, I’d misunderstood. I wasn’t sleeping in Boomer’s tent. Even if that’s what he said, I couldn’t do it. I had never allowed the military to give me any special privileges in seven months of desert camp-outs. I’d always insisted I be treated the same as the troops.

Wait a minute, I chided myself. This was the chance of a lifetime. Who cared if it was special treatment? I’d have access to every detail of the war, every decision Boomer would make during the night.

I grabbed my sleeping bag, cot, and duffel bag and followed Garza. The two command and control vehicles had been parked back to back, creating a makeshift combat operations center. Large banks of radios crackled from the belly of each war wagon. A canvas tent had been erected between the two, providing standing room for officers consulting maps. Garza led me beyond the hastily assembled command post, through a set of canvas flaps and into a small tent attached to the rear of the communications vehicles. A kerosene lantern burned in the middle of the tent, giving off a warm glow.

Boomer’s cot was pushed against the canvas wall to the left; another had been shoved against the back wall. The second bunk belonged to Boomer’s war operations chief and closest staff confidant, Colonel Bill C. Steed, an unflappable Mississippian with a muscular build, a molasses Southern drawl, and a reputation as such a hard-driving boss that his subordinates nicknamed him “Woodpecker Lips.”

Neither Boomer nor Steed was in the tent, so I unfolded my cot against the right wall, tossed the sleeping bag and duffel on top of it, and went in search of a war update. It was the end of the second day of the ground war, and despite my exclusive vantage point and unprecedented access, I had been unable to file a story to The Washington Post for the entire day. I was extremely frustrated. It did little good to have a front-row seat on the war if I could get nothing into print. When we’d left the rear command post in Saudi Arabia in the morning, Boomer had promised that by nightfall he would link up with the 2nd Marine Division commander, who was traveling with a satellite dish I could use to transmit my story via the Marine Corps’s computerized electronic mail system. But now, because of the three and one-half hours we were delayed by surrendering Iraqi soldiers, we’d lost the 2nd Marine Division command post and its satellite dish.

I could blame no one; events had merely outpaced modern technology and thwarted my ability to file. I knew my editors in Washington would be torn between concern for my welfare and agitation that I hadn’t sent them a story in the last twenty-four hours.

A quick survey of the staffers monitoring the radios in the command post indicated that little was moving on the battlefield, which had become an inferno. Iraqi troops had torched hundreds of Kuwaiti oil wells, sending columns of flames shooting skyward and blanketing the desert with thick oil clouds that grounded most of the allied air force and made movement on the desert floor treacherous. Boomer had essentially called off the war for the night, fearful that his troops might accidentally kill more Americans than Iraqis in the blackness. I returned to the tent to find him sitting on his cot, wracked with violent coughs. I was tempted to yell for the corpsman who was traveling with the convoy.

“Are you okay?” I asked, worried he might collapse at any second.

“I’ll be fine,” he mumbled, sounding as exhausted as he looked. His eyes were sunken and the deep creases in his face added ten years to his age.

I suddenly felt extremely uneasy about sharing sleeping quarters with Boomer and Steed. It seemed to be just too familiar a situation for two guys directing a war. I was mostly uncomfortable about being a female. Not that any of us would be undressing in front of each other; it was far too cold to think of shedding anything but our flak jackets and helmets. But the intrusiveness of my situation also made me nervous. As a reporter, I was paid to pry into other people’s lives, a requirement that frequently left me ill at ease. I had known Boomer fairly well before the war as a source and military contact, though I knew very little about him as a person. And I had met Steed for the first time three days earlier. How would I make small talk with two men who had the lives of thousands of people hanging in the balance of every decision they made?

“Are you sure it’s okay for me to camp out with you guys? I don’t want to get in the way,” I inquired tentatively.

“You won’t be in the way,” Boomer replied. Faced with the prospect of seeing me camped under a truck in a sandstorm with a convoy of male Marines, Boomer had invited me into his tent because he felt sorry for me, and because there was plenty of room.

I certainly didn’t think I needed any sympathy. I’d gladly have slept in a foxhole or under a jeep to get this view of the battle. No other reporter in the Middle East was spending the war with a higher-ranking commander. Of the four service commanders directing the battle, Boomer was the only one guiding the battle from the field instead of a remote rear headquarters. Although several women reporters had covered previous wars from the front lines, I knew of no case in which a female journalist had ever accompanied such a senior commanding general onto the battlefield—much less lived in his tent with him.

I slumped on the edge of my cot and fatigue swept over me. I’d slept a total of about twelve hours in the last five days. Before leaving my hotel in the coastal city of Dhahran for the eight-hour drive across the desert to Boomer’s command post, the flurry of global diplomatic negotiations and the recurring rumors about the start of the ground war had kept me on the telephone every night with editors in Washington, updating our stories. During the day I had few chances to nap, fearing I’d miss some critical nuance in a military briefing or among the hundreds of pool reports filed daily by the dozens of reporters traveling with various military units across the desert.

“Tired?” Boomer asked.

“Yeah, I’ve hardly slept in five days.”

One of Boomer’s aides entered the tent with a plastic bowl of steaming noodle soup.

Boomer balanced it on his knees and glanced at me, looking a little guilty. “Have you eaten yet?”

I shook my head. Since leaving the rear base at 7 a.m., I’d eaten only some crackers and cheese from an MRE pack, a granola bar I’d stuffed in my duffel bag, and a cup of lukewarm coffee.

“Bring Miss Moore some soup,” Boomer ordered his aide.

I handed the sergeant the metal cup from the base of my canteen. A few minutes later he returned. “I hope it’s okay. All we have left is Lipton Cup-a-Soup.”

“It’s great, I’m sure,” I said, grateful for anything warm. “Thank you very much.”

I took a sip from the cup. Boomer tossed me an extra plastic spoon that had come with his dinner. I was just as grateful to have something to occupy our time as I was to have the sustenance. As we ate our soup, Boomer and I talked about the day’s events. I asked him about his greatest worries in preparing for war, and slowly his fears and emotions, dammed for months by the pressures and constraints of his position, began to spill out. He talked about the agonies and sleepless nights of the past seven months: how he and his commanders had shifted and reshifted plans attempting to find the biggest holes in the Iraqi defenses: and how he would have slept so much better if the British had not taken the “Desert Rats” from the Marines and assigned them to the Army, leaving his already outnumbered forces at an even greater disadvantage. For political reasons, the Brits wanted their forces allied with the main attack of the U.S. Army, not the supporting attack of the Marine Corps. At H-hour Sunday morning, the Marines had sent two divisions into the jaws of eleven Iraqi divisions inside Kuwait.

He talked about the risks he’d taken in rewriting his entire war plan less than three weeks before G-day, the kickoff of the ground war, and the difficulty of moving more than 60,000 troops and thousands of vehicles to new attack positions only days before the ground war began. The military had had a shortage of trucks and drivers since the operation began and had leaned heavily on the Third World civilian truck drivers who worked in Saudi Arabia.

“The Marines took good care of them. We fed them, brought them kung fu movies,” said Boomer. “I told my people to do whatever they could to keep them happy. Hell, I would have brought them women and set up a damn brothel if I could have gotten away with it.”

He also spoke passionately about how well he thought his young Marines were performing on the battlefield and his bitterness at critics in the United States who predicted they would be little match for the battle-hardened Iraqi soldiers.

Boomer seemed to be purging himself of months of fears and anxieties. I was taken aback by his candor, by how quickly this battlefield commander was dropping his defenses in front of a reporter. But I sensed that his position, along with his daily life-and-death decisions, had left him lonely and isolated. Despite his close personal relationship with Steed, Boomer evidently felt that the difference in rank and position precluded him from discussing certain things with his longtime friend. And although he spoke to his wife, Sandra, by telephone every two weeks, military concerns over operational security prevented him from sharing most of the agonies of war planning with her.

Boomer’s personal catharsis was giving me an extraordinary window into an as yet unseen side of an operation that had been portrayed publicly as antiseptic, perfectly choreographed, and relatively painless. He and the military suddenly seemed so much more vulnerable and human.

Later, as Boomer returned to the command center to check the status of his forces before going to sleep. I slipped out of the tent to make a head call. It was now close to midnight and I hadn’t been to the bathroom since midday, when a compassionate officer had led me to a wooden box under a camouflage net at a forward base Boomer had visited en route to the battlefield. I found no such compassionate officers hanging around this campsite and no wooden boxes.

Because of the dangers of the minefields around us, the Marines had drawn their humvees and other vehicles in a tight circle around the command post, forming a cozy campsite that was about seventy-five yards in diameter. Men lounged on humvees in every direction. Unfortunately for my predicament, the sky around our campsite had become lighter as the clouds reflected the glow of burning oil wells on the distant horizon. I walked toward one vehicle that seemed to have the fewest number of inhabitants and ducked behind the rear bumper. I should be able to take a few steps outside the perimeter without hitting a mine, I thought.

“Ma’am, I wouldn’t walk out there if I were you.” The voice came from the front end of the humvee. “There’s likely to be mines out there. You might not make it back.”

I turned and slowly walked around the entire circle, looking for any slice of privacy where I might bend down in the sand away from prying eyes. There was none. I was desperate and in pain. I looked across the encampment. Everyone had taken sleeping spots around the edges, leaving the center of the campsite vacant. The most private spot was right in the middle of the circle, several yards behind Boomer’s tent and about twenty yards from the nearest humvee guard post.

I walked to the center and looked around. It was too dark for me to see anyone, so I assumed it was too dark for them to see me. Even if they did, at that distance my knee-length parka would ensure they wouldn’t get much of a view. I pulled a wad of toilet tissue from my pocket—each MRE conveniently included a few sheets—and bent down. I got up, kicking sand, feeling like a cat in a litter box.

Boomer was coughing worse than ever when I returned to the tent. I was beginning to wonder if he’d make it through the war. A sergeant appeared with a cup of hot tea.

By this time I was coughing also. A raw chill had swept across the desert and the sky was spitting oily raindrops. Boomer offered me a sip of his tea.

“The cold has passed, I just have the cough now,” he said, unconvincingly. I figured I had little chance of escaping the colds and sore throats that everyone around me seemed to have contracted. All day, the officers had traded throat lozenges as freely as war plans. I took the cup. The tea had been heavily sweetened.

Bill Steed was already hunched inside his sleeping bag on the cot at the back of the tent. Boomer switched off the lantern and stretched out atop his sleeping bag without removing his boots. I shed my field parka and L. L. Bean boots and crawled deep inside my sleeping bag.

“How were the women Marines that you stayed with back in the rear doing?” he asked.

“They were pissed off that you brought me forward with you and not them,” I said.

“I figured they would be.”

I launched into a list of their complaints, but stopped when I heard heavy breathing from Boomer’s cot and fell into my own uneasy slumber.

Sometime later, I was startled by a muffled voice. It was Boomer. The voice sounded extraordinarily tormented, as though he were trying to shake off a bad nightmare. It subsided as quickly as it had begun. I was relieved that I hadn’t been forced to wake him.

I lay on my cot staring at the blackness, listening to artillery fire rumbling from every direction.

It had been a long seven months since I’d arrived in the Middle East to cover the war. Schwarzkopf was so anti-media that most of us feared we wouldn’t be allowed within miles of the battle once the ground campaign began. The U.S. military, twenty years after Vietnam, was so paranoid about losing public support for the war in the Persian Gulf that it had done everything possible to control coverage of the operation and, in many cases, hinder objective reporting.

Fortunately, there were a few exceptions. The time I’d spent cultivating sources within the tight-lipped military and living with troops in the desert had paid off. But, in the frenzied months leading to the war, I never dreamed that I would be blitzing across the desert with the Marine commander who was directing the assault to liberate Kuwait.

As I drifted into sleep, a shell exploded so near our campsite that the canvas walls of the tent shook. Other shells seemed to scream overhead from opposite directions, but even the prospect of a fiery explosion outside my tent couldn’t keep me awake. I was exhausted, mentally and physically, and my fears succumbed to the warmth of the sleeping bag. As I slipped into unconsciousness, I prayed that none of the artillery shells would fall short and that I would live through the night.


Chapter 2

Thursday, August 2, 1990, Washington, D.C.

A telephone call from The Washington Post’s national desk disrupted the second night of my summer vacation. “Sorry to disturb you,” said the news aide. “But Iraq just invaded Kuwait and the editors need you back at work.”

I spent the next few days in a frenzy, racing about the corridors of the Pentagon, trying to separate rhetoric from reality as official Washington tried to decided how to respond to the crisis. War seemed imminent.

At 7:35 a.m. on August 7, members of the Army’s elite 82nd Airborne Division secretly boarded airplanes on a North Carolina runway and took off for Saudi Arabia. The Pentagon leaked like a sieve, but the White House did not announce the deployment for another twentyseven hours. President George Bush didn’t want Saddam Hussein’s tanks and troops waiting for the 82nd Airborne when it landed at the airfield outside of Dhahran in Saudi Arabia’s oil center just 190 miles from occupied Kuwait.

A week later, the United States military realized it needed more airfields and support bases on the Arabian Peninsula to accommodate the influx of American forces and equipment. Timing was critical. The Iraqis, intelligence reports warned, had amassed an estimated 160,000 troops and as many as 1,500 tanks and armored vehicles in southeastern Iraq and Kuwait, and were capable of roaring over the Saudi border on twenty-four hours’ notice. The 60,000-member Saudi Arabian military was considered impotent against the Iraqis, and American forces, numbering only a few thousand men and a few dozen tanks and aircraft, were far from ready to defend Saudi Arabia. Defense Secretary Richard B. Cheney was dispatched on an emergency negotiating mission and agreed to take the military press corps that normally accompanied him on overseas trips. The Washington Post was one of the regulars.

While the world diplomatic community was petrified that the Iraqis would push south and seize the world’s richest oil production center on the eastern coast of Saudi Arabia, the journalistic community fretted that the invasion would occur without the press on the scene to witness it. Saudi Arabia’s King Fahd, who’d forbidden his government-controlled newspapers to report the invasion of Kuwait until three days after the fact for fear of alarming his citizenry, had allowed only about two dozen Western reporters into his kingdom, making a seat on Cheney’s plane a valuable commodity, even if it meant only four days on the Arabian Peninsula.

By August 14, the pending war in the Persian Gulf was a mere sideshow to the battle in The Washington Post newsroom over who should be awarded the coveted spot with the Cheney entourage. The two Post reporters who cover the Pentagon normally rotate assignments on the Defense Secretary’s overseas trips. Under the rotation system, it was my turn. After five years of battling the bureaucracy of the peacetime Pentagon and enduring dozens of make-believe war exercises around the world, I was determined to be on the scene for the real thing. So was Patrick E. Tyler, my new partner on the military beat, who’d recently returned to Washington after three years as the newspaper’s Middle East correspondent, a credential that, in his view, made him more qualified for the assignment.

We each lobbied our editors. I argued that I knew many more of the military commanders who were likely to be dispatched to Saudi Arabia and was far better versed in U.S. military doctrine and weaponry. Tyler had been quick to show disdain for the stuffy and officious officer corps which inhabited the maze of the Pentagon. There were many times when I didn’t care much for some of the keepers of the “Palace of Death” either, but I was a little more successful in camouflaging my distaste. I treated the building like a giant police beat, making daily rounds of sources by foot or telephone in an effort to keep a pulse on the massive military bureaucracy.

After Tyler’s first day pounding the seventeen miles of Pentagon corridors, a secretary in one of the military offices pulled me aside and whispered, “He doesn’t look like the rest of you newspaper reporters—he looks more like one of those TV guys.” It was true; with his impeccable Hong Kong-tailored suits, bow tie, horn-rimmed glasses, and the new cellular telephone he carried with the importance of the presidential black box, he did not fit the sterotype of the average scruffy military reporter.

The editors finally came up with what they believed was the diplomatic solution: Moore should go on the trip because she’d covered the military longer; Tyler would be more valuable in the newsroom writing the day’s top stories because he was, in fact, the paper’s most knowledgeable Middle East expert. I tried not to gloat; Tyler tried to hide his disappointment. We both tried to get along well enough to co-author the next day’s story without strangling each other.

On August 16, the day before Cheney was to leave, I flew to St. Louis to visit the military’s mammoth Transportation Command (TransCom in Pentagonese), the nerve center of the deployment. I found myself standing before a giant electronic screen crisscrossed with brightly colored lines that converged in a tangle on the Arabian Peninsula.

“We call it the aluminum bridge,” boasted one brigadier general. “There are so many airplanes crossing the Atlantic at any moment of the day, it almost forms a bridge of aluminum between the continents.” I tried to burn the unfamiliar names on the map into my memory so my public affairs handlers wouldn’t catch me writing them down.

As I prepared to leave the base, a young officer from the public affairs office raced toward me, frantically waving a slip of white paper. “Call the Pentagon immediately. You’re not going to be able to go on the Cheney trip tomorrow,” he said breathlessly.

My heart sank. What had gone wrong? Had Tyler sabotaged me? Was Cheney ticked off at my story in the morning’s paper?

One of Pete Williams’s aides was on the phone: “We must have your passport, we’ve taken all the others to the Saudi embassy for the visas. If we don’t have yours by 5 p.m. today, you can’t go.”

The plane carrying me and my passport wouldn’t even leave St. Louis until 6:30 that evening. He put me on hold for consultations with his bosses. He returned to the phone. If I could be at the embassy tomorrow at 9 a.m. sharp, a visa would be waiting and I’d be allowed to board the Cheney plane at Andrews Air Force Base that afternoon.

Just after 9 a.m. the next day, Friday, August 17, I leaped up the steps of the Saudi Arabian embassy, an imposing white marble building directly across the street from the famous Watergate complex on the banks of the Potomac River in downtown Washington. A brusque guard pointed me toward one of the inner sanctums, where I completed a long questionnaire.

I looked around the large, empty waiting room. Pictures of Saudi Arabia covered the walls: photographs of industrial complexes, oil refineries, exotic-looking mosques, men in flowing white robes. I had never been to Saudi Arabia. In fact, I had spent little time in the Middle East. I saw the pyramids once through binoculars from an airplane at several thousand feet. I spent two weeks on the island emirate of Bahrain in the Persian Gulf in 1987 during the Iran-Iraq war when the U.S. Navy was escorting Kuwaiti oil tankers through the war zone. Because I was there on a “quick reaction” media pool that was to be dispatched in case of accident or attack—which never occurred on my watch—I saw little more than the inside of a British luxury hotel.

Finally, a woman signaled that my visa was ready. She said, however, I could not leave without seeing one of the senior embassy officials. Portraits of Saudi royalty smiled stiffly at me from the walls of his office.

“Sit down, please,” he said, motioning to a chair opposite his desk. “You know, there are thousands of reporters trying to get into our country.”

I nodded. He slowly flipped through my passport. He paused at the Saudi visa and frowned. He looked up, then leaned over his desk conspiratorily. “I didn’t tell you this,” he said, lowering his voice to a whisper. “You have a thirty-day visa. So do the other reporters with Cheney. If I were you, I would not come back on that plane. We are not allowing many reporters into Saudi Arabia.”

My heart was pounding. I could barely get out the door fast enough and back to the Post. What a coup, I thought. As I fought my way through the lunchtime traffic to the brown brick-and-glass Post building on 15th Street, the gravity of my good fortune landed in the pit of my stomach. War was a very real possibility. Suddenly I was far from sure that five years of stalking the halls of the Pentagon and climbing on tanks during field exercises had prepared me for war or for watching young men and women die. Or, perhaps, being killed myself.

I dashed into the newsroom, one-half acre of cluttered desks and humming computer terminals, and strode into the glass office of managing editor Leonard Downie. “I have a thirty-day visa. I can stay in Saudi Arabia.” His expression couldn’t have been more gleeful if I’d walked in and told him he’d just won the lottery.

I’d packed a garment bag for a four-day trip of living in luxury hotels. I sped home and filled a suitcase with camping gear. As I drove from my house in suburban Washington to Andrews Air Force Base on the outskirts of the city, I debated whether I should tell the other reporters—whose passports remained in the possession of the Cheney media handlers—that their visas were good not only for the four-day official trip but for a full thirty days. My colleagues represented the largest news organizations in America, many of which had not yet been granted access to Saudi Arabia.

In the VIP lounge at Andrews Air Force Base, I listened as the other reporters said goodbye to their families. My chief competitor, Michael Gordon, of The New York Times, cheerily told his rambunctious twin boys that he’d see them in four days. I averted my eyes.

At a refueling stop eight hours later, I confessed my plan to Pete Williams, “I don’t plan to come back on your plane. I’m going to stay in Saudi Arabia.”

Williams, thirty-eight, a tall, lanky man with brown hair and thick glasses, had been a television newsman in his hometown of Casper, Wyoming, before he’d joined the staff of then Congressman Dick Cheney. He was one of the most affable and irreverent men to hold the job of chief Pentagon spokesman since I’d been on the beat.

“Look, I can’t order you to be on the plane when we leave Saudi Arabia,” Williams said. “If you’re not there, we take off without you.”

For the next few hours aboard the plane I continued to agonize over whether to tell my cohorts. Eventually I realized I wanted company on this adventure more than I wanted an exclusive story. Surely there would be more than enough news to go around anyway. I leaked my secret.

Divulging such valuable information to the opposition was not easy. I had been a newspaper reporter for almost nineteen years, a fact that surprised many people, who often retorted that I didn’t look much older than nineteen. That might have been a compliment, but in the newspaper business, where you needed to look hard-bitten to get respect, a youthful, innocent-looking face was a curse.

My career path was similar to that of many of my newspaper colleagues. I just started a little younger than most. I was born in Lake Charles, a Cajun town in southwestern Louisiana that went from boom to bust with the oil industry. I grew up during the boom years in a modest frame house surrounded by 350-year-old moss-draped oak trees and a polluted bayou named for a recalcitrant pirate who, according to legend, had been hanged from the branches of one of our stately oaks by his boss, the pirate Jean Lafitte. The picturesque property had been in my family for five generations, since my great-great-grandfather home-steaded on the land and began farming it in the late 1800s.

I was the oldest of three children and the only daughter. My mother, Betty, was a surgical nurse, and my father, Fred, was manager of the parish office of the state Department of Veterans Affairs. I wanted to grow up to be an ornithologist studying bird diseases in Alaska until an agent for the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service spoke at one of my 4-H Club meetings and told me that a woman could never aspire to anything higher than a secretarial job in the service. Not quite sixteen years old, I was crushed and went looking for another career. My high school journalism teacher helped me find it. He worked nights as a police reporter at the Lake Charles American Press, and he persuaded the editors to give me a weekend job. I was so young I had to get a work permit from the local school board. The city editor, Jim Beam, paid me $1.60 an hour to write obituaries and cover the local civic club meetings. After three months, Beam thought I showed promise, gave me a nickle-an-hour pay raise, and promoted me to covering the night police beat on weekends.

From the first day I walked into that grimy newsroom, with its clattering wire service teletype machines, deadline frenzy, and the somewhat overblown feeling that we knew everything in town before everyone else, I never wanted to do anything but work for newspapers. Most days I loved the excitement so much I was amazed people actually paid me to do my job.

After surviving the Louisiana public school system, rated among the bottom ten in the nation during much of my tenure, I attended Georgetown University in Washington, D.C., and studied American government, planning to write about politics. I spent my summer vacations covering the Louisiana legislature for the Press, and in my senior year at Georgetown I worked as a copy aide—a gofer—at The Washington Post. After graduation in 1978, I was hired by the New Orleans Times-Picayune, which frequently raided the staffs of smaller newspapers around the state.

Three years later, The Washington Post offered me a job covering the school board in a suburban county outside of Washington. I spent five years on the metropolitan staff of the Post writing about local and state politics in Virginia until I was asked by the editor of the national staff to apply for an opening on the Pentagon beat in 1986. The job was the biggest promotion of my career, but even so, I never imagined I’d find myself sitting on the Defense Secretary’s Boeing 707 flying into the face of a potential war half a globe away from the United States.

It didn’t take long for me to realize that this trip was going to be far different than most junkets I’d taken with Defense Secretaries. More often than not the destination was posh golf club in Scotland or a ski resort in Canada for the semiannual NATO conferences, or the capitals of Europe, where Defense Secretaries would discuss weighty world issues over English crumpets or French Bordeaux or Italian pasta. Occasionally you would get your shoes muddy during a short diversion to a field exercise in Germany.

This time Cheney traveled with only half a dozen key aides; usually the entourages were two or three times that size. Cheney and his advisers huddled in their forward compartments, the tension and strain etched into their weary faces. No jokes. No small talk. Normally the press, seated at the rear of the plane just in front of the galley and toilets, was in a prime position to ambush unsuspecting officials who ventured back into enemy territory foraging for a snack or looking for bladder relief. On this trip, the stewards whisked the food forward to the private cabins and officials who dared walk through the press seats slipped into the tiny lavatories without a word, then dashed back through the cabin to the safety of their off-limits sanctuary.

On Saturday morning, August 18, we landed in Saudi Arabia and immediately were strapped into orange life preservers and helmets and hustled onto Sea Stallion helicopters for an ear-numbing, body-jolting ride over the Red Sea to the aircraft carrier USS Dwight D. Eisenhower, home of a fighter squadron that called itself the “Puking Dogs.” Cheney wanted to check out U.S. naval operations in the region.

The helicopter disgorged us onto the bustling deck of the Ike, where a misstep could cost your leg and where the blast from a revving jet engine could send you to your knees, or worse, over the edge of the deck into the sea. Fighter jets catapulted off one end of the deck as bombers made hair-raising landings on the other. A pilot had a split second to snag a thick steel wire with a tail hook to slow his speed from 150 miles an hour to a dead stop.

Usually a carrier deck has only a token number of weapons, most stored out of sight or aboard ammunition ships accompanying the giant supercarriers. Today, the Ike’s “bomb row” was crammed with weaponry—fat gravity bombs and slender Sidewinder and sleek Phoenix missiles.

As I leaned against a cart loaded with missiles, an exasperated sailor screeched, “Ma’am, do you know what you’re leaning against? Move!” My armrest was capable of destroying an entire ship with a single piercing of the hull.

We stayed aboard only long enough to be divided into smaller groups and shoved into other helicopters to visit the ships that support the floating city of 5,000. My group of three reporters was dispatched to the USS Ticonderoga, an Aegis cruiser, the most modern class of warship in the U.S. fleet.

Grim-faced young sailors waved me out of the chopper’s belly and across the gray deck of the Navy battle cruiser. A lanky officer in a khaki uniform shook my hand. “We have a problem,” he said tersely. “Follow me.”

I sprinted along serpentine corridors, through narrow hatches, down steep metal ladders, and finally into the ship’s wardroom, where officers usually gather to eat their meals or watch movies. I faced a long table, draped in powder-blue-and-white linens, meticulously laid with two dozen place settings. How pleasant, I thought, our first stop on the tour was going to be lunch.

The officer quickly nudged us toward the far end of the room, where the skipper of the Ticonderoga, Captain Morris C. Foote, stood clutching a gruesome apparatus—a large plastic hood with two rubber-rimmed eye sockets. Bulky plastic bags, black rubber gloves and boots lay in a jumbled heap at his feet. Odd-looking green canisters were strewn across the sofa and scattered atop the coffee table.

“All the Persian Gulf forces are currently at battle stations,” Foote announced soberly. “A U.S. ship trying to conduct intercept operations fired six warning shots at an Iraqi tanker less than one hour ago.”

I fumbled for a notebook and began scribbling furiously. “We are in the Red Sea,” Morris continued. “We have not yet been ordered to battle stations. But when we start getting into the business of firing warning shots, we’re never sure of the reaction. We are going to give you a quick lesson in using chemical protection gear …” He paused, looking each of us in the eye, and added quietly, “If, for some reason, something terrible happens.”

My scribbling became illegible. I was torn between the euphoria of being on hand for the first shots of war and the paralyzing fear that I might not live to write about it. In the sixteen days since Saddam Hussein had invaded Kuwait, I’d written two dozen dispassionate stories about the prospects and consequences of war in the Middle East. I’d chronicled the diplomatic travails of establishing an international trade embargo against Iraq and had outlined all the theoretical problems of enforcing that embargo. What if the ships wouldn’t stop? Would American warships shoot at the commercial trading vessels? Would Iraq shoot back? Then what?

I’d quoted intelligence experts describing Hussein’s deadly chemical arsenal and noted with scientific indifference that you could die from a single drop of nerve agent no larger than a pinhead. I’d barely flinched when one expert compared death by chemical gas to squirting a cockroach with bug killer and watching it twitch to death on a kitchen counter. Now, I couldn’t tell whether it was the thought of the dying cockroach that was making me nauseous or the acrid-smelling charcoal liner inside the green coveralls that were supposed to be my suit of armor against Saddam’s bug spray.

The skipper led us to a huge map tacked to the wardroom wall. Tiny red cylinders with fins marked the location of every known Iraqi missile battery. Little black fighter jets designated Iraqi air bases. Small squares of yellow paper indicated the position of every U.S. ship in the Red Sea and Persian Gulf. I tried to memorize every detail. It was my first glimpse at what U.S. troops were up against, and it looked formidable.

When we returned to the aircraft carrier, where we were spending the night, neither Cheney nor his spokesman, Pete Williams, would acknowledge that the warning shots had been fired. I wrote a story quoting the captain of the Ticonderoga, hoping that he’d still have his job the next morning. Because of the cumbersome communications system of the aircraft carrier, however, my story didn’t make it back to the Post in time for Sunday’s paper—even with the advantage of a seven-hour time zone difference.

It was little consolation when I learned that Cheney had been unable to reach the Pentagon for forty-five minutes to discuss the shooting incident. Even with modern communications systems, his satellite telephone call was disrupted each time the ship changed directions.

In Washington, the warning shots in the Persian Gulf reverberated through the White House, State Department, and Pentagon. It was the most serious diplomatic crisis since the invasion itself. While the United Nations had voted to impose an embargo against Iraq two days earlier, its members had not yet decided whether military force could be used to enforce it. The White House was worried that the warning shots could undermine international support for sanctions against Iraq, or worse, start a war when Western forces were far from ready to defend themselves or the oil fields of Saudi Arabia. As he toured the Arabian Peninsula, Cheney was stunned by how few American troops and how little equipment had actually arrived. Only a few thousand Marines and soldiers had arrived after ten days of pushing the U.S. military transportation system to its maximum limits and the Air Force’s one squadron of fighter planes had only enough bombs and missiles for each plane to make one bombing run.

On Sunday, August 19, the third day of his trip, Cheney began sensitive negotiations that the United States hoped would become the foundation of an unprecedented alliance between Arab and Western leaders in opposing Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein.

Arab governments of the Middle East had long avoided publicly acknowledging any Western military presence on their soil. Cheney, fearful of jeopardizing his negotiations, declared every meeting too sensitive to talk about. Sunday night, while Cheney met privately with the Bahraini officials, his traveling press corps jammed into a pressroom at the Gulf Hotel overlooking the Persian Gulf to write and file stories.

We were exhausted from sleep deprivation and frustrated by news deprivation. At some point after 1 a.m. the room exploded into mayhem.

NBC television reporter Andrea Mitchell was half screaming, half sobbing into the telephone connection with New York: “What do you mean they’ve lost the feed? I’ve worked for the past two days for nothing! You’ve got to find it.” She sank into a chair and dissolved into tears.

In another corner of the room, Michael Gordon was shouting angrily at a New York Times editor in the Washington bureau: “Why am I out here? The story’s not in Washington—it’s here. I’ve worked all day on this story and you want to use a few paragraphs as inserts in the Washington story? If you don’t use it, I’m calling the editor at home, I don’t care what time of night it is!” He slammed the phone into its cradle.

I had the opposite problem. My editors wanted more information and a longer story. Our Middle East correspondent, Caryle Murphy, was incommunicado in occupied Kuwait, and her temporary replacement in Cario was en route between assignments and had been unable to file. They were wrapping all the day’s Middle East news into my story. “We need it now,” said the urgent voice on the Washington end of the phone. “You’re already past first-edition deadline.”

It never fails that when you are in the biggest hurry the telephone lines are at their worst—so full of static that they repeatedly cut off the computer transmissions. That night it took sixteen attempts to get a clear connection to Washington.

The press attaché from the American embassy, a quiet, red-haired man assigned to assist the Cheney media entourage, sat in a corner, looking bewildered by the chaos unfolding in front of him.

On Monday, August 20, Cheney’s efforts to galvanize Arab support for military operations reached a frantic pace as he crisscrossed the Arabian Peninsula. Leaders of the Arab nations were torn between their reluctance to allow American military operations on their soil and the absolute terror and vulnerability they felt in the face of Saddam Hussein. Historical barriers were tumbling in the interests of self-preservation.

The President of the United Arab Emirates, on the southern end of the Persian Gulf, agreed to allow American transport planes to be based in his nation. We didn’t need the staged press conference to tell us. We had seen the planes, which had arrived several days earlier, on the runway when we landed.

Oman was our third country of the day. Cheney had been making history at each stop—convincing Arab leaders who’d never allowed an American soldier on their soil to accept U.S. warplanes and troops in support of a massive effort to keep Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein from expanding his invasion forces beyond Kuwait. The trip had been so frenzied that we’d been unable to report a single word of it.

“Don’t worry,” Pete Williams had assured the fifteen-member press corps as the Boeing 707 touched down on the runway in Salalah, Oman, the location of the ruling sultan’s summer palace. “The American consulate has set up a pressroom at the Salalah Holiday Inn. You can file while the Secretary is meeting with the sultan.” In an effort to lighten the mood of the snarly journalists, he joked: “Betcha can’t say it three times real fast—Salalah Holiday Inn, Salalah Holiday Inn, Salalah Holiday Inn.”

As we trooped into the lobby of the Salalah Holiday Inn, the receptionist looked up from his ledger and beamed, “Welcome. Your conference room is waiting for you. You are the Japanese business delegation, correct?”

We improvised, pairing up in several rooms to write our stories. Two and one-half hours later I’d finished my dispatch and was in the process of transmitting it, by way of a laptop computer and telephone, to the home office of The Washington Post. My roomie, Associated Press reporter Susanne Schafer, had finished her story and had walked down the hall to the lobby gift shop. Suddenly I heard footsteps pounding in the corridor.

“They’ve gone! They’ve gone! They’ve left us!” Schafer burst through the door of our hotel room, breathless and ashen-faced. “We’ve got to get out of here!”

“Oh, shit!” I gasped. I yanked the computer wires from the wall, swept notebooks and files under one arm, and sprinted out the door behind Schafer, cramming papers and computer cables into an over-stuffed canvas bag as I ran.

During the five years I’d traveled with Defense Secretaries as Pentagon correspondent for the Post, this had been my greatest nightmare: missing the plane and being stranded in a foreign country with no way to catch up with the official party. I’d miss the story and be demoted to some undesirable corner of the newsroom.

But this was even worse. The United States was on the brink of war with Iraq. Nobody knew how neighboring Middle Eastern kingdoms would react to American intervention in an Arab brawl. I was in an isolated coastal town in Oman on the southeastern edge of the Arabian Peninsula and I spoke no Arabic.

“How could they just leave us?” I panted as we dashed across the lobby of the Salalah Holiday Inn.

“They left twenty minutes ago, they thought everybody was with them.” Schafer’s words tumbled over each other. Schafer, thirty-nine, was relatively new to the Pentagon beat but was a veteran foreign correspondent and White House reporter who didn’t panic easily. “The hotel says they have called a police car to take us to the airport, but we don’t even know if the plane is still here.”

As we exited through the glass doors of the hotel lobby, we heard another set of frantic footsteps behind us. CBS radio reporter Bill Lynch, who’d been in the room next to us and heard Schafer’s shouts, had also missed the roundup call. We stood in front of the hotel, looking up and down the dusty street. Where was the police car?

“Here, here!” summoned a dark-skinned man wearing a dirty brownish-red turban. A curved dagger, called a khanjar, was tucked into his belt. He waved us toward a small white van. We were skeptical. If these were police, where were their badges? Where were their uniforms? Where were the official markings on the van?

“These don’t look like police to me,” I whispered to Schafer as we climbed into the backseat.

The rear door of the van opened. Three bearded men in soiled robes and turbans clambered into the space behind our seat, laughing and joking in Arabic. Schafer and I exchanged troubled glances. My first thought was that we were being abducted. We’d never see the Cheney plane.

Even Lynch, another veteran journalist, was dubious. “You’re the police?” he asked feebly, climbing into the seat next to me.

“Yes, yes,” the driver assured us with a nod and his limited English. He slid behind the wheel and revved the engine, all the while engaged in a loud, animated conversation with another knife-toting buddy standing beside the van. The driver laughed uproariously at something his pal said. He launched into another story. I looked at my watch. If the plane still happened to be on the runway, surely it would be gone by the time these guys stopped gabbing and got on the road.

Schafer took the initiative. In a polite, but firm voice she said, “Sir, excuse me. May we go? We must catch our plane with the official party. It may leave without us.”

The driver whipped his turbanned head around. His piercing black eyes narrowed to a slit. His jaw tightened beneath his close-cropped beard. His lips curled into a sneer. In a single motion he shut off the motor and jerked the key from the ignition. He began shouting and pounding the steering wheel with his clenched fist. He leaped out of the van and slammed the door, gesturing angrily toward Schafer, who cowered next to me in the backseat.

“Oh, boy, now you’ve done it,” said Lynch. “You have insulted him. Women do not give men orders in this society.”

I slumped against the seat. My passport was being held hostage on Cheney’s plane, which probably was lumbering down the runway at that very moment. The nearest American consulate was 800 miles away. The Post was spending $6,000 to cover this junket, and its reporter couldn’t even make the plane.

Schafer and I were fearful of opening our mouths, afraid we’d make yet another incalculable error. Lynch decided to try to reason with the man as an Arab might. He apologized for the unschooled American woman, she meant no insult, she did not know Arab ways. He joked, he cajoled, he groveled.

Finally, the driver asked, “How much?” He motioned toward Schafer and me.

Lynch understood. Yes, one of them would make a very good wife, he replied. We can discuss the price.

It was enough to entice the driver back into the van. He leered at Schafer and me, and cranked the engine. Just to show us who was boss, he relayed one more story to his snickering buddy before pulling onto the highway. Then he began talking money with Lynch. Somehow Lynch steered him off the idea of buying a wife and onto the costs of trucks and vans. Schafer and I looked at each other with relief.

We still doubted that these khanjar-toting Omanis were policemen. Palm trees and ramshackle shanties flew past the windows. Dirty young boys standing next to crates of fruit at roadside stands whisked past. Few signs of modern civilization appeared anywhere, much less an airport.

“This is not the road we drove on to get to the hotel,” I whispered.

We rounded another grove of date palms. A high wire gate suddenly sprang from the road in front of us. Beyond the gate, unbelievably, was an airfield. We strained to see an airplane. None was in sight. Miraculously, the gate swung open and the van roared onto the tarmac. My heart skipped a beat. Sitting on the runway, its engines whining, was a sleek white jet with “United States of America” painted across its sides.

The steps to the forward passenger door were still in place. A familiar man with thinning blond hair and wearing a conservative suit was standing on the bottom step. Dick Cheney, smiling tersely, extended his hand to each of us as we mounted the stairs. “Glad you could join us,” he deadpanned.

By nightfall, we had blitzed through four countries—Bahrain, the UAE, Oman, and now Qatar. When we touched down in Qatar, Cheney was gray with fatigue. But he was nearing the end of one of the most historic American shuttle diplomacies involving the nations of the Middle East. Even though he refused to divulge many details because of Arab paranoia over aiding Western forces, the trip was changing the course of events in the Middle East. It was the first sign that the Bush administration might be able to stitch together a delicate coalition of Arab nations whose tribal and religious animosities had dated back thousands of years.

Meanwhile, in the airport lobby, where the press corps was awaiting Cheney’s return from a meeting at the opulent Qatari royal palace, military negotiations of another sort were underway. NBCs Andrea Mitchell, whose misplaced videotape had kept her off the air the night before, was desperate to get shots of the historic UAE meeting to New York. Pete Williams was equally eager: His boss was the highest-ranking American official ever to have visited the Persian Gulf emirates. But the satellite dish promised by the U.S. embassy in the Qatari capital of Doha was nowhere to be found.
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