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Khafji was the defining moment of the war.

—LIEUTENANT GENERAL BERNARD TRAINOR, USMC (ret.), coauthor of The Generals’ War

In my view, Khafji was a pivotal battle of the war. It was a turning point as significant as the Coalition’s battle for air supremacy in the first few minutes of the air campaign.

—GENERAL KHALID BIN SULTAN AL SAUD, commander of Arab troops during the Persian Gulf War

It really is a hell of a story and the trouble is the Army doesn’t want it told because the Army wasn’t involved. But it was the only ground battle that we fought in the war where the issue was in doubt.

—GENERAL CHUCK HORNER, commander of U.S. air forces during the Persian Gulf War

I think Khafji sort of happened. We didn’t really know how significant it was until after it was all said and done. And then after the war as we started to look into it, it became a larger evolution than I could have imagined.

—COLONEL JOHN R. BIOTY, USMC, Marine air group commander
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Why I longed to go grubbing into the deplorable details of an occurrence which, after all, concerned me no more than as a member of an obscure body of men held together by a community of inglorious toil and by fidelity to a certain standard of conduct, I can’t explain. You may call it an unhealthy curiosity if you like; but I have a distinct notion I wished to find something.

—JOSEPH CONRAD, Lord Jim

AFEW DAYS INTO the melodrama of Officer Candidate School in Quantico, Virginia, in 1992, one of my fellow inmates pointed out a barrel-chested senior drill instructor from another platoon, saying, “That guy’s fucking amazing. Everybody in third herd worships him. They say he was at Khafji too.” I quickly looked the young staff sergeant over, a daring, possibly life-threatening move within the confines of OCS. He was a vision of soldierly virtue: fit, deeply tanned, and with gold naval parachutist’s wings gleaming on his chest, identifying him as an elite reconnaissance Marine.

Then I thought about that other thing my buddy had mentioned: Khafji. I’d heard the name before, vaguely recalling images of Iraqi tanks careering through the shattered streets of some Middle Eastern town in the opening days of the Persian Gulf War. At that embryonic stage in my Marine career, I didn’t know much of it beyond what I’d learned from CNN. But this Marine, like others before him who had been to Beirut and Somalia, had that look about him as if he were the sole proprietor of a secret that I longed to hear and yet whose essence was always somehow lost in the telling. Like most warrior wannabes, I viewed this guy as being somehow more than mortal. He had been there—he had seen the life beyond the veil.

The battle of Khafji is much like many crucial battles in recent times that briefly occupy center stage in the world theater and are then condemned to the dustbin of history. But among fighting men, engagements such as Khafji, Mogadishu, Haiti, Beirut, and Baidoa are endlessly recounted in hushed tones and with a reverence for the moment that would floor most civilians. Despite their surprising obscurity, these battles had an immeasurable impact on the lives of the men who fought in them. Being shot at and watching other men die violently is something that alters a man forever, regardless of how little the rest of the world happens to care. Being a party to the death of thousands and witnessing the dismemberment of a foreign army only enlarges this effect.

The battle of Khafji ushered in a new era in American military history. It was the first major U.S. engagement after Vietnam, and it became the de facto proving ground for a new generation of astonishingly effective tactics and technologies. The battle to retake the town largely prefigured the U.S. war in Afghanistan, with small, mobile U.S. teams providing fire support to motivated but unskilled indigenous forces. American soldiers and their allies saw up close and for the first time the staggering psychological impact of modern precision-guided munitions upon an outmoded Third World army. These same men were forced to learn in agonizing detail the devastating effectiveness of these new weapons as they were unwittingly unleashed upon their own comrades.

The conclusion of the Persian Gulf War is a matter of history that most are familiar with: the dispirited Iraqi army, pushed to the breaking point by a revolutionary precision-bombing campaign capitulated after a hugely anticlimactic ground offensive. Before Khafji, however, such an outcome seemed highly unlikely. The Iraqis were seen, in one Marine’s words, as “ten-foot-tall giants” who were the undisputed masters of desert warfare. They possessed the world’s fourth largest army and had fought Iran, a country four times its size in population, to a standstill in an eight-year slugfest. They had rolled into the Kuwaiti emirate, seizing it with a scripted efficiency that one can only compare to Hitler’s conquest of the Low Countries in 1940, conquering it utterly in four days. Responding to the invasion, President George H. W. Bush in August of 1990 dispatched an advance force including the Army’s 82nd Airborne division and the 7th Marine Expeditionary Brigade to protect Saudi Arabia and its flowing oil fields from further Iraqi aggression. By late October it was decided that the American forces in theater would lead a broad Coalition to take Kuwait back from the Iraqis.

Unlike the most recent conflict with Iraq, there was no reason to expect an easy victory in this first war. There was no Kosovo or Afghanistan to point to. The devastating effects of precision airpower were only a war-college professor’s dream. The American military establishment, whose confidence had been greatly bolstered by the huge buildups of the Reagan years, had yet to emerge from Vietnam’s long shadow. It hadn’t produced a major victory since the Inchon offensive in the early stages of the Korean War. Most officers, unaware of the extent of the revolution in weaponry that was only just coming to fruition, expected a bloodbath in Kuwait.

On January 29, 1991, twenty-seven days before the Allied assault was set to roll, the Iraqis invaded Saudi Arabia, seizing the coastal town of Ra’s al-Khafji, and everything changed. The fight to retake Khafji, the primary subject of this book, when taken in its full context, represents the passing of an era. At Khafji the Iraqi fighting man’s true nature was revealed and a new epoch in war was introduced. Saddam was handed his first resounding defeat. Immediately following the battle, Marine commanders began reshaping their offensive plans to deal with what they expected to be the largest prisoner-collection exercise in American history.

The men who fought at Khafji were, for the most part, children of the 1980s and were raised on Ronald Reagan’s vision of a nation born from the ashes of Vietnam. They possessed a seemingly boundless faith in both their country and a resurrected American military arm. They represented a new breed of American warrior, distinct in character from their grandfathers, who’d fought in World War II. They were elite professional soldiers who had enlisted by choice and endured years of arduous training. No one was drafted to fight in this new war. There were no volunteer masses; there was no high-minded Bush doctrine to justify its prosecution, no post-9/11 war cry. The war was not seen by the rank and file as a moral crusade or some sort of Homeric undertaking; most viewed it with an antiseptic, cause-and-effect detachment. Their cause, if it can be called a cause, was simple and circumstantial: Saddam had stolen a country and they were there to take it back as efficiently as possible.

Leading these men was a graying cadre of Vietnam veterans who were sworn to correct the mistakes committed nearly thirty years earlier. As Lieutenant General Walt Boomer, the overall Marine commander in the Gulf, recalled, “Vietnam hung over the Gulf War like a fog.” Boomer, along with most of the senior Marine commanders in the Kuwaiti theater, had served as an advisor to the South Vietnamese Marine Corps and had experienced the trauma of the war in Southeast Asia with a striking degree of intimacy. They were determined to get it right this time around.

Later in my career, I served with other Marines who were at Khafji during the crucial four days that form the nucleus of this story, including then-Colonel John Admire, commander of the Third Marine Regiment. I remember well the late nights in the deserts of Twentynine Palms training base, when the war had become a well-whispered memory and these men would describe their days in Saudi Arabia. These stories inevitably began with, “Man, back in the desert …” I like to think of this story as a collection of the best of those late night tales, buttressed by the hard facts contained in the official histories and the over 100 veterans I have interviewed.

To remember and, in some way, celebrate men caught up in war is a curious enterprise. I realize that stories about war are what make young men, convinced of their immortality, join organizations like the Marine Corps in the first place. The mythology of battle inspired my youth and played a central role in my decision to enlist. And yet War, in all its monstrous cruelty and squalor, somehow retains its fascination. The melodrama inherent in war seems somehow to embody the very essence of the human condition in all its rage, bliss, and contradiction. To paraphrase the Greek philosopher Heraclitus, war is the father and king of us all.
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8:00 P.M., January 29, 1991,
Observation Post 4, on the Kuwaiti Border
50 Miles West of Khafji

WILFRED OWEN, “Exposure”

Our brains ache, in the merciless iced east winds that knife us …
Wearied we keep awake because the night is silent …
Low drooping flares confuse our memory of the salient …
Worried by silence, sentries whisper, curious, nervous,
But nothing happens.

DARKNESS falls fast in the desert. It is this time, soon after the light has gone, that a man can feel most alone. The blackness envelops him, denying him sight, severing or diminishing his connection with those around him. Nevertheless, Lieutenant Stephen Ross and his platoon sergeant Greg Gillispie were in good spirits as they sat improbably perched in brightly colored aluminum beach chairs atop a large earthen berm. They’d stolen the beach chairs from some rear-area types before striking out into the heart of the Arabian desert to occupy the border-police post that was their home, their fighting position, and their desert redoubt all rolled into one. They peered into the belly of Kuwait through high-tech night-vision goggles. An utterly desiccated sandscape, flat as a billiard table, stretched off as far as the eye could see.

They were happy because tomorrow morning they, along with the rest of their platoon, were going to be relieved and would finally get a chance to grab a shower and maybe a camel burger at the PX trailers that had been set up in the rear. They’d been out at Observation Post 4, one of the most remote outposts in the Marine sector, encircled by the sands, for nearly two weeks now and were running low on chow and water. OP 4 was one of those places in the war that Marines got dropped into that didn’t really exist in the normal sense. You pulled out the map sheet marked “Umm Hjul,” and it was just a bunch of empty grid squares with barely a feature or contour line on the entire page, devoid of even the most basic landmarks to orient yourself save the sun, the blank horizon, and the small cluster of spartan buildings that comprised the border fort.

Battalion headquarters had been putting them off for some time, saying, “Tomorrow you’ll be relieved.” So far there’d been three “tomorrow” calls this week. They’d been hung out there for so long that the cryptographic fills for their radios had expired, forcing them to talk “in the plain,” leaving them perilously exposed to Iraqi eavesdropping—not a minor concern. Staff Sergeant Gillispie had been up and down the border to the other Marine outposts innumerable times on scrounging missions, trading what he could for field rations, water, and extra gear. But even for a crafty devil with beaucoup connections like Gillispie, karma eventually runs out. However, this most recent promise from Battalion seemed solid, and Ross had decided to consolidate his two northernmost positions in order to expedite the morning turnover.

Still, until they were relieved, they had a job to do. They were recon, the eyes and ears of the First Marine Division, there to provide early warning in case the Iraqis started acting up and to collect the deserters who had been crossing over through no-man’s-land in increasing numbers since the air war started two weeks prior. In the words of a division staff officer, their mission was to “see, scream, and scram”; that is, they were to observe and report any enemy activity and if threatened by a large enough force, they were to evacuate with utmost haste. To this end, Lieutenant Ross had designated a fallback point in the event they were overrun. Should everything go to shit, a small, horseshoe-shaped berm 500 meters behind their position would be their safe harbor. From there they would regroup and make their way to friendly lines by whatever means necessary.

Ross and Gillispie had deployed the platoon in three teams each with a full complement of night-vision and spotting scopes, an M-60 machine gun, and stacks of disposable light antitank weapons known as AT-4s. Their position was centered around an old two-story Saudi police post that in better times had housed border guards and customs officials. Because of the expected relief in the morning, Sergeant Mike Davis’s team had been pulled in from their bunker from the north into the building with Sergeant John Jestel’s team. This move was as much for punishment as for any tactical consideration. Davis and Jestel, who detested each other, had somehow come upon a few cases of MRE (meals ready to eat) on their own and had neglected to share the booty with the rest of the platoon.

As reward for their selfishness, Gillispie made them hootch together their final night at the OP. Sergeant Thomas Manney’s third team, along with Ross, Gillispie, a Marine lieutenant named Turk, their Arabic translator, and their communications chief, Corporal Miguel Roche, were 300 meters southeast of the house. When not on post up on the berm, they would sleep in the hastily constructed bunker, arranged out of some sandbags and plywood they’d found lying around the customs house. Roche worked out of his own small comm bunker, which kept the radios out of the cold and drizzly weather.

The platoon’s situation was, on the one hand, completely insane. They were way out on the edge of the empire, miles from friendly lines, utterly exposed to an Iraqi attack, so far forward that even the American artillery couldn’t reach them. It would take any attack helicopter that happened to be ready to launch over half an hour to reach their position. As if to reinforce the point, they’d been probed earlier in the week by some Iraqi sappers, who’d taken a wild RPG (rocket-propelled grenade) shot at their pos. On the other hand, they were merely a reconnaissance platoon, which meant they were under no obligation to pull some sort of die-hard Alamo move and fight to the last. If things got too hairy, they were free to retreat with their honor fully intact. Recon Marines were trained to locate, identify, and lastly, to artfully dodge the enemy.

Although Ross and the boys would be loath to admit it, this mad exposure was part of the game, part of the recon Marine mystique. This is just how the grunt game is played, the way it’s always been played: You make plans, set up security, coordinate for fire support, try not to get ambushed. But at some point you really just hope for the best. In the end there’s no way to control what actually happens, to decide who lives and who dies, who gets a sucking chest wound and who walks away with a Bronze Star and a great story to tell the folks back home. The gods of war roll the dice, and the dumb grunts in the middle of it get to sort it out.

As it turned out, the whole thing began almost like a comedy routine as Ross and Gillispie settled into the first watch of their last evening at OP 4, the early shift, 2000-2200 in mil-speak, looking forward to another event-less night on post in the middle of nowhere.

Out of the cornerless expanse of cool night air, Ross’s ear seized on a noise. A squeaking almost. Seconds ticked by. The noise emerged again. Ross thought, I know that sound. It was the sound of tanks, killer metal beasts lurching forward in the night. One could just imagine a perfect phalanx of them, their brutal iron tracks churning the sand. The chilling clank-clank-clank-clank of so much moving deadly metal.

“I think I hear something,” Ross said.

“Ah, whatever, sir,” Gillispie said.

“I’m serious, man.”

“It’s probably just another B-52 strike,” Gillispie said, referring to the monstrous bombing runs that could be heard halfway across Kuwait.

The darkness plays its tricks. A few choice minutes into another of a thousand shifts and tanks appear as if by magic out of the night. This is exactly the type of apparition the mind searching for distraction would conjure on a night watch.

Yeah, right, Iraqi tanks coming straight for us.

The ominous noises grew.

“No, really, I think I hear something,” Ross said. This back and forth was quickly becoming a case of the jumpy young lieutenant with an over-active imagination being admonished by the old salt.

Minutes passed.

“Yep, that’s it. I do hear something.”

“You know, sir, you may be right,” Gillispie said, acquiescing at last.

Ross put his eye up to the aperture of the night-vision scope. There in the haunting green light of the scope was the proof. Three tiny black dots on the move. In and of themselves, these blips meant absolutely nothing, but when you’ve been looking out over the same horizon, the same stretch of dirt for a virtual eternity as Ross and Gillispie had, even the smallest new object sticks out like a tarantula on a wedding cake.

The black dots were enemy armored vehicles, and they were headed toward their position.

Things started happening fast. Ross hopped down to the foot of the berm to Roche’s comm shed and told him to wake the boys up and to call battalion and let ’em know we got movement to our front. A minute later, he told him to raise the company of Marine light-armored vehicles that were to their rear. Ross looked back into the scope. The three vehicles had just turned into five. It was as if the vehicles were emerging out of a slight depression. With each passing minute another wing of their formation unmasked itself from the defile.

After trying on the local radio net to rouse Davis’s and Jestel’s teams, Roche started punching up a message to headquarters on the DCT, a small electronic pad that had numerous pre-formatted messages stored in it. All you had to do was fill in the blanks, and bam! the message went out in digitally encrypted bursts. But the messages weren’t going through. Roche rebooted the whole system and tried again. Still nothing.

Ross popped his head back in the shed and said there were now five tracked vehicles approaching. After messing around for a few more minutes, Roche still couldn’t figure out what was the matter. Gillispie ducked in and asked, “Did you get the message off to Battalion yet?”

“No.”

“Well, keep working it. I gotta go wake everybody up.”

Roche knew something was seriously fucked up. The other teams weren’t even 500 meters away. He’d always had comm with them, loud and clear. At that moment Ross ducked back in and asked, “What did Battalion say?”

“Sir, something’s up. I can’t get comm with anybody.” Ross looked at him for a second and shot back out to the berm.

Gillispie ran over to the bunker where the headquarters team slept and calmly told everyone inside that we got action to the front and to get your gear together and throw it in the three platoon Humvees. He’d always been a real stickler for having their gear all packed up and ready to go, so it only took them a minute before they were ready to rock and roll.

Things weren’t looking good for Roche. He was the comm chief and had two other radio operators under him. He was supposed to be the platoon’s radio guru, and yet he couldn’t raise a soul. What had he missed? He sprinted away from the berm to go check on the long-range antenna farm he’d set up in order to reach back to the rear, some 50 miles distant. Intel had told them the Iraqis didn’t have any jamming capability. What else could it be? Then, thinking back, he remembered that right as their watch began, the pitch of the radio static, the ubiquitous background ssssshhhhh, had wavered ever so slightly. It seemed kinda weird at the time. Then he knew: They were being jammed.

Ross went in to the comm bunker and grabbed one of the radios to try to locate some aircraft to do bombing runs. He began by doing the standard Hail Mary radio routine to yank some air out of the sky: “Any station this net. Any station …” After several minutes, he came up dry. They had no air and no comm with anybody and they were about to mix it up with a company of tanks with peashooters.

Meanwhile, the vehicles, which had long since ceased to be mere blips, were rapidly closing the gap to the police post. The growl of the tracks rolling in concert grew in intensity. The Marines of the Deep Reconnaissance Platoon prepared to engage, rechecking ammo, grabbing AT-4s, and sighting in with machine guns, fingers in trigger wells.

Ross counted the vehicles again and thought to himself only a number, a number that described exactly the state of their fortunes at the moment: 23.
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The Persian Gulf Theater,
Winter 1991

I calculated that it is only by a counterstrike that one can disrupt the enemy’s preparation for a new offensive. To force the enemy to take the offensive earlier than at the time which he had set is more advantageous for us than to sit and wait until he is fully prepared.

—SOVIET GENERAL VASSILI I. CHUIKOV, remarks regarding the Soviet offensive at Stalingrad, October 1942.

EARLY ON the morning of January 17, 1991, the multinational Coalition arrayed against Saddam Hussein kicked off an air campaign the likes of which the world had never seen. Capitalizing on nearly two decades of unprecedented American techno-military advancement, the execution of such a wide-reaching surgical campaign signaled a revolution in warfare. Conceived by a top secret U.S. Air Force planning cell known as Checkmate and its iconoclastic leader, Colonel John Warden, this air assault made use of a ground-breaking new class of weapons technologies developed in the years after the Vietnam War. Unlike the comparatively crude carpet-bombing campaigns of World War II and Vietnam, this operation, portentously named Instant Thunder, was designed to systematically demolish Saddam’s leadership structure without leveling Iraq’s cities along with it. What made Instant Thunder unique, however, was not just the technology it exploited but the extreme discretion with which it was prosecuted: Rather than try to methodically kill off every arm of the vast Iraqi war machine, Instant Thunder zeroed in on the Iraqi central nervous system: its electrical grid, its telecommunications networks, its radar installations, its command-and-control nodes, leaving Saddam’s vaunted armored divisions to die on the vine. Taken as a whole, Warden’s audacious plan seemed as much an argument to prove the supremacy of airpower as it was an attempt to force Saddam out of Kuwait.

Handpicked to fire the opening salvos of this new war was a four-ship flight of Apache helicopter gunships from the Army’s 101st Airborne. Piercing Iraqi airspace just after 2:00 A.M., they unleashed a volley of Hellfire missiles into a key battery of Iraqi radar dishes poised on the Saudi border, opening the door to flights of electronic jamming aircraft and Stealth fighters. Wave upon wave of American aircraft soon thundered over Baghdad, unleashing their deadly cargo, in some cases near waiting television cameras. And as CNN floated these images around the world, the war began to take on the queer character that has since become fixed in the public imagination, that of spectral bridges, buildings, and tanks being silently obliterated as if by magic on a million television screens, of antiaircraft fire arcing gracefully into the Iraqi sky. Thus the illusion of virtual war was born. After a week of round-the-clock bombing, Saddam was nearly blind, deaf, and dumb as his telecommunications and command networks were decimated.

Nevertheless, Saddam was far from defeated, and the air campaign, while strikingly effective, left plenty to be desired as far as ground commanders were concerned. The practical problem with this new war was that it was focused so intently upon the fat targets in central Iraq that it left much of the Iraqi army dispersed throughout Kuwait totally unmolested. Ten days into the landmark campaign, at which point American Stealth fighters were essentially operating at will over Baghdad, the Iraqi tanks and howitzers across the berm from the Marines were practically untouched. As Colonel Manfred A. Rietsch, a Marine air group commander noted, “We weren’t able to concentrate on the areas that affected our Marines. There were certain areas where there was a lot of enemy activity that appeared to be untouched by the JFACC [U.S. Air Force headquarters in Saudi Arabia].”*

General Boomer, the head Marine in the Gulf, was particularly concerned about Saddam’s III Corps, the most dangerous enemy unit in Kuwait. III Corps occupied Kuwait City and was arrayed in depth along the Saudi border with belts of conscript infantry divisions protecting the Corps’s mobile reserve, the 3rd Armored and the 1st and 5th Mechanized Divisions. Although not the vaunted Republican Guard, these were some of Saddam’s best divisions. The elite 3rd Armored, outfitted with Russian T-72 tanks, was far and away the best trained and equipped unit in the Iraqi army and was often lumped in the same category as the Republican Guard by intelligence experts. III Corps was commanded by Major General Salah Aboud Mahmoud, one of Saddam’s most trusted field commanders, who had distinguished himself in the closing campaigns of the Iran-Iraq War. He was that rare Iraqi general who had been promoted by dint of his operational talent rather than his political connections.

Making matters worse, III Corps posed an unnerving artillery threat with Soviet-made howitzers that easily outranged their American counterparts. That artillery tubes were the preferred means for delivering chemical weapons only heightened Boomer’s concern, which at times blossomed into near-paranoia. Indeed, Boomer once spoke to his staff of a dream where he “woke up at two or three o’clock in the morning … shaking, soaking wet … from a terrible bad dream where two divisions on line are attempting to go through two breaches … being bogged down in the minefields and obstacle belts … and in the middle of all that somewhere between 1,100 and 1,400 artillery tubes were raining a fiery death and destruction. My Marines are dying.” After repeated appeals to JFACC, Boomer and his staff were eventually able to begin shifting more air missions onto targets inside Kuwait.

After nearly two weeks of round-the-clock bombing, Saddam was feeling pinched and was searching for ways to hit back. In a tactic reminiscent of the Iran-Iraq War, where an air “war of the cities” between Tehran and Baghdad had raged, Saddam launched a barrage of Scud missiles toward Tel Aviv, banking on Israel’s tradition of swift retribution to drive a wedge between the Arab and Western members of the Coalition. However, aggressive Washington-led diplomacy headed off any Israeli revenge attacks with, among other things, the promise of commando raids on Saddam’s mobile Scud launchers. This development further dimmed prospects for Marine commanders, as in order to placate the Israelis, critical air missions were diverted to what became known as the the Great Scud Hunt. This campaign was an illustrious failure, and in the end only a handful of missile launchers were ever confirmed as destroyed.

During this same time frame, Major General Mike Myatt, commander of the First Marine Division, began launching what he dubbed “ambiguity operations,” designed to confuse Iraqi defensive preparations, Myatt declaring, “I want to fuck with the Iraqis’ heads.” This unorthodox deception effort consisted of widely scattered artillery raids along the Kuwaiti frontier and the creation of a highly unusual unit known as Task Force Troy. Troy, headed up by Myatt’s deputy, General Tom Draude, was a bogus division composed of a handful of APCs (armored personnel carriers) jam-packed with radios and loudspeakers, which rolled along the border simulating the sounds and radio traffic of a full-strength Marine division, complete with fake call signs and operations orders.

Adding to the confusion along the border, just before midnight on January 21, a platoon from the Marines’ First Force Reconnaissance Company was attacked at Observation Post 6 by a company of Iraqi infantry. That morning the Marines had gotten word from a captured lieutenant that an entire infantry company was preparing to defect in their sector. After conversing with an advance group of eight Iraqis, things quickly soured as the Marines heard rounds being chambered in the darkness. The Marines were soon enveloped by machine-gun and RPG fire, and after a disjointed hour-long gun battle, backlit by the phantasmal glow of Iraqi artillery illumination rounds, the Marines managed to extract themselves from the observation post and move to a predesignated rally point beneath a nearby bridge. They emerged unscathed, albeit confounded as to the Iraqis’ intentions. No blood trails were found the following morning, although Iraqi defectors later confirmed that the attack had been conducted by a commando company from the 36th Division. The Iraqis suffered five dead.

By late January, the failure of the Scud attacks and air strikes, along with the bewildering situation near the Kuwaiti border, all added to the pressure on Saddam to act, to do something. As one Pentagon official put it, “Only an idiot would sit there forever while his military was being destroyed.” On the twenty-seventh, the plan for the offensive into Saudi Arabia was approved by Saddam. Some reports assert that he in fact caravanned to the southern Iraqi border town of Basra to confer with his field commanders about the upcoming operation.

Saddam, who had once told his staff that “the air force has never decided a war in the history of war,” seemed to have concluded that the time had come to draw the Allies into a slugfest where his tanks and artillery could slaughter the Americans. In September 1980, Saddam had done this very thing, launching a daring preemptive attack deep into Iranian territory that only bogged down after outrunning its supply lines. He hoped to do one better in Saudi Arabia.

Like Ho Chi Minh before him, Saddam was keenly aware of how impatient and irresolute the American public can be. He knew that if he produced enough body bags or POWs renouncing their country on the evening news, Americans would cry to their president to bring the boys back home. With a surprise thrust into Allied lines, Saddam would bloody the Americans on CNN and chop their resolve off at the knees.

Saddam’s plan called for a three-pronged drive into northeastern Saudi Arabia by the 3rd Armored Division and 1st and 5th Mechanized Divisions. The exact military objectives of the offensive remain unclear. Iraqi knowledge of American unit locations and strengths during this time frame was spotty at best. It appears that the focus remained upon dealing a strong blow against the Coalition, striking at its weak points, primarily the Khafji region, which was manned by inexperienced Saudi and Qatari units, as well as lashing out against the American units that had for several weeks been taunting frontline Iraqi troops with artillery raids and psychological operations.

A major concern for the Coalition was the colossal Marine logistics complex at Kibrit. Located at an abandoned airfield 30 miles south of the Kuwait border, it was in the direct line of the Iraqi assault. Kibrit, the largest fuel and ammunition dump in the Marine Corps’s history, had been erected on a previously unheard-of scale, sprawling over 25 square miles and at one point containing nearly two million gallons of gasoline. Kibrit had sprouted up practically overnight in preparation for the ground war and had been brazenly situated forward of friendly lines in order to maximize the attack’s forward momentum.

Amid all this sound and fury, Boomer and his staff were focused inward, consumed with the preparations for the impending Kuwait offensive, set to roll in late February. The Marines had been given what many considered to be a suicide mission.* They were to attack due north into the teeth of the Iraqi defenses, breaching two major obstacle belts loaded with burning oil pits, elaborate tank traps, miles of barbed wire, and row upon row of antipersonnel mines. While a new age in warfare may have been heralded over the skies of Baghdad, for those on the ground it seemed as if nothing had changed.

The breach itself was expected to be an exceedingly complex operation, with two 10,000-man divisions leapfrogging each other, all while exposed to the fearsome Iraqi artillery corps. In the doomstruck atmosphere that dominated the preparations, nightmarish visions of mustard and nerve gas attacks swept through the ranks, driving some to request transfer stateside. It seemed to some as if the legion follies of World War I were about to be relived. One light-armored vehicle company was told by higher headquarters to expect 85 percent casualties.

As a result of the immense, elaborate efforts dedicated to the coming thrust, the border itself was left only lightly manned. The entire Marine command was so intent upon the attack succeeding, so obsessed with the grim prospect of mass casualties, that the only units left protecting Kibrit, the fattest target imaginable, were a few scattered companies of light-armored vehicles and Ross’s platoon. This outward complacency extended all the way down to the enlisted-man level. As one Marine lance corporal put it, “The last thing we expected was for Saddam to invade Saudi Arabia.”

The U.S. Army forces in theater were also distracted, caught up in the preparations for the far-western Hail Mary run set to crush the Republican Guard in southern Iraq. This armor-heavy thrust exacted an enormous logistical and psychological toll as millions of man-hours were expended getting the army’s lumbering tank formations in place along with their extensive fuel and ammunition trains, all of which deflected attention away from the border and Iraqi activities in the here and now.

Adding to the Coalition’s woes, the Iraqis were exploiting their knowledge of American reconnaissance satellite patterns garnered from when the U.S. had shared overhead imagery with Saddam during the Iran-Iraq War. This striking case of blowback allowed the Iraqis to begin surreptitiously staging vehicles and equipment in southern Kuwait without setting off any alarms at the Coalition high command in Riyadh. Rolling forward in brutally enforced radio silence, Saddam’s legions slunk into their designated assembly areas while the mighty juggernaut, the largest American military force assembled since World War II, was looking the other way.

*

Indeed, on February 15, fully two weeks after the battle of Khafji, a U-2 overflight of the Tawakalna Division, the southernmost of the Republican Guard divisions, showed it at 74 percent combat effectiveness, well above Air Force estimates.

*

A British tank brigade initially attached to the Marines had, in fact, been reassigned to the U.S. Army because London was convinced that the Marines were walking into a killing field in southern Kuwait. The assumption of this type of mission seemed at the time to fit into the pattern of ill-considered Marine charges such as the controversial assault on the Tarawa atoll in the Pacific during World War II, which cost 990 American lives.
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For I am a man under authority, having soldiers under me; and I say to this man, Go, and he goeth; and to another, Come, and he cometh; and to my servant, Do this, and he doeth it.

—MATTHEW 8:9

In the big war companies, 250 strong, you could find every sort of man, from every sort of calling. There were Northwesterners with straw-colored hair that looked white against their tanned skins, and delicately spoken chaps with the stamp of Eastern universities on them. There were large-boned fellows from Pacific coast lumber camps, and tall, lean Southerners who swore amazingly in gentle, drawling voices…. And there were also a number of diverse people who ran curiously to type, with drilled shoulders and a bone-deep sunburn, and a tolerant scorn for everything on earth. Their speech was flavored with navy words, and the words culled from all the folk who live on the seas and the ports where our war-ships go. Rifles were high and holy things to them. They were the old breed of American regulars, regarding the service as home and war as an occupation; and they transmitted their temper and character and viewpoint to the high-hearted volunteer mass which filled the ranks of the volunteer brigade.

—CAPTAIN JOHN W. THOMASON, Fix Bayonets!

IN ORDER for a platoon to work, it needs a mother and a father. The lieutenant, the father, must command the platoon from a position of aloofness, secure in his authority and yet deferential to those who know better than himself. The platoon sergeant, the mother, must shepherd and care for his troops, picking them up when they fall, cleaning up after them on occasion, admonishing them to better days and better duty. Most important, however, the mother and the father must respect and trust each other: the lieutenant, the field commander, must be allowed to deploy his men as he sees fit. The sergeant, the caretaker, the traffic cop, must be allowed to discipline and harden his men when they err.

To believe in and practice this symbiosis is the Marine Corps way. Nevertheless, it is impossible to predict how this dynamic will work itself out in the individual platoon. In Deep Reconnaissance Platoon, Charlie Company, 3rd Reconnaissance Battalion, stationed on Okinawa, the Corps’s Western Pacific island base, things arranged themselves in an extremely unusual fashion—that is, backward. It is a tribute to both men that they were able to adapt themselves to this odd circumstance and recognize intuitively the other’s strength.

Young Lieutenant Stephen Ross of Berkeley, California, fresh from the U.S. Army’s Ranger school, had already spent two years as an infantry platoon commander and reported in to Charlie Company in July of 1990.

Staff Sergeant Gregory Gillispie, who had been with the Deep Recon Platoon (DRP) for some time before Ross’s arrival, was the type of platoon sergeant who has over the years become an institution in the American military. Salty, hard-bitten, omnicompetent, pragmatic to the point of impatience, Gillispie was among other things an exceptionally clear-thinking and seasoned reconnaissance Marine.

The reconnaissance community, or more simply, recon, is a special unit within an already elite Corps. Composed of volunteers who have passed an arduous day-long physical fitness screening, recon regularly operates forward of friendly lines, observing the enemy up close and reporting his designs to headquarters via radio. Due to its emphasis on parachute and scuba insertion techniques, recon has always occupied a certain romantic niche within the Corps. A fine example of this ethos, Gillispie was a recon Marine through and through and had graduated from nearly every commando-type school in the U.S. arsenal. He’d even been to a combat driving course that, among other things, instructed students in the finer points of hot-wiring automobiles. To hear Gillispie go on, you’d think the Marine Corps was a never-ending green-themed party with extreme sports attractions. There was always another jump to do, another dive rig to try out, another weapon to fire.

The platoon members themselves, the family, were of mixed heritage like their parents. They were, some would say, an “all-star team” pieced together from the various other platoons of Charlie when the word filtered down the chain of command that a single recon platoon from Okinawa would be deployed to the big show in Saudi Arabia. Competition for a spot in the platoon was intense. Among an elite crew like recon, there was a lot of bitterness when the selectees were announced and certain personalities around the company failed to make the cut. Gillispie, as the senior staff NCO (noncommissioned officer) in the company beneath the company first sergeant, was the logical choice for platoon sergeant. Among the remainder of the company, individuals were chosen based upon their time in service and the number of specialized combat training schools they’d attended.

The platoon itself was built around Sergeant Thomas Manney’s team. Manney, considered one of the better team leaders in the company, had been with the 2nd Reconnaissance Battalion in Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, for some time. Sergeants Mike Davis and John Jestel, who had previously been platoon sergeants in Charlie, were also added as team leaders. Gillispie had worked with Manney’s bunch for nearly two years, an extreme rarity for Okinawa Marines. Okinawa, the Corps’s forward base for Asia, was usually staffed by Marines on one-year tours, and often-times the Marines who passed through 3rd Recon never fully matured into the seasoned bands of brothers that the Corps has long prided itself on.

From the beginning, the Deep Recon Platoon was a bit different. Gillispie had picked up the platoon when they were little more than a gaggle of boots, fresh from the School of Infantry. They had never even been through a recon screening or “indoc,” the fundamental rite of passage in recon. Gillispie, a senior buck sergeant at the time, had just completed a tour with 1st Recon battalion at Camp Pendleton, California, where he’d worked with more experienced operators doing building takedowns and oil platform raids in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Gillispie recalls, “I show up to Oki and get put in charge of this platoon of like eighteen privates. I was pissed, like what did I do to deserve this shit? I mean, I hated those suckers.”

In an instinctual move that is perhaps the key to the man, he decided to train up the privates to the level of a veteran recon platoon, reasoning that they’d either quit or become hard. He launched headlong into a grueling training routine designed to weed out the weak. “It was like eighteen hours a day. I would hold reveille on those fuckers at 4:30 and I was in their faces until ten at night. We’d do physical training every day for three hours before the sun came up. Then it was ambush patrols, movement to contact, machine-gun training, boat drills, you name it.” At that time, recon on Okinawa was stationed at Camp Schwab, on the edge of the jungle on the remote northern end of the coral isle, far removed from civilization. It was about as distant from liberty as you could get. The local Okinawans even had a special name for Marines from the northern camps, mangadai, which roughly translated meant “barbarians from the north.” Schwab Marines trained like mad just to pass the time.

Gillispie went to great lengths to school them in basic fighting skills, building upon what they’d learned at the School of Infantry. They learned the art of the ambush, patrolling deep into viper-infested jungles, humping thirty-pound machine guns along with the heavy tripods and traversing and elevation lugs that allowed the guns to be employed much more accurately. In the rarefied world of amphibious reconnaissance, whose elite membership is accustomed to fast-roping out of helicopters and conducting rubber boat raids from submarines, this type of training wasn’t considered cool or “high-speed.” But Gillispie realized that 95 percent of the operations they would ever do were basic scouting missions, which required a solid grasp of grunt 101 skills like land navigation, using hand-and-arm signals, and maintaining good noise and light discipline while on patrol. There wasn’t anything magical about these techniques, but they were difficult and time-consuming to master.

In the end, only five of the Marines from the platoon ended up quitting after three months of Gillispie’s abuse. But the dozen or so who remained became the nucleus of the platoon and proficient operators in their own right. All this hard training would later pay off in combat in the desert. Looking back, Gillispie reminisced, “The thing was, I formed ’em in my own image. Imagine if you have a captive audience of eighteen-year-olds and you could teach ’em whatever you wanted. That’s basically what I did.” By the time they deployed to Saudi Arabia in September of 1990, nearly every member of the Deep Recon Platoon had been to Ranger school and the amphibious reconnaissance course, and was airborne and scuba-qualified.

For better or worse, Gillispie’s syllabus also included a section on extracurricular activities, which as with all crack infantry units, consisted of a strict regimen of drinking and fucking. Once the Marines began to click as a platoon, they moved on to more advanced training, including getting over on bar fines in the Philippines, forging liberty passes, dodging the shore patrol, and getting out of chickenshit working parties. It wasn’t long before most of the guys had girlfriends in Olongapo, the village adjacent to the main Navy base in the Philippines, which Marines of that era universally describe as a “sexual Disneyland.”

These intense common experiences helped forge an unusually strong bond between the men. Corporal Miguel “Pete” Roche, the platoon’s communications chief, who joined the unit much later, right as they were about to launch out to Saudi, recalled, “They were born again hard. Recon was all they’d ever known. Most of those guys, even though they were young, had extended to stay on Okinawa. They were a tight bunch. I actually kinda dug my own grave with them. I remember we were sitting around when they were stacking the platoon, figuring out who was going to Saudi. A young lance corporal, Jeffrey Buffa, walks up to me and says, ‘Hey, what’s the matter, Corporal? You’re not goin’? And I said, ‘I’m actually mad ’cause I got picked.’ Buffa was like, ‘What’s wrong, don’t you wanna go to war?’ I said, ‘I don’t want to go to war with you guys. I don’t know any of you. I don’t trust any of you.’ Later another Marine walked up to me and said, ‘I heard you don’t trust us. What makes you think we trust you?’ It took me months to dig myself out of that hole.”

Under Staff Sergeant Gillispie’s tutelage, Deep Reconnaissance Platoon had grown from a collection of boot privates into a unit of salty nineteen-year-olds who would quickly have you believing that they’d seen and done everything. They cursed magnificently, kept their liquor. They had been master-schooled in all the profane arts of war, shadowboxing in the traces of their ancestors, the Old Breed: grizzled, cigar-chomping veterans of Iwo Jima and Guadalcanal, and although their combat would undoubtedly be of a different sort, they yearned for it still. Yearned for it because they had read about it in a thousand dime-store paperbacks, had seen Clint Eastwood in Heartbreak Ridge, had watched stirring medieval-themed recruiting commercials with men in Marine blues with swords. Foolishly perhaps, they pined for war, the worst thing that can befall a man because they knew with a certainty that surpassed all understanding that they could handle whatever the enemy might throw at them, whoever that enemy might be. They were, according to a Marine who was later attached to the platoon, a bunch of “beautiful lunatics.”

About the same time that Roche was assigned to the DRP, Lieutenant Ross rolled in, fresh from Ranger school. In 3rd Recon Battalion, having been to Ranger school was a big deal. The battalion commander, who had worked at the school, had decreed that everyone in a leadership billet had to go through Ranger. Captain Joe Cocoa, who had just taken over the company, hadn’t been to the school yet and instantly took a dislike to Lieutenant Ross.

Cocoa had a strange reputation around the company. A fierce martial arts enthusiast, he was an incredible physical specimen with next to zero body fat. He took special pride in the fact that he could drop nearly every member of the company during unit runs. One day, he called the company out for physical training and began leading them through a traditional martial arts routine. What began for Cocoa as a serious exercise quickly devolved into a World Wrestling Federation Smack-Down, with the Marines tossing each other around like rag dolls. To the more field-minded noncommissioned officers in the company, things were never the same with Cocoa after that. Despite his obvious intensity, to Gillispie, Cocoa was “a complete buffoon who tried to make the company into kung fu fighters.”

Soon after Ross’s arrival in July of 1990, Cocoa took the company on a twelve-mile formation run with rucksacks as part of a “pre-Ranger” training sequence that he had personally designed. Before stepping off on this run, however, the men had to complete a traditional Marine Corps physical fitness test, which consisted of a timed three-mile run, sit-ups and pull-ups, all in boots. About halfway through the run Cocoa collapsed, a victim of heat exhaustion and the stifling tropical climate of Okinawa. Ross was suddenly the senior man in the company. In the interest of safety Ross decided to call it a day and turn the company around before someone else got injured. The next day, Ross, who had been assigned as Cocoa’s second-in-command, found himself banished to the common eating area of the abandoned chow hall that served as the company headquarters, sitting in an old-style student writing desk by the water fountain. Among Marine officers, who, in general, pride themselves on their tact in the face of professional disagreement, it was a slap in the face.

To Staff Sergeant Gillispie, this was all good humor. “When you’re an enlisted guy and you see an officer getting fucked over like that, it’s pretty funny. We all laughed.” But apart from the laughs, Gillispie saw Ross as being beyond the type of idiocy that infected Cocoa. “The men basically liked Lieutenant Ross because he saw Cocoa as an idiot too and stood up to him, which endeared him to the enlisted guys. Plus, Cocoa would always talk down to us, like we were enlisted swine. But Lieutenant Ross would talk to us, not at us.” Ross and Gillispie would become great friends.

·   ·   ·

By mid-August the platoon had been stacked and they were ordered to proceed to Subic Bay in the Philippines to meet up with a naval task force that was bound for the Persian Gulf. A huge multinational coalition against Saddam was being formed and Headquarters Marine Corps, had ordered practically every available unit to the Gulf. Things were happening fast now and there wasn’t time to do the traditional predeployment coordination such as arranging shipping, ground transportation and figuring out who exactly the platoon would be reporting to. Ross and Gillispie were simply instructed to link up with the task force and attach themselves to whatever ship had enough berthing space. They would simply have to figure things out on the fly.

The big push was on, and it seemed as if every Marine with visions of martial glory was jockeying for a place in the grand showdown with Saddam. Indeed, the mythology of the 1990s Marine Corps is rife with tales of action-starved Marines unceremoniously abandoning units that weren’t going and showing up dockside with only a full seabag, asking around to see who was short on people. Captain Cocoa even got in the act. After the Deep Recon Platoon took off, he abruptly decided that he didn’t want to miss the war and cut out from Charlie Company, jumping on a Saudi-bound ship passing through Okinawa.

True to their gypsy nature, the Marines of DRP raided Charlie’s gear lockers before departing Camp Schwab (“gear adrift is a gift”). Gillispie saw to it that the platoon deployed with its full complement of amphibious reconnaissance gear as well as a more than generous loadout of radios, machine guns, and Humvees. They packed all this gear along with a liberal supply of parachutes, scuba tanks, and rappelling kit into two ancient semi-trailer-size shipping containers which had been rusting at Schwab since the Vietnam War. In all they ended up with enough gear to outfit the average Desert Storm recon company. This deluxe outfitting would come in handy later.

For the Marines of the Deep Recon Platoon, being ordered to the Philippines was like a child being commanded to go to the candy store; the PI was “home away from home.” It was a sweet deal, they were going off to war, and en route they were hitting their favorite party spot in the whole world. The big hysteria at this point was that the Iraqi hordes would be pouring across the border into Saudi when the Marines arrived, so they figured they might as well start living large while they had the chance. It was an affirmation of the adage “Eat, drink, and be merry, for tomorrow we die.”*

The problem was the New People’s Army, the Philippines’ homegrown Maoist insurgency, was once again on the warpath and the villages surrounding Subic Bay were living under a form of martial law. Just a few days prior to the DRP’s arrival, a Marine gunnery sergeant had been shot in the back of the head in a local bar. As a result, no sailors or Marines were permitted off base without a specially produced liberty pass, no exceptions. After conferring on the matter, Ross and Gillispie decided that the men were going off to a potential wartime situation and that they deserved one last chance to get some beer in their bellies before descending into the land of no-fun-in-the-sun Muslim Saudi Arabia. Gillispie managed to get his hands on a copy of an example pass and forged twenty-two copies for the entire platoon.

Unfortunately, the big night on the town was not without incident. Two young lance corporals, Wright and McCracken, both stout, poster boy, Ranger-schooled Marines, decided to take a swing at the shore patrol on the way back to the barracks. They were swiftly bounced back to Schwab and weren’t seen again until after the war. This incident was a blow to the morale of many of the Marines. Not only were Wright and McCracken great operators and certain to be missed, but the episode seemed trivial and inane to Marines about to risk life and limb for their country. Marines are supposed to be fighters, so why shouldn’t they be allowed to brawl once in a while?

The next morning they embarked on the U.S.S. Ogden, an old amphibious landing vessel with a small helicopter pad on the stern. In the great scramble to get as many Marines over to Southwest Asia as quickly as possible, the Ogden had been loaded with twice the authorized number of Marines. Jammed into already overcrowded berthing spaces, the men slept on the metal decks on their thin field sleeping pads. Quarters were tighter than any of the Marines had ever seen. Staff Sergeant Gillispie slept on the floor of Lieutenant Ross’s officer stateroom. Compounding an already miserable situation, the Ogden broke down several times in the middle of the Indian Ocean, halting the entire task force. The Marines took this as a bad omen and couldn’t wait to escape the old rustbucket, get ashore, and start figuring out how to survive in the desert.

As the Ogden neared the Saudi Arabian peninsula, the platoon was helicoptered off to Masira, a small island off the coast of Oman. From there they jumped on a C-130 to the Royal Saudi Naval Base at Ra‘s al-Ghar. After sitting on the forlorn landing strip at al-Ghar fermenting in the dull heat for several hours, Gillispie and Ross decided that there must have been a serious headquarters disconnect and that once again they were on their own, free agents in the largest Marine show in history, accountable only to themselves. In the mad rush to go to war, the chain of command had simply forgotten about them.

After snooping around the local tent city, they discovered they’d been dropped off at a Marine air wing base and set about carving out their own fiefdom out of the scraps and unattended provisions they could lay their hands on. For several weeks, they lived out of their shipping containers and some GP tents they’d liberated, reveling in their newfound freedom. However, after they’d spent numerous languid days swimming in the Gulf and dodging all adult supervision, the local sergeant major finally got wise to them after spotting the platoon on a walk-through inspection of the area. He told Gillispie to report to his command tent the following morning, presumably for mess duty and camp working parties.

This development called for drastic action. If they got earholed by this starched sergeant major, they would surely spend the war as his personal piss boys, up to their elbows in Palmolive, pulling KP or some other horror-show shit detail until their fingers bled. Employing all the stealth techniques they’d honed over the years, Gillispie and the boys packed up their kit in the middle of the night and hit the highway. They’d heard through the grapevine that there was a Marine recon unit up the road at an old oil field worker lodgment known as Camp 15. Gillispie figured they’d fare better if they at least were hitched up with their own kind.

Upon arrival at Camp 15, they were pleasantly surprised to discover that the 1st Reconnaissance Battalion was quartered there. Gillispie had only left 1st a couple of years prior and still had beaucoup friends in the battalion. The battalion commander, a well-regarded lieutenant colonel named Charles Kershaw, was sympathetic to their plight but was disinclined to simply add a vagabond platoon that had appeared out of the desert to the battalion rolls. However, when Ross happened to mention that they had a minor fleet of Humvees and two shipping containers chock-full of every recon toy imaginable, Kershaw’s attitude suddenly changed. It seemed that 1st had somehow gotten hung out to dry in the lurching chaos of the deployment and been left with only a meager portion of its traditional complement of equipment. They had no parachutes to speak of. They got one look at the DRP’s gear and started salivating.

They were assigned to Alpha Company under Captain Rory Talkington. Talkington, a mustachioed young recon veteran, was a cool head who had an odd, almost disinterested swagger to him. He wore his pistol belt low on his hips and loped around camp like he owned the place. To the Marines, Talkington was more than just a good officer who they liked; he was just so fucking cool that they wanted to be him. To the point, the company executive officer looked like a little Talkington. The captain made a point of welcoming them aboard and assuring them that they wouldn’t be treated as the red-headed stepchildren of the company. He was short two platoons and was glad to have them. It seemed to Gillispie that after all the Captain Cocoa madness and the shifting insanity of the deployment, they’d finally found a home.

Now that they had somewhat of a support structure to tap into, a place to get some chow, a shower and maybe some gear, they began making forays into the howling wasteland that surrounded the camp. They had to get out and stretch their legs a bit, they had to figure out how to survive out in the cornerless sandscape, how to move stealthily, how to use what precious little terrain there was to their advantage. They had to figure out how to disappear in a place where there was literally nowhere to hide.

For a crew that had essentially been raised in the triple-canopy jungles of northern Okinawa, this was a huge change of pace. Before they had looked at Humvees as mere administrative vehicles that got you to a drop-off point to begin the real work of a patrol. Now they realized that vehicle-mounted patrolling, like the famous British Rat Patrols of World War II, was the only sane modus operandi. So they stripped the Humvees down to their frames, removing the ribbing that covered the rear of the vehicles, taking out the glass and folding down the front windshields to further reduce the silhouette. They welded jerry cans to the tail to hold extra fuel and water. Sergeant Manney, the platoon gearhead and handyman, fashioned a rig to mount the machine guns out of metal plating lying around the camp. To complete this transformation, they garnished the whole vehicle with strips of camouflage netting to further break up the outline.

But the gear was only half the story. Next to no one in the platoon had ever operated in the desert before. The only time Bronx-born Corporal Roche had even seen a desert was getting lost once during Field Communications School at the Marine Mojave desert base at Twentynine Palms, California. They had to adapt their tactics and, more important, they had to adapt their mind-set. They were inured to the riotously vegetated jungles of the Far East, ideal territory for stalking a foe. Now they were caught in what seemed like the first genuine shooting match in decades enveloped by the perfect desolation of one of the world’s great deserts.

Sometime later, teams from the DRP began lighting out on four-to seven-day patrols in two Humvees to conduct general area reconnaissance missions. One vehicle would advance slowly, while the other perched itself atop whatever rise in the terrain might be available to provide covering fire. Given the stunning lack of concealment and the furnace-like heat, the Marines came to prefer working at night. Humvees never operated alone. They learned how to navigate through the sabkhas, a quagmire-like salt marsh that stretches inland like octopus tentacles from the coast. During the winter rainy season the sabkha was completely impassable and became like the La Brea tar pits, studded with immobilized military vehicles in place of dinosaurs. On patrol, a fine talcum-like dust smothered and permeated everything. Marines returning to the rear looked like graying old men because of the windborne particulate that infiltrated their eyebrows and salted their hair.

Even basic land navigation proved surprisingly difficult. Due to the complete absence of traditional landmarks normally employed to orient themselves, the Marines fell back on the old nautical standard of dead reckoning, using the issue lensatic compass and the Humvee’s odometer to measure distance traveled. Despite the Corps’s traditional heavy emphasis on good compass work, some Marines still managed to get hopelessly disoriented. A shortage of quality topographic maps exacerbated the problem. Several units were issued maps formerly used by British Airways pilots with the warning “Not Suitable for Ground Use” stamped across the top. One patrol from the battalion woke up one morning to find itself in the middle of a live fire range. With rounds snapping all around them, they hastily evacuated the scene, abandoning their gear, a mortal Marine sin. The appearance of the celebrated Global Positioning System satellite navigation handsets helped reduce these embarrassing incidents, but staying oriented on the featureless sands remained a continuing challenge throughout the war.

As it became clear that the Iraqis weren’t about to descend upon the oil fields of Saudi Arabia as had been feared, various reconnaissance units began making their way closer to the Kuwaiti border in anticipation of the grand offensive. On January 14, Deep Recon Platoon was split into three teams and sent to different observation posts on the frontier. Ross didn’t like that the platoon was being split up, and the redistribution didn’t seem to make much sense, as at each OP, Ross’s teams were paired up with a recon team from another Alpha Company platoon along with a U.S. Army Special Forces A-team.

The Marines for their part loved being around the Special Forces guys because they always carried the wackiest new space-age gadgets and military toys with them. The Green Beret supply system was the paragon of opulence by Marine standards, and wherever they went, they always seemed to leave a trail of night-vision goggles, digitally encrypted radio sets, laser range-finders, and other cool gizmos like bread crumbs. The platoon, who at this point were scroungers nonpareil, quickly snapped up these high-tech goodies. Over the course of the next several weeks they acquired three new Humvees when Special Forces soldiers abandoned them due to mechanical problems that Manney was able to swiftly surmount with a little creative tinkering.

Relations with the Special Forces teams weren’t always harmonious. To the DRP Marines, Special Forces soldiers, or “SF guys,” sometimes came across like spooky, self-righteous mercenary wannabes, who at the end of the day were out to save their own skins, comrades be damned. Soon after occupying OP 7, the second fort inland from the coast, Corporal Roche noticed that the Special Forces team at the post had inexplicably disappeared. The Saudi border guards bugged out soon after, piling into the vehicles, grabbing whatever gear was within lunging distance. Captain Talkington, who was running Alpha Company from OP 7, put all the teams on 100 percent alert, suspecting that the soldiers knew something he didn’t. The evening passed without incident, and when the SF guys returned the following morning, Talkington waded into them, pointedly asking them why, if they’d gotten word of an imminent attack, they hadn’t bothered to mention this choice fact to their Marine colleagues. This bitter harangue continued for several minutes, with the Special Forces team leader finally offering up that they had indeed gotten word of an impending assault but that “our headquarters told us to leave you guys.” The Marines watched their backs around the SF guys after that, and for Gillispie, who’d been charting the locations of their gear and food cache sites for some time, the temptation to dip into them must have been strong.
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