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Foreword

EVERY army has its “immortals.” Once the subject of ballads and storytellers, modernity has reshaped their public image. For most of the twentieth century, historians or Hollywood have picked them for us: Alvin York relentlessly hunting machine gunners in the Argonne, Joshua Chamberlain holding the line at Gettysburg with his Maine volunteers, Audie Murphy standing on a burning tank destroyer fighting off a full enemy company. These images and others, from books or movies, have stuck in the American psyche as American soldiers at war. Vietnam brought war into the living room, and CNN has made war to be seemingly a spectator event, complete with “talking heads” and instant “analysis” by a variety of people with varied credentials. But for those of us who have felt the fire of battle, we each carry our own “immortals” close to our hearts—comrades we knew, whose lives and spirit will only die when the last of those who knew them go to their final resting place.

Heavy Metal will add a new group to the public list. Charlie Company, Task Force 1-64 Armor, 3rd Infantry Division, has its own immortals, and the young commander of that company, and the journalist “embedded” with that unit, have told their story as they saw it. It is a story from the commander’s perspective, how he prepared his company, what the company expected, how they fought, and what he thinks his unit accomplished. But more than a military report, it is a story of the humanity and endeavor of men fighting for a cause in which they believe. It is also a tale of young soldiers in battle and the proud story of a famous division once again on the leading edge of our national policy.

As a young officer, I was raised on the reading fare of the pre-Vietnam generation. The most frequently read book then by young officers was Company Commander by Charles MacDonald. For us, the World War II experience was what we all believed we would experience if war ever came to us. Vietnam proved to be far different, though some of MacDonald’s words rang true. And while the World War II type of fighting is gone forever, some lessons transcend time. Heavy Metal is the new gold standard for the junior leader’s book. In it, you will find timeless principles and a realistic look at the future. Jason Conroy’s words have special merit today, not only because his experience is recent but because the type of challenge our new breed of warrior-captains faces is far more multidimensional than was the norm in World War II. Jason summarizes it aptly: “We learned that real life does not follow the training script. The reality of it was we did not know what was coming up next.”

Given his missions, the old army would have balked at any discussion of whether a tank company could handle the whole gamut of mounted high-intensity combat with other tanks to the relatively people-intensive, and more police-oriented, missions of urban stability and security. Moreover, Charlie Company participated in the now legendary “Thunder Run” of 3rd Infantry Division’s heavy units into Baghdad, first as a show of force, then to occupy the town. With new high-tech communication and sighting systems, the new breed of tanker had changed the entire face of mounted armored warfare.

Conroy is clear on the changes he saw: “The war we set out to fight in Iraq was not the war we fought. The enemy we war-gamed to fight was not the enemy we fought.… The war forced us to be adaptive and innovative about how we used our tanks and ourselves. We were forced to learn on the fly.… The grand schemes of tacticians and planners often gave way to snap judgments on the battlefield by young soldiers and young commanders facing enemy fire for the first time.” Learning this lesson is important; sharing it with those who have not experienced combat is vital to the long-term growth of our Army.

The men of Charlie Company were typical of most of the Army’s new immortals. Since Vietnam, and indeed since the first Iraq War of 1991, the Army has continued to upgrade equipment, to develop more highly innovative training programs, and to hone warriors to a greater degree than it has ever done in its history. The new systems and training programs encourage new-breed warriors to master any fighting environment, and the successful campaign of the 3rd Division was proof of how effective units had become in performing on a highly changing and more varied battlefield. The story of C Company, 1st Battalion, 64th Armor, is a proud story well told of courageous troops and adaptive and caring leaders, but more important it is a window into the adaptiveness, flexibility, and courage of all our troops and the power of our equipment.

Charlie Company, 1-64 Armor, and its wartime commander are proof of the dedication and valor of our soldiers. Their story is a story of which every American can be proud.

Gen. Gordon R. Sullivan, USA (Ret.)
Chief of Staff, 1991–1995




Preface

THE ranks of all Charlie Company soldiers mentioned and listed in the book are the ranks they obtained by the time the company departed Iraq in July 2003. Some incidents in the book will mention soldiers at a higher rank than they were when the incidents actually occurred. But since some soldiers were promoted during the war, and some shortly after it, the authors have decided to list the higher ranks from the beginning of the book for the sake of uniformity and clarity and to avoid confusing the reader. (A roster of Charlie Company personnel and their assignments appears in the appendix.)

Although we have included no footnotes or endnotes, we have drawn on a wide variety of sources in the writing of this book.

Many of the conversations reproduced here were heard first-hand by one or both of the authors. Where we were not privy to those conversations, we tried to verify exact quotes from several sources who overheard them. Most of the events were witnessed by both authors as they happened.

The diaries of Sgt. 1st Class Brett Waterhouse provided needed details for the foundation of the book. Operations orders given during the war helped fill in many details, and extensive postwar interviews with Charlie Company soldiers and other task force and division officials fleshed out the story and gave it needed substance and balance.

The conversation between Maj. Gen. Buford Blount and Lt. Gen. William Wallace on 7 April 2003 about whether the 2nd Brigade could stay in Baghdad originally appeared in an 18 April 2003 USA Today story by Steve Komarow, David Lynch, and John Diamond.

The quotes from “Baghdad Bob,” the Iraqi Minister of Information, were culled from several websites, including CNN, The Associated Press, and military-quotes.com.

Some of the information in chapter 16 on the Iraq National Museum was compiled from various sources. Particularly helpful were the summer 2003 article in Artnews by Roger Atwood, titled “Inside Iraq’s National Museum”; the 6 May 2003 CBS News online report, titled “Many Baghdad Treasures Intact”; David Aaronovitch’s 10 June 2003 piece in The Guardian, titled “Lost from the Baghdad museum: Truth”; and the June 2003 and October 2003 issues of National Geographic magazine.

A glossary of military terms and abbreviations appears on page 277.

The opinions expressed in this book are solely those of the authors and do not reflect the official positions of the United States Government, the Department of Defense, or the United States Army.
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1
POINT BLANK: THE BATTLE FOR MAHMUDIYAH

SGT. Scott Stewart saw the tanks first.

They were partially hidden in the late afternoon shadows that stretched across the narrow street lined with three-story buildings. The Iraqi T-72 tanks sat nearly side-by-side, the one on the right with its gun tube pointing north, the other close to the curb with its gun tube pointing south, directly at the lead tank in which Stewart was riding.

Stewart, only a few months into his job as trigger puller on an M1A1 Abrams, stared into the gunner’s primary sight as his 70-ton tank rounded a corner and slowly moved north through a dingy, dun-colored southern suburb of Baghdad called Mahmudiyah.

“Tanks!” Stewart radioed to his tank commander, S.Sgt. Randy Pinkston.

Pinkston, a tall, lanky Texan, was buttoned up inside, peering through the small vision blocks in the commander’s hatch. He could not quite make out the shapes of the two objects in the middle of the street about 500 meters ahead. Pinkston looked down the sights of his .50-caliber machine gun and thought the two indistinct blobs looked more like BMPs, Soviet-made amphibious troop carriers, than T-72 tanks.

Whatever they were, they were certainly not friendly. Nothing about this entire city about fifteen miles south of Baghdad was friendly. It was home to a portion of the Medina Division, one of Saddam Hussein’s vaunted Republican Guard units, and the whole city seemed to be dripping with ill-disguised contempt for us as we made our way through the congested streets.

“Fire! Fire SABOT!” Pinkston ordered, indicating to his loader, Pfc. Artemio Lopez, that he wanted a tank-killing SABOT round loaded next. A High Explosive Anti-Tank (HEAT) round was already in the tube.

Stewart planted the sight reticle squarely on the back slope of the tank on the right. The gun switch was set to MAIN, the ammo switch to HEAT. When Stewart heard the fire command, he squeezed the triggers on the gunner’s handles and the 51-pound HEAT round rocketed out of the tube at more than 4,500 feet per second.

“Contact! Tanks! Frontal! Out!” Pinkston barked into the radio to let all of Charlie Company know that we had found the tanks that earlier that day we had set out to kill.

It was 3 April 2003, and the 3rd Infantry Division (Mechanized) out of Fort Stewart, Georgia, was advancing quickly on Baghdad less than two weeks into Operation Iraqi Freedom. We had already traveled farther and faster than any armored unit in history, fighting determined Iraqis most of the way, and were now knocking on Saddam Hussein’s palace gates.

But first we had to clear pockets of resistance south of Baghdad that we feared would come back to bite us in the butts if we did not render them combat-ineffective, that is to say, kill them.

As commander of Charlie Company of Task Force 1-64 of the division’s 2nd Brigade Combat Team, I was given the job of taking my tank company through the suburb of Mahmudiyah to kill any Iraqi tanks or other armor we found. Charlie was the only tank-heavy company in the task force. Alpha Company, a tank company, got a platoon of infantry from Charlie Rock, the mechanized infantry company, and gave it a platoon of tanks. That mixture gave the task force more versatility. But the task force commander, Lt. Col. Rick Schwartz, kept Charlie Company intact. We were to be his knockout punch with our 14 tanks and one Bradley fighting vehicle that served as our fire support vehicle.

Through the first two weeks of the war, Charlie Company was often third in the task force line of march. The exception was at our first battle at a place called Objective Rams, where we ran into several hundred near-fanatical Iraqi fighters that our intelligence reports had told us were not there. Now we would have another chance to live up to our company motto: “Cobras lead the way.” It was a last-minute mission, but the orders given by Schwartz were clear and succinct: “Find tanks and kill them.”

This is what we as tankers train to do: kill tanks before they kill us. We spent six months in the desert of Kuwait getting ready for this.

But the training we did there was for traditional tank warfare, shooting and killing the enemy at distances of 1,500 meters or more. Now we were being ordered to go into a city with restricted maneuver areas, multistory buildings, and tight corners; perfect tank-killing ground for small groups of fighters who knew where the Abrams was most vulnerable. Few Charlie Company soldiers were trained for urban warfare, none in tanks. It was just not something that tankers did. A few of the officers got a quick lesson or two in urban warfare at the Armor Officer Basic Course at Fort Knox, Kentucky. But they were on foot when they did that, not in a tank.

Not since World War II had there been tank battles in cities involving American forces. There were tanks at Hue City during the Vietnam War, but that was largely American tanks against North Vietnamese infantry. Tank-on-tank warfare in an urban environment was not something any of us expected to see. Or wanted to be a part of.

We were exploring new territory here, literally and figuratively. Even though we did not realize it at the time, we were about to take all the modern doctrine of tank warfare and stand it on its ear. But what we were to discover this day about ourselves, and about how to fight with tanks in urban areas, would help convince division officials just a few days later to make the final push on Baghdad. And it would set new standards for the use of tanks in a city fight.

We got the tank-hunting mission shortly after noon on 3 April. We crossed the Euphrates River about 10 that morning after it was secured by the division’s Task Force 1-15 in what appeared to have been a tough but eventually lopsided battle. Destroyed Iraqi vehicles were scattered all along the eastern approaches to the bridge, many still burning. And the smoking bodies of dead Iraqis littered trenches and bunkers on both sides of the road. Prisoners were still being rounded up as we drove through.

By late morning we moved into Objective Saints south of Baghdad and were set up at a crossroads next to a canal in the middle of potato fields. We had little opposition getting there, but at the crossroads found a single soldier with an AK-47 dutifully manning his post. When he raised his rifle to fire at S.Sgt. Jason Diaz’s lead tank, the soldiers killed him with a quick burst from one of the machine guns.

We dubbed the crossroads Checkpoint Cobra. It was to be our home for the next few days. Just to our east, in the middle of Objective Saints, the brigade set up shop at the intersections of Highways 1 and 8 leading into and out of Baghdad.

Not long after we arrived, Schwartz called me to the task force Tactical Operations Center (TOC) and told me he wanted the company to attack south that afternoon to see what kind of forces were in the area. We were to move out about 1:30 p.m. We were in the lead, with our infantry heavy company, Charlie Company of Task Force 3-15, accompanying us.

To differentiate between the two Charlie Companies, we were known as Cobra; the other was Charlie Rock, or simply Rock.

I chose my second platoon to lead the company that day. Normally, my first platoon was my point platoon. I referred to the platoons as Red (first), White (second), and Blue (third). But on this day several of first platoon’s tanks were having mechanical problems, and it was not at full strength. Third platoon carried much of the fight in an earlier battle, and I wanted to give them a break. It was time for second platoon, under the leadership of 1st Lt. Jeremy England, to lead us into what would turn out to be one of the key battles of the war.

When we left on the mission early that afternoon, Cobra was on the right side of Highway 8 and Charlie Rock on the left side of the divided highway. The roads in Iraq can be terribly frustrating for those of us accustomed to some rhyme or reason in our highway systems. You can be driving down an eight-lane divided highway in Iraq and all of a sudden it narrows to two lanes of deeply rutted asphalt. A few miles beyond that it might open back out onto a decent highway or it might just disappear forever.

As we drove south on Highway 8, the road began to narrow and peter out. We were getting fired on by an occasional dismounted Iraqi fighter, and every so often a rocket-propelled grenade would be launched in our direction. But enemy contact was generally light and ineffective.

I sent England and Pinkston ahead to recon the road when we got to a built-up area north of Mahmudiyah that did not show up on the map. Schwartz made it clear he did not want to get stuck in the city after dark but we also needed to press on with our mission.

“There’s a fork in the road,” England radioed me. “Do you want me to take a right or a left?”

The left side looked more troublesome, with three- and four-story buildings and narrow streets where it would be easy for fighters in windows or on rooftops to shoot down or drop grenades on us.

“Go right,” I told England. It turned out to be a most propitious decision.

We had no satellite photographs of the area and were being guided only by our maps and hand-held Global Positioning System (GPS) devices.

Then England came on the radio again: “Sir, the road ends here.”

“What do you mean it ends?

“It ends. There’s no more road.”

I moved up to take a look for myself. It appeared we were in the middle of farm fields. We knew where we were and where we wanted to go; we just were not sure how to get there. The maps and the roads had absolutely no correlation to one another. What was on the map was not on the ground, and vice versa.

As we were trying to figure out how to get back to Highway 8, we were still being peppered by small arms and RPGs. They were more a nuisance than a danger, because we were being fired on from considerable distances. We were in open terrain with a good view of everything around us. When we took fire, we sent it right back, usually in industrial strength quantities, mostly with machine guns. But occasionally, when we spotted a vehicle with weapons, a main gun round would take it out.

Finally, England radioed that he saw a bus traveling down a road to the east of our position. It was across an open field, and there were concerns about getting stuck in soft ground. Pinkston’s tank, with Pfc. Justin Mayes in the driver’s hole, plunged ahead and made the crossing first. When he did not get stuck, the rest of us followed.

It was about 3 p.m. when we got back on Highway 8. We knew the headquarters of the Medina Division’s 14th Mechanized Brigade was just a few miles to the south. We were told before the war that this brigade would likely capitulate early in the fighting and its headquarters and armor might be taken without a shot. We even planned an elaborate ceremony with each of the task force company commanders playing a role. But, like so much of the intelligence we received during the war, this also proved faulty.

The task force’s primary mission was to destroy units of the Medina Division and here was a perfect opportunity to do it. But it was getting late in the day and we still had to make our way back through some built-up areas before dark. I radioed Schwartz and asked if he wanted us to continue moving south, or turn around and head back north through Mahmudiyah.

He thought the town was too much of a chokepoint and we would run the risk of getting stuck in there. We were all familiar with the book “Black Hawk Down,” and many of us had seen the movie version of what happened to a handful of American soldiers caught in the middle of an unfriendly city and surrounded by thousands of enemy fighters. That was Mogadishu, Somalia, in 1993. This was Mahmudiyah, Iraq, in 2003. We had no desire for a repeat performance a decade later.

As we moved back onto Highway 8, the road made a wide left turn and began pulling us back into built-up, populated areas. Everywhere we looked were photographs and paintings of Saddam. Hundreds of people were in the streets, most of them in civilian clothes, many armed with AK-47s and RPGs. They would spot us, fire off a burst or two, and then run down one of the many narrow alleys to escape our guns.

Within minutes of pulling back onto the highway, England saw a man get out of a car with an AK-47 and take aim at his tank. He was quickly killed by machine-gun fire.

Another car, this one with six men, stopped not far from Pinks-ton’s lead tank. The men jumped out and began unloading weapons from the trunk. Pinkston opened up with the .50-caliber machine gun and Stewart with the 7.62mm coaxial machine gun, killing all but one of them at the car. One Iraqi began running for a nearby bunker. He never made it. Stewart walked the tracers up to him and through him, felling him in mid-stride.

The farther Charlie Company advanced into Mahmudiyah, the more small arms fire we received. The volume of fire increased from the rooftops and windows of apartment buildings that loomed over us. Some of the tank commanders were still outside their hatches. The vision blocks inside the tanks greatly restricted our view, but with all this overhead fire it was dangerous to even peek out of the hatch.

“Get your ass down before you get shot!” Stewart yelled at Pinkston, who was so concerned about getting stuck in an alley or a side street he did not realize he was getting shot at.

After the road made its wide left turn, it swept back to the right around a corner. Just as Pinkston’s tank turned the corner, Stewart saw the two T-72s.

England’s tank was only a few meters behind Pinkston’s but was not yet around the corner when the distinctive hollow “Boom!” of the Abrams main gun echoed among the stucco buildings. That was followed quickly by Pinkston’s spot report of contact with enemy tanks.

At that instant England came on the radio to me: “Cobra Six, this is White One. We got tanks!”

“What do you mean you have tanks?” I asked, incredulous that we suddenly found ourselves fighting tanks in these tight quarters. The infantry often refers to urban combat as a knife fight in a phone booth. For us, it was more like a gunfight in a phone booth. I thought he was mistaken and had seen BMPs or something else.

“I’ve got T-72s in the street!” he shot back.

The sound of a main gun round was enough to convince me that he was right.

Stewart’s first shot hit the back slope of the T-72 sitting on the right side of the street. The extra fuel drums on the back exploded, sending flames and black smoke shooting high into the late afternoon sky. The tank’s turret popped off, and the engine was knocked to the other side of the street.

The brass AFCAP of the M1A1 HEAT round was ejected from the tube, hit the deflector with a clang, and fell into the catch on the floor. Lopez quickly loaded another round. But instead of the SABOT that Pinkston called for, it was a HEAT.

[image: Image]

An Iraqi T-72 tank destroyed in Mahmudiyah by Charlie Company gunners. (Jason Conroy)

The SABOT with its depleted uranium penetrator is the round of choice for killing tanks. We started the mission that day with many of the tanks battle-carrying SABOT because we anticipated fighting tanks. When we encountered trucks and bunkers, many tank commanders shifted to HEAT rounds, which are more effective against those targets because of the high explosives content. Now facing tanks, Pinkston’s tank had HEAT more easily accessible in the ready rack than SABOT.

Pinkston saw the round go into the main gun’s breech but decided to let it go rather than have Lopez try to remove it and try to dig up a SABOT. There was a second tank that needed to be killed and he did not want to waste any time.

But before Stewart could fire the second round, the T-72 on the left fired its 125mm main gun.

Pinkston said later he never saw the tank fire, but others behind him did. The round sailed high and to the left of Pinkston, whose tank was still moving forward. It then flew over Sgt. 1st Class Ray White’s tank, which was third in the column, and exploded against a building behind it.

S.Sgt. Ben Phinney, just behind White’s tank, was still out of the hatch. He saw the tank round hit the building, then heard an AK-47 round bounce off the back of the hatch cover, which was propped open. Sparks from the ricocheting round flew over his head and Phinney and his loader, Psc. Derrick Hemphill, quickly dropped inside the tank. Someone above and behind them was firing and had gotten a bit too close for Phinney’s comfort. He gingerly reached behind him and closed the hatch, buttoning up inside.

Stewart fired another HEAT round at the second Iraqi tank. It hit the turret, but there was no massive explosion like the first.

England’s tank pulled up close to Pinkston’s.

“Alpha section! One round SABOT! Move out and fire!” England ordered.

Sgt. Chris Freeman, the gunner on England’s tank, squeezed the trigger and the SABOT round sliced into the second T-72. It exploded in a flash of fire and smoke, sending fragments of steel clattering down the street.

England’s loader, Spc. Mark Gatlin, pumped another SABOT round into the breech.

At that instant, Pfc. K.C. Brons, the driver of England’s tank, looked to his right. There, in an alley, was another T-72. It was so close he thought he could almost reach out and touch it. The tank was no more than 25 feet from him. He could see the rear slope and the fuel drums stored there. The gun tube was pointing in the other direction and the alley was so narrow the gun could not be traversed left or right.

Brons told Freeman about the tank on the right. Freeman traversed the gun tube in that direction but could not see anything in the sight, even on its lowest magnification, 3-power. The tank was too close for him to be able to clearly identify it as a tank. He could tell he was looking at something metal, but he could not be sure what kind of metal.

“Back up!” England ordered when he heard Brons’ pleas.

England confirmed it was yet one more T-72.

Freeman was not even sure he could shoot from this range. There was nothing in the manuals about it. He had never trained to fire main gun rounds this close to anything, much less another tank.

England gave the order to fire, Freeman squeezed the triggers, and the Iraqi tank erupted in a cloud of flame and white-hot debris that rained down on the Abrams.

Ray White’s tank spotted a T-72 in an alley to the left as it pushed north. His gunner, Sgt. Cullie Alexander, fired a SABOT round and that tank virtually disintegrated. Its engine was knocked out of the main body and its turret was popped and sent spinning off into the air. The next day the turret was found nearly 300 meters away, on top of a three-story building.

Pinkston kept his tank moving forward through the flames, smoke, and ammunition cooking off inside the destroyed T-72s. This one small section of Mahmudiyah was now a hellish inferno. The heat was intense; the smoke thick and black and greasy with the smell of diesel. And still we could see people standing out in the streets, watching all this happen.

The kills knocked the T-72s backward and sideways just enough to give our tanks a path as we continued to push north to link up with a platoon of Charlie Rock, which was waiting at the north end of the city.
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Two burning Iraqi T-72 tanks in Mahmudiyah on 3 April 2003, as seen through the vision blocks of U.S. Army tank Charlie Six-Six. (Matt Larimer)

Pinkston and his crew were finding other tanks hidden in alleys or parked on side streets as they drove on. One tank was even inside a parking garage.

Pinkston and England passed the burning tanks and approached another corner. As they rounded it, Stewart spotted the front slopes of more armored vehicles.

“I’ve got more vehicles!” he called to Pinkston.

Stewart was ready to fire again. Pinkston was ready to give the order. They were not sure what was in front of them.

Stewart kept looking through his sight, straining to see if it was enemy or friendly.

“No! Wait!” he finally called. “It’s a friendly.”

“We’ve got Bradleys in front of us. We’ve got Bradleys in front of us,” Pinkston radioed back.

The Bradley fighting vehicles of Charlie Rock came into view. The platoon’s two lead tanks were out of the inferno and into relatively safe terrain.

But two of the platoon’s tanks were still back in the city. White’s tank stopped just short of the flames and shot another T-72 off to the right. At least four tanks were burning now, some of which may have been double-tapped by crews that were leaving nothing to chance.

Phinney’s tank was the last in the platoon. Just as Pinkston reported he had Charlie Rock in sight, Phinney looked to his right through the vision blocks and saw two large drums of diesel mounted on the back of a T-72 that somehow the three tanks ahead of him missed.

“There’s a tank!” he yelled to no one in particular.

Phinney grabbed the manual override on the turret and took control from Sgt. Steve Ellis, the gunner. He put the gun tube on the T-72, almost literally. The end of the Abrams gun tube could not have been more than five feet from the Iraqi tank.

“Are you sure it’s not a Bradley?” Ellis asked.

“It’s a tank! Shoot it!”

Ellis fired a SABOT round and the fifth T-72 took a fatal blow, this time from point-blank range.

Phinney released control of the turret to Ellis as the tank moved on. Pfc. Jeremy Menery, the driver, was maneuvering around the burning tanks when Ellis came over the radio: “I’ve got another one!”

“Are you sure it’s a tank?” Phinney asked.

“It’s a tank!”

“OK! Fire!”

This T-72 was about thirty meters away down a side street. A SABOT round killed it instantly.

I was directly behind Phinney’s tank, looking for targets, as it fired. But the pace of the column was picking up so we could get the company through the kill zone. I spotted one tank in an alley but did not have time to shoot and radioed its location back to third platoon, which was trailing me. One of its tanks killed the final T-72.
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An Iraqi T-72 tank destroyed on the road to Baghdad by Task Force 1-15 of the 3rd Infantry Division (Mechanized). A dead Iraqi soldier lies to the left. (Jason Conroy)

The entire tank battle in the streets of Mahmudiyah lasted less than five minutes. In that brief span, Charlie Company tankers killed seven T-72s and two BMPs. At times we were firing from point blank range. No one ever heard of such a thing, much less done it. It was like the gunfight at the OK Corral with tank main guns. The fastest gun wins. We had done some quick reaction training in Kuwait before the war, but not at these distances. We had practiced at 1,000 to 2,000 meters. Anything less was considered dangerous.

The impact, and significance, of what we did in Mahmudiyah did not begin to sink in until after we got back to Checkpoint Cobra. And for some Charlie Company soldiers, it may be years before they fully understand the importance of that day.

It was not so much that we killed tanks in the first major tank-on-tank engagement of the war, but how we killed them. We shot main gun rounds at enemy tanks at distances that would be considered too close for a handgun fight. It was unprecedented. There were no manuals for this, no training programs anywhere to teach a tanker how to go into a city and be able to recognize enemy tanks, instantly react to that contact, and get off kill shots before he has time to realize what was happening.

In some ways we had a bit of luck going with us that day. Because of the direction in which the Iraqi tanks were oriented, we later decided their commanders believed we would be coming in from the north, moving south on Highway 8. Had we done that, we would have driven directly into their guns. And we would have done that if I had told England just a few hours earlier to turn left instead of right.

By skirting the city’s west side, we avoided the main avenue of approach and came in from the south, unintentionally catching the Iraqis by surprise. Call it fate, the hand of God, or simple blind, dumb luck, we were in a better position to kill the Iraqis than they were to kill us.

But much of that was a result of the quality of Charlie Company’s soldiers, especially the second platoon soldiers who on this day led us through a nasty little fight that could have been disastrous had they not demonstrated the aggressiveness and initiative that they did. I could tell from their radio transmissions they were pumped up and excited. But they never lost their composure and adapted to difficult and dangerous situations quickly and with a professionalism that made me proud to say I was a part of the company.

Pinkston’s crew in the lead tank was especially critical in getting us where we had to go and aggressively engaging the Iraqis so they did not have time to respond to our attack. But all of the second platoon crews and TCs played key roles in this fight. They were able to adapt quickly to a difficult and dangerous situation and kill the enemy before he had a chance to kill any of us. Fighting in these close quarters was not something for which we had been trained, but Charlie Company soldiers responded as if it was something that was second nature.

The fight at Mahmudiyah was one of the more important of the war because it demonstrated to us and our commanders that we could take tanks into the city, fight in close quarters, and defeat a determined enemy. It was a fight that led the way to downtown Baghdad in the days to come.

Some weeks later, a national weekly news magazine tried to downplay our accomplishments by saying that the T-72s in Mahmudiyah were killed by smart bombs dropped from Air Force jets. The article marveled at the accuracy of the bombs, being able to find tanks hidden in narrow alleys.

If there were Air Force jets in Mahmudiyah that day, they were flying awfully low, were wearing tank treads, and firing 120mm HEAT and SABOT rounds. No Air Force jets took out those tanks. The Cobras led the way into Mahmudiyah, and back out, killing Iraqi tanks along the way.

Our mission was so successful that the following day we would drive south once again, this time finishing off the Medina Division and its equipment. And although we did not know it then, those two successes set the stage for something we were told we would never do—take our tanks into downtown Baghdad and the heart of Saddam Hussein’s empire.


2
ROCK OF THE MARNE

IF there were any arguments among planners at the Pentagon and at U.S. Central Command over which division to use as the spear-head for the attack on Iraq, they must have been rather muted. The decision undoubtedly was one of the easiest they had to make before or during the war. Getting to the fight quickly with a considerable amount of punch was what the 3rd Infantry Division was designed to do and what its soldiers were trained to do. The division already had a full brigade combat team (BCT) on the ground, another had just completed a six-month tour in Kuwait, and a third was scheduled to head to the region in March 2003. The 3rd Infantry Division (Mechanized) was the obvious choice.

Based at Fort Stewart on Georgia’s southeastern coastal plain, the division had kept much of its focus on Kuwait and Iraq since Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm in 1990 and 1991. Its brigade combat teams were rotating in and out of Kuwait on six-month training cycles. Despite peacekeeping missions to Bosnia and Kosovo, the division was still considered the iron fist of the 18th Airborne Corps’s Contingency Force. Its soldiers know if there is a flare-up anywhere in Central Command’s area of responsibility, which includes most of the Middle East, and if the brass thinks armor or mechanized infantry is the appropriate response, soldiers of the 3rd pack their gear and head for the airport.

Division officials spent years refining their go-to-war timing and short-notice flyaway, sail-away capabilities. In August 1990 it took the Fort Stewart division, then known as the 24th Infantry Division (Mechanized) before its 1996 reflagging as the 3rd, more than a month to get its soldiers, tanks, Bradley fighting vehicles, and tons of equipment out of Georgia and into Saudi Arabia by ship for Operation Desert Shield.

But within a year of returning home from 24th’s successful campaign in the desert, the division, under the command of then–Maj. Gen. Barry McCaffrey, developed a plan to provide some armored muscle for light fighters such as the 82nd Airborne Division or the 10th Mountain Division that might be quickly sent to world hot spots. The concept of “Division Force Packages,” as it was known, was designed to get soldiers, 70-ton M1A1 Abrams tanks, and Bradley fighting vehicles anywhere in the world on just a few hours’ notice. The concept remained virtually intact for the next dozen years, and by 2002 the division was prepared to send a variety of “force packages” depending on the need.

There was an “Immediate Ready Company,” a “Division Ready Force” that featured a company-plus sized element, and a “Division Ready Brigade.” But these packages were rarely used. The better plan was to put the heavy equipment into position ahead of time and simply fly the soldiers to the equipment. The result was prepositioned stocks of equipment in and around the Middle East. Some equipment was on ships and some in Kuwait and Qatar.

By the end of 2000 Kuwait and Qatar were home to large storage facilities for this heavy equipment. Those facilities could each house 115 tanks, 60 Bradley Fighting Vehicles, 100 M-113 armored personnel carriers, and 20 155mm self-propelled Paladin howitzers. Ammunition, food, and fuel were stored nearby. All the soldiers had to do was get off the plane with their personnel gear, jump into their vehicles, collect their ammunition, grab some water and food, and they were ready for war.

By late September 2002, the 3rd Division’s 2nd Brigade Combat Team, of which Charlie Company was part, arrived in Kuwait and set up shop in a desert encampment, or kabal, about sixty miles northwest of Kuwait City. The Spartan Brigade under command of former West Point professor Col. David Perkins of Keene, New Hampshire, was there for six months of training in what was called Operation Desert Spring. Ostensibly the exercise was to provide for the security of Kuwait against possible predations by Iraq.
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The M1A1 “Abrams” main battle tank. The 7.62mm coaxial machine gun is located just to the right of the main gun tube when looking from back to front but cannot be seen in this diagram because of the cutaway section. (General Dynamics)

But even then it was quite evident from news reports that we were rolling inexorably toward a confrontation with Iraq and Saddam Hussein. The only question was whether the final showdown and ultimate solution would be political or military. As our later training demonstrated, military planners were already developing scenarios for what would eventually be our push into Iraq.

As the 4,300 soldiers of 2nd BCT were getting accustomed to life in the desert and starting their training routine, the 3rd BCT was returning home. The 3rd Brigade, or Sledgehammer Brigade, had just completed its six-month stint of coping with sand and heat in the trackless and impossibly inhospitable Kuwaiti desert as part of the same Operation Desert Spring. By the time it headed home, the 3rd BCT was well acquainted with the subtleties of the terrain along Kuwait’s nearby border with Iraq and with the numerous idiosyncrasies of the prepositioned equipment.

Division officials knew it would take little to turn the 3rd Brigade around and send it back for the fight. That’s exactly what its commander, Col. Daniel Allyn, a former paratrooper and Army Ranger, warned soldiers and their families could happen even before they had a chance to get reacquainted with one another and the soldiers had time to change their socks or grab a quick beer.

The 3rd Infantry Division is a split division. Its 1st and 2nd Brigades and many of its supporting units, including division headquarters, are at Fort Stewart, about 40 miles southwest of the port of Savannah on Georgia’s east coast. Fort Stewart is the largest military installation east of the Mississippi River. Its 280,000 acres of swamplands and sandy pine barrens stretch over five southeastern Georgia counties. The nearby ports in Savannah and Brunswick, Georgia, and Jacksonville, Florida, plus the Hunter Army Airfield landing strip in Savannah, home of the division aviation brigade, make the post ideal for quick launches of forces overseas.

The division’s 3rd Brigade is based at Fort Benning, Georgia, 270 miles west of Fort Stewart on the Georgia-Alabama border. The separation is more annoying and time-consuming for division officials than for its soldiers. And the split is not significantly detrimental to the unit’s mission since the entire division can’t train together anywhere in the United States.

The 3rd Division’s other brigade combat team, the 1st, or Raider Brigade, was already prepping for its turn in the desert in March 2003. The 4,500 soldiers under the command of Col. Will Grimsley were scheduled to replace the 2nd BCT, at least on paper. However, there were serious doubts throughout the division that the 2nd BCT would be going home in March as planned.

By the end of the year, the division would have nearly 9,000 mechanized infantry and armor soldiers who had trained intensively in the desert over the past nine months and were ready to go to war. And with the 1st BCT preparing to head to the Middle East, the 3rd Infantry Division could put more than 13,500 combat soldiers on the ground by early in the year. No other division, Army or Marine Corps, could match those combat-ready numbers.

The 2nd BCT planned to complete most of the more demanding aspects of its training, including a brigade live-fire exercise at night, by Christmas 2002. The brigade had two tank battalions, 1st Battalion, 64th Armored Regiment, and 4th Battalion, 64th Armored Regiment, each with forty-four Abrams tanks. The other maneuver battalion, 3rd Battalion, 15th Infantry Regiment, had 44 Bradley Fighting Vehicles. For training in Kuwait and later during the war in Iraq, the battalions were task-organized. In other words, they included scouts, intelligence, engineers, artillery, and other assets that are not normally part of the units. As a result, each battalion was referred to as a task force.

While brigade commander Perkins had no combat experience, all three of his task force leaders were combat veterans of Operation Desert Storm and the 24th Infantry Division.

Lt. Col. Rick Schwartz of Alexandria, Virginia, commander of Task Force 1-64, was the son of a Vietnam veteran and a former elementary school teacher. He was a tank company commander in this same battalion during the Gulf War and was awarded a Bronze Star for valor.

Lt. Col. Philip DeCamp of Atlanta, Georgia, commander of Task Force 4-64, also was a tank company commander with the 24th during the war.

And Lt. Col. Stephen Twitty of Spartanburg, South Carolina, commander of Task Force 3-15, was a special assistant for operations to McCaffrey during the war and later served as his aide.

When it became apparent to division officials that the 3rd Infantry Division would play a key role in the war, they saw an opportunity for some international exposure. If the division was going to lead the charge into Baghdad, why not take advantage of a golden opportunity to make it a household name among an entirely new generation of Americans who for the most part had no idea who or what it was.

The 3rd has a long and distinguished history, dating back to World War I. It was there that it picked up its nickname, “Rock of the Marne,” for repulsing German attacks at the Marne River.

During World War II it participated in five D-Day invasions and had among its ranks one of the country’s most decorated and recognizable soldiers—Audie Murphy, a Medal of Honor winner who later went on to a long, if somewhat lackluster, movie career.

In 1958 the division returned to Germany, where it served as one of the frontline units in the Cold War. It was to remain there in that capacity for 38 years, out of sight of much of the American public and out of mind. Its lone foray outside the European theater came when the 3rd Brigade was sent to Saudi Arabia in 1991 to fight with the 1st Armored Division.

Fighting not far to the west of that brigade during Operation Desert Storm was the unit the Germany-based division would replace at Fort Stewart in a few years, the 24th Infantry Division (Mechanized). It was not so much a replacement as it was a reflagging of the division. The 3rd Infantry Division’s flags, battle streamers, and lengthy history were simply moved to Fort Stewart. The troops that had been in the 3rd Infantry Division in Germany became the 1st Infantry Division and remained in Europe. The 24th’s colors were sent to Fort Riley, Kansas, where it became a hybrid division, part active, part Army National Guard.

Although the 24th gained some notoriety during the Persian Gulf War, its public identity could not come close to matching that of the 101st Airborne Division with its “Band of Brothers” cachet. Nor did it have the swagger of the 82nd Airborne Division with its jump boots and maroon berets. Even the 10th Mountain Division had a higher public profile because of what it did in Afghanistan in the hunt for Osama bin Laden and al-Qaida terrorists.

But the 3rd Infantry Division labored in anonymity for those outside the Army. This operation, even before it had a name, was a chance for it to shine and become a part of the national consciousness.

That public education about the division would be accomplished through daily reports sent back from the training grounds of Kuwait and the battlefields of Iraq by the hundreds of print, television, and radio journalists who were to be placed with American military forces in what the Pentagon referred to as “embedding the media.” It was the first time since Vietnam journalists would be given a relatively unobstructed view of the battlefield, of how America’s military sons and daughters earned their money and how tax dollars were spent. Division officials quickly embraced the idea of embedded journalists, and the unit’s commander, Maj. Gen. Buford C. Blount III, was among those who liked the idea.

Division officials saw the embedding program as a means of getting soldiers their due in a campaign that was expected to set historical precedents. They saw it as a way of reviving the unit’s history, largely unknown to all but military historians and soldiers who served with the division, and to make the “Rock of the Marne” greeting when soldiers of the unit salute officers as familiar as the 1st Cavalry Division’s “Garry Owen, sir!” By the end of the Iraq war, the cross-hatched division patch with its alternating light and dark stripes, which some soldiers sarcastically refer to as “the broken television set,” could be as recognizable and revered when worn as a combat patch on the right uniform sleeve as the “Screaming Eagle” of the 101st Airborne or the “AA” of the 82nd Airborne.

Blount seemed at times to be a shy and retiring man, uncomfortable around notebooks, cameras, and tape recorders. Some in the media referred to him as “Mumbles” for the habit he had of occasionally lowering his voice and talking into his chest. His staff said he preferred to surround himself with a few close confidants who could argue with him and tell him when he was wrong. He was unpretentious almost to a fault. When he would occasionally invite journalists to lunch at his mess tent in the desert, they invariably found lunch waiting on their plates: two peanut butter and jelly sandwiches on white bread and a bag of potato chips. He was fond of simple things and did not mind who knew it.

Blount had no previous combat experience. But he was a tanker, or “tread head” as those of us in armored units sometimes refer to ourselves. He understood what the Abrams and Bradleys could and, more important, could not do.

He brought one other skill to the job: he understood something of the Arab mentality. He had served as the armor plans and operations officer for the National Guard Modernization Program in Saudi Arabia and was familiar with the region, the people, their customs, and their religion.

Getting any sense of the people or the customs of the region was out of the question for us. We were there to train and there were only limited opportunities to escape the confines of the kabals. Our training schedule was so packed for the first few months in Kuwait that we had little time to do anything but tend to our tanks.

As Cobra Six, the commander of Charlie Company, Task Force 1-64 of the 2nd Brigade Combat Team, it was my job to ensure that the focus of my soldiers stayed on that training and not let them think too much about the future. Things were still too uncertain. But that was difficult. These were bright soldiers with more access to the news from back home through satellite telephones and the Internet than soldiers have had in any other war. They knew what was going on. They could see through any efforts to tell them anything but the unvarnished truth. So I did not try. I just told them to take advantage of the training they were getting, that it might come in handy some day soon. It might save their lives and the lives of their buddies.

For the most part, they heard the message. Maybe it was the lack of distractions way out there in the desert. Maybe it was the fact that many of the younger soldiers seemed to be growing up and maturing as they learned about themselves and the equipment they would have to rely on if we went to war.

I had confidence in them as professional soldiers and as men. They would listen when they were told something because they wanted to listen and learn. But it was not always easy. At times it had been a difficult task getting Charlie Company ready to go to war.
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