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Consider one of my favorite stories about the Marines of Company B of the 4th Tank Battalion. They’re combat reservists from Yakima, Washington, not active-duty personnel. They were activated last December and went into battle with their Abrams tanks when ground operations began into Kuwait on the 24th of February. Before dawn, moving north inside Kuwait, Company B discovered a large formation of Iraqi tanks. They saw some of the top line T-72 tanks heading straight towards them through a large group of dug-in Iraqi armor. All told, the Marine company with 13 tanks faced 35 oncoming Iraqi tanks, outnumbered nearly 3 to 1. But when the encounter was over, the Marine reservists had destroyed or stopped 34 of the 35 enemy tanks. In fact, in a total of 4 engagements in 4 days, Bravo Company stopped 59 Iraqi tanks, 30 of them the top line T-72. What makes it all the more impressive is that Company B had never used those Abrams tanks before they arrived in the desert. That was their first exposure to the new equipment. And they trained on it, acquired the capability to operate it, and performed superbly in combat.

—Richard B. Cheney, Secretary of Defense Meeting of the Electronics Industries Association, April 9, 1991
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Timeline

August 2, 1990

Iraq invades and annexes Kuwait. The UN Security Council passes Resolution 660, condemning the invasion and demanding the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi forces.

August 5, 1990

U.S. President George H. W. Bush gives a speech in which he declares that “this will not stand, this aggression against Kuwait.”

August 9, 1990

First contingent of American troops lands in Saudi Arabia in response to that government’s request.

August 16, 1990

Volunteers muster at Yakima Reserve Center, but are released three days later.

October 1990

U.S. military planners begin to plan an offensive to expel Iraqi forces from Kuwait.

November 10, 1990

Marine Corps Birthday Ball

November 29, 1990

The UN Security Council issues Resolution 678, calling for the use of “all necessary means” to force Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait if it has not done so by January 15, 1991.

December 13, 1990

Bravo Company reports to Yakima for mobilization.

December 17, 1990

Bravo Company arrives at Twentynine Palms, California.

December 26, 1990

Bravo Company begins New Equipment Training (NET) at Twentynine Palms.

January 9, 1991

James Baker, the US Secretary of State, meets with Tariq Aziz, the Iraqi Foreign Minister, in Geneva, in a fruitless effort to resolve the crisis peacefully.

January 12, 1991

With the military buildup in Saudi Arabia well under way and the January 15 deadline for Iraq to withdraw from Kuwait approaching, the US Congress passes a resolution authorizing the use of military force.

Bravo Company finishes NET.

January 15, 1991

UN Security Council deadline passes.

January 17, 1991 (January 16 in California)

In the early morning of January 17, the United States and its coalition of allies launch a campaign of air and missile attacks on targets in Iraq and Kuwait. The campaign continues for several weeks, damaging or destroying Iraq’s air defenses, communications, military infrastructure, oil infrastructure, and transportation infrastructure.

January 18, 1991

Iraq retaliates by firing missiles at Israel and Saudi Arabia. There are no deaths and only a few wounded. Mindful of the need to preserve the international coalition—which includes numerous Arab countries—Israel refrains from retaliating.

Bravo Company arrives in Saudi Arabia.

January 29–February 1, 1991

Battle of Khafji

February 14, 1991

Bravo Company arrives at its assembly area just south of the Kuwait border.

February 24, 1991

The United States and allies begin ground offensive, crossing into Iraq and Kuwait around 4:00 a.m.

Bravo Company crosses the border as part of Second Marine Division attack.

Candy Cane Engagement

February 25, 1991

Reveille Engagement

The Great Drive-By Shooting

A SCUD missile fired from Iraq destroys a barracks used by US troops in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia. Twenty-eight Americans are killed and 110 are wounded.

February 26, 1991

Battle of the L

Bravo Company reaches Sixth Ring Motorway.

Iraqi president Saddam Hussein announces that Iraq will withdraw from Kuwait immediately, but does not renounce Iraq’s claim to Kuwait.

US and allied forces bomb a convoy of retreating Iraqi troops, killing hundreds, in what is dubbed the “Highway of Death.”

February 27, 1991

US and allied forces enter Kuwait City.

US president George Bush declares the suspension of offensive combat operations against Iraq.

February 28, 1991

Iraq announces that it will accept all UN resolutions regarding the conflict.

March 1, 1991

Bravo Company takes position at Pet Cemetery.

March 3, 1991

Iraq accepts the terms of a cease-fire agreement presented by Gen Schwarzkopf.

March 12, 1991

Bravo Company leaves Kuwait.

March 14, 1991

Bravo Company takes up residence in Camp 15.

April 18, 1991

First part of Bravo Company flies to Camp Lejeune. Second echelon leaves two days later.

April 25, 1991

Bravo Company arrives in Yakima.

August 18, 2020

Bravo Company is disbanded.










Chapter One

The Yakima Marines


Yakima

In central Washington State is the crossroads town of Yakima, the self-proclaimed “Palm Springs” of Washington. In 1990, the Armed Forces Reserve Center was located a couple of blocks north of the airport, on 16th Street. It was the home of B Company, 4th Tank Battalion, US Marine Corps. In 1991 the reservists of Bravo Company would participate in the largest tank versus tank battle in Marine Corps history.

Yakima is a dusty metropolis, famous for the fruit farms surrounding it. Throughout Washington, Idaho, and Oregon, fruit stands spring up after the harvest, selling “Yakima Fruit” to large numbers of customers eager for delicious fresh fruit. The area’s population fluctuates due to the large number of hard-working migrant workers necessary for the fruit production. During summer the city and the valley it sits in are hot and dusty. There are strong, warm, often hot, east winds. The winds continue during the winter, with cold, biting blows.

Though not well known outside the Pacific Northwest, Yakima’s central location and warm weather make it a favorite convention location for many groups. Hotels do a brisk business. Yakima is a pleasant drive of a little more than two hours east from Seattle, Washington’s largest city. Seattle lies along the “I-5 corridor” of towns and cities that stretch along the I-5 freeway from Vancouver on the Oregon border at the Columbia River, all the way to Blaine on the Canada border. This part of the state is separated from Yakima by the Cascade Range. The western side of those mountains, the Seattle side, is where Washington gets its nickname, “The Evergreen State.” On the eastern side, the Yakima side, things are not always so green. To the east of Yakima stretches what at first seems to be arid desert land to the city of Spokane, site of the 1974 World’s Fair, about 200 miles away. But Yakima is a very fertile area. The Yakima Valley is a rich region that produces a variety of agricultural products, including its famous apples. East of Yakima, vast wheat fields stretch as far as the eye can see over rolling terrain.



The Company

The Marine Corps has two components, the active-duty, or regular Marines, and the Reserve Marines. The regulars serve full time, as the Marine Corps is their occupation. The reservists only serve once a month and two weeks a year in annual training; they have full-time civilian jobs. Bravo Company, a Marine Corps Reserve unit, existed in various forms in Yakima after World War Two. An M103 heavy tank, a monster of the late 1950s and early 1960s that had served in Yakima, sat as a monument on a concrete pad in front of the Reserve Center on 16th Street. The building was shared with a US Army Reserve unit, which occupied much of the west wing, although Bravo Company used the greater part of the facilities. Out back was a motor pool. Inside the big, rectangular, yellow main building was a gymnasium that also served as the drill hall. There were several classrooms and a locker room for the Marines. Separate locker rooms were provided for the officers and SNCOs (Staff Non-Commissioned Officers). A small office provided room for the administrative staff. A completely enclosed armory contained the personal, crew-served, and tank weapons. A separate building adjacent to the south parking lot served as the supply building. The building was the perfect size for a single company. It was only a short walk to the city’s airport.

The 4th Tank Battalion, Bravo’s parent unit, had a distinguished record in World War Two, participating in three campaigns: Roi-Namur, the Marianas, and Iwo Jima. During these campaigns the tankers had proved tough and reliable support for the combat infantrymen. One of only two Medals of Honor given to Marine tankers had been given to a Marine of the 4th. GySgt Bob McCard was awarded the medal for actions on Saipan. His name adorns the annual trophy given out to the best gunnery score in competition among all tankers of the Marine Corps. After the war, the battalion was disbanded along with the Fourth Marine Division. It was resurrected in the 1960s. In 1990 4th Tank Battalion was one of two Reserve tank battalions in the Marine Corps. Bravo Company consisted of eight regular Marines, called the Inspector/Instructor Staff, and about one hundred reservists. The Headquarters Company and commander of 4th Tank Battalion were in San Diego. Another line company, Alpha, was also in San Diego. Charlie Company made its home in Boise. The battalion’s TOW (Tube-launched, Optically tracked, Wire-guided) missile detachment—anti-tank missile launchers mounted on Humvees—was based in Broken Arrow, Oklahoma. Unfortunately for the battalion staff, the various companies rarely worked together as a battalion in the field.

In the 1980s, members of the Marine Corps Reserve came in two types. The first was prior-service Marines, those who had served on active duty previously. The typical contract for this Marine was to serve four years as a regular, active-duty Marine followed by four years as an inactive reservist (IR). Inactive reservists do not drill or have annual duties; they are only used in emergencies or if they voluntarily serve.

Often Marines stayed in the Reserve after their active-duty contract was up. Others served their enlistments and left the service, but often the feeling of being a Marine was hard to shake. Yet these men didn’t like the full-time life of the regular Marine Corps. So they signed up for the once-a-month and two-weeks-a-year obligation of a reservist. These men provide an experienced cadre for many Reserve units. On the other hand, many of these former full-timers don’t have experience in the specialty of the unit they join. Many of the tankers in Bravo Company had been infantrymen, communications specialists, air wingers, or other occupational mismatches. They did have prior general military knowledge but often lacked specific technical knowledge. However, they frequently had a great deal of overseas deployment experience. In Bravo Company in 1990, GySgt Ray Taylor and SSgts Art Miller and Jim Williams of the Headquarters Platoon were Vietnam veterans.

All Marine officers in a Reserve unit are the prior-service type of reservist, as all Marine officers must serve on active duty for at least three years after their commissioning. There are no officers trained just for Reserve duty. This gives small units in the Reserve component an advantage over some active-duty units. Many platoons in active-duty units are commanded by second lieutenants just out of basic school (boot camp for officers) or first lieutenants with little experience. The platoon commanders in Reserve units are often captains with Fleet experience.

The second type of reservist was the Marines who went to boot camp, attended their specialty school, and then reported to their reserve center. Their contract called for an eight-year obligation, with six years as an active, drilling reservist and two years as an inactive reservist. They rarely serve long in a regular Marine unit, as their initial active-duty enlistment is for only six months. These men lack general and lengthy military experience, and have no overseas experience. They do have specific skill training. The line between these Marines and civilians is often very thin, which can drive regular Marines nuts.

Reserve units serve several functions. Unlike National Guard units, they are federal under the US Department of Defense. The reservists can be used individually or as units. They can be asked to reinforce active-duty units for short-term operations. Individuals can fill in with active-duty units, or both individuals and units can be activated and deployed to fulfill obligations on various exercises. Some Reserve units lack training as a unit higher than at the company level, as much of their monthly training is individual or crew and section training. Bravo Company rarely operated in any size above platoon until annual training. In those two weeks, usually in the summer, the company trained as a company, and the 4th Tank Battalion tried to exercise as a battalion, but most annual training was not at the battalion level. Bravo Company was usually attached to infantry battalions as the armor component during these summer training sessions.

There are some advantages to the Reserve system. Units in many nations’ armies are composed of young men and women from the same geographic locale. This was the way American units were organized in the first years of the republic. Locally trained militia had supported the army in the Revolutionary War, War of 1812, Mexican War, and Civil War. These militia units were like our modern National Guard, commanded by their own state governor. In the modern American military establishment, reservists are federally controlled. The National Guard is under the dual control of each state government and can be called to national service by the federal government.

Reservists in the Reserve system also share a common geographic background. Many have attended high school together, played ball together, or competed against each other. Many are related to another Marine or have dated the same girls. Everyone is familiar with the local area. Like most Americans, the Marines of Bravo Company knew where Seattle was, but they also knew of Ellensburg, Pullman, Moxee, Union Gap, and the Tri-Cities. In the active-duty military, it is always a big deal when you meet someone from your home state. Everyone in Bravo Company was familiar with each other’s hometown, if not each other.

Not everyone in Bravo Company was from Yakima or even Washington State. A few came from Idaho and Oregon. Many came from the Seattle area, over three hours away. For each drill session, more than 70 percent of the Marines drove over 50 miles to reach the Yakima Reserve Center. Fifty percent drove at least 100 miles one way. This is not unusual for Reserve units.

Another advantage to a Reserve unit like Bravo Company in the 1980s was that a large proportion of the Marines were either college students or graduates. Learning the skills and knowledge that Marines needed came easily to them. In addition, many were older than those who entered the regular Marine Corps. This can be an advantage but also a detriment. Older, more educated Marines often find it hard to put up with the “hurry up and wait” attitude or seemingly pointless activities common in active-duty military forces. In fact, that was the primary reason many went into the Reserves.

During a typical drill at Yakima, the Marines arrived around 1900 on Friday afternoon. (Throughout the text a twenty-four-hour clock is used; 1900 would be pronounced as nineteen hundred hours or just nineteen hundred.) For several hours the Marines took care of administrative tasks and gathered their gear in preparation for the weekend activities. At about 2100 trucks were loaded with the tankers and gear for transportation to the tank park at the Yakima Firing Center, about 10 miles away. Once they arrived at the tank park, they dismounted from the trucks, grabbed tank logbooks, and their OVM (on-vehicle materials). Radio checks, pre-operation checks, and stowing gear took time, and rarely were the vehicles on their way before 2300. After a drive through often inclement weather to the range, the Marines secured their vehicles for a short rest before an early morning reveille the next day. A full training day on Saturday often included night operations, meaning the Marines got little sleep. Sunday morning the tanks were brought back to the tank park where post-operations maintenance and inventory of gear took place. Once the tanks were unloaded, several crewmen took the vehicles to the wash racks to remove any accumulated dirt.

In the late afternoon on Sunday, the motor transport Marines packed the tankers into trucks and drove them back to the Reserve Center. They returned their gear to supply, CVC helmets to the Comm Shop, and took care of any administrative tasks such as updating their SRBs (Service Record Books), taking Marine Corps Institute (MCI) course final tests, or doing a “piss test” urinalysis. By 1800 or so, there would be a final formation and they would head home. Often, weapons cleaning or testing took additional time, and it was not unusual for the Marines to start for home at 2200. Once on the road many faced drives of three or four hours, often longer during winter, through snowy mountain passes. On Monday morning they went back to work at their civilian jobs.

For the other sections, the weekend was no less intense. Tracked vehicle repair (TVR), communications (comm), supply, motor transport (MT), armory, and administrative Marines had to conduct their own training in the few hours of a drill weekend. Some slept in the field in their vehicles while others went home or slept in a barracks provided at the Yakima Firing Center. It wasn’t unusual to find some Marines sleeping on the floor in the drill hall after a late night of training.

Yakima had not always been home to a tank unit. The Reserve unit originally started as an infantry company at the tail end of the Korean War in 1953. In 1959 the 66th Special Infantry Company became the 7th Antitank Company. Armed with 106mm recoilless rifles, it was only three years before it became an artillery unit armed with 8-inch howitzers. The designations changed, but the unit itself continued to be a recognized part of the community. The Marines of Bravo Company sponsored youth teams, performed color guards in parades, participated in military funeral details, and participated in various other community activities. Some reservists came in on non-drill days to assist in these activities. Many of these details were performed by the Inspector/Instructor Staff (I&I). These were active-duty Marines tasked with training the reservists in their military occupational specialties, providing logistical and administrative support, and teaching the reservists basic tactics. Each member of the I&I staff was an experienced expert in their field. A master gunner supported the tankers. When the reservists were not at the training site, the I&I staff were caretakers of the unit’s equipment, providing essential maintenance to have everything ready for use at the next drill. The commander of the I&I staff is normally referred to as the “I and I.”

The Yakima Marines became a tank unit in 1967, D Company, 4th Tank Battalion. They were armed with a monstrosity called the M103A2. Meant to fight the giant tanks of the Warsaw Pact in the Cold War, it was a huge tank for its day, weighing in at over 57 tons and armed with a 120mm gun. It was a slow beast that couldn’t move much more than 20 miles an hour. The tank was phased out in 1974 in favor of the more robust M48A3 with its 90mm gun. In 1976 the company received the title of B Company, 4th Tank Battalion. At the same time, they began to train on new M60A1 tanks.

The M60A1 tank was the main battle tank for the US Army starting in 1960. The Marines began phasing the tank into regular units in 1972. Dependable, with a reliable diesel engine and excellent transmission, its tracks and running gear were based on previous tried-and-true tank suspensions. The M60 saw action on many battlefields with the Israeli Army as well as in combat with the forces of Turkey, Thailand, Yemen, and Saudi Arabia. Armed with an American version of the proven British L7 105mm gun and two machine guns, it was a deadly weapon. It was crewed by four Marines.

Although the drill center was in the city of Yakima itself, most training was carried out at the Yakima Firing Center, north of town near the small village of Selah. The army owned over 400,000 acres, a huge military reservation of rolling and scrub-covered hills. Part of the base bordered the Columbia River. Located on what is called a high desert, the Firing Center experiences 300 cloudless days a year compared to areas of Washington west of the Cascades that average 150 days. Hunters tramped the hills for both birds and deer. Cattle roamed freely around parts of the reservation. The Marines had a small shop building with two bays and a concrete pad on the western side of the base near I-82. They referred to the area as the tank park, with their tanks and M88 recovery vehicle staying there when not in use. The Firing Center was used by a variety of units, primarily army or National Guard, including many from foreign countries. It contained barracks facilities dating from the 1940s and 1950s that were used by the transient units and Bravo Company during weekends and annual training. The Firing Center was an excellent facility for live fire, maneuver, and large unit training. Its ranges contained some of the most up-to-date equipment available at the time.

For years the company trained just as any other Reserve company. Despite the poor view of National Guard and Reserve units as “weekend warriors” who gathered once a month for drunken parties, with good old boys in positions of authority who used the time to solidify their business and social connections, the Marines of Bravo Company took their training seriously. In contrast to film portrayals like Southern Comfort, Weekend Warriors, or First Blood, most Reserve units like Bravo Company trained professionally and had positive links with the community. But, like active-duty units, many of the Marines were youngsters just out of high school, and there were occasionally off-duty beer busts and parties that led to problems, including the release of a tear gas grenade in downtown Yakima. Overall, though, the unit was highly effective, appreciated both by the Marine Corps and nearby communities, as evidenced by its many awards. The company was listed on the commandant’s honor roll in 1975, 1976, 1979, and again in 1989.



Preparations for War

The Marines in Yakima were fortunate to have experienced, skilled, regular Marines as their I&I staff. As the 1980s opened, Capt Dennis Osborne and GySgt Dale Tadewald took over as the Inspector/Instructor and Training Chief, respectively. These two active-duty Marines believed that Bravo Company would be involved in combat soon. Their predictions were war in Thailand or Korea. Both were later proved wrong, but they began a program of intense training and recruitment to prepare the company for the upcoming battles.

Tadewald, the stereotype of a grizzled master gunner and a veteran of Vietnam, began an intense program to improve gunnery. He took tank commanders in on non-drill weekends for additional training. He ensured that the tankers fired great numbers of live main gun rounds. Crews fired thousands of .50-caliber and 7.62-mm machine gun rounds at a variety of targets. Non-tankers were given opportunities to fire the machine guns on familiarization courses. The I&I staff scoured the supply chain for extra main gun ammunition to allow the tank gunners to get more training. Tank tables, practical applications that tested the tankers’ skills, became more intense, and scoring became more critical. Tadewald pushed the Marines throughout each weekend. They trained without a break from Friday night until late Sunday on drill weekends. Often there was no sleep Friday night and only a few hours Saturday night.

Osborne, a bespectacled military scholar, supported the reservists with anything they needed. Enthusiastic and extroverted, he had an infectious manner that influenced everyone he met. Osborne visited local recruiters to push them to get more Marines, especially prior-service Marines with active-duty tank experience. He scrounged for additional equipment, anything from pistols to night vision goggles. He pressed for more tanks. The company had only four M60s in 1982. A full-strength company rated seventeen. Unfortunately, he had few tankers. He was forced to press into service: members of the motor transport, communications, and other sections to help man tanks when the company went to annual training. Osborne received assurances that he would receive more tanks when he had the crewmen to man them, so he put pressure on the men of Bravo Company to get their friends and neighbors to enlist. The captain’s mantra was “Get more bodies!” If they got more Marines, Tadewald would see to their training. Bravo Company caught the enthusiasm of these two active-duty Marines and eagerly looked forward to the “Phantom Tank,” a fifth vehicle that would indicate the company had enough crews to expand.

The “Phantom Tank” arrived in 1987, with several more quickly following as recruiting efforts paid off. Osborne and Tadewald eventually moved on, but due to their efforts Bravo Company grew by leaps and bounds. Other regular Marines came and went, inspecting and instructing. Reservists came and went. But the training schedule and attitude remained the same. Bravo Company was getting ready for war. Where? No one knew. When? One could only guess. But Osborne and Tadewald had set the tone, doing everything they could to get the company the basic skills and attitude they would need for war.

In 1990 there were ten M60s at the Reserve tank park located at the Yakima Firing Center. Bravo Company’s strength was large enough to provide full crews for those tanks, with a few tankers left over. Not only were there plenty of tank crewmen, but most of the support sections were also at full strength and composed of motivated Marines. Morale was high, and all were confident they could do any job they were called upon to perform.

The 1980s had come to an end without a war, but the motivation and readiness level remained high. Capt Ralph “Chip” Parkison became the commander of Bravo Company in May of 1989. A graduate of Whitman College, Parkison was commissioned as an officer and learned his skills in the artillery. Of medium height, he was slightly pudgy though not fat or bulky. Although somewhat reticent in a group, he had an energetic laugh when amused. At the beginning of each drill, he greeted his Marines in formation with a loud and hearty “GOOD EVENING BRAVO COMPANY!” His bouncy step earned him the nickname “Fred Flintstone” by the enlisted Marines, though not out of disrespect. A salesman from Spokane, he was married and had a one-year-old daughter. The Marines of the company respected him; however, like all of them, it was unclear how he would perform if the company went to war.

The executive officer was a local boy from the Yakima area, Capt Brian Winter. He had served as an enlisted man in Bravo Company before becoming an officer. He worked as a police officer in Union Gap, a community adjacent to Yakima. Winter had a serious look that quickly broke into an engaging smile when he became involved in a friendly conversation. Tall and fit, he was married with a small son.

In the fall of 1990, the company was at full strength. First Platoon, under Warrant Officer Larry Fritts, had spent the recent summer annual training period in the desert at the Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center at Twentynine Palms, California. The rest of the company did their two-week training at the Yakima Firing Center. Both detachments emphasized gunnery. Fritts’s tankers experienced the dry and extremely hot conditions in the sand and rocks of Twentynine Palms, while the rest of the company trained in the extreme heat and hot winds of the high desert of Yakima.

The company reflected the area it came from. Ethnically, it was overwhelmingly white, with only a single Black Marine. Like in the central Washington area, there were many Hispanic Marines. Due to the numerous colleges in the area, a large percentage of the Marines were college students or graduates. A variety of civilian jobs were represented, as varied as an engineer, a prison guard, laborers, and store clerks, but students made up the biggest group. Although there were no politicians or public officials in the company’s ranks, the mayor of Union Gap had a son, Ron Krebs, serving in the motor transport section.











Chapter Two

War Clouds


Invasion

In the interval between their annual training in July and their drill in August, an event took place that altered the history of the Marines in Yakima. The tyrannical dictator of Iraq, Saddam Hussein, had been trying for months to get the Persian Gulf states, in particular the small country of Kuwait, to reimburse him for their manipulation of oil prices as well as the alleged stealing of oil from Iraqi oil fields. After a fruitless war with Iran that had lasted from 1980 to 1988, the despotic leader needed money to restore his country’s economy. He also needed cash to rebuild his armed forces in preparation for new aggressions that would make him the undisputed political and military leader of the Middle East. On August 2, 1990, the Iraqi Army, the fourth-largest army in the world, invaded Kuwait, a flat, sandy country with only a few thousand soldiers. In less than twelve hours, Kuwait was completely overrun by Iraqi forces.

International reaction to the blatant violation of international law was immediate. On August 3, the United Nations issued Resolution 660, condemning the Iraqi invasion. A further concern was that it was not apparent if Saddam Hussein would be happy with just Kuwait. It was possible that he would conquer other countries with his huge army in order to dominate the region physically, politically, and economically. Would he continue and conquer the nearby oil-rich Gulf states, beginning with the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia? Within a few days of the Kuwait invasion, Saudi Arabia requested foreign help for defense against the Iraqis. In addition to the open aggression, there were vivid tales of brutality against the Kuwaiti population by the Iraqi occupiers.

[image: ]
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American reaction was swift. President George Bush responded sympathetically to the Saudi request for military assistance. On August 9 the first American troops and planes landed in Saudi Arabia, and on August 14, the First Marine Expeditionary Force arrived. More American troops as well as forces from other countries such as Egypt arrived over the next few weeks as part of a carefully coordinated coalition led by President Bush and sanctioned by the United Nations. The arrival of US troops in Saudi Arabia was code-named Operation Desert Shield.

When the first American forces deployed, a call went out to Reserve units to provide individuals to reinforce the active-duty components. Volunteers would be needed. On August 16, a dozen or so Yakima Marines responded. They stayed in Yakima for three days before being sent home when the Marine Corps began to sort out its actual needs. Unforgettable during this short activation was a class on hand-to-hand combat given by Cpl Glen Carter. It was also memorable for PFC Ray Ransier. A tall, taciturn young man with a quick smile, he had just reported to the unit but had never attended a drill. The other volunteers remembered him because he slept in and missed his first formation. Luckily, his inauspicious beginning would be forgotten after the Marines were released to return home.

The newsletter alerting the Marines for their upcoming drill in September contained some information that might have given them pause: “Due to the unsettled situation in the world today we have elected to change our training schedule for the coming drill. Our drill dates remain 7, 8, and 9 Sep but instead of our scheduled training we will be conducting a practice mobilization.” The unit frequently conducted practice mobilizations, called Mobilization Operational Readiness Tests (MORDT), in which the Marines went through the process of preparing to “mount out” as part of activation for active service. During one such drill in 1986, Bravo Company had loaded up their gear, drawn weapons and equipment, and flew to Camp Pendleton in California on Friday and returned Sunday night. In 1990 the emphasis on “the world situation” gave the drill a more serious air.

At the September drill, the Marines went through seven different stations. Their Service Record Books and medical records were checked to make sure they were up to date. An inventory of their personal equipment was made, and unserviceable gear was replaced. Supply and the armory made sure records were accurate. LtCol Whitlow, a lawyer in civilian life, was at the drill center to ensure that all Marines had a will and power of attorney. This was providential in view of the ensuing events. Darren Larson, the fair-haired, down-to-earth company cook, noted how the serious mood at the drill correlated with the events in the Gulf.

In October Bravo Company took the tanks out to the field at the Yakima Firing Center. Land navigation was emphasized, although the high desert terrain at the Firing Center was much different from what the Marines might encounter in the Persian Gulf. The navigational waypoints on the map were difficult to find amid the steep hills, gullies, and scrub brush, but it would be much more difficult in the flat, sandy country of Saudi Arabia and Kuwait. Tank crews took turns driving their vehicles to the top of a hill or a crossroad situated in a deep gully as they used a compass to find their objective. Sunday evening the Marines returned to civilian life with a close eye on the escalating events in the Middle East.



The Call

An annual tradition for Marines is the Marine Corps Birthday Ball held each November as close as possible to the Marine Corps’ birth date of November 10. This particular year November 10 occurred on a Saturday, the perfect day to coordinate with a weekend drill. The ball is an important, festive event for Marines, teeming with tradition as well as music, dancing, and a great deal of merrymaking. Most important, there is always a ceremony steeped in Marine Corps rituals, such as a reading of the commandant’s birthday message. It ends with the cutting of a cake and presentation of pieces to the youngest and oldest Marines present. As the Corps’ 215th birthday approached, an air of anticipation hung over the occasion. President Bush had recently ordered the call-up of thousands of Reserve and National Guard units to defend Saudi Arabia against the Iraqis.

Midway through the week prior to the ball in 1990, Capt Chip Parkison, Bravo Company’s commanding officer (CO), was driving home from work. He was looking forward to his own birthday that same week. Parkison’s thoughts of preparation for the upcoming annual gala event were interrupted by a beep on his personal messenger. It was a familiar number, and he pulled over to make the return call. On the phone was the Inspector/Instructor, Capt J. T. Malone. He was excited. The company was being activated. Report to Yakima on December 13. They would be training on the new M1A1 tank. He gave few details but signed off with an abrupt, “Oh, yeah. Happy birthday!” Parkison thought to himself, “This is a relief. At least we know we’re going,” but decided against an immediate announcement to the company. Instead, he would let them enjoy the fun surrounding the traditional birthday ball festivities.

The Marine Ball was a great success, and “a good time was had by all.” The Marines enjoyed the traditional messages, singing the “Marines’ Hymn,” and dancing, but throughout the evening one question was on their minds: Would Bravo Company be one of the units called up? A week later, the CO let the cat out of the bag and ordered a “frost call” to notify his Marines of their activation.

Reserve units periodically made “frost calls” (Fast Response on Short Transmission). Like active-duty units, a list of phone numbers to each Marine’s home is kept on file. In cases of emergency, individuals can be notified quickly. Occasionally Reserve units made unannounced frost calls to verify that the telephone numbers for each Marine were accurate. The Marine Corps required these practice calls quarterly. Often these calls initiated an unscheduled mobilization practice drill. During these drills the Marines would go through the process of mobilization, like a MORDT. As for active-duty units, the frost calls were routine.

The frost calls for the activation started on Saturday, November 17. The officers had been given a warning order, and now it was time to put out the word. Platoon commanders notified their platoon sergeants. Capt Winter notified the headquarters sections: communications, armory, motor transport, tracked vehicle repair, administration, and the other odds and ends that make up a company. The platoon sergeants called their platoons. Most of the young Marines were surprised but not shocked. The message was simple: “Report to Yakima December 13.” They would fly to Twentynine Palms, California, on the 15th. There the tank crews and tracked vehicle maintenance personnel would undergo training on the new M1A1 Abrams tank. After a quick course on the new tank, they would fly to Saudi Arabia in the middle of January.

LCpl Jeff DeGraaf got his phone call late Saturday night. His response to his platoon sergeant’s message was “I know, I saw it on television.” The word had spread quickly throughout central Washington.

PFC Josh Priddy, a college student living at home, found out about the call-up long before receiving the actual phone call. As he sat down for his breakfast, his father began to inquire about the Yakima unit, asking several questions. Finally, Priddy asked the source of his father’s curiosity. His father replied that the local newspaper reported the unit was being called up.

Another college student, Sgt Sean Kerr, found a message on his answering machine. The return call brought the news. This was typical of the unit notification; messages were left, and individual Marines returned the call to get detailed information.

Cpl Brad Briscoe’s wife was so upset by the call that she didn’t want to hear from his platoon sergeant again. Upon calling back to their platoon sergeant, most of the Marines reported that they had already heard the news from another source.

SSgt Rob Knapp in Richland received a phone call from a former member of the unit advising of the call-up before Knapp had been notified through official channels. Tall, lanky LCpl Rob Jackson, who worked at Seattle-Tacoma Airport, used the call-up as inspiration for a song, which he called “Caught Between Iraq and a Hard Place.”

SSgt Dittmar’s wife, Lynn, took the whole thing philosophically: “The difference from being a cop’s wife to being a military wife is that while they are both stressful and scary, I look upon the job as a cop as a job, even though he might risk his life in it.” Then she thoughtfully said, “This is more than a job. It’s a war.”

College students scrambled to finish their studies before the end of the current term. Most, like LCpl Brad Hallock, found their professors more than willing to give tests early or make other accommodations. Others, as in LCpl Brian Lewis’s case, found a few obstinate professors who required more persuasion. On several occasions it was only intervention by the I&I staff that helped the student Marines. Unfortunately, several instructors refused to budge, and the Marines lost out on their coursework. This would lead to interventions with the college administration over the head of the instructors. LCpl Rick Freier’s instructor at Big Bend Community College, a Korean War veteran, merely told him, “I better not see you around for a while.”

Forms were given to each Marine to provide information for employers as the employees transitioned into Marines. By law, the Marines’ jobs would be held until their return. If the jobs could not be held, a position of equal status would be provided when they came back. Like the college professors, most employers went the extra mile to ensure fairness in maintaining the jobs for the civilians-turned-Marines. This was all new to employees, employers, students, teachers, and families, as large-scale mobilizations of Reserve units had not occurred since the Korean War in 1950–1953.

Newspapers, radio, and local television stations had put out the news of the activation on the day the frost calls were made. Local reporter Jim Gosney of the Yakima Herald-Tribune elaborated on the call-up in an article on November 20. The executive officer, Capt Brian Winter, told the reporter: “We’ve been anticipating something. Most of us are very excited.” Gosney would soon discover that Bravo Company’s experiences would be inexorably linked to his own future.



Reorganization

The evening of December 12 found Bravo Company meeting at the Yakima Reserve Center as it would any other evening for drill. In essence, it was just another drill. They were not technically on active duty until the next day. It was possible that at any moment the crisis in Kuwait could subside and the Marines would find their services no longer necessary. Until then, they had to prepare for the worst. The worst in this case was full-scale war against Iraq. Capt Osborne and GySgt Tadewald had taught them to be ready for activation and war at any time; now they would be put to the test.

The first order of business was to reorganize the platoons. Bravo Company was operating as an M60 tank company, and a small one at that. Normally, in an M60 company, each of the three platoons had five tanks. There were two additional headquarters tanks for the commanding and executive officers, making a total of seventeen vehicles. Bravo Company never had enough men or vehicles to operate seventeen tanks but had remained organized into two platoons with ten tanks. Now they had to organize an M1 tank company that had four tanks in each platoon. Including the headquarters vehicles, there were only fourteen tanks in the new company structure. The company found that it had more than enough Marines to man the new complement of tanks in the M1 table of organization. It also needed an additional officer and a SNCO to fill the extra leadership billets as a platoon commander and a platoon sergeant for the third platoon.

A good crew works together and takes care of one another. If one member is selfish or has a bad attitude, it can ruin the whole crew. Leaders try hard to arrange a good combination of Marines to form efficient crews. Often they redistribute Marines from one tank to another to create the cohesive crews they want. When the company formed its Third Platoon, the officers and senior enlisted men tried to create crews with Marines that were best for their individual positions as well as able to work together as a team. They would have to strip the First and Second Platoons to create the crews for the new platoon.

The commander of First Platoon was WO Larry Fritts from Snohomish, a small town northwest of Seattle known for its antique shops. He was nicknamed “WOLF” because of the first letters in “Warrant Officer” and his own initials, “LF.” He had been an enlisted man on active duty before joining Bravo Company. Short, with a youthful face and a ready smile, he was a plumber, married, with a daughter. He had a patient demeanor and was always willing to listen. First Platoon was call sign “Viper.” Fritts was Viper One. His platoon sergeant, Viper Four, was SSgt Rob Knapp. Knapp was the company’s “character.” Known for his wild times as a younger Marine, he swore, spit, and chewed like the caricature of a Marine. He had been somewhat tamed by his recent marriage. He knew all about tanks and was an avid reader of military literature. His knowledge of the military in general, and tank warfare specifically, earned him the nickname “The General.” The men of First Platoon held him in high esteem. Viper Two was Sgt Rob Trainor. The blond-haired, fun-loving young man was one of the tallest tankers in the company. His loader, LCpl Josh Priddy, was also among the tallest. Viper Three was Sgt Sean Kerr’s crew. Kerr was quiet and thoughtful. A college student, he hoped someday to be a doctor. In the meantime, he played in a rock-and-roll band and sold beer at the Kingdome.

Capt Alan Hart ran Second Platoon, call sign “Hawk.” Hart was a farmer from the wheat country in eastern Oregon. His youthful face hid his quiet maturity. He had been a tanker on active duty and had a great deal of experience. His platoon sergeant would be GySgt Alphonso Pineda. His background was motor transport. A family man with five children, he worked for the Immigration Service in Yakima. His charming smile hid a martinet. Pineda had no experience with tanks. He would have to learn fast when the company arrived in California. “If I make a mistake,” he said, “it could be costly to my crew members. That was my greatest fear. I felt they could have done better.” Fortunately, he had a crackerjack platoon. Hawk Two was Sgt Vern Forenpohar. Tall and loquacious, he was one of those Marines who had already served his enlistment and left the unit. The call of war brought him back to Bravo Company and provided the unit with another experienced tanker. Hawk Three was Sgt Tim McDonald. Friendly and witty, he was another Marine who had served on active duty but stayed on as a reservist after his active time was up. Only with the unit a couple of months, he brought a wealth of knowledge about tanks.

An outsider was chosen to command Third Platoon, call sign “Titan.” Capt Bryan Cline was called up from Oklahoma to be the platoon commander for the new platoon. Luckily for Bravo Company, he had been a tanker on active duty. Unfortunately, he had only a few days to get to know Bravo Company and never really got a chance to fit in. Stout with ruddy cheeks, he had a somewhat blustering personality. He was married and had a young son. His platoon sergeant would be SSgt Jeff Dacus from Vancouver, Washington. Dacus had been the platoon sergeant for Second Platoon, and his crew had recently won the Tank Crew of the Year award. A schoolteacher, Dacus had served on active duty operating amtracs (Amphibious Tracked Vehicles). Titan Two was Sgt John Gibbert’s crew. Gibbert was deeply religious, the son of a minister. During college, he had been drilling half the year at Yakima as a tanker and the other half in Florida with an amtrac company. A taciturn, intelligent young man with a thoughtful-looking face, he had been twice promoted meritoriously. Gibbert had served with First Platoon until the platoons were shuffled. Two of his crew, LCpls Dave Killian and Matt Cordell, had also been in First before the shuffle. The combination of Gibbert as tank commander and Killian as gunner would prove deadly to the Iraqis. Titan Three was Cpl Glen Carter. The son of a Marine colonel, Carter was square-jawed, stocky, and thoughtful. He was married and his wife was expecting a baby in late February of 1991.

SSgt Tom Dittmar led the tracked vehicle repair (TVR) section. He had trained on the old M103s as well as the M48 tank and the M50 Ontos, a small vehicle mounting six 106mm recoilless rifles. He knew his craft. He made sure that his Marines were well trained, and he led by example. Sporting a distinctive mustache, Dittmar was a policeman from Seattle. Under his tutelage, the TVR section was efficient and always ready to tackle maintenance issues. Marine tankers seemed to think that minor problems could be fixed with comm wire, duct tape, or a ball-peen hammer, but the TVR Marines did the real work and did it right. Sgt John Forenpohar, the brother of Vern in Second Platoon, was Dittmar’s right-hand man. John and Vern were physical opposites. John wore glasses, and tended to be a little heavy of body. Vern was tall and thin. Different physically, they were both highly skilled in their specialties.

The unit represented their community, and many knew each other previously or had joined the unit together. A few, like GySgts Parraz and Pineda, Sgt Dan Dealy, and twelve other enlisted men, were living in Yakima. LCpls Matt Barker, Sean Carson, Mike Dodge, and Kristian Doran all graduated together from Eisenhower High School in Yakima. Rick Freier of Othello and Mac Cordell of Wenatchee were at the Post Exchange at Fort Knox attending tank school when the announcement of the Iraqi invasion appeared on the news. Cordell and Freier were in class with Paul Cherry from Yakima and Darren Mihelich of Cle Elum. A cross section of the local area, Doran (Yakima), Sean Edler (Kennewick), Jeff DeGraff (Grandview), Dodge (Yakima), Jason Herman (Kennewick), Arnel Narvaez (Bremerton), and Dave Nienhaus (Langley) attended boot camp together before going to tank school and on to Bravo Company. This strong local bond was typical of any reserve unit.

The biggest change in the unit would be that of the senior enlisted billet in the company, the company first sergeant. The commanding officer’s chief advisor, the first sergeant oversees the administration and discipline of the company. A good company needs a
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