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				August First, Nineteen Ninety. Approximately Seventeen-Thirty hours local time, Mountain Daylight, on the back line of a Tank gunnery range in Doña Ana, New Mexico.

				At the time, I was a SPC (Specialist, enlisted rank E-4), technically assigned as the Gunner on C-66—the tank of the Troop commander—in C (“Cyclone”) Troop of the US Army’s 1st Squadron, 3d ACR (Armored Cavalry Regiment): the “Brave Rifles.” We had just returned to Ft. Bliss, Texas, from an extended TDY (“Temporary DutY”) deployment to Ft. Hunter-Ligget in central California. Now, much of my Troop, as well as A (“Apache”) and B (“Bandit”) Troops and D (“Dragon”) Company, were split up to cross-fill—that is, to temporarily fill in on another unit’s tank, to bring their crew up to a full four members for a training exercise—for 2nd and 3d Squadron units preparing to deploy to the NTC (National Training Center) at Ft. Irwin, California.

				In the approximately fourteen months that I’d been assigned to C-1/3ACR, I think we’d spent about ten and a half of it in the field. With all our field training, I hardly knew my barracks room (though, I knew how to get back to it from Juarez after a night of drinking). I definitely didn’t know the girl I’d been seeing very well, as it turns out she’d been sleeping with several other soldiers from the base, something I only found out after getting back from TDY. And in a plot twist I’d only ever seen in pulp fiction, I was assigned to cross-fill as a Loader on a tank where the Gunner was one of the soldiers with whom she’d been cheating on me.
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				I knew Doña Ana range pretty well, though, and I knew that if you tuned the Auxiliary radio (“Aux”) over to the extreme low end of the frequency range, you could pickup the local TV channel 13 audio transmission, and it was time for the national news. We were waiting for sunset, which in this part of the desert sometimes doesn’t come until about 20:00 hours (8 PM), and the chow truck had just pulled up, so I knew we’d have a few minutes to relax.

				Doña Ana Range, NM, part of Ft. Bliss. This would be your view if you were looking off the left side of the turret from the Loader’s hatch of an M1A1 tank. And it happened to be sometime in 1990.

				As I fine-tuned the Aux and pulled in the transmission, the Gunner stuck his head into my loader’s hatch.

				“Warren, pull that speaker out will ya?”

				There’s an attachment for a field phone to the radio system in the M1A1 tank, and it can be wired for all kinds of sound output devices, including headphones, speakers, and others. I pulled out the field speaker and wired it up, then passed it up so he could set it on the top of the turret so that the whole crew could listen to the news.

				That night’s lead story might not have engendered much discussion, most of the time: one nation in the Middle East had a dispute with another, and their dispute led to conflict. That kind of stuff happened all the time, it seemed. It was about Iraq invading Kuwait: a small, C-shaped, oil-rich Arab nation, situated on the eastern side of the Arabian Peninsula between Iraq and Saudi Arabia. At the time, I could have told you where it was, and really not much else. Iraq seemed to think that Kuwait was illegally drilling into their sovereign territory, and overproducing their quota of oil, and felt the only way to solve the problem 
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				was to invade and take over.

				Really, what the story was about was that all of our lives had just taken a turn for the surreal—with apologies to CPT Miller, from Saving Private Ryan. Something was different. We all felt it immediately, as evidenced by the stunned silence from the rest of the soldiers gathered around our turret. I immediately knew what it meant, and thought to myself “we are going to end up over there because of this idiotic invasion.” I didn’t mean to say it out loud, but I did and got an immediate nod of agreement from the Platoon Sergeant.

				Not five minutes later, it was our tank’s turn to rotate over to the chow truck. Unsurprisingly, it was T-Rations. The T-Ration is a field ration the Army frequently feeds to soldiers in the field and consists of large sealed trays (hence, “T”) of food heated by immersion in hot water. I don’t remember the main meal but I am pretty sure the starch side was scalloped potatoes. We geared up and waddled over, grabbed chow, and sauntered back to the tank. In the field, M1 tank crews often consume their meals on the front slope of the tank, and tonight’s was no different ... except that no one was chatting. There was no BS-ing, no complaining about the quality of the food, no good-natured ribbing one another about the ugliness of the other’s sister or whether or not she was good in bed. In fact, there was a lot of silence. A lot of sounds of eating, some shuffling of feet on rocky dirt, and the speaker on the turret, nattering on about the baseball scores with nobody much paying attention.

				That’s how you knew when you had a tanker’s attention. Not when they were rapt to your words, not when they were in formation following you with their eyes, as these are things all soldiers are trained to do. It is when they are standing around, milling about, but nobody was saying anything. It was right at about the end of evening nautical twilight when there is just a ribbon of silver light on the horizon and dark, dark blue to black above it when the loudspeaker on top of the Range Control Tower sparked to life:

				Guidons, guidons, guidons. Be advised that at approximately Sixteen Hundred hours Mountain Daylight Time tonight, the nation of Iraq invaded Kuwait in an unprovoked act of aggression. All units are ordered to stand down from training and await further orders, out.

				“Guidons” was radio-speak for “All units on this frequency” and when repeated like that, also substituted for the phrase “BREAK” which means all units be silent and listen for important traffic.

				With that, we refocused on offloading the ammunition in the tanks and then did a road march back to the motor pool. We spent the night in the barracks at the range. First thing in the morning we assisted with getting the tanks ready to head back to Ft. Bliss. Then we mounted the trucks the Regiment sent for those of us who were cross-filled to begin the trip back to Ft. Bliss and our original units.
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				From the Driver’s hatch of an M1A1 tank, looking up at C-92 on one of the tank gunnery ranges. Doña Ana, NM, part of Ft. Bliss.
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				Coming back to Ft. Bliss after having been “unassigned” from our cross-fill duties, we weren’t absolutely sure what was next. We did feel reasonably confident that we were being re-tasked for a deployment to the Middle East. As a result, the next few weeks proceeded as an orgy of changes. For most of the three or four decades prior to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait the 3d ACR along with all of III Corps had been preparing, training, and planning for—and stood ready to execute—a REFORGER mission (REturn of FORces to GERmany) with a specific focus of reinforcing the US Army Europe in the event of a Warsaw Pact invasion of central Europe. That alone required the Brave Rifles to completely shift gears, since it was not the grassy plains of Northern Germany nor the thickly forested Bavarian and Hessian hills and mountain ranges and valleys of the Fulda Gap, but the vast emptiness of the Arabian desert that would see the first combat deployment for the Regiment since WW II. Not that we were unfamiliar with desert warfare. We were stationed at Ft. Bliss, TX, in El Paso and did all of our local training either in the desert surrounding the base or in Doña Ana, NM, only a few miles away. We also did rotations to the National Training Center at Ft. Irwin, CA which is an even more unforgiving desert than that found near El Paso, and is actually pretty similar to some parts of the Arabian Peninsula in its geography: lots of sand and rocks, long stretches of flatness interrupted with stretches of rocks and sand.
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				Shoulder patch for the 3d ACR

				I should give some background here. The 3d ACR was a bit of an outlier in the US Army, only one of three units of its type on active duty. The other two were the 2nd ACR and the 11th ACR, both of which were stationed in Germany at the time. All of the ACRs owed a long train of history to old horse cavalry—as do all armored units in the US Army, really—but were a kind of a hybrid organization. Historically, cavalry units are reconnaissance and shock troops. This has been true going back through the days of horse-mounted rifle units (the Light Brigade of Tennyson’s poem, for example), mounted knights with lances and heavy armor, to the light skirmisher & scouting units of the Celts of Central Europe and the Huns of the steppes, Carthaginian war Elephants and Numidian cavalry, Macedonian Companion Cavalry, and the light horsemen of Persian armies just to name several. In the more modern era, since the introduction of the “tank,” cavalry in the US Army has served two primary roles: reconnaissance (also called scouting) and speedy application of combat power. Many WWII cavalry units were assigned with light tanks (the M5 “Stuart” and M24 “Chaffee” for example), which sacrificed heavy armor and high-caliber, high-power main guns for speed and maneuverability, or used scout cars such as the M8 “Greyhound” to perform their duties. In the role of scouting, stealth and speed are imperative: the cavalryman must arrive at the place he means to observe without himself 
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