An Infantryman’s Story

Outside the Wire


A New War

The current state of Army affairs and his own situation were tied inextricably to the understanding of the soldier role, meaning, and purpose in society. Twenty years of personal experience and observation led to one conclusion: the professional military man and his value to society ebbed with the times. The Army survived budget cuts and down sizing, now, in a time of conflict, congressional effort pushed more money and emphasis to the military. A war was looming and America's military might faced another tough challenge. 

On September 11, 2001 members of the Al-Qaeda terrorist group hi-jacked four commercial airlines and crashed three of them into civilian targets in the United States. In an instant, the U.S. had been attacked in the homeland and the country of Afghanistan became a mortal enemy. The crisis resulted in a turn quite unexpected when the nation was looking for an enemy; an opponent worthy to justify a defense budget just as the Cold War had done so well. 

Army Major Jackson P. Overby, embroiled in an ongoing three-year battle to remain in the service, now faced a new twist in a case that lacked a single normal turn. An international event now impacted a personal case that still waited adjudication. The case promised a nasty fight potentially embarrassing to both Major Overby and the Army. Both sides had to set aside the issues until the "war" against global terrorism was brought to bay. The case was delayed but the fight was not over.

11 June 2001

Fort Polk, Louisiana

“Major Overby, you didn’t make the list. I know you didn’t expect it but I’m required to notify all non-selectees about the lieutenant colonel promotion list to be released tomorrow. Hang in there.” The Brigade Commander rather stoically spoke from the other end of the cell phone connection. Great technology these cell phones. A command could notify a soldier deep in the woods at Fort Polk just to give him bad news that he already knew.

Was he supposed to be disappointed? This was his second pass over for promotion to Lieutenant Colonel, but unlike the rest of the non-selects, he knew exactly why he wasn’t selected for promotion. It seems that the Department of Army paid close attention to the adverse documents contained in an otherwise distinguished record. Screw them. He had other battles to wage and one of them was an upcoming elimination board.

Major Jack Overby had been notified two months prior that the Army was initiating elimination proceedings against him for conduct “unbecoming an officer”. During the lieutenant colonel selection process, his record was deemed “flawed” because it possessed a letter of admonishment given because of non-judicial punishment and two adverse evaluation reports from an incident that occurred in 1998. Damn, a man could never escape the past no matter how much he’d tried to change.

Overby thought of the emotions he should have felt as a result of a second pass over, he smiled. He smiled because he was still in the Army, still doing the job he loved, and still with soldiers. Short of an actual court martial, Jack Overby had endured just about everything a soldier could experience in the administrative processes. This elimination board was just another attempt to end his career; set in motion nearly three years ago by a chain of command committed to terminating Overby's soldier status. 

"I should be thankful that they took short cuts and made mistakes. Without those mistakes, I wouldn’t be here as an advisor to the Mississippi National Guard. I wouldn’t be training the 1st battalion, 155th Infantry for a mission to Bosnia." Overby thought to himself.

Overby was a soldier, even though he was on the outside looking in at those in the main stream; looking at those that hadn’t screwed up, those who perhaps hadn’t experienced the things that haunted the deepest recesses of his mind. 

Overby was an infantryman whose career progression had never gone past anything higher than an infantry battalion staff. His experience consisted of service in five infantry battalions, one combat training center, one extended hospital stay, and his current assignment as an advisor to the National Guard. For nearly eighteen years Overby lived the hard life, the good life, the noble life, and the warrior life. Jack Overby was a Major of Infantry with service in the Rangers, Light Infantry, and overseas. He'd been shot at and he'd killed for his country. He did not know much about “politics” or division level inter-workings, but he did know what made this Army work at the foundational level.

Soldiers in battalions made of companies and platoons were the bedrock of the Army. Invariably, the individual soldier made the Army solid. If the leadership were sound, then the units would gel. This, in turn would make the Army invincible to any opponent. He had seen change over the years and was no longer sure it was the same Army as ten years ago when it pounded Saddam in the desert, shook Noreiga out of Panama, or even kicked butt in Somalia. If Jack Overby's case was any indicator of the Army state, then there was an emerging cancer growing within, shrouded by a gleeful embrace of new technology and “information dominance”. Perhaps the war in Afghanistan would balance the requirements and bring the Army back into focus.

This is the story of Army Major Jack Overby about an infantry career and a legal fight against the bureaucracy of the US Army. It was a bureaucracy because it was not a clear or fair system. The system is divided in soldier processes between administrative, legal, and medical systems. These systems contradict each other when not used effectively by unit commanders. These systems can also be abused by commanders leaving soldiers “out” in the street because of the circumstances of their service. 

Jack Overby's story is one such example. He was still in the Army, but was outside the proverbial "wire" looking in. He was an outsider the day he accused his former chain of command of incompetence and abuse. But hell, he was still standing and the tide was turning.

***

The Grid Iron 

07 Dec 1979

Eugene, Oregon

The cold haze of the December night hung over the field. The young man stared across the artificial turf of Autzen Stadium thinking of the moment. He was in deep reflection savoring the victory, the triumph, and wondering what the rest of his life had in store. He had just completed the most significant accomplishment of his young life. Within the last hour, he had become a member of the 1979 Oregon State High School football championship team. Young Jack Overby was a winner and on top of the world.

Overby and the other members of the 1979 Corvallis High School Spartans had defeated Churchill High School in the championship game. The game was close with a margin of 15-14. A hard fought victory culminated a long season of fourteen games. Jack never thought he would start as a defensive end for fourteen varsity games his senior year. Yet, here he was delaying his departure from the site of his last football game. This was his last test of will power and endurance on the gridiron, the field of play. He waited and pondered because he knew that he would never be a member of another football team, much less state champions. The feeling was of victory, satisfaction, and relief. 

The young man was weary from nearly five months of daily practices and physical Friday nights. Now it was time to relax and enjoy the laurels of a well-earned victory. High school football was king, and Jack Overby was a privileged member of the highest court in the land. He was a member of the Corvallis High School Spartans, state champions.

The game of football and especially the experience with the state champion team provided the framework for his view of life. Football defined status, identity, and the reflection of what he wanted others to see. However, all good things must come to an end and he was not yet ready to give up that role of high school football player, jock, and athlete. There was still six months before graduation, six months to rest on laurels, revel in the glory, and decide the next step of his young life. It was not enough time.

Jack Overby loved football. He was not a great football athlete but loved the teamwork, the results, and the prestige of being admired by fans. He was terrified of failure on each and every Friday night. Like a young fighter, the young man doubted his resolve, strength, and his ability to win. He feared failure worse than injury. Yet, Jack continued because the glamour of being a high school starter on the “team” gave him meaning, it gave him definition. No one needed to know the insecurities associated with his chosen endeavor. Like a generation before, no one had to know the deep fear that gripped a man each game. Nevertheless, it was facing the fear, relying on others, and putting forth the best effort that kept him going. Jack Overby assumed it was the same for others. 

The feeling was shared by many of his teammates. No one wanted to admit those down falls because men just didn’t talk about those things. One had to be “macho” lest some one laugh or made fun of your plight. Lord knows peer pressure was intense in those “glory days” of high school football. The gridiron of high school formed the character and strength to help Jack through life, especially in his chosen career. 

Jack Overby became a career soldier, not just any soldier but an Army Ranger. The toughest and roughest team he could join because he never could regain those days of satisfaction until he was once again on the best team with the toughest challenges. High school football defined Overby as a young man. In later years, Army Ranger became an addiction until he could no longer maintain the facade of “invincibility”. The price of seeking glory, be it high school football or in the armed forces, was sacrificing self identification and masking fears. After time, it grinds one down. Sometimes the end does not justify the means because the price is too steep. 

Jack never forgot the glory of that championship year in 1979. He did wish he could forget the worse years of his Army career. However, if he could do that, then he would not have learned the lessons. Moreover, it was the lessons that engrained on his character the true meaning and purpose of life. What he learned from Coach Gary Beck in 1979 paled from the real lessons learned from life as a soldier.

Both were of immense value. The first allowed him to understand the importance of team and hard work. The latter allowed Jack Overby to understand who he was and the importance of life. Many a young man could not have learned the latter without experiencing the former. Jack had the pleasure of living life to the extreme and surviving. He had stood on the edge and peered in the abyss of eternal darkness. He was not ready for that trip, yet.

***

African Safari

In late November 1992, when President Bush was contemplating the situation in Bosnia, there was a world cry for action in Somalia. Somalia had been in a brutal civil war for two years and famine was causing mass starvation and suffering. The world called for action, and to some, it was a convenient excuse to get involved in something in order to avoid the potential quagmire of Bosnia.

The orders came to the 10th Mountain Division along with Marines to secure the aid distribution points and provide "humanitarian support" to the war ravage population. It seemed like a good idea at the time and the soldiers from the 10th Mountain division were ready for action.

The 10th had been left out of the Panama invasion of ‘89 and Desert Storm in ‘91. The biggest event the 10th had engaged in was Hurricane Andrew clean up in the summer of ‘92. Many soldiers in the division had taken the attitude as the Army’s premier "clean up" division. When the alert came for Somalia there was a renewed excitement and sense of importance. This was a mission. A real mission and, quite possibly, it could involve combat.

Just as in any crisis, confusion reigns until decisions are made. The mission in Somalia required massive transportation assets, service support, communications, and security, in that order. Transporting a division in rapid fashion half way around the world requires significant haul capability, even for a "light" infantry division. The decision was made to send trucks, service supporters, and minimum security. This meant that everybody went except for four infantry battalions.

The division deployed and Overby's brigade, with one battalion from 2nd brigade, was left back to train for a possible rotation in four months. Troop morale was low because once again they thought they were missing the "big one". Hell, in four months all the fighting and killing would be done. 1-22 Infantry resumed training in the cold Nordic-like conditions of Fort Drum for a mission that most likely would never occur.

Overby was thirty at the time of the deployment to Somalia. The preparations of men and equipment included doses of an anti-malaria drug called Mefloquine. Everybody took three pills over three weeks before the flight from snowy Fort Drum into the boiler of East Africa. 

As the deployment date approached, Overby started to lay awake at night, hallucinating. It was the nervousness from going into the unknown, anticipating a hostile environment, and hoping to "hook and jab" with the clansmen. 

On 27 March 1993, the men of the "Regulars" battalion deployed from Griffiss Airforce Base in Rome, New York to Africa. The day they left the temperature was ten degrees and snow covered the ground. That was miserable, they were in desert uniform with flak jacket in hand, freezing their asses off as they boarded the plane. 

The flight took them to Rhein Main in Germany, through Cairo, and into the Mogadishu airport. It was just like flying into any other airport. The plane touched down and the pilot’s voice reminded the tired soldiers that they had arrived at the Mogadishu "International" Airport. 

It took the battalion main body forty-eight hours to fly the three-legged journey and most were not feeling good. It was the tension, the jet lag, and the anxiety to begin the mission. Four-hundred soldiers fresh from the winter of Northern New York had just air landed in Africa, the beginning of their African tour of duty.

Image

17 February 1993

Marka, Somalia

Some men’s dreams are a reflection of where they’ve been. Others, it’s where they don’t want to go or can’t forget.

Prior to deploying, the brigade commander sent a coordination team to Somalia to receive lessons and work out the finer points of 1-22’s arrival. During the one-week stay, leaders executed some night patrols with 2-87 Infantry. There was a need to get a "feel" for the mission, to see the challenges, to smell the air, to get the "blood" pumped up.

One such occasion involved the 1-22 battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Bill Martinez. "Wild Bill" rarely showed fear and was never afraid to risk life on the edge. He accompanied a rifle squad on a dark Marka night and trailed to the rear while the "Light Fighters" moved silently through the streets.

Staff Sergeant Juan Emilio led the eight-man patrol. The mission was to patrol along the side streets to the port and then return in a "zigzag" pattern, checking each block for armed persons. The rules had been put out for two months and some Somali hotshots refused to give up the guns. This was a known fact based on the recent firefights the battalion had encountered on these very patrols.

The encounters were usually short. One or two shots, a dead Somali, and a whole lot of anxiety was the usual outcome. These people never learned that at night, even without streetlights, the Light Fighters could still see. Sergeant Emilio was convinced that the local Somalis had no idea how well US infantry could see at night with the night vision goggles.

Still yet, although the battalion had not lost a soldier on these patrols, he did not want to be the first. Therefore, it bothered him extremely to have a "guest walker" on the patrol tonight. What made it worse was that the walker was a battalion commander, a potential "wanna be" squad leader if a firefight broke. He would have to deal with that if it occurred.

Corporal Tyler was the point man for Staff Sergeant Emilio. Tyler was a twenty year-old "hard core" from the mean streets of Detroit. He grew up in gangs and had seen his first dead body at the age of eight. He loved the point because he was the man to make or break the squad. This was a challenge he never had in the Motor City. There, it was dope pushin’, rap talkin’ street gangs that served no purpose but to prove who was the toughest. It was hopeless. Here, he served a purpose and it gave him an opportunity to "kick ass", the reason he joined the infantry in the first place. Somalia just had a different type of punk.

Every man to include Bill Martinez walked in staggered column. The rifleman with NODs mounted on their K-pots and weapons at the ready scanned the flanks and walls for any potential hostile Somalis. Even though it was night, each man was soaked with sweat. The thick humid night was at a "cool" eighty degrees. Nevertheless, with K-pots, flak jackets, and a basic load for killing, the water drained freely down each man’s back.

The streets of Marka were empty. With no power and the type of "lowlife" usually present in such circumstances, the average citizen did not venture in the streets after dark. This was especially so given the added threat of being mistaken for a "bad guy" by US forces. The emptiness and uncertainty of the night caused each man to view a Somali with a high degree of suspicion. Even the old men who sat in the shadows with cigarette embers glowing received a "mental check off" by the American rifle squad.

Corporal Tyler observed the movement in the alley. Something didn’t feel right. Tyler halted the squad and turned to look at Staff Sergeant Emilio. Emilio peered ahead and saw the android profile of Tyler turning his direction. Emilio moved quietly to Tyler to receive a report.

"Sergeant, I saw one, possibly two Sammies duck down in the alley. It smells like no-good."

Emilio approved of his corporal’s assessment. Tyler was usually on the mark and he was one not to "imagine" ghosts in the night.

"Okay Ty, take the lead and let’s check out Sammy. No fucking around if they’re armed." Emilio never liked moving down a narrow alley even during the day. At night, it gave him the creeps.

The squad moved with Bill Martinez receiving the passed down report. "Possible Sammy, we’re checking it out." As the squad edged down along the wall of the ancient Italian structure, a short scream and falling crate sound was heard ahead. Then the flash and echo of a night burst sounded in the narrow alley. Each man’s NODs momentarily "whited-out" from the flash of an American M16A2 burst. 

It was over before Lieutenant Colonel Martinez knew who was shooting at what. Emilio yelled short, direct instructions to his bravo team leader and he told Private White to call in the contact to battalion. Martinez kept a knee as the rifle squad hustled to positions to secure the rear and front.

When Staff Sergeant Emilio moved to Corporal Tyler’s location, two soldiers already with flash lights out were searching a dead Somali. The victim lay on his back with open eyes staring into the sky. His AK-47 had already been kicked away by Tyler.

"Ty, what do you got, man?" Emilio spoke rapidly and firmly, he did not like waiting to be told the situation, although it was quite obvious that a fresh dead body lay at his feet.

"This piece of shit was trying to draw a bead on me, Sarge. I dropped him before he even had a chance." Tyler was shaking from the rapid rush of adrenaline. He couldn’t get it out of his head the phrase "there’s the quick and then there’s the dead".

"Don’t sweat it, calm down hombre, everything’s going to be alright." Staff Sergeant Emilio may have not had much combat, but he could tell when some one needed to show calm. The night was not over yet. 

Lieutenant Colonel Martinez moved forward to see the results of the one-sided gunfight. He had never been in combat and the realization hit him then and there, in some unnamed street in some God forsaken country, that this business was dangerous. People die and it isn't pretty.

Martinez walked slowly to the three soldiers grouped around the Somali. With flash lights out, the body search continued to gain any sort of information on who the man was and where he came from. The next thing that happened was inexplicable, a reflex, and probably not the smartest thing to do. Nevertheless, for lack of any good reason, Lieutenant Colonel Bill Martinez pulled out his camera and clicked two pictures of the dead Somali. The flash from the camera light highlighted the night just like the M16 fire.

Lieutenant Colonel Martinez wanted to catch the moment to show his men at Fort Drum what a dead body looked like after a firefight. He took pictures of the head wound. The bullet had entered the man’s forehead one inch below the hairline. The effect basically tore a wide trench through his skull. 

When the man fell, his brains, gelled by the high velocity projectile, spread like a bucket of pig slop being thrown on the concrete floor. This Somali’s brains laid in a two-foot long flat pool mixed with bone and blood. Brain tissue is grayish white and it has a smell much like sweet raw eggs. Lieutenant Colonel Martinez couldn’t miss this photo opportunity.

Sammy

29 March 1993

Mogadishu, Somalia

It’s easier to de-humanize your opponent, rather than to show compassion. That way, you don’t feel guilty when you kill him.

Captain Overby alternatively felt agitated or, at worst, paranoid. He felt sick. The battalion had arrived at night and the darkness of the airport magnified the smell of the African air. A salty, humid, and nauseating stench reminded the Captain of Korea. It was hotter than shit although it was the dead of night. The temperature was a cool eighty-three degrees, but a marked difference from the cold of Fort Drum.

The men still had a truck convoy movement to their final destination-Marka. Marka was a coastal city one-hundred miles south of Mogadishu on the coast. It was one of the major ports for the in-flow of relief supplies.

The convoy escorts were soldiers from the 2nd battalion, 87th Infantry. These guys had been in Somali since the beginning of the intervention. The few escort soldiers the newcomers observed were lean and tried. They had quelled the initial attempts of Somali clansmen to test US resolve. These guys had developed a unique perspective on operations in Somalia. The first words heard by the new soldiers from Drum were references to "Sammy". 

Sammy was slang for any Somali citizen that stole from, badgered, or fought US forces. Another unique word heard was "Sammy Stick", a tool used as a head basher for vagrant Somalis that attempted to grab anything not tied down in a vehicle. 

"Make sure you have your Sammy Sticks handy when one of those fuckers starts reaching in to grab something" Specialist Rodrigues warned to a Five-Ton truckload of infantrymen. 

"Don’t be afraid to hit the women, they’re worse than the kids. Hit ‘em hard because if you knock ‘em out, they’ll think twice the next time." Jesus, Overby thought, we’re definitely winning hearts and minds here. 

Sammy, the term does not describe the real nature of the "street people" of Mogadishu. The term conjures up images of small kids in need of protection, friendly children eager to have attention. In reality, Sammy was just as cold hearted and dispassionate as peasants were twenty-five years earlier in some other shit hole called Vietnam. 

The truck movement to Marka was a four-hour ordeal. Each man was tired, but not a man slept due to the stories of ambushes, snipers, and "Sammy". In fact, at 0200 in the morning, even Somalis tend to sleep and quiet was the norm on the desert highway. 

The headlights of the Five-Tons illuminated the sagebrush and sparse trees of the Somali countryside. An occasional old man would be seen in a crossroad village sitting, smoking a pipe, and silently contemplating the passing American convoy. The battalion conducted an administrative move to Marka with full lights and no sandbags. The road sucked. It was half gravel and half "pot holed" pavement. No civil works projects had been done in years.

The main body arrived in the 2-87 compound and moved into the tents. The mission had started. A 0800 briefing was planned to receive a situation update from the 2-87 commander. Patrols would start to transition control of the "Humanitarian Relief’ sector for 1-22 Infantry.

The Four No’s

01 April 1993

Marka, Somalia

Men, do what’s right. Rely on your training. I don’t want any intellectual mind games out there!

This time the bandits had waited too long to haul off their loot. As they fled to the brush line, they made the fatal mistake of shooting at the light fighters of the 1st battalion, 22nd Infantry; 10th Mountain Division soldiers out of Fort Drum, New York. 

The team leader, a young sergeant, nailed the lead Somali with a single shot from his M16A2 rifle. The 5.56mm bullet exited the man’s neck killing him instantly. The body dropped like a sack of potatoes from a flatbed truck. The rest of the four-man team combined for six shots against the remaining two bandits. 

It was a turkey shoot. The battalion had been in country two days and the first kills were recorded just outside of the coastal town of Marka, south of Mogadishu.

The battalion operated under some basic ROE, better known as "Rules of Engagement". The command communicated these rules, void of any vagueness, as learned from operations in the past. In the 10th Mountain Division, the ROE was known by the "Four No's". These were rules designed to inform the Somalis what was tolerated and to provide guidance to protect US personnel. After all, this was a "Humanitarian Mission". The command had to provide some restraint to prevent the well-trained soldiers from obliterating much of the armed population of Somalia.

The Four No's consisted of one, "No crew served weapons in the possession of clansmen"; two, "No banditry or looting by Somalis"; three, "No possession of any personal weapons by Somalis"; and four, "No interference with UN Humanitarian Assistance Operations". Any violation of these rules, in addition to the other specifications included in the ROE, would result in possible engagement by US forces. The ROE was designed to provide soldiers the ability to protect them without giving the Somalis any advantage when encountering US forces. 

The challenge of the ROE was to overcome the institutional brainwashing from years of "not firing until shot at" mentality. Soldiers did not require an antagonist to "check all the blocks" before engaging the individual. A soldier did not have to "request permission" to engage, either. Each situation was dependent upon the assessment at the time. 

The intent was to protect soldiers by giving them the most stringent yet flexible ROE. If there was an issue of death and destruction, the soldier needed to be in a position where he could explain the death and wounding of the Somali versus some commander trying to explain the opposite. 

The Four No's proved very effective in protecting soldiers. It was also a powerful influence in eliminating the common bandit or untrained clansmen. Any hesitation on the part of a Somali to drop his weapon or surrender often resulted in a tragic consequence. 

The policy and implementation of the Four No's was a useful tool in protecting soldiers. That single policy probably saved more lives than any other decision during the campaign in Somalia. There was no doubt as to the intention of the ROE, its understanding, and soldiers didn't need a long checklist to verify before engaging an armed opponent. It was simple, clear, and lethal.

***
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