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13 August 2007

RC: My name is Dr. Robert Cameron (RC) and today I have the honor of speaking with Sergeant First Class Jason Hall (JH), a veteran of the April 2003 thunder runs into Baghdad, Iraq. What was your rank and duty assignment at the time of the thunder runs?

JH: At the time I was a staff sergeant tank commander in 2nd Platoon, Alpha Company, 1-64 Armor. My bumper number was 23, which means I was my platoon sergeant’s wingman.

RC: Before the thunder runs, what other combat experience did you have?

JH: Not much of anything. Most of our maneuver training to that point was through the desert, breaching obstacles and going on line with massive formations down to the platoon level, but nothing through buildings and urban centers.

RC: Were there any discussions within the unit about how to conduct urban operations or discussions of other military operations on urban terrain (MOUT) actions? Was there talk of the fighting several years before in Mogadishu or the Russian experience in Grozny?

JH: Not at my level. In fact, we were told numerous times that we wouldn’t be doing that sort of thing. Our main job was to get to Baghdad and secure the perimeter so the infantry and airborne troops could go in and clear it out. We were told we’d just be perimeter security.
RC: What was the most challenging part of your experience in each thunder run?

JH: I would say it was the heat. It’s just an incredible amount of heat inside the tank. Combined with the nervousness and tension, it seemed like it was a boiler inside that tank. I remember the ammo temp reading 130 degrees at some points. I had to deal with not getting dehydrated and with having enough water inside the tank. We figured out later on that as we ran out of water, we had to get out and get it because it was on the back on the bustle rack. You had to break fire and get out and replenish yourselves, so the big thing was to make sure you kept enough inside.

RC: Did you have to pop out of the turret repeatedly during combat?

JH: We were out of the hatch most of the time. In my company, it was kind of a macho thing to stay up out of the hatch. Nowadays it’s kind of silly and we’d never do it, but this was our first exposure to combat and nobody wanted to be the guy who ducked down inside and fought from inside the tank. We were out of the hatch almost 90 percent of the time.

RC: Did you have any idea what kind of anti-tank defenses or countermeasures you were likely to encounter?

JH: We figured we’d be going up against some kind of urban obstacles like cars in the road or something to block our way. Our platoon leader also mentioned that there would be some kind of anti-tank positions on top of buildings so we had to be watchful of rooftops, but mainly we figured we’d be fighting dismounts and technical vehicles.
RC: Did your platoon have any special standard operating procedures (SOPs) or battle drills to deal with that?

JH: Not really. It was the same battle drill for fighting a tank or a technical vehicle.

RC: Were you surprised by the civilian presence on the battlefield?

JH: The civilian presence was quite light on 5 April. We didn’t encounter too much traffic. On 7 April, I was parked between the Al-Rashid Hotel and the Conference Palace in a blocking position in the downtown Green Zone area. They didn’t know we were there. The cars would come up towards us and we’d fire a warning shot to make them stop. On many occasions they wouldn’t stop and we were forced to engage what was obviously a civilian-type vehicle. We had to take them out. That’s not something I like talking about. For the most part, the civilians stayed away from us and the ones who didn’t paid the price, unfortunately.
RC: Did you discuss how to discriminate between combatants and civilians when the actual thunder runs were being conducted?

JH: Some of them were waving white flags. We’d take a look at them, make sure they didn’t have any weapons and then pass them on down the line. Obviously if anyone had a weapon or something that looked like a weapon, they were going to get engaged. They didn’t have a lot of uniforms on. In fact, you’d see uniforms on the side of the roads where they’d left them when they changed into civilian clothes, so that wasn’t a determining factor at all. Very rarely did we actually engage anyone in uniform. The only way you really could determine friend or foe was if they had a weapon and were shooting at you.
RC: What were some of the typical targets and engagement ranges during the thunder runs?

JH: I would say about 85 percent of my targets were with the coax 7.62 machine gun against dismounts between 50 and 200 meters. Past 200 meters, you’re running into buildings so you’re not going to be able to engage anything farther than that. They were in trenches and windows, that sort of thing.

RC: Was your unit prepared for close ranks engagements?

JH: Initially probably not. Our whole purpose was to fight the Medina Division and do the whole Desert Storm, tank-on-tank type stuff. That’s what we had trained for in Kuwait and that’s what we planned to do. As we were moving up through the different small skirmishes we had before Baghdad, almost every one of those was engaged between 100 and 200 meters, so we were kind of expecting that this was how the fight was going to go and so we adjusted our battle sights accordingly – moving them down to a smaller range. That way, in case we couldn’t get the laser range finder on it, which happened several times, we’d just index 200 and adjust fire.

RC: Was visibility a factor in terms of gunnery and target identification?

JH: On 5 April not at all. It was a clear day and we didn’t have any problems with visibility. You could see as far as the eye could see. On 7 April, however, when we went in to occupy and stay, I remember the dust and the smog cut down visibility to 250 to 300 meters. I remember talking to my wingman later on about the fact that we couldn’t see a lot. We were sure there was a lot of activity out in front of us but we couldn’t cut through the haze to see what it was. If it had been a clear day, we could have done a lot more damage than we did at the time.


RC: Did thermals offer much in terms of being able to work through some of the haze?

JH: My thermal wasn’t that great. I could see hotspot-type blurs but it wasn’t like a forward looking infrared (FLIR). You’d get a heat signature of something but it was hard to identify if they had a weapon or not, whether it was a technical or a regular civilian car. So unless we could positively ID what it was, we didn’t engage it.
RC: Did you operate with your thermals on or off in the thunder runs?

JH: On my tank I prefer daylight. Some guys prefer the thermals but I like to see exactly what I’m shooting at and the daylight offered me the best target identification.

RC: How was fire discipline and coordination maintained to prevent friendly fire or civilian casualties?

JH: We were staggered down the road so I would have the left side and he would have the right. We just knew. We were in a column the whole time, so if you’re scanning to the right far enough to see a tank in front of you, you’re obviously too far. It was a free for all on the left and right sides.
RC: Did you have any problems with vehicles trying to come right up to the column and engage you?

JH: I think that only happened once. The commanding officer’s tank took out a truck that tried to come into the column. Other than that, they pretty much left us alone. There was one point when we were stopped at an overpass and waiting for a Charlie tank to be recovered because it had caught on fire. We were stopped for a while. There were several cars trying to come down the offramp onto our highway. I’d engage them with the M4, put a couple shots in front of their car and they’d get the message, stop and back up. There was one guy who didn’t stop and came all the way down into the convoy. He was a high-ranking Iraqi officer on his way to work and he ran right into the side of a Bradley. They scooped him up and put him in the back.

RC: How were targets handed off from one vehicle to another?

JH: I think we did exceptionally well at that. I remember many times either getting a target or passing a target off to the tank behind me. A lot of times the enemy was dug into bunkers and things and we wouldn’t know if we had taken them out. We’d pass on descriptions of what the bunker was or where it was at to the next guy. With the tanks being staggered, it would take two tanks back in order to engage that same target because the tank behind me would be on the right side while I was on the left. The passing of targets was actually very important.

RC: Was that something you guys had trained on before you crossed the berm into Iraq?

JH: Not really. Our Table 12s have us giving descriptions on how many things we engaged and destroyed but not a lot of passing targets back. Everyone just seemed to understand they had to do it and it was the obvious thing to do. 
RC: What types of ammo did you use for each type of target?

JH: When we uploaded in Kuwait, we had multi-purpose anti-tank (MPAT), sabot and high explosive anti-tank (HEAT). That was the first time I’d ever seen an MPAT round and I wasn’t really sure what it was going to do. Against all our small arms targets, we’d engage with 7.62 coax, the loader’s 240 or the .50 cal. We engaged a lot of trucks with the .50 cal and it ate right through them. There was an abandoned T-72 by the side of the road and the platoon leader engaged it with his .50 cal because we were wondering if the .50 cal would penetrate the armor on a T-72, and he said it did. The hard targets we engaged with sabot rounds. I think we shot two BMPs that morning and on 7 April I shot a T-55 with a sabot round. I remember it going right through it and the turret popping off just like you see on TV or on some of the footage from Desert Storm.

RC: Did you have a chance to use both the HEAT and the MPAT and, if so, did you have any particular preference?

JH: I remember one of the times I shot a main gun round I didn’t give the best fire command. There was an artillery piece out in front and I told my gunner to take it out. I thought he would take it out with the coax but the main gun went off, he fired a HEAT round and pretty much disintegrated it. That was my fault for not giving an appropriate fire command. One of the experiences I had with an MPAT round was something we’d never discussed, and that was the effects of main gun rounds against buildings and walls and that sort of thing. No one had ever talked about that at all. On 7 April, one of the other tanks in my platoon was sitting with me between the Al-Rashid Hotel. He was right next to a wall and that wall had a gate. I saw five or six dismounts run to the side of the gate with RPGs and machine guns. I didn’t have time to engage them and they were right in front of his tank but that wall was there. My fear was that they were going to come right over that wall and jump right on top of his tank if they wanted to, so I launched an MPAT round at the wall and put a hole in it. I was expecting it to take down the whole wall. I don’t know if it was reinforced or what but that was something I would have liked to have known, that it was only going to put a little hole in the wall.

RC: Do you remember what your ammunition expenditure was like on the thunder runs?

JH: 16 main gun rounds.

RC: Was that just for 5 April?

JH: No. That was for 5 and 7 April combined. We used about 500 .50 cal and who knows much coax we used.

RC: Did you get the impression that that was pretty standard from the guys in the other tanks?

JH: Yes.

RC: Were you satisfied with the types of ammo available and do you have any suggestions in terms of improvements for armor units in similar situations in the future?

JH: Our selection was the standard selection we had to choose from. I think they have some sort of shotgun-type ammo they’re coming out with in the future. That probably would have been pretty useful given that our engagement ranges were less than 200 meters. 

RC: It was fielded about a year and a half ago – the 1028 round; the canister round for the 120.
JH: I think that will work very well.

RC: Was your fire control system (FCS) fully operable or did you have any level of degradation?

JH: The FCS worked okay but my thermal was not the best. It was almost useless and there wasn’t another one to put in there at the time. I burned up one laser range finder (LRF) because my gunner was lazing too much. I got a replacement for that from one of the tanks that didn’t make it and they stripped it of parts. The FCS worked fairly well. The only thing that happened to me on 7 April at that blocking system was that the pin came out of my coax. I saw an Iraqi soldier run into the middle of the road, raise his RPG at my tank and fire at me. I told my gunner to get on him. My gunner fired but the pin had come loose out of the front of the machine gun mount and it was bouncing and spraying rounds. I swear I sprayed rounds in circles all the way around the guy, never hit him and he ran off. He was the luckiest Iraqi that day. We fixed the pin and it was actually harder than we thought it would be. It took about 15 minutes for us to get it unstuck with our gun elevated, raised in the air.
RC: Did you do muzzle reference sensor updates regularly?

JH: We did them every morning and maybe a couple other times throughout the day. There was no way we were going to miss at the ranges we were engaging these targets at, though. It would fill up your entire 10-power sight. Sometimes you had to put it in 3-power because 10-power was too close.

RC: How often did you do bore sight checks during the drive to Baghdad, during the thunder runs or in between?


JH: I think we did it once. There just wasn’t time for it. The fact that you had to get guys out on the ground and put the muzzle bore-sighting device (MBD) in to do it, we just didn’t have time for it. We pretty much relied on the muzzle reference sensor updates to keep us straight.

RC: So you basically were bore sighted before you crossed the berm?

JH: I think we did it one other time. After Objective Rams, there was some downtime. We were able to get out and get a good bore sight again. After that, I don’t think I bore sighted again until we got to Fallujah.

RC: What is an MBD?

JH: The muzzle bore-sighting device. It requires the loader to get out of the tank, come in front and put it in. We didn’t do a whole lot of that.

RC: What type of damage did your vehicle sustain during each of the thunder runs?

JH: On 5 April I took some sort of armor-piercing RPG or recoilless rifle to the left side of my turret. It went in through the smoke grenade box and left a hole about thumbnail sized. We could stick a coat hanger all the way through it. The only thing that saved us was that it came through at an angle towards the front slope and got stuck on the arm. If it had come directly to the side, I think it may have penetrated. On 7 April I took some sort of high-explosive round directly to the top of my turret. A big giant fireball destroyed my .50 cal. It caught my sponson box on fire. The smoke grenades we had on the side blew up. It knocked me down inside the turret. We were very lucky. My first sergeant was behind me and he said he thought I was dead just based on the size of the explosion. At the time, I had my hatch open but I was just looking out the little block so I wasn’t too much exposed. It took out my map, my personal precision lightweight GPS receiver (PLGR) and all the stuff in my sponson box. The lesson on that is that anything you have on the top of your tank will be destroyed if you get hit with something. As much as possible, try to keep your maps down inside if you’re likely to have contact so you don’t lose them. I lost my map, which was something I really wanted to keep as a souvenir.

RC: I would think that losing a map would be seen as a critical loss since your tanks didn’t have Blue Force Tracker.

JH: Right.

RC: That map was your guide to where you were at all times?


JH: Yes. We did have some waypoints plugged into our GPSs but the Army didn’t have enough of those either, so we went out and bought civilian ones. I was pretty upset that mine got smashed up. Supposedly they were going to pay me back for that but I haven’t seen anything yet. Also, don’t put anything in your sponson box that you think you might need later on. I have a silly story. I had my combat vehicle crewman (CVC) bag, which is the little bag you keep all of your personal stuff in. It held my wallet with all my money and stuff. For some reason I keep that in my CVC bag. I had it in my sponson box so when it got hit, the whole thing caught on fire. After I got knocked down, I got back up again and realized my wallet was in there, so I took the CVC bag and threw it down inside the turret. My gunner looked at me and was like, “What are you doing?” It was on fire and I took the fire extinguisher and started spraying to put it out. I was like, “My money’s in there. I got to get my wallet out.”
RC: This was in the middle of a combat environment, the vehicle was rolling, the bad guys were shooting at you and you were trying to save your wallet.
JH: I know. I was trying to save my wallet. It had quite a bit of money in there. I didn’t want to lose it.

RC: Was it difficult to maintain formation and vehicle spacing on the thunder runs?

JH: It was pretty much follow the leader, going straight ahead 20 miles an hour. The only difficulties we ran into were overpasses and poles and things. The gunner can’t see them while he’s down in the turret. As he’s traversing to the left side, if the tank commander or the loader isn’t paying attention the gun will smack the side of the pole. We had some instances where it actually broke the turret break and rendered the turret useless. We’d just keep spinning and spinning and not stop. That happened to our platoon leader and the gunner was forced to use the manual handles the whole time after that. He was pretty upset that he didn’t have power. It’s pretty easy to do if you’re talking on the radio, looking at your map and trying to navigate, and all of a sudden the turret hits the side of a pole. Even in the center of the road it happens.
RC: Did you have any problems with dangling power lines?

JH: No.

RC: Did you have a clear idea where you were throughout the thunder runs or did you simply follow the leader?

JH: Honestly I followed the leader the whole time. There weren’t too many turns. It was pretty much a straight shot. I figured I could find my way back if I had to.

RC: After the first thunder run, did you have to do much in terms of vehicle maintenance to get it battle ready for the second thunder run?
JH: My tank was on its last leg. I used to joke with my gunner all the time that I didn’t think we were going to make it. I could just see my tank dying in the middle of the fight. It would backfire and would backfire so loud that it would sound like a mortar round was coming in. It was pitching black smoke and I knew it wasn’t going to make it much longer. When we got the order that we were going into Baghdad, that was the first thing on my mind. I said, “I hope this thing makes it. I don’t want to have to bail out of my tank in the middle of Baghdad.” I was missing two road wheel arms that had been sheared off. They were chained up to keep them out of the way of the track. The engine was about to go. Our maintenance guys did a fabulous job of keeping it running even without hardly any parts coming in. The parts just weren’t coming. I don’t think they made it across the Karbala Gap. They were still back waiting to come forward by the time we were ready to do the thunder runs, so we had to go with what we had.

RC: Did you resort to cannibalization of other vehicles?

JH: Definitely. That’s the only way we got parts. That was a big thing. If your vehicle went down, it wasn’t coming back up because it was going to be used to fix all the other vehicles. The platoon sergeant’s tank in Red Platoon, his gun tube name went all the way to Baghdad. We got to Objective Rams, though, his tank didn’t make it. His power pack failed him and he got stuck. The bottom line was that his whole tank got cannibalized. We used to tell him that his tank did still make it to Baghdad, there were just pieces of it everywhere in other tanks. I had his LRF.
RC: During the preparation for and execution of the thunder runs, did you perform any tasks or missions that you would have considered non-traditional?

JH: The whole urban fighting thing was out of the ordinary and not something we had trained for. We crossed a minefield on a highway and we’d never done that before. Back on 7 April when we went to go do it, the Iraqis had mined the roads. I was told the engineers came in the night before and removed them by hand. I don’t know if that’s true or not.

RC: It is.

JH: They moved them off to the side of the road. We wound up going on that highway with mines all around us. That was kind of strange. The Iraqis piled dirt on top of them trying to fool us, so I don’t know what that was all about.

RC: Was there anything you experienced during the thunder runs that you found surprising or unusual?

JH: The whole thing was surprising in the fact that we didn’t think we’d be going downtown to begin with. All the tactics we used were done on the fly. It was just reacting to whatever the enemy was doing. If there was a sniper in the window, we’d maybe put an MPAT round through the window. That’s not something we ever trained on at a gunnery range but it was something we had to do. If you were going down a road, you had a street to your left and a street to your right and you were taking fire from both sides, engaging targets with the loader’s 240 on one side, the coax on the other side and the tank commander up top with the M4 – having all weapons systems going at the same time was something we’d never trained for at gunnery either. Very rarely do the loaders shoot more than 50 rounds at a gunnery.
RC: You’re in a position now where you can see, participate in and influence some of the training of new armor soldiers. What are the key lessons learned from the thunder runs that you try to impart to these soldiers?

JH: Basically we tell them that the battlefield is all around you, 360 degrees. There is no front where the enemy is ahead of you, friendlies are in the rear and as you go down the friendlies are behind you and you don’t have to worry about your rear areas. You have to maintain 360-degree security at all times because you don’t know where the threat is going to come from. At some point, a technical may drive down the road, drop off five dismounts and you’ll have a large fight on your hands. Other times, it may be a single sniper on a rooftop taking single shots at you. You just never know. You have to have constant vigilance. It’s a different kind of battle than we’ve trained for at the National Training Center (NTC) where you’re facing the mass of Russian hordes coming across the plains. It’s 100 percent different. I see that the Army is going forward with that type of training, and that’s good.

RC: How has tank training changed since before you went to Kuwait in late 2002, early 2003?

JH: I think they’ve modified the gunnery tables. I haven’t had a chance to shoot one yet since then but I think they’ve added more machine gun type engagements. I hope they have. They’re teaching drivers to drive in the center of the road, which is more present-day Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) because of the improvised explosive devices (IEDs), making sure you have the most standoff.
RC: Do you have any other comments or insights?

JH: No, I don’t think so.
RC: Thank you very much for your time today. I appreciate it.
END OF INTERVIEW
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