Interview with SSG Chad Walker

17 August 2007

RC: My name is Dr. Robert Cameron (RC) and today I have the honor of speaking with Staff Sergeant Chad Walker (CW), a veteran of the thunder runs conducted into Baghdad in April 2003. What was your duty assignment and primary responsibilities at the time of the thunder runs?

CW: I was assigned as a loader for Charlie 65 in 1-64 Armor but for both thunder runs I was actually a driver for Charlie 65.

RC: Either during the march to Baghdad or during the thunder runs, when the vehicle was in motion or when you were conducting operations on the vehicle, what tasks did you normally perform as the loader?

CW: I would spot out numerous targets to engage with the main gun or myself with the 240. I kept the tank commander (TC) abreast of the whole situation and what was going on in case he was down in the turret, doing the Force XXI Battle Command Brigade-and-Below (FBCB2) or talking to the gunner.
RC: What about as driver?

CW: As driver, I pretty much would get the tank ready to go, spotting out targets of opportunity and keeping the TC aware of what was going on outside.
RC: What tasks did you normally perform as the loader when the tank was parked or at rest?

CW: Did a lot of maintenance and got the tank ready for the next day, the next mission or whatever we had going on. The majority of my time was spent working on the tank and getting the machine guns and main gun ready for whatever we had going on the next day. 

RC: What about as the driver?

CW: It was pretty much the same thing. Focused a lot on maintenance.

RC: Were these all tasks that you had normally trained on?

CW: Yes. Every time you go to the field it’s always maintenance, maintenance, maintenance and getting ready for that next mission, whatever it may be.

RC: Did your vehicle encounter any maintenance problems that impacted its performance?

CW: Yes. Our M4 cargo net fell down in the turret when my loader was up using it, he had to jump back down in the turret, and his weapon got wedged between the turret and the turret screens. As the gunner was traversing, a few of the screens came loose and cut some of the hydraulic cables so we had to manually traverse the turret until we got to Baghdad International Airport (BIAP) and our assembly area and the mechanics could fix the lines for us.


RC: Was that during the first thunder run?

CW: Yes. It happened about midway through it, right before Charlie 12 had their encounter with whatever shot them.

RC: How did operating without hydraulics impact the ability of the tank?

CW: It put a lot of wear and tear on my gunner. By the time we got to BIAP, he was covered in sweat from head to toe. Even his boots were wet.
RC: How much maintenance did the crews in your platoon perform on the vehicles once you crossed the berm into Iraq?

CW: We did maintenance every day, especially with Charlie 65. We encountered a lot of problems with that tank. About four hours after we crossed into Iraq, we had a dog bone just break apart and shatter. A scavenger fin went out and I think we had a uniter go out on us as well. We didn’t catch up to the battalion until just short of An Najaf.

RC: So your vehicle basically dropped out of the formation?


CW: Yes. We picked up a lot of other disabled vehicles along the way, made our own little column and kept on marching to An Najaf.


RC: I take it that there were a lot of vehicles having maintenance issues that were falling out?

CW: Yes. The tank is like a mean child. You have to give it a lot of care and, if you don’t, it will weigh down on you.

RC: Were some of the maintenance issues due to the age of the vehicle or was it something more specific to the way it was being used and the types of terrain you were driving over?

CW: I’d have to say the terrain and the way it was being used. I don’t think it was designed for that type of abuse. From the time we crossed the border, it was full throttle and get there as fast as we could. I don’t think the tank was equipped for that kind of fight.
RC: At the start of the first thunder run, what was the condition of your vehicle?

CW: It was ready to go. It really surprised me because we had to fight to get it up there to begin with. The day of both thunder runs, though, the tank was good to go and ready.

RC: Did you have any problems getting all the parts?

CW: No. They must have stockpiled some parts somewhere because every time we needed something we got the part within that day.


RC: What was the condition of your vehicle after the first thunder run?

CW: The only issue we had was with the hydraulic lines but that was a quick fix. There were some other tanks that went down with other problems. As far as taking enemy fire and things of that nature, there were just the here and there AK47 round in the sponson boxes but no real serious damage.

RC: During the first thunder run, where was your platoon located in terms of the company formation?

CW: We were in the back. Charlie 65 was the last tank in the column.

RC: Were there any special tasks or functions you had as the tail end tank?

CW: We had to ensure that the entire column kept going, especially when Charlie 12 went down and had their engine fire. We had to maintain 360-degree security and make sure that everybody left the area at the same time. Once Charlie 12’s crew jumped in with Charlie 11, they took a right turn when they were supposed to keep going straight and we had to make sure they got back on the right road so we could all get to BIAP.
RC: How did you do that?

CW: The commander’s tank, the executive officer’s tank and the battalion commander’s and battalion XO’s tank were all FBCB2 equipped, so that made it a lot easier. Everybody else was looking at outdated maps. 

RC: You had one of the few vehicles in the task force with FBCB2. Was it FBCB2 or Blue Force Tracker?

CW: FBCB2.

RC: What was your responsibility, if any, with respect to keeping the FBCB2 up and running?

CW: We got the FBCB2 around December and I had no knowledge of it. We got a quick class on how to start it, turn it off, look up an icon and things like that, but as far as anything else went I didn’t know much. I could also locate our tank and other icons on the map.

RC: How reliable was FBCB2 in terms of its mechanical reliability?

CW: Very reliable. I was very surprised. We didn’t have any problems whatsoever. Once we turned it on, I think we turned it off only a handful of times during that whole initial push to Baghdad. It was kept constantly running.

RC: Do you recall what things you used it for?

CW: Once we crossed into Iraq and went down for a maintenance issue, the rest of the battalion kept moving. The only thing we had in the middle of the desert was FBCB2. We followed our icon on the little imagery map to get to the other icons, and that was a lifesaver for us. The system is perfect in my opinion.
RC: Was there a GPS on the vehicle?

CW: Yes. We had a regular GPS but the FBCB2 has one as well. We used both of them. All the other crews had working GPS systems as well. A lot of guys went out and bought the civilian GPSs. I think those worked better than the Army ones.

RC: Back to the first thunder run – you had a vehicle take a wrong turn?
CW: Yes.

RC: FBCB2 enabled you to identify that this vehicle had left the column?

CW: Actually that tank wasn’t FBCB2 equipped so it wouldn’t have shown up on my FBCB2. I actually saw Charlie 12 make that righthand turn and the XO asked me, “Was he supposed to go straight or did that tank just take a right for some unknown reason?” I said, “Sir the rest of the column went straight and Charlie 12 was the only tank that took a right.” From what they told me, once they made that right there were people standing around talking and smoking. There were a couple people at a coffee shop. They had no knowledge that American forces were coming through Baghdad. Once I realized they had made the wrong turn, we called them on the radio and told them to turn around.

RC: Were there any other vehicles or crews that became disoriented during either thunder run?

CW: The only one I can think of is Charlie 11.
RC: During the first thunder run, did you have a clear idea of where you were throughout the operation?

CW: Yes. The tank commander kept us updated. Of course he was looking at the FBCB2. He could tell us how many kilometers we had until we reached the airport or when we were going to turn into the airport. He kept us aware of whatever was going on, especially the gunner because he can’t see much out there. 

RC: Your tank had one of the few FBCB2 systems in task force. Was it by intent that it was the last vehicle in the column?

CW: I think so. Could another tank without FBCB2 have gotten the column to Baghdad? Probably. I don’t know. 

RC: When you were first introduced to FBCB2, it was something new and you didn’t know what it could do. Did you become a believer in it after you saw what it could do?

CW: Of course. One of the first things I remember prior to crossing the border was that we got about 10 to 15 maps. Each map was about three feet by three feet and I remember thinking how we would never be able to navigate off those maps. Each map looked like a bunch of grid squares and maybe a few features that we could reference ourselves off of. I would say FBCB2 was a lifesaver.

RC: Did you have any issues during either thunder run in maintaining vehicle formation and/or vehicle spacing?

CW: No. There is a good video that came from Alpha 66. If you look at it, you can see good spacing on the vehicles, good gun tube orientation – nobody slighting each other with their gun tubes. It gives you a really good idea of what spacing should look like and what you should be engaging. I use that video for my classes a lot.

RC: Did your tank have any problems with the coax?

CW: Yes. Fortunately for us, the actual driver for Charlie 65 was trained as an armorer so he took the 240 apart and fixed it a couple times. We had a really bad feeding problem with our loader’s 240. Ironically that’s how he became the loader for both thunder runs. He asked, “If I fix this 240, can I ride in the loader’s hatch today?” I told him it wasn’t a problem as long as the XO didn’t have a problem with it. It was lucky for us that we had a qualified armorer on our tank.

RC: Was the coax problem a function of the high rate of fire or was it something totally unrelated?

CW: I think it was unrelated. We had a feeding problem. I don’t know what Carson actually did with the weapon but he tinkered with it for a couple hours and we never had a problem with it again.


RC: When you functioned as a loader, did you have occasion to use your sidearm?

CW: No. I kept my sidearm by the radio. It was too bulky with my flak vest on and the combat vehicle crewman (CVC) on. What I did do was take the M4 up out of the turret and place it on top, so if I needed to reload the 240 I could have the M4 handy as opposed to having a nine millimeter with limited range, maybe about 50 meters. I could engage a lot more targets with the M4.

RC: Did you do a lot of training with the M4 and your sidearm before you crossed the berm?

CW: Before we left Fort Stewart, Georgia, we went to the range all the time. Once we got to Kuwait, we had even more ranges. I think everyone was pretty proficient with their weapons prior to the war.

RC: Either during the march to Baghdad or either thunder run, did your vehicle or platoon experience any unexpected problems?

CW: We had the normal wear and tear stuff. We sheared road wheels. Tracks would go bad and things like that. Other than that, there weren’t any really serious problems. I don’t think we had a serious incident in the company until one of 2nd Platoon’s loaders was injured. I think somebody shot a BMP and it was full of ammo. Once it caught on fire, it shot shrapnel everywhere. I think he lost two fingers off his left hand.

RC: What was the most challenging experience you had while functioning as the driver?

CW: Endurance. By the time we got to Baghdad on the first one, I was just exhausted. All I wanted to do was go somewhere and lay down for a couple hours. On the second run – once we got to the crossed sabers – I was just tired. You would never think that driving a tank would take that much out of you, but it really does.

RC: During the thunder runs, would you attribute the fatigue factor to just the driving or to the nature and environment in which you were driving?

CW: I would say both. We were driving long distances with limited sleep. There was just a lot of hard driving. A lot of the routes we took were unpaved and the tank is constantly beating on you. At the end of the day, you’re through.

RC: During the march to Baghdad when you functioned as the driver, was there an average amount of time when you were actually driving the vehicle?

CW: We tried to keep it at about two hours and then we’d switch out. Sometimes the gunner would drop down into the driver’s seat. None of the crew actually had just one driver for the whole mission. It would have been physically impossible.

RC: So two hours in those kinds of conditions was about the max?

CW: For my crew.

RC: What were the most challenging experiences you had when you were the loader?

CW: Once we pulled into Najaf, I had to dismount the tank. There were a couple Iraqi soldiers who were in a trench and they weren’t willing to give up. We actually had to go into the trench, get them out, handcuff them, wait for the MPs to come through, and then we had to wait for explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) to come through and blow up their weapons. A tanker doesn’t want to get out of that tank. That’s his home. That’s his life. It’s kind of hard to get on the ground and do a lot of infantry-type tactics.

RC: Did you train on dismounted actions at all before you crossed the berm?

CW: No.
RC: How did you adjust to the operations you had to conduct after the thunder runs when the regime was basically collapsing?

CW: It was kind of like learn something today and apply it tomorrow. There weren’t a lot of us out there who had done stability operations before. Some of the guys had been to Bosnia and Kosovo and they knew a little bit about it, but for the most part none of us really knew what to do.

RC: There wasn’t any preparation before you crossed the berm?

CW: No.


RC: So when the task force transitioned to stability and support operations, would it be fair to say that you were on a trial and error type basis?

CW: Yes, definitely. Throughout the march to Baghdad and even the weeks before we crossed the border, there was a lot of focus on just getting to Baghdad, getting to Baghdad, getting to Baghdad. I never heard what we were going to do when we actually got there and how we were going to do it. I never heard any plan for that.


RC: Was there any discussion either before you crossed the berm or afterwards about military operations on urban terrain (MOUT)? Did anyone talk about “Black Hawk Down” or the Russian experience in Grozny?
CW: No.

RC: Did you learn anything that you would consider significant from your thunder run experiences?

CW: Definitely. I don’t think we could have done what we did, how we did it and how fast we did it without tanks and Bradleys. I don’t think anyone could have gone through with a battalion or brigade of Strykers and Humvees and accomplished the same mission. To me, the use of armor is so key on the battlefield today.

RC: What do you recommend to loaders and drivers who are going through training?

CW: I tell them not to just focus on the job they’re doing right now but to start learning another job as well. Start learning the gunner’s job or the TC’s job. You never know what might happen on the battlefield. You might be that TC. It happened in Alpha Company. That gunner had to assume responsibility as the TC. It can happen to anybody. You need to learn everybody’s job on that vehicle.

RC: Are there any other comments or insights you’d like to add?

CW: No, that’s about it.
RC: Thank you for your time.

END OF INTERVIEW

