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“The telling and retelling are important. Platoons have institutional memory. They
learn, and they change. Most of that learning happens after a firefight. Some
officers squelched the stories, considering them unprofessional and distracting. |
encouraged them, as psychological unburdening and as improvised classrooms
where we sharpened our blades for the next fight.”

Nathaniel Fick, One Bullet Away
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This study examines the widely held belief that surviving a few firefights enhances soldiers and
Marines' likelihood of surviving later, prolonged exposure to combat. The objectives of the study have
been to, 1) test the hypothesis concerning the relationship between experience and long-term survival in
combat; and 2) identify factors with training implications that contribute to casualties and survival during
firefights.

More than 400 accounts of military firefights were reviewed, among which 208 were found to
provide sufficient detail for analysis; those accounts were further reviewed and encoded for 88 variables
(operational, environmental, outcome, etc.) to form a database of firefight experience. Information also
was collected through personal interviews and correspondence with a sample of highly-experienced com-
bat veterans.

Statistical analysis of the firefight data found substantial evidence to support the study’s primary
hypothesis. We determined that, on average, mission outcome improves following units third firefight
and survival rate improves following units fourth engagement. In addition, we identified 190 survival
factors, casualty factors, and lessons learned from the database of firefight accounts, and 87 factors, skills,
and lessons from interviews and correspondence with subject matter experts. Further analysis combined
and reduced the results to five categories of skills, knowledge, and behaviors and listed them in order of
their contribution to survival during firefights: Weapons Proficiency, Situational Awareness, Tactics and
Drills, Cover and Concealment, and L eadership/Communications. Each of the categories is composed of
many specific behaviors and skills, which are described in varying detail in the report.

The current study confirmed the importance of training and rehearsal of battle drills to surviving
firefights. Also confirmed is an earlier survey’s discovery that 30 percent or more of soldiers and Marines
believe their preparation for combat to have been inadequate. We interpret this information to present an
opportunity to increase combat survival rates substantially by incorporating study results in properly-
designed instruction and exercises, and then ensuring that all personnd receive the training prior to
deployment. We propose to continue the work described in this report and to prepare detailed scenariosto
guide the development of mixed-reality and conventional military training to instruct personnel in the
tactics, techniques, and procedures that study results indicate will improve the likelihood of surviving
firefights.



“My training kept me alive.”
- Terry Griswold,
Veteran of Jungle, Desert, and Urban Warfare
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Capturing Insights From Firefights to Improve Training Section 1: Introduction

SECTION 1: INTRODUCTION

This document describes a study conducted for the Defense Advanced Research Projects Agency
(DARPA) to identify factors that contribute to survival and to casualties during military firefights. The
results presented here will be useful to devel opers of mixed-reality and other forms of training intended to
improve individua and group performance during combat. The report is presented in four sections. This
introduction describes why the research was conducted, provides background information and historical
context of the study, and identifies critical research issues. The introduction is followed by a description
of the research tasks performed to collect and analyze information about military firefightsand, inturn, is
followed by a section devoted to study results. The report concludes with a discussion of the training and
operational implications of those results.

BACKGROUND

More than 2,100 US military personnel have died in firefightsin Irag and Afghanistan, nearly as
many as killed by Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs). Small arms tactics and reactions to contact and
ambushes are typically rehearsed in the US Army and Marine Corps at the platoon or squad level as battle
drills. Our research found that this practice can be essential to survival in combat, but even the high fidel-
ity simulations provided by the National Training Center (NTC) can only approximate the chaos, noise,
and danger of an actual armed engagement." Anecdotal evidence suggests that a correlation exists
between soldiers and Marines surviving their first few g .
firefights and long-term survival in a combat environment.
And, it is generally accepted that the first 90 to 120 days
of a deployment are critical. It is during this initial period
that individuals and units adjust to the tactical environ-
ment, the enemy, and each other. Our research confirmed
that experience can be a surviva factor, which implies
that proper training could substitute for operational
experience. Well-designed and conducted training can |
condition individuals to respond promptly with actions
that are appropriate for the circumstances encountered.
However, it isunlikely that any amount or quality of train-
ing can fully prepare anovice for the sudden, violent onset
of combat, or for its consequences.

Mixed-redlity systems such as the Infantry Immersion Trainer and the Mobile Counter-lED Tac-
tical Trainer are intended to enhance pre-deployment preparation by repeatedly exposing soldiers and
Marines to realistic combat scenarios during which they
rehearse tactics, techniques, and procedures (TTPs). The
objective of performing these battle drills is to condition auto-
matic reactions that avoid the response lags that are typical of
| human decision-making behavior. Many veterans attribute
4| their survival to the drills that taught them to respond to an
attack immediately, without deliberation or orders. It is our
hope that the results of this study will be used to inform the
developers of training scenarios and battle drill doctrine in
order to improve the likelihood of surviving firefights.

! The guidance provided by the Army’s new Operations Manual concerning proper conduct during a firefight is to
analyze the terrain for tactical operations according to the memory aid “OAKOC,” which stands for, 1) Observe and
identify fields of fire; 2) establish Avenues of approach; 3) identify Key and decisive terrain; 4) identify Obstacles;
and, 5) identify and use Cover and concealment. FM 3-0, Operations. US Department of the Army, Washington,
DC, February 2008 (3-8).
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HisTORICAL CONTEXT

Out of every 100 men, ten shouldn’t even be there, eighty are just targets. Nine are the real
fighters and we are lucky to have them, for they make the battle. Ah, but the one. One is a
warrior, and he will bring the others back. ~ Heradlitus (circa 500 BCE)

Attempts to quantify soldiers’ fitness for duty and likely performance in battle certainly predate
the historic period, but Heraclitus's harsh but hopeful assessment of the Ephesian army is among the ear-
liest recorded examples. More relevant to the current study are S.L.A. Marshall’s comments concerning
battlefield performance; he interviewed soldiers in the Pacific and European theaters during World War |1
and later famously reported that only 15 to 25 percent of those in battle actually fired their weapons,
explaining that most men were paralyzed by fear in combat.? Marshall’s claims of having systematically
surveyed the experiences of at least 400 rifle companies provided substantial credibility to what was a
shocking assertion. He possessed the ability to relate an engaging story which, combined with what later
has been revealed as misrepresentation of his personal experience, contributed to the acceptance of his
claims about the ratio of fire and other matters that influence soldiers’ performance in battle. Marshall’s
claims were criticized by veterans and questioned by observers who were present during his group inter-
views, but publication of Men Against Fire in 1947 led directly to changes in doctrine, training, and wea-
pons that were intended to increase the number of rounds fired in the direction of the enemy during com-
bat. The 55 percent ratio of fire among US servicemen during the Korean War and 90 percent ratio in
Vietnam were attributed to the changes that were implemented in response to Marshall’s WWII estimates.

Marshall was neither constrained by a scientist’s concern for the integrity of data, nor by a histo-
rian’s requirement for verification.® He boasted of having filled more than 800 notebooks during his “pro-
longed personal research” and to have systematically analyzed the ratio of fire data. However, only afew
pages of interview notes were found among nearly 140 boxes of personal papers following Marshall’s
death in 1977; none contained any reference to ratios of fire, there were no statistical calculations in the
materials, and no one could recall his inquiring about this topic in the field.* Marshall’s assertions con-
cerning the importance of group solidarity, leadership, and logistics have not been challenged, but it
appears tr51at his claims of low fire ratios during WWII were based on speculation, rather than empirical
evidence.

It is ironic that SL.A. Marshall is best remembered for his dubious ratio of fire because the
accomplishment for which he was proudest was the methodology that he developed to better understand
human performance in combat—informal, open-ended, group interviews of enlisted personnel, conducted
as soon as possible following battle. Marshall’ s focus on the experiences of individual soldiersis consis-
tent with the research methods of Human Factors Engineering, which emerged as a professional discipline
during WWII in response to the same urgency to improve the performance of people and their machines
that motivated Marshall’s research. Attention to human factors issues has been institutionalized in the
government procurement process and now contributes to the design of all military systems, from software

2S5 L.A. Marshall, Men Against Fire: The Problem of Battle Command in Future War. New Y ork: William Morrow, 1947.

3 Marshall had served with the American Expeditionary Forces in France and received a commission at the end of
World War |. He began his career as a journalist at the El Paso Herald, progressing from sportswriter to city editor
before moving to the Detroit News where he was a syndicated columnist for most of his career (1927 to 1961),
except for his military service in World War 11, during which he served with the Army’ s Historical Branch.

* Roger J. Spiller, “S.L.A. Marshall and the Ratio of Fire,” Royal United Services Institute Journal, Winter 1988.

® It is possible that Marshall’s surprisingly low fire ratio estimate was accurate, despite the unsettling absence of
documentary evidence. For example, it is common for soldiers to experience enemy fire without actually seeing
individual members of the opposing force (i.e., a target). Furthermore, Marshall’s field work was conducted very
late in the war, when Germany’s surrender was inevitable; these circumstances might have inhibited soldiers
equipped with ineffectual carbines from exposing themselves to enemy snipers firing high-powered rifles from
standoff distances.
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to submarines, and the field has expanded its influence into nearly all human endeavors during the past 60
years.® Approaching the subject of firefights from a human factors perspective, we assumed that the prac-
tice of conducting after action reviews to identify lessons learned had continued as an institutionalized
legacy of Marshal’ sinfluence. However, we discovered that not only was the practice discontinued many
years ago, but also the study and development of infantry tactics, in general, had been eclipsed by more
fashionable and malleabl e aspects of warfare.

The neglect of small unit, dismounted tactics can be traced to the methods used during WWII to
produce large numbers of soldiers, which were similar to the methods used to mass-produce the vehicles,
weapons, and other materia to equip the new recruits. The traditiona reverence for the role of the skilled
rifleman operating independently and with initiative throughout US history (e.g., The Minutemen, Ser-
geant York) was replaced by the concept of soldiers as interchangeable parts. Group solidarity and the
ability to respond promptly to changing conditions have been characteristics of the best fighting units
from the days of Alexander to the present. However, this shift to an industria approach to personnel
selection, coupled with the mistaken belief that infantry are the unskilled labor of the military, resulted in
policies that systematically siphon off many of the most capable soldiers for other duty and enable
replacement and rotation practices that erode solidarity.” This combination of circumstances has persisted
into the era of the all-volunteer services and requires non-commissioned officers (NCOs) to assume
increasing responsibility for supervision, training, and mentoring of troops to compensate for systemic
impediments to performance imposed by the organization.

Officers come and go in the military services; they go to other specidties, are promoted up the
ranks, or leave the service altogether. Those same options are available to NCOs, but for the most part,
NCOs remain in their initial occupational specialties, continuously developing specialist technical and
leadership skills and abilities. NCOs are the cross-genera-
tional carriers of military knowledge, tactics, and culture
and provide the continuity necessary to supervise and train
recruits. More important, as section leaders, NCOs are the
only level of command that maintains constant and direct
contact with personnel conducting actual fighting. It is
critical that NCOs possess |eadership skills and the abili-
ties to think and act independently under rapidly changing
conditions. Perhaps the greatest strength of the US mili-
tary services is the effective fostering of these qualities
among their Non-Commissioned Officers.

CRITICAL RESEARCH | SSUES

The government’s original solicitation for the current study stated that anecdotal evidence sug-
gested individuals who survive their first three-to-five firefights tend to survive their subsequent engage-
ments; the statement implies that those who survive their first few firefights learn instrumental behaviors
during those initial experiences that contribute to long-term survival. Our augmentation of the hypothesis
is described later. However, the challenges to previous research concerning combat performance require
that the investigators devote more than the usual attention to factors that might affect the internal validity
of study results. The most salient issues are described bel ow.

® See for example, Human Factors and Ergonomics Society: Stories From the First 50 Years, Jack Stuster (Editor),
Human Factors and Ergonomics Society, Santa Monica, CA, 2006.

7 John A. English and Bruce |. Gudmundsson report in their classic, On Infantry (Revised Edition), Praeger, West-
port CT, 1994 (page 163), that, “Even after studies conducted during World War Il indicated that above average
intelligence was an important prerequisite for success as a combat infantryman, America consistently refused to put
its brighter sons into rifle squads.” However, the “cult of the rifleman” still exists in American mythology and the
challenges of the infantry appeal to a certain subsection of highly-qualified recruits and aspiring leaders.

-3-
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DEFINITIONS

The first step in any research is to define the terms that will be used to describe the phenomena
under study. Military firefights are defined here to be exchanges of weapons fire between opposing forces
and can be precipitated by a variety of events; some are initiated deliberately, others occur in response to
an unexpected encounter, and yet others ensue when aforce is caught by ambush. Firefights also vary in
environmenta conditions, weapons used, and the numbers of personnel engaged, among other variables.
Military actions commonly described as firefights range in duration from a brief exchange of gunfire in
which no one is injured to a continuous sequence of engagements over a prolonged period, such as the
two-day “Fight at la Drang.”®

Information reviewed while preparing the proposal to conduct this study suggested differential
risks associated with the various precipitating events to firefights and that casuaties are disproportio-
nately suffered during different phases of encounters, depending on environmental conditions (e.g., urban,
rural), initiating action, force size, tactics, and access to supporting fires, reinforcements, and medical
care. For example, chance meetings of opposing forces usually begin with an initial exchange of poorly-
aimed small arms fire that gradually escalates in volume and accuracy as both forces are brought to bear
at the point of contact. Engagements such as these and others that are described as harassing fire might
end with both forces withdrawing without casualties on either side or even without opportunities for
aimed fire. In contrast, ambushes are characterized by a sudden onset of massed fire from concealed posi-
tions and are typically preceded in the Afghanistan and Iraq theaters by IED and/or RPG attacks, which
often cause casualties even before the firefight begins and can render survivors of the initial blast stunned
and vulnerable. These and many other variables with potentially distinct influences are represented in the
full range of firefights. For this reason, we proposed to conduct a systematic analysis of the tasks involved
in a broad spectrum of engagements and to develop a taxonomy of firefights to better understand the fac-
tors that contribute to casualties, individual survival, and mission success. The results of that effort are
presented later in this report.

INCIDENCE, FREQUENCY, AND EXPOSURE TO RISK

The government’s solicitation implied that evidence exists to support the notion that surviving
three to five firefights is correlated with long-term survival of an individual soldier or Marine. The logic
of the hypothesis assumes that, 1) most casualties occur within new recruits first few combat
experiences, and 2) soldiers and Marines typically experience many more than three to five firefights
during their tours of duty (i.e., three to five firefights can be viewed as the “treatment condition”). How-
ever, we suspected that many soldiers and Marines deployed in the current conflicts have not experienced
a single firefight, others have experienced a few, and a relatively small proportion, primarily specia
operations personnel, has survived many. We estimated the average number of firefights experienced by
personnel to be low and that few personnel would experience a sufficient number of firefights for the
hypothetical advantage to be expressed. Accessing the records necessary to test these assumptions statisti-
cally is beyond the scope of the current research. However, the published and archival sources reviewed
and the interviews conducted during the study provide substantial evidence that large proportions of
soldiers, Marines, and Navy SEAL s have experienced multiple firefights during their tours of duty in the
Iraq and Afghanistan theaters, with many reporting several firefights each day during prolonged periods
of operation—so many that they quickly lose count of the engagements. In other words, our initial
assumptions substantially underestimated the actual exposure to combat.

8 The “Fight at 1a Drang,” ended on the morning of November 16, 1965 with 79 US soldiers killed, 121 wounded,
and none missing; enemy losses included 634 known dead, 581 estimated dead, and 6 prisoners. The battle,
precipitated by a US movement to contact, was described in meticulous detail by Major John A. Cash in Seven Fire-
fightsin Vietham, which was published by the Office of the Chief of Military History in 1970.

-4-
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FUNDAMENTAL ASSUMPTION ABOUT SURVIVAL

The government’s original characterization of the research topic also implies that surviving a
firefight is the primary dependent variable. However, individual survival might be achieved by refraining
from exposing on€e's position during a firefight, withdrawing from combat, or some other behavior that
fails to contribute to mission success. That is, it is possible that some individuals survive firefights
because they do not expose themselves to risk and/or because others do. Thus, it is reasonable to question
the assumption that individual survival is paramount. If it is, the most appropriate measure would be the
ratio of experienced personnel killed (i.e., those who survived the criterion number of firefights) to
inexperienced casualties (i.e., personnel killed or injured within the first three to five firefights). It isa
relatively simple statistical procedure, but would require casualty and combat record data for a large,
representative sample of engagements to test the hypothesis. Access to the required records is beyond the
scope of the current study, but we address the research question with the information collected.

SAMPLE BIAS

It was impossible to collect a random sample of engagements for analysis, because not all fire-
fights are described in published accounts or archival records. In fact, for a firefight to be described in
print at all requires a combination of at least two factors: 1) A notable occurrence, and 2) A participant or
observer who is motivated to relate the sequence of events. Firefights can be notable for many reasons,
but usually because of a significant event, such as atactical achievement, a strange experience, or the loss
of a comrade. For these reasons, at least one member of the friendly force was killed in action (KIA) in
more than 30 percent of the firefights contained in our database and friendly force casualties (injuries
and/or KIA) occurred in 65 percent of the total. We believe that a larger proportion of firefights occurs
without friendly force casualties than is represented in the database, because many of the accounts refer to
preceding and/or subsequent engagements that are not described in the narrative, with no mention of
casualties. A sampling bias of this type would be athreat to the validity of study results if we intended to
characterize al combat by extrapolation from the sample. However, it is not our intention to imply that
the experiences described in the database are representative of all firefights, but rather, only those
engagements that are sufficiently noteworthy to be described in detail for posterity. In thisregard, the bias
helps to focus the analysis on the key variables of interest to the study: the factors that contribute to sur-
vival and casualties during firefights.

SURVIVAL FACTORSVS. CASUALTY FACTORS

Focusing on the knowledge, skills, and behavior that contribute to individual survival is a neces-
sary approach to understanding human performance in combat. However this approach assumes that indi-
vidual survival isthe primary objective and, for results to have utility, further assumes that all personnel
attempt to contribute to their comrades’ efforts. For this reason, it must be known whether personnel par-
ticipated fully in each engagement that they survived, but not all accounts include this information.
Another method would be to study accounts of firefights in which soldiers or Marines were killed or
serioudy wounded. This would alow the application of an accident mvestlgatlon model for identifying
the contributing and precipitating factors that led to casual- .
ties. Factors could include tactics, egquipment, environ-
mental variables, and behavior, or actions taken by indi- |
viduals during a firefight. It would be instructive to know |
when during the engagement the casualty occurred.
Casualties suffered during the initial contact phase of sur-
prise encounters and ambushes might indicate individuals
inabilities to maintain Stuational awareness or react
quickly to the sudden onset of danger. Casudlties during
subsequent phases might be caused by inadequate cover,
improper use of terrain, flawed reconnaissance, or ineffec- g
tual planning, among other possibilities. Firefight in Pech Valley, Kunar Province,

Afghanistan, November 2009




Capturing Insights From Firefights to Improve Training Section 1: Introduction

I I B B R R

Sumerian Order of Battle circa 2600 BCE.
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SECTION 2: THE RESEARCH

This study examines the widely held belief that surviving a few firefights enhances soldiers and
Marines' likelihood of surviving later, prolonged exposure to combat; this belief is based on the assump-
tion that skills, knowledge, or behaviors are acquired in the initial encounters that increase the novices
prospects of surviving subsequent battles. We added a corollary of this argument to the study as an alter-
native hypothesis, which is that some individuals bring specia skills, knowledge, and/or capabilities to
the task that predispose them to surviving combat; these could be behaviors that were learned during for-
mal military training or derived from other experiences, or they could reflect the presence of innate cog-
nitive, perceptual, or physical abilities that provide an advantage. These and related notions have doubt-
less been discussed for millennia in command posts, barracks, public
houses, and hospitals; they address somber concerns and are the business
of warfare. The objective of identifying factors that are amenable to expli-
cit formal training of individuals and groups has motivated military practi-
tioners considerations of these issues since the first armies were formed.’
Likewise, this intention guided our research, which used methods, such as
content, task, and statistical anaysis that have proved useful in a broad
range of previous studies concerning skills, training, organization, equip-
ment, communications, procedures, and behavior.

CONTENT ANALYSISOF FIREFIGHT ACCOUNTS

We assembled a database of published and archival accounts of firefights to enable the study of
factors identified by subject-matter experts and the investigators as potentialy relevant to the primary
research questions. A matrix was congtructed in Microsoft Excel with rows for individual engagements
and columns populated by identifying information, the theater of operations, protagonists, dates, loca
tions, source documents, and variables. Variables include force sizes, missions, weapons, ammunition,
equipment, support available, time of initiation and duration, terrain, weather, visibility, and civilian pres-
ence/lhuman-terrain constraints, among others. Assessments of communications, physical and mental con-
dition, personal and unit preparation/training, intelligence and rul es-of-engagement were described and/or
assigned numerical ratings by the investigators to reflect the variables influences on the firefights, as
were environmental factors, and mission outcomes. Numerical ratings were: 1 = strongly negative, 2 =
dlightly negative, 3 = neutral, 4 = dightly positive, 5 = strongly positive, and zero for non-applicable or
not reasonably inferable from the narrative. Casualties were tallied and recorded and causal factors of
own-forces casualties, survival factors, lessons-learned, weapons fired, and commentary notes were
appended to each record, which included atotal of 88 datafields.

More than 400 combat narratives were reviewed during this phase of the project, but only those
containing sufficient detail to permit a reasonable analysis consistent with the endeavor’ s objectives were
selected for inclusion. Annotations to the bibliography that accompanies this report describe many of the
accounts included in the analysis. Some of those not selected provided cogent and pertinent examinations
of the battles and campaigns in which the selected firefights occurred, adding context and informing the
research. Multiple published accounts described approximately 11 percent of the engagements selected
for inclusion in the database. Those screened but not selected generally lacked details for key variables,
precluding their comprehensive assessment. The most important criterion for inclusion was an explicit
indication of previous firefight experience.

® The Sumerians invented the wheel, writing, mathematics, regulated irrigation, the state form of government, and
the concept of a standing army—all more than 5,000 years ago. Evidence suggests that Sumerian soldiers and
officers were among the first to consider the factors that contribute to individual survival and group successin battle.
For example, the limestone fragment, depicted above and on the facing (or previous) page, shows a fully-equipped
Sumerian infantry unit marching in well-drilled close-formation to meet the enemy. We are searching for lessons to
improve military performance in the experiences of 21% Century warriors who are fighting in what was previously
Sumer and Babylon (and equally ancient Afghanistan). The irony is monumental.
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Candidate narratives were read carefully by the investigators before determining suitability for
inclusion in the database. Marginal annotations and other notes were made during this initial reading to
assist the subsequent selection and coding of engagements. Those selected were then reexamined,
encoded and provisionally added to the database. Incomplete records and the relevant textual accounts
were again scrutinized and amended when possible, but those found to be deficient were removed. Sev-
eral accounts initially thought to be pertinent were abandoned after review indicated they were either
redundant or were more properly considered major battles comprising a number of firefights and not
consistent with the intent of the analysis. Two-hundred-eight firefight account records are contained in the
primary database. Cases range in time from 1966 to 2009 and include engagements drawn from U.S.
Army, Marine Corps, and Naval Special Warfare experience and several examples that describe actions
involving codition partners; the database also includes accounts from the Soviet-Mujahedeen war in
Afghanistan.’® The collection is far from exhaustive, but is believed to accurately characterize many of
the tactical engagements fought in Vietnam, Irag, and Afghanistan in recent decades. Admittedly, the
investigators' interpretations and evaluations of the textua materials follow a myriad of interrelated
determinations, martial, literary and otherwise, by the authors, publishers and editors of the accounts;
however, we believe their intentions and competencies are closely aligned with our objectives.

War as a subject of storytelers precedes the invention of writing in the form of epic poems that
were sung at banquets and ceremonies and rendered as pictographs and decorative art. War stories later
were recorded in cuneiform on clay tablets, then on parchment scrolls, and eventually by moveable type.
Stories about war are civilization's earliest forms of literature and have inspired and instructed through
the ages. All warsin the modern era have been documented in bath fiction and non-fiction and the current
conflicts have generated exceptional numbers of first-person accounts. More than 30 volumes of non-fic-
tion concerning the Afghanistan and Irag wars have contributed cases to our database of firefights;
authors include private soldiers, NCOs, platoon leaders, senior commanders, embedded journalists, and
historians. Other sources include magazine articles, after-action
reports, and accounts discovered in the archives of the Center
for Army Lessons Learned (CALL), maintained by the US
Army’s Combined Arms Center at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. The Firel
Many additional sources of relevant information that did not B
contain firefight accounts suitable for coding are included in the i 0 3
bibliography to this report and some are described in subsequent
sections. These items include websites, articles, books, and
military publications that offer advice for surviving combat.™

19 The Soviet-Mujahedeen accounts were found in The Bear Went Over the Mountain: Soviet Combat Tactics in
Afghanistan, which was originally compiled by the Frunze Military Academy to instruct Soviet command and gen-
era staff combat arms officers. The volume was translated and edited by Lester W. Grau of the Foreign Military
Studies Office, Fort Leavenworth, Kansas, and published by the National Defense University Press in 1996. The
accounts include analyses by staff of the Academy and by Lester Grau. Forty-three of the 47 engagements contained
in the book were determined to be suitable for inclusion in our firefight database; however, the cases were excluded
from several analyses due to substantial differences between Soviet and US tactics and procedures. We learned of
the collection from Pete Blaber’s meticulous account of US special operationsin Afghanistan, in which he described
a “required reading” table in his headquarters that was covered with maps, reports, and books; Colonel Blaber
described The Bear Went Over the Mountain as among the most instructive of the documents.

! See for example, Soldiers Handbook Number 07-15, The First 100 Days: Tactics, Techniques, and Procedures.
This guide to survival was produced by the Center for Army Lessons Learned based on responses to a survey con-
ducted by CALL staff in August 2006; the survey asked returning veterans to identify the reasons why soldiers
become casualties during their first months following deployment. In many ways, CALL provides the mechanisms
and ingtitutionalized “corporate memory” necessary for an organization as large as the US Army to adapt to chang-
ing conditions and threats. The Navy and Marine Corps also maintain centers for lessons learned.
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Data contained in the master spreadsheet comprising the 208 firefights described in terms of 87
coded variables were analyzed through a series of sorts, tallies, and statistical tests. The first objective
was to derive descriptive statistics to characterize the database, as summarized in Table 1.

TABLE 1
SUMMARY CHARACTERIZATION OF THE FIREFIGHT DATABASE
Category Number of Cases Per cent of Total
Specia Operations Forces* 49 24%
Non-Specia Operations Forces 159 76%
Own Force Casualties 134 64%
No Own Force Casualties 74 36%
Vietnam 20 10%
Afghanistan 72 34%
Iraq 116 56%
USArmy 71 34%
US Marines 61 29%
US Navy 24 12%
Soviet Army 43 21%
Canadian Army 5 2%
British Army 2 1%
Italian Army 2 1%
0 Previous Firefights 32 15%
1 Previous Firefight 18 9%
2 Previous Firefights 19 9%
3 Previous Firefights 17 8%
4 Previous Firefights 19 9%
0-4 Previous Firefights 105 51%
5 or More Previous Firefights 103 49%
*Includes Special Forces, Airborne, Rangers, SEALs, Recon, Snipers, and Spetznaz.

The next step was to conduct additional sorts and tallies to cal culate the values of subsets of the
database for comparison to expected values. For example, special operations forces are known to possess
exceptional technical and physical capahilities, due largely to the influence of training and operational
experience. Calculations derived from the 54 specia operations and 149 non-specia operations firefights
contained in the database found special operations forces to have better communications, to be in better
physical and psychological condition, and to be better trained and prepared than the conventional forces,
across the theaters, as shown in Table 2. These analyses further characterize the database of firefights and
serve as measures of internal validity of study results; that is, the preponderance of calculations that is
consistent with known or expected differences in values increases our confidence in other results and
inferences about which there are no a priori expectations. The results of those cal culations, which address
the study’ s primary research questions, are presented in Section 3.

TABLE 2
MEASURES OF INTERNAL VALIDITY
Within Unit  Outside Physical  Psychological  Personal Unit
Category Comms Comms Condition Condition  Preparation Training
Specia Operations 3.69 3.37 4.49 441 4.45 3.88
Non-Specia Operations  3.26 2.90 3.68 3.88 3.85 3.50

Scale: 1 = strongly negative; 2 = slightly negative; 3 = neutral; 4 = slightly positive; 5 = strongly positive; 0 = not-applicable
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WAR STORIES

Reading firefight accounts is easier than writing them, but not so much as listening to war stories is easier than
telling them. A printed tale cannot be adjusted or refocused to suit its audiences’ understanding of recounted
perceptions, activities or context, while an oral narrative is delivered in reactive circumstances where nuances of
articulation go beyond word choice and structuring. The interplay of a narrator’s and audience’s gestures, post-
ures, voicing and facial expressions augment a story and its comprehension beyond the abilities of all but the
most competent writer. Something in war stories often seems frozen out by print on paper, not so much any
particular element but perhaps the immediacy of memory and its relationship with every physiological sensation
and reaction that recall produces. The literature of battle, however, reaches beyond the physical and temporal
presence of participants and their memories, at least 2,500 years beyond in surviving texts still counted as useful
by warriors. They may not be the best accounting, but written reports of combat have accessibility and durability
that permit close study and facilitate wide understanding of the conduct of this ancient political activity.

Reading firefight stories should bring to mind Mark Twain’s reflection that composing a good fiction tale is
harder than writing non-fiction, because fiction has to make sense. Professional journalists and students of mili-
tary arts often seem to discount this notion’s legitimacy, at least in terms of providing readers context and over-
view that is rarely evident to those involved in combat. ". .. in the middle of a firefight . . . You can only track
about 1/10 of what is happening. (Maybe 1/4 of what is going on for the most experienced and coolest guys on
the scene, those with many previousﬁreﬁghts.)"12 If you think you understand what is going on in the midst of a
firefight, you are probably thinking too much. Muscle memory and reactions honed by drill and rehearsals are
more appropriate than deliberation; simple awareness is more relevant than understanding.

Later recollections from the heat of battle often set precise and highly detailed scenes among others muddled by
distortions of focus or concentration. Making sense of what happened after the fact is one thing and recognizing
that facts are not established by perceptions during combat is quite another. Memory is both fallible and mallea-
ble, and only rarely do participants’ battle accounts correspond in all, or even most, of their particulars until they
share their stories. Memories become stories as they are shared and confused jumbles of sensation produced by
the physiologic and cognitive distress of combat are reshaped into useful narratives. Distinctions between accu-
racy and usefulness may blur, but the utility of war stories comes mostly from the need to identify known and
suspected faults and inadequacies in skills, abilities and the relationships that govern the future survival of the
narrators and their audiences.

This study was undertaken to determine if soldiers and Marines surviving their first few firefights have some
enhanced long-term survivability in a combat environment and, if so, to identify responsible factors and beha-
viors and the feasibility of enhancing pre-combat training with these lessons. Our goal is the identification of
overt and tacit awarenesses resident in veteran individuals, or within their membership in groups, and facilita-
tion of the transfer of those skills in training. Highly experienced practitioners identified numerous pertinent
environmental and operational factors that guided the investigators’ careful reading and subsequent encoding
of a data matrix designed to facilitate identification of explicit and implicit knowledge sets and the effectiveness
of their expression as skills and modes of behavior. This technique is useful in analysis of the relationships of
organization, doctrine, procedures, technology, social and physical environments, and operational outcomes. Its
successful application depends on reading, listening and coding with a balance among a critical familiarity with
the discipline, sympathetic acceptance of the informant’s overt assumptions, discerning recognition of inferen-
tial foundations and a sincere appreciation of the role of story in knowledge generation. Reading and analysis
were also guided by a genuine affection for Gls and their use of anecdotal narratives as educational instruments
in acquisition of veterans’ proficiency and surviving the adventure of a lifetime.

12 Ed Fitzgerald, an accomplished writer and Special Forces veteran, quoted by Colby Buzzell in My War, Killing
Timein Irag, G.P. Putnam's Sons, New Y ork, 2005. p. 282.
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ANALYSISOF INTERVIEW DATA

Our proposa to DARPA offered to interview veterans of military firefights with the intention of
identifying insights concerning firefight survival from their experiences. We formed an Institutional
Review Board (IRB) to comment on our research plan, the draft interview protocol, and informed consent
briefing, all of which are required by the Army’s Human Subjects Research Review Board (HSRRB)
before amost any form of research involving humans can be conducted. The IRB consisted of the
following three members, each of whom was selected for complementary qualifications and experience.

Dr. Peter Suedfeld: psychologist, Professor Emeritus at the University of British Columbia, Past
President of the Canadian Psychological Association, and foremost expert on the content analysis
of transcribed and written text.

Dr. Douglas Harris: psychologist, Past President of the Human Factors and Ergonomics Society,
former U.S. Navy officer and Underwater Demolition Team leader.

Dr. Harry Holloway: U.S. Army psychiatrist and former Chairman of the Department of
Psychiatry at the Uniformed Services University of the Health Sciences--USUHS.

The documents were reviewed by Drs. Suedfeld and Harris, who offered substantive suggestions,
which were incorporated in the draft documents. In the meantime, the Pl discussed the research plan with
Dr. Holloway, whose 40 years of service as an Army psychiatrist extends in time and space from the
jungles of Vietnam to the deserts and mountains of Irag and Afghanistan; hisfield, clinical, and academic
experience uniquely qualify him to comment on the advisability of interviewing combat veterans. Dr.
Holloway reported initially that he believed the risks to those who might volunteer to be interviewed
would be negligible; however, later in his formal review comments he cautioned that even a voluntary
interview with a seemingly stable combat veteran could precipitate a Post Traumatic Stress Disorder
(PTSD). We were skeptical of this claim until the Pl asked a Command Sergeant Mgor who had
experienced more than a dozen IED attacks and countless firefights to comment on the psychiatrist’s con-
cerns. CSM Todd Burnett is the epitome of the tough, but analytical warrior and he exudes the confidence
that comes only from having survived the most extreme challenges of military service. When the Sergeant
Magjor responded it was not in his briefing voice as before, but rather, in a tender and thoughtful tone. He
answered the PI’s question, “Y es, many soldiers suffer emotional damage and some realize it only later.”
A list of PTSD symptomsisincluded as Appendix A to this report.

The Army is experiencing alarming increases in PTSD and suicide rates, and there have been sev-
eral spectacular cases of disturbed veteransin the news, including a soldier who murdered three comrades
and two counselors at an Army mental health clinic in Baghdad; that attack occurred in May 2009 while
Dr. Holloway was reviewing our research plan.”® He directed us to the relevant literature where we
learned that nearly 20 percent of veterans returning from Irag develop symptoms of PTSD and nearly ten
percent of those returning from Afghanistan are affected.”* We also learned that suffering a physical
injury increases the likelihood of developing PTSD and experiencing a loss of consciousness, even
briefly, greatly increases the probability of developing symptoms. Several studies concerning the psy-
chological consequences of war show a clear association between combat exposure and PTSD, with
greater exposure correlated with greater incidences of the disorder.”® Dr. Holloway's concerns about
triggering symptoms of PTSD by interviewing veterans came as a surprise, but they reflect a serious
problem that is likely to continue for many years; his comments and guidance are appreciated.

3 This coincidence of events might explain his question concerning the measures that are planned to ensure the
physical safety of the interviewer (i.e., the principal investigator).

4 We believe the differential rates to be the result of greater exposure to |EDsin Iraq than in Afghanistan and hypo-
thesize that the rate of PTSD among veterans returning from Afghanistan will increase in response to the Taliban’s
increased use of IEDs and suicide bombers, beginning in 2007.

1> See for example, Stephen J. Cozza, “Combat Exposure and PTSD,” PTSD Research Quarterly, Vol. 16, No. 1,
Winter, 2005 (pages 1-3).
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We eventually received an exemption from the Army HSRRB and were authorized to conduct
interviews. However, veterans with considerable combat experience compose the category of individuals
we had intended to interview, but they also form the category at greatest risk of PTSD. We remained
concerned about the possibility of causing discomfort or long term harm to volunteers, despite our good
intentions and the authorization to proceed. For this reason, we restructured the interview protocol,

abandoned the plan to ask about specific firefights, and focused instead on the following four questions
that are central to the study.

In your experience...
1) What factors contributed to casualties during firefights?
2) What factors contributed to survival during firefights?

3) Did you possess skills or knowledge prior to your first firefight that contributed to
your survival? If yes, please explain.

4) Did you learn anything during your first few firefights that helped you survive
later engagements? If yes, please explain.

The managers of the Battle Command Knowledge System (BCKS) at Fort Leavenworth agreed to
post the questions and an invitation to be interviewed on the discussion boards, or forums, that are
accessed through the BCK S website. More than 168,000 military personnel are members of one or more
of the BCK S online forums (e.g., NCO Net, Protection Net). The response to the postings was less than
we had hoped it would be, but the qualifications of those who did respond and the utility of the insights,
observations, and technica information they provided were outstanding. Most of the respondents were
NCOs, including two highly-experienced Command Sergeants Magjor, but the sample of subject matter
experts (SMES) aso included lieutenants and field grade officers. The results of the content analysis of
interview data and answers to the four research questions are provided in following section of this report.

US Army Combined Arms Center
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[y rr— == ” NCO's - DARPA needs your input on research into surviving a firefight!

* -' e Ctmects L The four questions that are central to this DARFPA study are:
L

2
Browss Popular Tags

admin aighanista apft 'L

AT e class EMAIL YOUR RESPONSES TO THE

" " FOUR STUDY QUESTIONS DIRECTLY TO DR STUSTER
culture_awareness 1 »
deployment  educs forms .

leadership
maintain
DARPA STUDY POC

microsofl_software NGO Jack Shsstor, Pho, CPE

e SOP 1 training 2

Invitation to participate in the study posted on the BCKS NCO Net Forum.
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SECTION 3: RESULTS

Study results are presented in three categories. 1) Statistical Analysis of the Firefight Database;
2) Observations and Recommendations of Subject Matter Experts; and 3) Survival Tips and Suggestions.

STATISTICAL ANALYSISOF THE FIREFIGHT DATABASE

Results of preliminary analyses were reported in the previous section to characterize the database
and assess measures of internal validity. The following paragraphs present the results of a detailed inter-
rogation of the data to test the study’s primary hypotheses and identify any data-driven lessons-learned
and other correlations that have operational or training implications.

CASUALTY AND SURVIVAL RATES

Except as noted, statistical treatment of casualties does not differentiate among KIA, WIA, POW
or MIA. Most of the few POW/MIASs noted in the accounts selected for inclusion in the database were
killed by the insurgent forces or died of wounds. Doubtless, a significant number of those noted as WIA
in the accounts succumbed to wounds after evacuation, although many returned to duty. All casualties
were counted as a loss of force strength in calculation of survival ratios (force size after-combat divided
by initial force size, an inverse casualty ratio). Survival rates were chosen as an analytic measure rather
than casualty ratesto better reflect the purpose of the research.

The database includes 23,881 western-force combatant exposures (sum of own-force sizes).
Overal, the database’ s 208 firefights had an average survival ratio of 90 percent; 64 percent of firefights
in the database had casualties and an average force survival ratio of 84 percent. The database tallied 1,901
casualties with 646 known dead; these numbers include indigenous alied forces fighting under western-
force leadership. These local alied forces were incorporated in statistical treatments whenever the chron-
iclers specifically included them in the narrations' discussions of force strength, casualties, experience
and other pertinent analytic measures. A majority of these allied casualties were incurred in a few large,
violent and prolonged encounters.

The 20 cases included in the database from the Vietnam War were especially severe with an over-
al survival ratio of 77 percent and the 14 firefights with casualties had an average surviva ratio of only
67 percent. These included the 1965 battle of the la Drang with 200 US casualties and the 1968 battle at
Lang Ve with 21 US and 275 Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) casualties.

Of the 72 firefights from Afghanistan, 56 percent had western-force casualties: 53 percent of the
43 Soviet firefights and 59 percent of the 29 US and Canadian battles. The Soviet’s overall firefight sur-
vival ratio of 96 percent is higher than the US and Canadian's 90 percent, but differences between
Soviets and North Americans' doctrine and tactics make direct comparisons problematic. Of the 116 fire-
fights in the database from Irag, 70 percent had western-force casualties with an average survival ratio of
85 percent and an overall survival ratio of 90 percent. Unitsin the third or fourth firefights had the lowest
survival ratios; for US and Allied units in Iraq and Afghanistan, those minimum ratios were 74 and 66
percent, respectively.

SEALSs, Special Forces, Airborne, Rangers, Scouts, Snipers, Recces, Recon and Spetznaz were
included in the analytic category “ Special Operations Forces,” accounting for 24 percent of the database
with an average survival rate of 86 percent; 59 percent of Specia Operations Forces firefights had
casualties, as did 41 percent of non-SOF s firefights; corresponding averaged survival ratios were 75 per-
cent and 87 percent in those firefights with casualties.

EXPERIENCE

Previous firefight experience of involved combatants was a primary operationa variable in the
analysis in order to determine if soldiers and Marines who survived their first few firefights possess some
form of enhanced long-term survivability in a combat environment. Western Force participantsin 15 per-
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cent of cases in the database had no previous firefight experience, athough some of them had encoun-
tered sniping, indirect fire, mines or IEDs before their initial exchanges of fire with enemy forces; 105 of
the actions involved participants with four or fewer previous firefights and 103 had five or more. The
average previous-experience was 7.5 firefights and the median rank was four; 19 percent of US and allied
forces had no previous firefight experience. The 165 US and Allied Force cases had an average previous-
experience of 6.9 firefights and also had a median rank of four.

TABLE 3
PREVIOUS FIREFIGHT EXPERIENCE
Cumulative
Experience Category Number of Cases Per centage of Database Per centage
No previous firefights 32 15% 15%
1 previous firefight 18 9% 24%
2 previous firefights 19 9% 33%
3 previous firefights 17 8% 41%
4 previous firefights 19 9% 50%
5-7 previous firefights 22 11% 61%
8-10 previous firefight 20 10% 71%
11-14 previous firefights 21 10% 81%
15-19 previous firefights 17 8% 89%
20 or more previous firefights _23 11% 100%
208

A quarter of the 20 cases included in the database from the Vietnam War had no previous fire-
fight experience; 60 percent had survived five or more previous firefights and were primarily Naval Spe-
cial Warfare personnel. The median value was eight previous engagements for al Vietnam firefights.

Participants in the 29 US/Canadian forces engagements in Afghanistan had a median prior-
experience level of three firefights and 69 percent had four or fewer. Eight of the nine US SOF cases and
12 of 20 non-SOF engagements in Afghanistan had fewer than five previous firefights. The experience
levels of Soviet engagements in the database were much higher, with two-thirds having survived five or
more previous firefights.

The average prior-firefight experience of the 116 accounts of US and allied forces in Iragq was 6.6
with 16 percent having no previous combat experience. One third had experience levels of two or fewer, a
third had three to seven and a third had eight or more previous firefights. Personnel in half of the 20
analyzed engagements by SOFs in Iraq had experienced four or fewer previous firefights.

MIssION OUTCOME

During the encoding process, units in the 208 firefights included in the database were evaluated
for accomplishment of assigned missions. Numeric ratings were: one — strongly negative, two — dightly
negative, three — neutral, four — dightly positive, and five — strongly positive. Fractional ratings were not
used. While leaders of the engaged units would likely rate their success more highly, evaluations were
based on the textual accounts, which quite consistently described mission aobjectives and commander’s
intentions. A rating of three was generally assigned for a successful mission, fours or fives to successful
missions with higher degrees of exploitation or notable achievements despite operational and environ-
mental impediments. Ratings of two indicated clearly serious deficiencies in mission accomplishment.
The rarely used rating of one denoted failure: missions impossible, improvident or profoundly ill fated.
We believe that the low incidence of such outcomes in the database reflects battlefield realities rather than
alack of knowledgeable survivorsto report on them.
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The average of the database's 208 mission outcome ratings was 3.42. Combatant units with four
or fewer previous firefights averaged 3.17 while those with five or more previous engagements had aver-
age mission outcome ratings of 3.67. Similarly, units taking casualties averaged 3.23 and those without
casudties 3.77. The averages for the cross categories were: less experienced and taking casualties, 2.94;
less experienced and not taking casualties, 3.56; more experienced and taking casualties, 3.51; and more
experienced units not taking casualties, 4.00.

An interna appraisal of analytic methods raised a question concerning the independence of the
involved units mission-outcome ratings from their survival rates. Subsequent review of the outcome
ratings validated their objectivity. While the abilities of units sustaining casualties to accomplish assign-
ments are clearly degraded, their levels of prior combat experience are more accurate predictors of mis-
sion success than are corresponding casualty measures.

It is not surprising that the database indicates that smaller units are less able to take casualties and
achieve high ratings of mission success than larger units. Smaller units were found to be more successful
than larger in Afghanistan and for the Special Operations units, while larger units had the higher mission
success ratings in the Iraq firefights. Likewise, the success ratings of platoons and smaller units improved
more strongly with greater experience than did the ratings of larger formations.

Figure 1 illustrates the relationships among previous firefight experience, survival rate, and mis-
sion outcome ratings. The figure shows that mission outcome improves dramatically during units' fourth
firefight (i.e., three previous firefights in the figure), while survival rate improves during the fifth
engagement (i.e., four previous firefights). All subsets of the data (e.g., US, US and Allies, Afghanistan,
Irag, SOF, Non-SOF) produced similar results, with both measures trending upward with combat
experience after the third and fourth firefights. The subsequent dips in these measures might be explained
by the assignment of increasingly difficult missions to experienced units or by complacency.

Figure 1. Average Survival Rates & Mission Outcome Ratings
by Previous Firefight Experience - 208 Firefights
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The number of accounts with sufficient detail to evaluate the effect of prior casualties on a unit’s
later survival rates or combat effectiveness was small. However, several of these few narratives suggest
that prior firefight experience involving casualties may be associated with increased proficiency and
higher survival rates. Future research should investigate this possible relationship between the severity of
early firefight experience and later measures of effectiveness and survivability.
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OPERATIONAL VARIABLES
Seven operational variables also were rated using the five-point scale. The variables and selected
average values within the database are listed in Table 4.

TABLE4
OPERATIONAL VARIABLES AND AVERAGE RATINGS
Physical Mental
Condition Condition Intelligence
Within-Unit Outside (fatigue, thirst, (emotions,  (enemy, terrain, Personal Unit
Comm. Comm. hunger, health) morale, fear, etc.) civilians, etc.) Preparation Training
All208 Firefights 339 324 387 4,01 2.49 4.00 3.65
3.52 Avg
US & Alliesin
Afghanistan 3.52 3.24 412 414 2.45 3.97 3.52
29 FFs, 3.56 Avg
US & Alliesin Irag
116 FFs, 3.60 Avg 3.46 2.96 4.10 4.28 2.40 4.28 3.75
Sovietsin
Afghanistan 3.07 3.05 3.07 3.00 2.63 3.09 3.09
43 FFs, 3.00 Avg

The average of all operational variable ratings for 208 firefights was 3.52, with a median rating of
3.0 (41 percent of ratings). Physical/mental condition and personal preparation ratings had median values
of four. In only eight cases did assessment of the textual accounts warrant less than nomina ratings
(values of 1 or 2) of these variables, likely reflecting genuinely high standards of fithess and individual
training as well as the narrators personal regard for the combatants. The communications and unit-
training ratings had medians of 3.0. The quality of intelligence was notably low with a median rating of 2.
Only rarely did the narrators comment positively on the contributions of operational or tactical intelli-
gence, while many commented negatively.

Special Operations units had averaged operational-variable ratings of 3.85 and non-Special
Operations units 3.35. Smaller units had marginally higher averaged ratings than larger, while US and
Allied units had significantly higher averaged ratings than did Soviet units. Averaged operational-variable
ratings for units in engagements with western-force casualties did not show a significant difference from
those without, nor did the averaged ratings of US and Allied units show significant differences between
the Asian theatres of operations.

Relationships among the operationa-variable ratings, previous firefight experience, mission
accomplishment rat| ngs and surV|vaI rates were closely examined. All of the operational-variable rank-
T ings displayed generally rising trends when plotted

against previous-firefight experience. Except for the
intelligence-quality ranking, they exhibited pro-
nounced downward inflections to minima at the one
or two previous-firefight level of experience. When
partitioned by the number of previous firefights, both
the rating of intelligence quality and the average of
all seven operational-variable ratings within each
subset showed some correlation with outcome ratings
that generally increased in significance with in-
creased previousfirefight experience. No strong
associations between the operational-variable ratings

Returning Fire, Pech Valley, Afghanistan and survival rates were found.
November 2009
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BATTLE AND ENVIRONMENTAL VARIABLES

Records in the firefight database include fields for encoding battle variables: hostile activity, wea-
pons used, friendly mission and battle activities, initiating action and time, duration, environmental
variables, civilian presence/lhuman terrain consequences and the tactical effects of rules-of-engagement.
Detailed analysis of these factors was limited to the 145 entries for US and allied forces' engagementsin
Iraq and Afghanistan (i.e., excluding the Soviet firefights and those by US forcesin Vietnam).

Rarely were the narrators of firefight accounts critical of rules-of-engagement (ROE) and then
only because of apparently conflicting emphasis by senior commanders. Only infrequently did the authors
guote dialogue of participants reproachful of these ROEs. However, when confronted with shoot/no-shoot
predicaments, individuals and small units described in the narratives adopted moderate interpretations,
choosing to minimize collateral casualties and damage at some possibly increased risk to their personal
safety. The general lack of specific commentary on rules-of-engagement in the accounts combined with
numerous references to the presence, or possible presence, of civilians seems to indicate that the rules are
well internalized and simply regarded as the way we fight, regardless of any tactical advantage they may
give our opponents.

It is troublingly that only a few of the accounts mentioned explicit human terrain cultivation and
exploitation in connection with tactical actions. The scarcity of reference seems mostly due to a genera-
lized disconnect between formal intelligence processes and small unit activities during early operations in
Iraq and Afghanistan. Firefights from this period are more prevalent in the database than later encounters
fought with more sophisticated anti-insurgency methods and better linguist/interpreter support.

Hostile staged attacks or ambushes were the most common initiating activity, starting 115 of the
145 firefights since 2001 in the database. They were noted in 84percent of the 98 engagements with
friendly casualties and in 70 percent of the 47 firefights without own-force casualties. Only about a third
of these were classified as surprise encounters, mostly occurring during movement-to-contact and search
and clear operations that composed 47 percent and 38 percent respectively of the firefights with own force
casualties and 38 percent and 30 percent of those without friendly casualties; 446 of the 982 casualties
were associated with movement-to-contact or search and clear operations. Only five encounters with
insurgents in transit and two ambushes by US and Allied forces were noted as resulting in firefights. One
sixth of the accounts involved units responding to firefights in progress as reinforcements or quick-
response forces.

US or Allied forces assaulted enemy positionsin 44 percent of the firefights with friendly casual-
ties and in 49 percent of the firefights without casualties. It is notable that only 38 percent of the assaults
were conducted by units classified as having three or fewer previous firefights while the remaining 62
percent were by more experienced units. The less experienced units were involved in 47 percent of the
encounters and sustained 68 percent of the 982 friendly-force casualties, which might also be related to
the duration of their engagements; the average firefight duration for units in their fourth or earlier battle
was over six and a half hours with a median of two hours. In contrast, unitsin their fifth or later firefights
averaged less than three and a half hours with a median duration of only 60 minutes. However, it should
be noted that variancein firefight duration was substantial .

The time of firefight initiation had little analytic value other than to illustrate insurgent forces
aversion to fighting at night, although engagements initiated during darkness were dightly less likely to
result in own-force casualties than those started in daylight hours. Perhaps more relevant to training issues
was a comparison of the battlefield terrains with the corresponding shares of casualties; 63 percent of the
engagements by US and Allied forces in Iraq and Afghanistan included in the database were fought in
urban settings and accounted for 50 percent of the casualties. The six percent of engagements in suburban
areas resulted in four percent of the casualties, and in rural terrain 22 percent of the fights produced 17
percent of the casualties. The most notable result of this particular analysisis that the nine percent of fire-
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fights conducted in mountainous terrain produced thirty percent of the casualties. While many of the early
engagements in Afghanistan and Northern Iraq were contested by large and relatively inexperienced
forces in mountainous terrain, their disproportionate share of casualties is as troubling as our forces
prowess in urban combat is heartening.

Enemy weaponry noted in the database varies little among the firefights with and without own-
force casualties and only dlightly between the Iraq and Afghan theatres. No clear associations among sur-
vival ratios or mission outcomes and weapons encountered were noted. Small arms and rocket propelled
grenades were the mainstays of opposition weaponry, respectively present in about 92 percent and 74
percent of al firefights. Heavy weapons, generally machine guns, were used in 53 percent of the encoun-
ters, more so in Iragq (57 percent) than in Afghanistan (38 percent). Mortar fire was encountered in about
29 percent of the firefights with little difference between theatres or other partitions of the data set. Sniper
fire was reported in 58 of the 145 accounts, in 41 percent of the Iraq firefights and 34 percent of those in
Afghanistan. Opposition sniping was noted in 42 percent of firefights with own-force casualties but in
only 36 percent of those without casualties, accentuating the need for effective counter-sniping when it is
encountered.

CASUALTY AND SURVIVAL FACTORS

The encoding process included identifying the factors that contributed to casudties during the
134 firefights in the database in which own-force personnel were killed and/or wounded, and identifying
factors that contributed to survival during all 208 engagements. Brief descriptions were entered in text
fields appended to the records. More than one factor could be assigned, but only explicit or clearly
contributing factors were listed. For this reason, no casualty factors were recorded for 12 of the 134
firefights with casualties, and no clear survival factors could be identified for four of the 208 cases.
Simple tallies were made to assembl e the data presented in the foll owing tables.

Table 5 lists the numbers of factors recorded in the database by theater of operation and shows
totals of 163 casualty factors and 413 survival factors. Tables 6 and 7 list the casualty and survival
factors, respectively, also by theater, in descending order of total frequency; values are expressed as the
percentage of the total number of factorsin a category.

TABLES
CASUALTY AND SURVIVAL FACTORS FROM THE DATABASE OF 208 FIREFIGHT ACCOUNTS
us US & Allies Soviets US &
Category Vietnam Afghanistan Afghanistan Allieslrag  Total
Own Force Casualty Factors 20 25 19 99 163
Own Force Survival Factors 36 76 70 231 413

Table 6 lists the 25 casualty factors identified during the review of firefight accounts and shows
the most frequently-assigned factors to be Enemy fire superiority, Poor use of cover or concealment, and
Lack of situational awareness; these three factors account for 57 percent of casualty factor assignments.
Other notable but less frequent factors include Poor own-force tactics, Insufficient armor (primarily
unarmored Humvees), and Friendly fire. Each of these three factors contributed to casualtiesin nine or ten
separate engagements, representing approximately six percent each of the total number of casualty factors
recorded and seven percent of the 134 firefights with casualties. The percentages seem small, but refer to
the total number of casualties in the database, not the number of engagements with casualties. That is, a
factor listed in seven percent of firefights is estimated to have contributed to approximately 133 of the
1,901 casudlties in the database, one-third of which (approximately 46) would have been KIA. Even a
factor that appears only once in the database, such as Lack of water, is estimated to be a contributing
factor to 14 casualties among the 1,901 total (i.e., afrequency of oneis alittle more than seven-tenths of a
percent of the 134 firefights with casualties in the database; .0075 x 1,901 = 14.25 casualties).

-18-



Capturing Insights From Firefights to Improve Training Section 3: Results

Table 7 lists the 25 survival factors identified during the review of firefight accounts and shows
the most frequently-assigned factors to be Fire superiority/suppressing fire, Cover/conceament, and Fire
and maneuver; these factors were listed for 77, 73, and 68 of the engagements, respectively, and together
account for 53 percent of survival factor assignments. Other notable but less frequent factors include
Body armor (i.e., persona protective gear), Armored vehicles (in support of infantry), Surprise, and Poor
enemy marksmanship. For example, Body armor was listed as having contributed to individual survival
during 27 of the 208 engagements in the database and Poor enemy marksmanship was an explicit factor in
19 firefights.

Note: Luck (good and bad) was listed as a contributing factor to both casualties and survival.
However, only afew of thefirefightsin which this factor emerged were so encoded. We were obligated to
acknowledge luck, but chose to limit its representation to avoid trivialization of the analysis.*

TABLE 6
CASUALTY FACTORS FROM THE DATABASE OF 208 FIREFIGHT ACCOUNTS
us US & Allies Soviets US &
Own Force Casualty Factors Vietnam Afghanistan Afghanistan Allieslrag  Total
Enemy fireffire superiority 35% 8% 16% 30% 26%
Poor cover/conceal ment 10% 24% 16% 18% 18%
Lack of situational awareness/Complacency 5% 12% 21% 13% 13%
Poor own force tactics 0% 0% 11% 8% 6%
Insufficient armor (on Humvees & LAV'S) 0% 0% 5% 9% 6%
Friendly Fire 0% 12% 11% 4% 6%
Ambush 5% 8% 0% 3% 4%
IED 0% 8% 5% 2% 3%
Good enemy position/skill 0% 0% 0% 5% 3%
Hot LZ/Helo crash 5% 0% 11% 0% 2%
Bad luck/lucky shot 0% 0% 0% 3% 2%
Poor defensive position 10% 0% 0% 0% 1%
Poor Intel 10% 0% 0% 0% 1%
Lack of combined arms assets 0% 0% 0% 2% 1%
No body armor 0% 8% 0% 0% 1%
VBIED 5% 4% 0% 0% 1%
Claymore/Mine 10% 0% 0% 0% 1%
Poor command & control 0% 4% 0% 0% 1%
Poor operational security 0% 0% 5% 0% 1%
Faulty weapon 5% 0% 0% 0% 1%
Hand to hand 0% 4% 0% 0% 1%
Lack of water 0% 0% 0% 1% 1%
Lack of mine-clearing equipment & training 0% 4% 0% 0% 1%
Sniper 0% 4% 0% 0% 1%
Enemy use of NVGs 0% 0% 0% 1% 1%
100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

16« A running man shoots a burst into a moving Humvee. Why do some miss? Why do some hit? Why a flesh wound
and not afemoral artery? Aim and skill have nothing to do with it. The difference between life and death out hereis
seconds and millimeters — the sacred geometry of chance.” (One Bullet Away, p. 281)

-19-



Capturing Insights From Firefights to Improve Training Section 3: Results

TABLE7
SURVIVAL FACTORS FROM THE DATABASE OF 208 FIREFIGHT ACCOUNTS
us US & Allies Soviets US&
Own Force Survival Factors Vietnam Afghanistan Afghanistan Allieslrag  Total
Fire superiority/Suppressing fire 6% 16% 19% 22% 19%
Cover /conceal ment 25% 22% 23% 13% 18%
Fire & Maneuver 25% 20% 7% 17% 16%
Body armor 0% 5% 0% 10% 7%
Armor 3% 7% 7% 6% 6%
Surprise 22% 1% 13% 0% 5%
Poor enemy marksmanship 0% 3% 0% 7% 5%
Supporting fires (including air support) 8% 9% 9% 0% 4%
Poor enemy organization 0% 3% 3% 5% 4%
First Aid 0% 5% 0% 3% 3%
Good leadership 0% 1% 1% 2% 1%
Teamwork 3% 0% 0% 2% 1%
Heavy weapons 0% 3% 0% 1% 1%
Fast MEDEVAC 0% 0% 0% 2% 1%
NVGs 0% 1% 0% 1% 1%
Dispersion 0% 0% 1% 1% 1%
Situational Awareness 0% 0% 0% 2% 1%
Good tactics 0% 0% 1% 1% 1%
Good defensive position 0% 0% 4% 0% 1%
Audacity 0% 0% 3% 0% 1%
Fire discipline 8% 0% 0% 0% 1%
Marksmanship 0% 1% 0% 0% 0%
Quick Reaction Force 0% 0% 3% 0% 0%
Sacrifice by comrade 0% 0% 1% 0% 0%
Luck 0% 0% 0% 1% 0%
100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Squad Automatic Weapons (SAWS)
Helmand Province, Afghanistan, July 2009

L ESSONS L EARNED
Table 8 ligts the lessons that were derived from the 208 firefight accounts in the database. Only
lessons that were explicitly identified by authors of the accounts were recorded.
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TABLE8
LESSONS LEARNED FROM THE DATABASE OF 208 FIREFIGHT ACCOUNTS

Explicit Lessons L earned Number of Reports

Use recon, route, & flanking security.

Develop aplan (aplan can negate an enemy advantage).
Return fire promptly & keep shooting.

Recon before entering (anything).

Remain vigilant at all times; complacency kills.

Use speed & surprise.

Use cover & concealment (and know the difference).
Competency & initiative can be decisive factors (e.g., marksmanship, planning).
Take quick action on perishable intel.

Tracer rounds reveal your position.

Keep moving (it is harder to hit a moving target).

Training & rehearsal are critical (e.g., fire & maneuver, battle drills).
Lax operational security can be disastrous.

Use deception to confuse the enemy.

Disperse the force.

Dig for defense.

Plan routes carefully; avoid reusing routes.

Take initiative, decisive action.

Pin enemy when contacted, and then maneuver quickly.
Usearmor & air assets.

Adapt to changing conditions.

The enemy uses terrain skillfully.

Use flanking force.

Use blocking force.

Blocking forces must provide their own defense.

Do not isolate small forces.

Use combined arms assets.

Use artillery.

Use very heavy fires to soften an occupied LZ.

Never quit.

Avoid mud.

Do not trust bozos.

Trust your support (air).

Bring your own fire support.

Carry and use grenades.

Lead with grenades.

Extra medical training saves|lives.

Casualty handling is difficult with MRAPS.

Good radios are a must.

Bring equipment and water.

Heavy loads slow movement.

Monitor chokepoints.

Unarmored vehicles are vulnerable on patrol.

Do not hand clear buildings when demo & D9s are available.
Reclear buildings when exposed ("destroyed" buildings can till harbor the enemy).
Bounding overwatches work; slow air/arty calls do not.
Encirclement & massive firepower are not entirely adequate.
Combine conventional forces' firepower & SOF intel with planning, speed & initiative.
Newbie fires often are ineffective and can be dangerous.
Police your trash; be prudent.

Do not pick up souvenirs.
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The most-frequently reported lessons learned during the 208 firefights in our database address the
importance of maintaining situational awareness; the admonitions concerning reconnaissance, remaining
alert, and complacency all relate to the criticality of this factor to individua survival and mission success.
Other salient lessons address the requirement to use cover and concealment effectively and the advantages
of responding promptly with suppressing and well-aimed fire and movement. Learning the value of
mission planning, deception, and the element of surprise also are among the most frequently-mentioned
lessons reported in the firefight accounts. The importance of training and rehearsal is the most notable of
the lessons because it was mentioned in five of the accounts and, more important, training and rehearsa
are prerequisites to implementing all of the most frequently recommended skills and abilities.

Most of the lessonslisted in the table were reported only once in the 208 firefight accounts and 73
percent of the lessons were reported in fewer than five accounts. These less-frequently mentioned and
one-time lessons primarily concern specific tactical issues (e.g., Blocking forces must provide their own
defense) and genera advice (e.g., Avoid mud). All 51 of the lessons listed are sufficiently noteworthy to
have been stated explicitly in at least one of the 208 written accounts that compose the firefight database.

EXAMPLES FROM THE FIREFIGHT ACCOUNTS

Passages from firefight accounts included in the database are reproduced below and inserted as
footnotes, where appropriate, to illustrate some of the lessons learned and key survival factors identified
by the analysis.

Situational Awareness

We learned a lesson on this operation: we were just too complacent. It’s been so quiet
in and around the city that we let our guard down. We walked right by where those guys
were hiding...In this game you have to always be on the alert. You can take nothing for
granted, and you have to be professional at all times. (Sheriff of Ramadi, p. 218)

At one point, one of Sarwar’s men stooped to reload in front of a small six-inch opening
in a mud wall and was shot in the stomach by a Taliban soldier. The man looked up in
surprise and went tumbling down the wall into the fort. (Horse Soldiers p. 332)

One of our guys decided to reload. He was supposed to get down, switch magazines,
and stand up when his gun was back in action. For some reason, he froze and decided to
do it right there, and he got shot. (Heroes Among Us, p. 226)

Convoy driving requires a tremendous amount of mental concentration. Every vehicle is
suspect. How do you know? There are combat indicators, yes, but how do you really
know? A forty-kilometer drive can exhaust you, mentally. You must be ready at all
times, ready for the unexpected. (Outside the Wire, p. 253-254)

Training

He [Colbert] confesses to me that he had absolutely no feeling going through the city.
He almost seems disturbed by this. “It was just like training,” he says. “I just loaded and
fired my weapon from muscle memory. | wasn’t even aware what my hands were
doing.” (Generation Kill, p. 143)

Killing and destroying had not yet become routine. Reconnaissance units train to collect
information and report it back to combat commanders, who generally oversee most of
the destruction. So when the trucks drove over the hill, the teams fell back on their
training: instead of firing, they reported what they saw. | listened to meticulous
descriptions of the trucks on the radio and wondered why no one at the front was
shooting. (One Bullet Away, p. 196)
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Everything you do in combat has to be second nature. You do not have time to stop and
think about what’s next in the process. You can’t pull out a book and look up the answer
or ask a buddy what to do next. The one second that you stop to think about what’s
going on could cost someone their life. In the heat of battle, that one split-second
decision could cost a life or save a life. (Heroes Among Us, p. 178)

In our world, basic tasks have to be repeatedly rehearsed in conditions mimicking
predicted combat scenarios as faithfully as possible. For example, you can never be sure
which small detail might mean the difference between exiting a vehicle caught in an
enemy ambush kill zone in two seconds or in ten. That kind of time differential can be
fatal. Where is the door handle on the seven-ton truck? Do you have to pull it up or
down to get out? ... Once all the little questions have been answered, those answers
must be practiced again and again until they become muscle memory... | became
amazed at how much my men would tolerate if someone just took the time to explain
the why of it all to them. (Joker One, p. 71)

As a company commander, | couldn’t have dreamed of anything better than this, taking
my unit into combat. It was the Super Bowl, and | wanted to be there. | had a young
organization but we were well trained. After numerous training exercises at Fort
Stewart and a solid National Training Center rotation at Fort Irwin, California, we could
make a plan, prepare for combat, and execute the plan almost instantly if we had to.
When you throw in the confidence that comes with that training, it’s easy to get excited
about doing your job. Of course, there’s apprehension too. (Heroes Among Us, p. 111)

SEALs train incessantly for this kind of confrontation — up-close shooting, engaging
multiple targets, shifting from their primary weapon, a rifle or submachine gun, to their
secondary weapon, a pistol sidearm. They drill in these shooting situations in different
scenarios and situations, shifting from primary to secondary and back, over and over. “I
didn’t have time to think about it,” Chief Dale told me. “My primary [weapon] was gone
before | got a round off. The rest was instinct and training. | knew | had to get to my
pistol and there it was, in my hand and | was shooting.” (Sheriff of Ramadi, p. 183-4)

Man, first time | got shot at, | didn’t even know how to respond. It was like it wasn’t
real. | kept thinking, they’re firing at me? They’re firing at me? It was crazy. | had to
remind myself what to do, even though we’ve practiced it a hundred times. Poking your
head around some cover to return fire is the scariest fucking thing in the world, you
know? (Blood Makes the Grass Grow Green, p. 199)

His Marines had spent months training for legitimate target identification. They didn’t
want to fire on unarmed civilians, so they had been taught to zero in on hands to look
for signs of weapons. (Ambush Alley, p. 109-10)

The best way to keep men alive on the battlefield is to instill in [each one] a decisive
mind that can quickly separate the crucial from the irrelevant, synthesize the output,
and use this intelligence to create little bubbles of order in the all-out chaos that is war.
(Joker One, p. 44)

The thing that really paid off for me was having done a lot of my hand-to-hand-combat
training in gear. | fought a lot of guys with my full gear on. A lot of people will do combat
training slick, without gear. But you gotta fight with your kit on to make it more realistic.
(Heroes Among Us, p. 19)
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For him, it’s all too much stimulus to process. Riding shotgun in a vehicle with no roof or
door or armor of any kind, seeing the wall of fire he is about to drive into, his mind goes
blank. Muscle memory takes over. He hunches over his M-4 in what he calls the
“gangsta curl” and begins shooting. (Generation Kill, p. 139)

The U.S. soldiers needed no order from their platoon leaders or me [a Canadian Army
Colonel]; they immediately spread out into two squad lines and began to advance, firing
all their weaponry into the enemy. The exchange of fire was about even, but the
enemy’s passed over our heads whilst ours found the mark. The swift action of the
American infantrymen—a result of many hours of battle-drill training and the efficiency
of the sergeants (all now four-year veterans with multiple tours in Afghanistan and
Irag)—was very effective. The enemy fire slackened. (Outside the Wire, p. 154)

Cover and Concealment

And then | notice Sergeant Riley and the others staring at me. Have | been shot? What
the hell are they looking at me for? | check my body for bullet wound. | don’t think I've
been shot. But then | could have just been so excited at getting shot at that | didn’t
realize I'd been shot. And then | noticed that the cover I’'m hiding behind is a haystack. A
bullet rips through the haystack by my face, sending little bits of hay floating gently to
the earth. | make another mental note to myself: next time hide behind something solid.
(Blood Makes the Grass Grow Green, p. 204)

My safety was off, and | was ready to fire. But | didn’t. None of us did. Orange tracers as
big as beer bottles were zipping right over our heads, but we knew [the Iraqis] couldn’t
see our camouflaged bodies. If we fired back, it was sure to bring a hail of devastating
fire directly into us. (Never Fight Fair, p. 318)

Remaining Calm

Our immediate reaction was to drop to the ground and start shooting. | was so tense at
that moment that after the second shot, | realized | was firing into the dirt. | told myself,
Calm down, calm down. | waited for the one guy to pop up and | shot him. | waited for
the other guy to pop up and | shot him. At this point | was telling myself, I’'m good now. |
can do this. | just have to remain calm. (Heroes Among Us, p. 234)

We have a saying that calmness breeds calmness. He [the air force combat controller]
just stayed calm because he didn’t want the pilots to know the peril we were in,
because then they’d amp up and make mistakes. (Heroes Among Us, p. 243)

| ran over to the first Humvee that arrived, expecting to see my familiar ETT soldiers.
Instead, when | yanked open the door, a burly, unshaven Special Forces major stepped
out. Surprised at this unexpected passenger, | inadvertently blurted out, “Who the hell
are you?” “I'm Major White with Task Force Paladin. What’s the situation here?” He
coolly responded. “We’ve been surrounded and taking heavy fire for two hours.”
“Surrounded?” A look of amusement rose on his face. “I love being surrounded!” The
QRF group, unofficially led by this Special Forces major, instantly changed the whole
mood and morale of our ANA forces. (Welcome to Afghanistan: Send More Ammo, p.30)

Contrary to popular opinion, a person does not function better under an adrenalin rush.
If anything, it causes rash thinking and unnecessarily snap decisions. Reflexes do not
speed up; they just appear to. Keeping cool in combat allows for clear thinking and well-
placed shots. The key to survival is making the enemy lose his cool and then exploiting
the weaknesses that unfold as a consequence. (Combat 101, p. 4)
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Equipment

They [the Marines] send up flares at the slightest hint of contact and bathe our neigh-
borhood in brilliant white light. This is the last thing we want. We’re fine operating in
the dark; we all have night-vision goggles. But the Marines issue them only to their
leadership. We own the night; the Marines rent it. (House to House, p. 199)

Yeah, we were fighting on a roof near the cemetery when an AK round must have
caught my Kevlar at an angle. Look here, you can see the divot it made in the thing.
Anyway, | fell over—must’'ve been knocked out. | woke up and found my Marines
dragging me off the roof, screaming that | had been killed. Man, were they surprised
when | jumped up and told them | was okay. (Joker One, p. 177)

...most people don’t go down when you shoot them with one of our little .223 bullets.
(Joker One, p. 6)

We keep our first-aid kits on our left sides because, you can’t waste time hunting for a
Marine’s tourniquet when he’s spurting blood out of a severed artery. (Joker One, p. 43)

“One thing | learned as a sniper,” he told me while riveting an ammo rack to a Humvee,
“is that nothing in the world’s as useless as ammo just out of reach.” (One Bullet Away,
p. 166)

We did what every infantryman in history has had to do in combat: We improvised.
“Semper Gumby,” as Chuck joked. Always Flexible. Problem: How do you put a machine
gun on a Toyota? Solution: Strap it to the top of the cab with cargo ties. Problem: No
armor. Solution: Drive faster. (The Unforgiving Minute, p. 230)

Important safety lesson: When picking up a newly fired enemy rocket warhead base,
allow proper time for cooling or handle it with gloves. | filed that one away with other
lessons learned the hard way. (Joker One, p. 4)

Initial Reaction to Combat

In my case, hearing and sight become almost disconnected. | see more muzzle flashes
next to the vehicle but don’t hear them. In the seat beside me, Trombley fires 300
rounds from his machine gun. Ordinarily, if someone were firing a machine gun that
close to you, it would be deafening. His gun seems to whisper. (Generation Kill, p. 138)

My mouth felt dry and gummy. Everything seemed to pass in a blur. | thought of war
stories that talked about hyperclarity in combat, seeing every blade of grass and feeling
colors more intensely than ever before. But for me, whole city blocks faded into a gray
fuzz. | feared | was processing information too slowly, seeing only one of every ten
things | should. | felt shortchanged. | wanted hyperclarity, too. (One Bullet Away, p. 204)

We laughed. Combat slides emotion so far up the scale that amusing events become
hilarious. Sometimes, in mid-firefight, | would see Marines laughing maniacally. (One
Bullet Away, p. 206)

| never acquired a sixth sense in combat, but my original five became more finely tuned.
We began to notice danger signs. (One Bullet Away, p. 212)

The first time [Garfield was shot at], all he could remember was being angry. And then
he managed to focus simply on shooting his weapon. (Horse Soldiers, p. 321)
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Replacements

He’s new and he’s green. The rest of us have had to work extra hard to keep Pulley from
getting himself killed. His lack of experience is a burden we will all shoulder together.
(House to House, p. 54)

He wanted to put Jones with his M16 in front as point man. His weapon was light, and
he could react quickly. It sounded cruel, but they were taught to put the inexperienced
and youngest at the front. If he was shot, those with more experience and bigger
weapons would still have a chance. But a good point man could save lives. (Ambush
Alley, p. 101)

Adrenaline Addiction

| saw in the platoon a glimmer of something | was starting to feel in myself: excitement.
The adrenaline rush of combat and the heady thrill of being the law were addicting us.
This was becoming a game. | was starting to look forward to missions and firefights the
way | might savor pickup football or playing baseball. There was excitement, teamwork,
common purpose, and the chance to demonstrate skill. | didn’t have the luxury of much
time for reflection, but | was aware enough to be concerned that | was starting to enjoy
it. (One Bullet Away, p. 261)

The rush of battle is often a potent and lethal addiction, for war is a drug. (Chris Hedges,
War is a Force that Gives Us Meaning, used as epigraph to the movie The Hurt Locker.)

Luck

Ski, to retrieve his cigarette lighter, drops down from the turret into the vehicle for an
instant. And it’s an instant that saves his life. Three simultaneous explosions, blen