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FOREWORD

The Naval Historical Center completed this illustrated history of U.S. Naval Forces Central Command/Fifth
Fleet to accompany the exhibit it installed in the headquarters building on board Naval Support Activity
Bahrain. In keeping with the Center’s mission of supporting the operating forces, the purpose of this book is to
inform visitors to the headquarters and American Sailors serving in the Middle East about the Navy’s presence

in Arabian waters and the variety of missions the Navy has conducted there, in peace and in war.

From the presidency of George Washington through the beginning of the Cold War, Americans have forged and
maintained ties with the peoples of the Middle East. These bonds strengthened in 1949 with the establishment
of the Middle East Force and a permanent U.S. naval presence in the Arabian Gulf. They grew even stronger
when America committed itself to the defense of its friends in the region, establishing Central Command and
its naval component, Naval Forces Central Command, in 1983. The United States Navy remains an anchor of

resolve in promoting peace, stability, and prosperity in the Central Command area of responsibility.

The author, Dr. Robert J. Schneller Jr., is well qualified to present this informative and well-illustrated history. He
is co-author of a book on the Navy’s role in Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm, and since 9/11 has been
researching and writing about the Navy’s role in the Global War on Terrorism. As with each of our histories, the
views expressed herein are those of the author alone and not those of U.S. Naval Forces Central Command/Fifth

Fleet, the Department of the Navy, or any other U.S. government agency.

Rear Admiral P. E. Tobin, U.S. Navy (Ret.)
Director of Naval History
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Captain R. W. Ruble during the visit of Valley Forge (CV 45) to the Arabian Gulf
ter the gulf

PH2 Summer M. Anderson

erway replenishment Aramco’s refinery at Ras Tanura, Saudi Arabia,
72), 30 June 2004. December 1952. That year the refinery produced
the background. 170,000 barrels of petrolewm per day.

U.S. Naval Historical Center
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CHRONOLOGY

1833, September 21
1945, February 14

1949, August 16
1968, July 17
1971, December 23

1979, July 16
1979, November 4

1979, December 27
1980, January 23

1980, March 1
1980, September 22
1983, January 1

1987, March 7

1987, May 17

1987, July 1
1987, August 21
1988, April 14
1988, April 18

1990, August 2
1990, August 6
1991, January 5

1991, January 17
1991, February 24

1991, February 28

United States and Muscat sign treaty of amity and commerce.

President Franklin D. Roosevelt and King Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud meet on board
cruiser Quincy.

Navy establishes Middle East Force.
Baath party seizes power in Iraq in a coup.

The U.S. Navy takes over part of the former British naval base at Juffair, naming
the facility Administrative Support Unit Bahrain.

Saddam Hussein becomes president of Iraq.

Iranian fundamentalist revolutionaries seize the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and hold
its staff hostage for 444 days.

Soviet Union invades Afghanistan.

President Carter enunciates doctrine that commits American military forces
to the defense of the Arabian Gulf region.

Department of Defense establishes the Rapid Deployment Joint Task Force.
Iraq invades Iran, launching an eight-year war.

Department of Defense establishes U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM)
and its naval component, U.S. Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT).

U.S. government authorizes Kuwaiti tankers to sail under U.S. registry, and
Operation Earnest Will escort missions begin.

Iraqi Mirage jet fires two Exocet missiles at the frigate Stark, nearly sinking
the ship.

Department of Defense establishes U.S. Transportation Command.
Department of Defense establishes Joint Task Force Middle East.
Frigate Samuel B. Roberts hits an Iranian mine in the Arabian Gulf.

Navy launches Operation Praying Mantis and destroys half of Iran’s operational
navy.

Iraq invades Kuwait.
United States launches Operation Desert Shield.

Following a coup in Somalia, NAVCENT forces conduct Operation Eastern
Exit, evacuating 281 people from the U.S. Embassy in the capital, Mogadishu.

Coalition forces launch Operation Desert Storm air and naval campaigns.

Coalition forces launch Desert Storm ground campaign to drive Iraqi forces
from Kuwait.

Coalition forces cease offensive operations against Iraqi forces.
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1991, April 5

1992, June 25

1992, August 26

1992, August 28

1992, December 4

1993, January 13

1993, January 17

1993, April 10

1993, June 26

1993, October 3

1994, March 25

1994, October 7

1995, March 3

1995, July 1

1995, November 13

1996, January 1

1996, June 26

Coalition forces launch Operation Provide Comfort and establish a “no-fly” zone
over northern Iraq.

Administrative Support Unit Bahrain is renamed Administrative Support Unit
Southwest Asia.

The United States, Great Britain, and France establish a no-fly zone over
southern Iraq and U.S. forces launch Operation Southern Watch the next day;
the CENTCOM commander establishes Joint Task Force Southwest Asia to
manage Operation Southern Watch and to plan for other contingencies.

CENTCOM launches Operation Provide Relief to deliver humanitarian aid to
Somalia.

Department of Defense launches Operation Restore Hope to facilitate U.N.
peacekeeping efforts in Somalia.

U.S,, British, and French aircraft attack Iraqi air defense system in southern no-fly
zone in response to Iraqi attacks on aircraft engaged in Operation Southern
Watch.

U.S. surface ships launch Tomahawk missiles against the Zaafaraniyah factory
complex near Baghdad in response to Iraqi attacks on coalition aircraft patrolling
the northern no-fly zone.

COMUSNAVCENT flagship La Salle departs area of responsibility and
COMUSNAVCENT staff move ashore to quarters in Bahrain.

U.S. surface ships launch Tomahawk missiles against an Iraqi intelligence
headquarters in Baghdad in response to an Iraqgi assassination attempt on former
President George H.W. Bush.

Task Force Ranger launches its seventh operation in Mogadishu against warlord
Mohammed Farah Aideed, during which two U.S. helicopters are shot down and
18 American soldiers killed.

U.S. forces complete withdrawal from Somalia.

U.S. forces begin surging to CENTCOM area of responsibility in response to
buildup of Iraqi forces on the border with Kuwait.

U.S. forces complete Operation United Shield, covering the withdrawal of U.N.
peacekeepers from Somalia.

Navy stands up U.S. Fifth Fleet.

Al-Qaeda-associated terrorist car bomb explodes in Riyadh outside the Office
of Program Management of the American-trained Saudi Arabian National Guard,
killing seven people.

Department of Defense adds to the CENTCOM area of responsibility the
entire Arabian Sea and a portion of the Indian Ocean.

Al-Qaeda terrorists bomb the Khobar Towers housing complex in Dhahran,
Saudi Arabia.
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1996, September 4

1998, January 18

1998, August 7

1998, August 20

1998, December 16

1999, August 5

2000, October 12

2001, September 11

2001, October 7

2001, December 7

2003, March 19

2003, April 9
2003, May 1

In Operation Desert Strike, U.S. ships and aircraft launch cruise missiles against
surface-to-air missile and command and control facilities in southern Iraq, in
response to an Iraqi attacks on the Kurdish city of Irbil and coalition aircraft in
the southern no-fly zone; the United States and the United Kingdom also
expand the southern no-fly zone from the 32nd to the 33rd parallel and promise
a disproportionate response if the Iragis repair the damaged air defense sites.

CENTCOM launches Operation Desert Thunder, a large-scale deployment of
U.S. and coalition forces to pressure Iraq into compliance with U.N. weapons
inspectors.

Al-Qaeda terrorists detonate truck bombs nearly simultaneously outside the
U.S. embassies in the East African capitals of Nairobi, Kenya, and Dar es Salaam,
Tanzania, killing more than 200 people.

U.S. ships launch Operation Infinite Response, a simultaneous cruise missile
strike against the Zhawar Kili al-Badr terrorist facilities in Afghanistan, and the
al-Shifa pharmaceutical plant in Sudan, thought to be producing a precursor for
the deadly VX nerve gas for al-Qaeda, in retaliation for the 7 August embassy
attacks.

In response to Iragi noncompliance with U.N. weapons inspectors, CENTCOM
launches Operation Desert Fox, a four-day punitive air campaign against Iraqi
installations thought to be associated with developing weapons of mass
destruction, units providing security to such programs, and Iraq’s national
command and control and air defense networks.

Administrative Support Unit Southwest Asia is redesignated Naval Support
Activity Bahrain.

Al-Qaeda suicide operatives detonate boat bomb alongside the U.S. destroyer
Cole during a brief refueling stop in Aden, Yemen, killing 17 Sailors and
wounding 40.

Al-Qaeda suicide operatives crashed hijacked passenger airliners into the World
Trade Center towers in New York City, the Pentagon in Washington, and a field
near Shanksville, Pennsylvania, killing nearly 3,000 people.

U.S. forces launch Operation Enduring Freedom to remove the Taliban regime
and destroy al-Qaeda forces and infrastructure in Afghanistan.

Kandahar, the last major Taliban stronghold in Afghanistan, surrendered to
Northern Alliance forces under the command of future Afghan President
Hamid Karzai.

Coalition forces launch Operation Iraqi Freedom to remove the Saddam Hussein
regime from Iraq.

Organized Iraqi resistance in Baghdad collapses.

President George W. Bush announces the end of major combat operations in Iraq;
Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld declares the end of major combat
operations in Afghanistan.
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Electrician’s Mate 2nd Class Chris Grahm stands ready to embark on a mission to clear shipping lanes for humanitarian relief operations
in the Arabian Gulf, 17 March 2003.

PH1 Brien Aho



INTRODUCTION

MERICA’S INTERESTS IN THE MIDDLE EAST, Southwest Asia, and eastern

Africa date almost to the founding of the nation. Since World War II, the United States

Navy has been the first line of defense for these interests. From the establishment of the
Middle East Force in 1949 through the beginning of the twenty-first century, the U.S. Navy served
as a force for stability and peace in the region. The Navy’s presence helped prevent regional crises
from escalating into wars, enforce international sanctions, and minimize damage done by regional
conflicts to American and allied interests. When there has been no other alternative, the Navy has
gone to war by sea, air, and land to defend these interests. The Navy’s presence also resulted in
peaceful operations such as humanitarian assistance, maritime rescue, and military exercises with
regional allies.

Early in the twenty-first century, the U.S. Naval Forces Central Command/Fifth Fleet area of
responsibility encompassed about 7.5 million square miles of the earth’s surface, including the
Arabian Gulf, North Arabian Sea, Gulf of Oman, Gulf of Aden, Red Sea, and parts of the Indian
Ocean. This expanse comprised 27 countries and three critical chokepoints at the Strait of Hormuz,
the Suez Canal, and the Bab al-Mandeb at the southern tip of Yemen.

The Navy owes its success in this region to the patriotism, professionalism, pride, hard work,
and self-sacrifice of the officers and enlisted men and women assigned to U.S. Naval Forces Central

Command/Fifth Fleet. This is their story.

xiii






GROWING AMERICAN INTERESTS

FTER THE UNITED STATES WON INDEPENDENCE in 1783, American merchants

sought broader opportunities in every corner of the globe. Although Great Britain

remained the predominant naval power in the Indian Ocean throughout the nineteenth

century, enterprising Americans soon reached markets on the subcontinent of India, along the

east coast of Africa, on the Arabian Peninsula, and in the Arabian Gulf. Because the fundamental

mission of the United States Navy has always been to protect American interests around the

world, U.S. warships followed the flag of merchant sailors who pursued dreams of riches in Asia.

With Great Britain’s Royal Navy and maritime law protecting free trade in the Indian Ocean,

Arabian Sea, and Arabian Gulf, the Navy only occasionally showed the flag in those waters during

the nineteenth century.

The first U.S. warship to enter the Indian Ocean
was the frigate Essex, which twice rounded the
Cape of Good Hope in 1800 to escort a convoy
of merchant ships returning from the Dutch East
Indies. The Navy conducted its first operation off
the Arabian Peninsula in 1833, when the sloop-
of-war Peacock and the schooner Boxer carried
an American diplomatic mission to Oman, an
important hub for Indian Ocean trade. The mission
culminated in a treaty of amity and commerce with
Sultan Saiyid Said of Muscat.

The steam sloop Ticonderoga became the first
American warship to sail into the Arabian Gulf
after transiting the Strait of Hormuz in December
1879. Her presence constituted a long-delayed
response to an invitation from the Shah of Persia,
with whom the United States had signed a trade
treaty in 1856. Under Commodore Robert Wilson
Shufeldt, who was en route to Asia on an ultimately
successful mission to open Korea to American
commerce, Ticonderoga stopped at Bushehr and
Basra and steamed 70 miles up the Shatt-al-Arab.
Shufeldt found that American commercial interests
constituted two-thirds of Muscat’s trade. He also
discovered that Arabs, Turks, and Persians liked
the idea of another power helping to ameliorate
the effects of “aggressive” British policy in the gulf,

which Great Britain had developed in the context of
its “great game” with Russia for imperial hegemony
in the region to protect trade routes to India.

Western interest in the Middle East increased
significantly during the twentieth century, when
petroleum supplanted coal as the fuel of choice for
industrial nations. In 1901, British financier William
Knox D’Arcy gained an oil concession covering
nearly all of Persia. The first major strike seven years
later at Masjid-i-Suleiman in western Persia heralded
the beginning of the oil age in the Arabian Gulf The
British government’s interest in the region heightened
on the eve of World War I, when Winston Churchill,
then First Lord of the Admiralty, decided to base the
country’s “naval supremacy upon oil.” Thereafter the
Royal Navy began replacing coal-burning engines
in its warships with more efficient and economical
oil-burning engines. With no known oil reserves of its
own, Britain’s naval power came to rest on Middle
East petroleum.

Although the United States produced most of
the world’s oil between the world wars, American
companies invested in British petroleum concessions
in Iran and Kuwait, took over the concession in
Bahrain, and established an all-American concession
in Saudi Arabia. Oil production in the region
increased 900 percent between 1920 and 1939, as




Bahrain, Saudi Arabia, and Iraq joined Iran as major
producers. In 1920 less than 5 percent of the world’s
oil was produced outside the United States; by 1939
the figure had climbed to 14 percent.

American strategic interest in the region rose
considerably during World War II, as German forces
sought to drive east from Libya through British-
controlled Egypt and link up with Nazi tanks driving
south from the Soviet Union through the oil-rich
Caucasus. After Britain, Russia, and Iran signed
a treaty in January 1942, Iran served as a major
corridor through which the U.S. government shipped
supplies to the Soviet Union under the Lend Lease
program. Approximately 4,159,117 tons of aircraft,
vehicles, guns, ammunition, food, and other supplies

and equipment
reached Russia
through Iran,
nearly 25 percent
of the total cargo
shipped to the
Soviet Union
from the Western
Hemisphere
during the war.
British, Russian,
and American
troops occupied
Iran for the
duration, with

Saudi Aramco World/PADIA

the U.S. Army
Well 'num{?lerz sge;/;n at Dammam, Saudi Arabia, presence peaking
Spewing ot ' at nearly 30,000

men. The United States provided Lend Lease support
to Saudi Arabia as well.

The war highlighted the latent strategic
importance of Middle East petroleum. In 1943,
geologists estimated that the proven and probable
reserves in Bahrain, Kuwait, Qatar, Saudi Arabia,
Iraq, and Iran numbered approximately 25 billion
to 300 billion barrels of oil. For Saudi Arabia alone,
estimates ranged from 5 billion to 100 billion
barrels. One leading geologist predicted that “the
center of gravity of world oil production” would
soon shift from the Gulf of Mexico to the Arabian

Gulf. Indeed, the postwar economies of the free
world would come to depend on Middle Eastern oil.

On the way home from the February 1945
conference in Yalta, President Franklin D. Roosevelt
entertained King Farouk of Egypt, Emperor Haile
Selassie of Ethiopia, and King Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud
of Saudi Arabia. The meetings took place on board
the heavy cruiser Quincy (CA 71), anchored in
Egypt’s Great Bitter Lake on the Suez Canal.

The meeting with King Saud, as President
Roosevelt later put it, “was perfectly amazing.” The
President had arranged for the destroyer Murphy
(DD 603) to carry the King and his retinue from
Jeddah, the port of the holy city of Mecca on the
Red Sea, to the Great Bitter Lake. As the destroyer
approached the cruiser, the sight of the royal
entourage on the deck of Murphy, according to
one observer, seemed like “a spectacle out of the
past.” Royal bodyguards armed with long rifles and
unsheathed scimitars lined the forecastle, while the
King sat in an ornate antique French chair atop a
great pile of Oriental rugs on the forward gun deck.
A tent for housing the King and his retinue of more
than forty people stood on the bow as a flock of
sheep for their food milled about on the stern.

The meeting began amicably. King Saud, who
had received nine wounds in battle and walked with
a noticeable limp, expressed interest in Roosevelt’s
wheelchair. In a personal gesture, Roosevelt gave
the King one of his wheelchairs, as well as a state
gift of a C-47 aircraft. Ibn Saud bestowed upon the
President rich robes, perfumes, and a sword in a
diamond-studded scabbard.

Tension grew, however, as the discussion turned
toward the settlement of Jews in Palestine because
the two leaders held opposite views on the issue.
Sensing that Arabs and Jews were on a collision
course, Roosevelt planned to reevaluate America’s
Palestine policy in search of a formula to prevent
warfare, but didn’t live long enough to do so.
Nevertheless, the meeting demonstrated to King
Saud that the United States might well play a more
prominent role in the region. The meeting came

to symbolize America’s growing interest in the
Middle East.

ANCHOR OF RESOLVE



President Franklin D. Roosevelt and King Abdul Aziz Ibn Saud confer on board Quincy (CA 71). Their meeting symbolized the growing

importance of the region to America.

The Cold War ushered in a new sense of urgency
in Washington with regard to Middle East diplomacy.
During World War II, the United States had been allied
with Soviet dictator Joseph Stalin against a common
enemy, Nazi Germany. By the spring of 1946, however,
U.S. leaders had concluded that Stalin was bent on
exporting Communist revolution worldwide and on
advancing historical Russian interests along the Soviet
Union’s European and Asian periphery. Determined
to counter these threats to world peace, U.S. leaders
adopted a strategy of “containment.” America and its
allies would oppose the encroachment of the Soviet
Union and its allies wherever it might occur.

The Cold War's first crisis emerged in the Middle
East. Stalin not only refused to withdraw his troops
from Iran within six months of the end of World War
IT as he had promised, but also set up the Communist

Republic of Azerbaijan in northwest Iran. The United
States and Britain pressured the Russians into pulling
out of Iran by the end of May 1946, and the Soviet-
sponsored Azeri regime soon collapsed.

The Iranian crisis marked a major departure in
American foreign policy. President Harry S. Truman,
who likened President Roosevelt’s negotiations with
the Soviets to appeasement, grew tired of “babying”
the Russians and decided that it was time to “get
tough.” He convinced Congress that the United
States should “support free peoples who are resisting
subjugations by armed minorities or by outside
pressure.” Pundits dubbed this policy the Truman
Doctrine.

The security of the Middle East would remain
one of America’s primary strategic interests
throughout the Cold War and beyond. +++
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ESTABLISHMENT OF THE MIDDLE EAST FORCE

ITH THE CREATION OF THE MIDDLE EAST FORCE (MEF) in 1949, the Navy

assumed the role as the first line of defense for America’s interests in the region.

The founding of the Middle East Force also marked the transition of the Navy’s

presence in the Arabian Gulf from periodic to permanent.

In the years immediately following World War
I1, the Arabian Gulf became an area of vital concern
to the Navy. American naval forces based in the
Mediterranean and the Western Pacific after World
War II burned fuel produced almost exclusively in
the gulf region. As U.S. fleet oilers and chartered
tankers began moving as many as 5 million barrels
of petroleum products per month from the gulf

command flagship (AGF 1) and homeported her

in Juffair in 1966, the ship served for six years as
command post, living facility, and communications
center for Commander Middle East Force and his
staff of 15 officers. That same year MEF ships made
128 visits to 34 ports located in 12 countries and 6
protectorates or possessions, while the flag aircraft
logged 77,328 miles carrying the commander to

to the Mediterranean and
Pacific, the Navy perceived

a need to establish facilities
and a command and control
structure to manage the traffic.
Accordingly, on 20 January
1948 the Navy established
Task Force (TF) 126 to control
the dozens of ships plying

gulf waters and operating out

40 different cities. In the spring
of 1972, the miscellaneous
command ship La Salle (AGF

3) relieved Valcour as flagship
for the Middle East Force.
Painted white like her forbears,
“The Great White Ghost of

the Arabian Coast” steamed an
average of 55,000 miles annually

U.S. Naval Historical Center

calling on ports in Africa, Asia,

of Bahrain and Saudi Arabia.
In subsequent months, this (AVF 38), mid-1960s
command evolved through several iterations and,
on 16 August 1949, it was designated the Middle
East Force. The Navy has maintained a continuous
presence in the region ever since.

Under the command of a one-star admiral, the
Middle East Force soon included a flagship, a pair
of destroyers, aircraft, and support vessels. Between
1949 and 1965, duty as MEF flagship rotated among
seaplane tenders Duxbury Bay (AVP 38), Greenwich
Bay (AVP 41), and Valcour (AVP 55), each painted
white to deflect the intense heat of the Arabian
sun. In 1950, the U.S. Navy leased office space from
the British naval base at Juffair, located five miles
southeast of Manama, the capital of Bahrain. After
the Navy reclassified Valcour as a miscellaneous

Middle East Force flagship Duxbury Bay

and the Middle East. She served
as the MEF flagship until 1993.
The Navy recognized that it not only needed to
manage tanker traffic in the Arabian Gulf, but also
might need to conduct combat operations to defend
America’s interests there. In March 1948, Valley Forge
(CV 45) transited the Strait of Hormuz, becoming
the first American aircraft carrier to operate in the
Arabian Gulf. Valley Forge and other ships conducted
extensive reconnaissance and scientific surveys,
which indicated that shallow water, extreme heat
and humidity, blowing sand, and other environmental
conditions in the gulf posed significant operational
problems. The carrier’s visit included a port call to
Ras Tanura, Saudi Arabia. Naval officers and enlisted
men enjoyed Arab hospitality, while the show of
naval strength impressed Arab leaders. Two months




Arabian Gulf Region.

Courtesy CIA
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Sheikh Isa bin Salman al-Khalifa, ruler of
Bahrain, departs the flagship Valcour (AGF 1)
after an official visit to Rear Admiral Earl R.

Eastwood, Commander Middle East Force,
5 April 1967.

later, the escort carrier Rendova (CVE 114) and
destroyer Charles H. Roan (DD 853) entered the
gulf. The carrier paid a 52-hour visit to Bahrain,

the highlight of which was a dinner for 120 guests,
including 45 U.S. naval officers, hosted by Sheikh
Salman bin Hamad al-Khalifa, Bahrain’s ruler.
Various U.S. fleet units visited the region periodically
throughout the next four decades.

American diplomacy and deployment of large
fleet units played a major role in preventing a
protracted war across the region that otherwise might
have arisen from crises like Iran’s nationalization of
Western oil fields in the early 1950s, the Suez Crisis
of 1956, the Iraq coup of 1958, and the Lebanon
intervention of 1958. Although no shots were

Arabian guests, crewmen, and others observe flight operations from Valley Forge'’s
island structure, 25 March 1948.

fired, such crises often had a direct and sometimes
hair-raising impact on American naval forces. In
1963, MEF destroyers deployed to the Red Sea
when friction developed between Saudi Arabia and
Egypt over civil strife in Yemen. In an “extremely
provocative gesture,” as the MEF command history
put it, Egyptian fighters and bombers with open
bomb bay doors flew over the carrier Essex (CV 9) as
she transited the Suez Canal. In April and May 1967,
MEF ships helped evacuate American citizens from
Yemen and patrolled off troubled Aden.

The Navy’s presence during difficult times
demonstrated its permanence in the region and
reaffirmed America’s intention to defend its allies
and interests in the Middle East. +++
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CREATION OF
CENTRAL COMMAND AND NAVCENT

URING THE 1970S AND EARLY 1980s, the United States supplanted Great Britain

as the predominant Western power in the Arabian Gulf and Arabian Sea. At the same

time, threats to peace and stability in the region skyrocketed. As the danger increased,

so did America’s commitment to the region’s security. This commitment culminated in 1983 in

the establishment of a new unified command, U.S. Central Command (CENTCOM), and its naval
component, Naval Forces Central Command (NAVCENT).

In January 1968, British Prime Minister Harold
Wilson announced that Great Britain would end
its defense commitments “east of Suez” and would
withdraw its forces from the Arabian Gulf by

permanent bases in countries in and around the gulf.
The Soviet navy maintained a continuous presence
in the Indian Ocean throughout the 1970s.

The United States was in no position to counter

1971. The British
government conceived
the withdrawal as a
money-saving measure.
In effect, it swept away
the last vestiges of the
British Empire in the
Middle East.

Bahrain had been
a British protectorate
since 1880, when the
British government
assumed responsibility
for the island’s defense.
On 14 August 1971,
Sheikh Isa bin Salman
al-Khalifa declared Bahrain’s independence and

Operational difficulties underscored the need to improve how the armed forces

worked together.

signed a new treaty of friendship with Britain the
next day. Through an agreement with the Bahraini
government, the U.S. Navy took over part of the
former British naval base at Juffair, naming the
facility Administrative Support Unit Bahrain.

The British withdrawal created a great power
vacuum in the Arabian Gulf once considered a
British “lake.” Determined to fill the void in the
region, the Soviets sent a task force into the Indian
Ocean and launched diplomatic initiatives to secure

Two RH-53 Sea Stallions from the carrier Nimitz (CVN 68) participate
in the ill-fated mission to rescue American hostages in Iran, 24 April 1980.

the Soviet moves.
With America
engaged in the
Vietnam War

and President
Richard M. Nixon
committed to
extricating U.S.
forces from
Southeast Asia,
the administration

U.S. Navy

sought to avoid
new commitments.
In 1969, the
President
annunciated
a strategy dubbed the Nixon Doctrine, which
envisioned transferring many security responsibilities
to regional U.S. allies. In the Arabian Gulf, the Nixon
Doctrine resulted in the so-called Twin Pillars policy,
which depended upon Iran and Saudi Arabia to
provide security for the region and to constitute a
bulwark against Soviet expansion there. As a result,
American military assistance flowed to Iran and Saudi
Arabia for most of the 1970s.

The Twin Pillars policy dovetailed neatly
with the plans of Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, the




Somalian Brigadier General Mohammed Hashi Gani welcomes Lieutenant General Robert C. Kingston, commander of the Rapid
Deployment Joint Task Force, as he arrives to participate in Exercise Bright Star '82, 1 November 1981.

Shah of Iran, who sought to make his country the
preeminent power in the gulf. Emboldened by the
surge in oil prices during the mid-1970s and the
flood of arms from the United States, the Shah
plunged Iran into a pell-mell national modernization
program that resulted in waste, inflation, and
widespread corruption.

Disgusted with the Shah’s seeming disregard
for traditional social and religious values, Iranians
from all walks of life turned against him and his
pro-American government. In 1978, labor strikes,
street demonstrations, and riots spread across Iran
with increasing frequency and violence. A revolution
coalesced around fundamentalist Iranians led by the
Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. The Shah went into
exile on 16 January 1979. He first went to Egypt,
then to Morocco, the Bahamas, Mexico, the United

States, Panama, and then back to Egypt, where he
died on 27 July 1980 of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma.
Soon after the Shah left Iran, Khomeini entered
Tehran in triumph and established an anti-Western
Islamic theocracy. He and his followers expressed
the desire to spread Shiite extremism throughout
the Arabian Gulf and expunge Western influence
from the region. The Iranian revolutionaries harbored
a particularly deep hatred for the United States
because Washington had been the Shah’s leading
supporter. On 4 November 1979 Iranian zealots
seized the U.S. Embassy in Tehran and took its staff
hostage, marking the beginning of a 444-day crisis.
The situation in the region worsened that
December when Soviet forces invaded Afghanistan in
support of indigenous communists. Not since World
War II had Moscow carried out a military action on
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this scale. U.S. leaders feared that the Soviets hoped

to capitalize on the American-Iranian crisis to secure
a warm-water port on the Indian Ocean and to gain

control of Arabian Gulf oil resources.

The Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, following
hard on the heels of the Iranian revolution, convinced
American leaders to take a firm stand in the Arabian
Gulf. “Let our position be absolutely clear,” President
Jimmy Carter declared before Congress on 23
January 1980. “An attempt by any outside force to
gain control of the Gulf region will be regarded as an
assault on the vital interests of the United States of
America, and such an assault will be repelled by any
means necessary, including military force.” This policy,
dubbed the Carter Doctrine, committed American
military forces to the defense of the region.

This new policy, inspired by the threats to the
Arabian Gulf from the Iranian revolution and the
Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, spurred President
Carter to create the Rapid Deployment Joint
Task Force (RDJTF). Established

responsibility (AOR) comprised 19 countries, the
Red Sea, and the Arabian Gulf and its mission was to
protect free trade, help defend friendly nations, and
preserve regional stability. CENTCOM eventually
got its own assigned component forces and a
four-star commander, putting it on an even footing
with European Command, Pacific Command, and
Southern Command.

The original 19 countries in Central Command’s
AOR included Egypt and Sudan in northeast Africa;
Djibouti, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Somalia on or near
the Horn of Africa; the Yemen Arab Republic, the
People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen, and the
Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) states of Bahrain,
Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the United
Arab Emirates (UAE) on the Arabian Peninsula; and
Jordan, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan on the
Middle Eastern and South Asian mainland.

By 2005, changes to the Unified Command
Plan, which governed the organization of operational

on 1 March 1980, the RDJTF was a
component of what was then called
U.S. Readiness Command, and its
mission was to rush to the gulf area
in the event of a military crisis. The
first commander, Marine Lieutenant
General P. X. Kelley, was hampered
by a lack of bases and forward-
positioned equipment, as well as
the long distance from the theater.
He also didn’t “own” any forces and
in a crisis would have to “borrow”
them from other commands on short
notice.

Defense officials in President
Ronald Reagan’s administration
considered the rapid deployment
force a poor solution. Accordingly,
on 1 January 1983, the Department
of Defense replaced the task force

with a new unified command: U.S.
Central Command, headquartered
at MacDill Air Force Base near

Tampa, Florida. Initially, its area of

Bradley fighting vehicles parked on the pier beside the fast sealift ship USNS Antares
(T-AKR 294) at Savannah, Georgia, during Exercise Bright Star '97. The capability
to deploy combat-ready forces quickly across vast ocean distances enables Central
Command to exist.

CREATION OF CENTRAL COMMAND AND NAVCENT
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Aerial view of the Indian Ocean island of Diego Garcia, 9 December 1998. Naval Station Diego Garcia serves Central Command as a vital

air hub, logistics hub, and base for Maritime Prepositioning Squadron Two.

joint forces, had expanded the AOR to 27 countries.
On 22 May 1990, the Yemen Arab Republic united
with the People’s Democratic Republic of Yemen
and became the Republic of Yemen. Eritrea came
under Central Command’s purview after the country
gained independence from Ethiopia on 27 April
1993. Because of its cultural and political similarities
to the East African mainland, the island nation of
Seychelles was added to the AOR on 1 January
1996. Because of their proximity to and political
interaction with Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan,
the five former Soviet Central Asian republics of
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan,
and Uzbekistan became part of Central Command’s
AOR on 1 October 1999. On 10 March 2004,
Syria and Lebanon were shifted from European
Command’s jurisdiction to Central Command’s
jurisdiction because of American concern about
Syrian-based terrorists operating in Iraq.
CENTCOM'’s naval component commander
was designated Commander U.S. Naval Forces
Central Command (COMUSNAVCENT).

Commander Middle East Force, who had
reported to the Commander in Chief, U.S. Naval
Forces Europe during the 1970s, was reassigned
under Commander in Chief, Central Command
(CINCCENT).

The new unified command faced enormous
difficulties. None of the countries in the Arabian
Gulf region allowed the United States to base
ground forces or land-based air forces permanently
on their soil. U.S. military leaders knew they would
have to deploy sizable, combat-ready forces to the
Arabian Gulf region fast enough to cope with an
emergency. The problem was how to do so.

The solution they chose was “maritime
prepositioning,” a concept that had emerged during
the Vietnam War. In this approach, the Defense
Department maintained equipment, supplies, and
vehicles on board Military Sealift Command (MSC)
ships that served as floating depots in forward areas.
In an emergency, these ships would steam as close as
possible to the crisis spot and unload their cargo, even
at ports with only rudimentary facilities. Meanwhile,
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long-range transport aircraft of the Air Force’s
Military Airlift Command would fly troops to an
airfield near the ports where they would “marry up”
with their equipment. Planners envisioned a virtual
bridge of ships and airplanes to deploy strong forces
to the theater and keep them supplied.

The Navy invested $7 billion in strategic sealift
programs during the 1980s to make maritime
prepositioning a reality. Thirteen specialized roll-on/
roll-off prepositioning ships were built or converted
from existing hulls. These ships were divided into
three maritime prepositioning ship squadrons
(MPSRON:s) based in the Azores in the eastern
Atlantic (MPSRON-1), Diego Garcia (MPSRON-
2), and Guam (MPSRON-3). Each squadron
contained the equipment and 30 days’ worth
of supplies for a Marine Expeditionary Brigade
(MEB) of 16,500 men. The Army, Air Force,

Navy, and Defense Logistics Agency stowed
materiel in 11 other prepositioning ships based at
Diego Garcia.

In addition, the Defense Department
converted eight Sea-Land Corporation container
ships (SL-7 class) into fast sealift ships (FSS)
capable of making 30 knots and able to load
and unload cargo quickly at unimproved ports.
These ships were intended to embark a full
U.S. Army mechanized division at East Coast
ports, transport the unit to a global hot spot,
and return to the United States for follow-on
ground forces. Moreover, the Department of
Transportation followed Navy Department
recommendations and expanded its Ready
Reserve Force fleet from 36 to 96 cargo ships,
tankers, and other auxiliaries.

To improve coordination among the Military

Sealift Command, Military Airlift Command, and the

Army’s Military Traffic Management Command, the
Defense Department in 1987 created the joint U.S.
Transportation Command, headquartered at Scott
Air Force Base, Illinois. These measures went far to
ensure swift deployment of combat-ready forces to
Southwest Asia.

Although Central Command was responsible
for the Arabian Gulf, the Navy’s leadership viewed

the region as an extension of the Pacific Basin. The
Indian Ocean, Arabian Sea, Gulf of Aden, and Gulf
of Oman had long fallen within Pacific Command’s
area of responsibility, and remained so throughout
the 1980s. On 30 December 1983, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff (JCS) directed CINCCENT to coordinate
with Commander in Chief, Pacific Command
(CINCPAC) for contingency plans to integrate the
Middle East Force into Pacific Command’s Indian
Ocean battle force, Task Force 70, during certain
crises. For the rest of the 1980s, the Middle East
Force flagship remained home-ported in Bahrain,
while COMUSNAV CENT headquarters stood in
Pearl Harbor, Hawaii.

A US. Marine guides a light armored vehicle down the ramp of the
container and roll-on/roll-off ship M/V Cpl. Louis J. Hauge Jr. during the
buildup for Operation Iraqi Freedom, 16 January 2003. This ship had
served with Maritime Prepositioning Squadron Two since 1984.

By the late 1980s, the United States had
committed itself to the defense of the Arabian Gulf
region, created a unified command to carry out the
mission, and invested heavily in programs to ensure
its success. The entire commitment hinged upon the
Navy’s ability to control the sea. Events soon tested
the structure and capabilities of the new unified
command and its naval component, as well as the
very sincerity of America’s commitment. +++
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THE TANKER WAR

HILE THE UNITED STATES REORGANIZED its security structure in the Arabian

Gulf the situation in the region grew considerably darker. On 22 September 1980,

Iraq launched an offensive into western Iran, marking the beginning of a war that

dragged on for eight years and cost the two countries a million dead and a trillion dollars. Although

fought mostly on land, the war also included maritime operations, with each side attacking merchant

shipping in the Arabian Gulf. In what became known as the Tanker War, between 1980 and 1988

the protagonists attacked hundreds of vessels, killing more than 400 mariners and inflicting losses

in the tens of millions of dollars on ship owners, charterers, and insurers. When the Tanker War

escalated to the point of threatening free trade in the Arabian Gulf, the Navy stepped in to defend

America’s interests and allies and to keep the sea lanes open.

Rooted in ancient Sunni-versus-Shia and
Arab-versus-Persian religious and ethnic strife and
fueled by twentieth-century border disputes, the
Iran-Iraq War has been called the “great war of the
third world.” Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein claimed
to have launched the invasion because of a dispute
over the Shatt-al-Arab, the waterway that forms the
boundary between Iran and Iraq and empties into
the Arabian Gulf.

His real reasons, however, stemmed from
delusions of grandeur, a paranoid sense of
vulnerability, and a bad politico-military assessment
of his eastern neighbor. Saddam sought to consolidate
his rising power in the Arab world, to replace Iran as
the dominant state in the Arabian Gulf region, and
eventually to become a global figure like his hero,
Joseph Stalin. Saddam believed that Arab Shiites in
southwestern Iran would welcome the invasion as
liberation from Persian oppression, and he hoped
to grab the western Iranian province of Khuzestan,
which contained the bulk of Iran’s oil industry.

At the same time, Saddam perceived Iran’s
fundamentalist agenda as a threat to the vision of
revolutionary pan-Arabism articulated by the Baath
Arab Socialist Party. The Baath Party was a secular
Arab nationalist political party and movement
that had arisen in Syria in the 1930s. Saddam had

joined the party as a teenager, Baathists had seized
power in Iraq in a July 1968 coup, and Saddam had
become leader of the party and head of state in
1979. He maintained power by turning Iraq into a
police state and torturing and murdering political
opponents and Iraqi citizens who displeased him.

Despite making significant strides in forging an
Iraqi nation-state, Saddam feared that Iran’s new
leadership would threaten Iraq’s delicate Sunni-Shia
balance and exploit its geo-strategic vulnerabilities,
particularly its minimal access to the Arabian Gulf.
Finally, Saddam figured Iran would be easy prey,
believing that Khomeini's purges of Iran’s army
and air force had fatally weakened their military
capabilities.

As it was, the invasion bogged down quickly.
Iraq’s air force proved incapable of putting ordnance
on target with any sort of accuracy or reliability,
while Iraqi ground force tactics proved incapable
of overcoming resistance even by lightly armed
defenders with any sort of alacrity. As a result, the
war degenerated into a stalemate featuring trench
lines, human wave assaults, chemical attacks, and
massive artillery bombardments reminiscent of
World War I. As casualties mounted, Iranian strategy
shifted from repelling Saddam’s invasion to toppling
his regime.
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The guided missile frigate Stark (FFG 31) lists to port after being struck by two Iragi-launched Exocet missiles on 17 May 1987.

Now fighting for his life, Saddam turned
seaward. For the first three years of the war, attacks
on shipping in the Arabian Gulf had been sporadic
and generally uncoordinated, with 48 vessels coming
under fire. Because oil and the control of its export
constituted the lifeblood of both sides, control of
merchant shipping routes, destruction of enemy and
enemy allied merchant ships, and protection of oil
export assets became key objectives in Iraq’s strategy
and operations. By 1984, the Iraqi air force’s growing
proficiency at hitting targets enabled Baghdad to
escalate operations against Iranian oil facilities and
tankers. Thus began the second phase of the Iran-Iraq
War's so-called Tanker War. Iraq hoped to weaken
Iran’s economy by reducing its oil-export capacity, to
internationalize the war in an attempt to gain foreign
support, to reduce pressure on its ground forces, and
to bring Iran to the negotiating table.

Before 1984, Iran remained content to accept

maritime losses while seeking victory on land. But

Iraq’s escalation of antishipping operations besieged
Iran’s economy and precipitated a change in Iran’s
maritime strategy. Iran’s leaders realized that with the
exception of Iraq’s old rivals, Syria and Libya, most of
the Arab world was providing financial and military
aid to Saddam. Since Iraq possessed few of its own
maritime assets worth attacking, Iran responded in
kind to Irag’s maritime onslaught by targeting ships
trading with Iraq’s gulf allies. Seventy-one merchant
ships were attacked in 1984 alone, compared with 48
in the first three years of the war.

In March 1984, Iraq initiated sustained naval
operations in a self-declared 1,126-kilometer
maritime exclusion zone, extending from the mouth
of the Shatt-al-Arab to Iran’s port of Bushehr. The
intensity of the maritime part of the Iran-Iraq War
waxed and waned over the ensuing months.

In 1986, Iraq stepped up its air raids on tankers
serving Iran and Iranian oil-exporting facilities. Iran

responded by escalating its attacks, using aircraft,

THE TANKER WAR
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Crewmembers stand watch at a 50-caliber machine-gun station on board the amphibious ship Okinawa (LPH 3) during Operation Earnest

Will, 1 November 1987.

speedboats, sea mines, and land-based Silkworm
antiship missiles, against tankers serving Arab

ports in the gulf. Because Kuwait was devoting a
significant proportion of its oil revenues to support
Iraq’s war effort, the Iranians focused heavily on
Kuwaiti tankers and merchant ships trading with
Kuwait. That fall, the Kuwaiti government began
seeking help from the international community in
dealing with the Iranian onslaught.

On 13 January 1987, the Emir’s government
asked the U.S. government permission for Kuwaiti
tankers to fly the American flag in the gulf thereby
enabling them to receive the same protection
as merchantmen under American registry. The
Kuwaitis figured that American naval protection
would deter or defeat Iranian aggression against
the reflagged tankers. The Kuwaiti government had
already made similar inquiries to the governments of
the United Kingdom, China, and the Soviet Union,
and Britain had already begun reflagging ships.

From the U.S. perspective, the Iran-Iraqg War
posed a difficult dilemma. While the land war made
little immediate impact beyond Iranian and Iraqi
territory, strikes on shore-based oil production and
export facilities, offshore platforms, and tankers
created a ripple effect that reached around the world.
Although the United States was not dependent on
gulf oil, its allies were. America imported less than
10 percent of its oil from the region during the mid-
1980s, but Western Europe imported approximately
30 percent and Japan approximately 60 percent of
their oil from gulf states. By 1986, the Tanker War
had significantly reduced shipping in the gulf and had
caused insurance rates on tankers to skyrocket. Worse
still, the fighting impeded the flow of gulf il to the
rest of the world and had the potential to damage the
global economy. U.S. leaders were also alarmed by
the prospect of an Iranian victory and its potential to
spread Shiite fundamentalism throughout the region
and to destabilize America’s gulf allies.
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But it was the specter of the Soviets using the
escort mission to project power into the region that
finally precipitated U.S. government action. Arabian
Gulf sea lanes, declared President Reagan, “will
not be allowed to come under the control of the
Soviet Union.” On 7 March 1987, the United States
government announced its decision to authorize 11
Kuwaiti tankers to sail under U.S. registry. The two
governments signed a reflagging agreement on 2 April.

The governments of Great Britain, France, Italy,
Belgium, and Netherlands likewise grasped the
importance of preventing Iranian depredations to
oceangoing commerce and maintaining freedom of
the seas, so they too dispatched ships to the gulf.
Bahrain, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, and the United Arab
Emirates contributed fuel to the effort and granted
access to gulf port facilities and airbases.

Because American naval leaders remained
uncertain about how Iran would respond, the U.S.
Navy deployed a substantial task force, the largest of
the naval contingents involved in escorting Kuwaiti

tankers. By the end of 1987, the Navy had deployed
13 warships inside the gulf to carry out the operation,
code-named Earnest Will. A U.S. carrier battle

group steaming in the Gulf of Oman increased the
Navy’s strength in the theater to between 25 and 30
warships and provided the means to strike targets
inside Iran, if it became necessary.

The Navy did not, however, consider operating
carriers inside the Arabian Gulf. No American
aircraft carrier had operated extensively inside the
Strait of Hormuz since Constellation (CV 64) took
part in Midlink 74, the largest naval exercise held
in the Arabian Sea to that point. Throughout the
1980s, naval leaders believed that the benefits of
operating carriers inside the gulf were not worth the
risks posed by uncharted hazards, a perceived lack
of sufficient deep water to conduct flight operations,
and Iranian mines and antiship missiles. Aircraft
carriers were kept in the deeper and less threatening
Arabian Sea, despite being hundreds of miles farther
away from potential targets.

A line of reflagged Kuwaiti tankers steams through the gulf under U.S. Navy escort, 1 September 1987.

THE TANKER WAR

15

PH3 Henry Cleveland



A lookout scans the horizon from the bridge of the cruiser Fox (CG 33), escorting the reflagged Kuwaiti supertankers Gas Prince and

Bridgeton, 21 July 1987.

The Navy’s unwillingness to operate carriers
inside the gulf exacerbated command and control
problems that arose during Earnest Will. Part of the
difficulty lay in the fact that the operation unfolded
on the boundary of two unified commands. The
Middle East Force operated inside the Arabian Gulf
under CINCCENT, while the carrier group steaming
in the Gulf of Oman operated under CINCPAC.
Navy leaders involved in planning the operation
wanted a Pacific Fleet admiral to command the
naval forces operating in Central Command’s area of
responsibility. The fact that the commander in chief
of Central Command was a Marine—General George
B. Crist—perturbed naval leaders who believed that
only one of their own had the training necessary to
lead naval operations. The Chief of Naval Operations
even proposed reassigning the Red Sea and Arabian
Gulf from CINCCENT to CINCPAC. The Joint
Chiefs of Staff declined.

Technically, Central Command’s naval
component commander should have led the naval
forces in the theater, particularly in the wake
of the passage of the Goldwater-Nichols
Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986.
Confused command relationships, incompatible
communications, inadequate intelligence sharing,
and different service approaches to tactical problems
had hampered joint operations during the failed Iran
hostage rescue mission of 1980, the peacekeeping
mission in Lebanon of 1982-1984, and the Grenada
intervention of 1983. Goldwater-Nichols sought to
resolve these problems. It increased the power of the
JCS chairman, the Joint Staff, and the commanders in
chief of the combatant commands while reducing the
power of the service chiefs.

From the Navy’s perspective, however, this
emphasis on “jointness” came at the expense of the
service’s traditional independence. Naval officers
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considered service on a joint staff detrimental to
one’s career. The Navy even had developed its own
strategy, the Maritime Strategy, publicly articulated
in January 1986, which it used to justify its force
structure.

Pacific Fleet’s claims to the Indian Ocean area
and the Navy’s resistance to jointness made the
service reluctant to subordinate forces to Central
Command. In 1987 COMUSNAVCENT was Rear
Admiral (Select) Philip F. Duffy, who, in practice,
managed only the logistic and administrative support
of naval forces in the gulf. Although the Navy had
close ties to countries in the region, CINCCENT's
requests that the Navy assign a more senior officer to

the NAVCENT billet made no headway in the Office

of the Chief of Naval Operations (OPNAV).

Nevertheless, General Crist persuaded Admiral
William J. Crowe, the chairman of the Joint
Chiefs of Staff, that CINCCENT needed to have
sole control of naval operations in the theater.
They arranged a compromise with OPNAV. On
20 September 1987, the Department of Defense
established the Joint Task Force Middle East
(JTEME), a temporary command and control
organization tailored specifically to fit the
needs of Operation Earnest Will. Owing to the
predominantly maritime nature of the mission,
and “to satisfy the Navy’s sensibilities,” as Admiral

Crowe put it, Rear Admiral Dennis M. Brooks, flying

his flag with the carrier battle group in the North
Arabian Sea, was designated Commander JTFME.
Brooks answered to Crist for operational direction.

Iranian ship Iran Ajr, captured while laying mines off the coast of Bahrain, with a U.S. Navy landing craft alongside, 22 September 1987.
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The destroyer John Young (DD 973) shells a pair of Iranian command and control platforms in response to an Iranian attack on a

reflagged Kuwaiti tanker, 19 October 1987.

The command structure still did not function
smoothly because Commander Middle East Force,
Rear Admiral Harold J. Bernsen, retained a degree
of autonomy, and he and Brooks clashed repeatedly.
To resolve this problem, Crowe combined JTFME
and the MEF under Brooks’ successor, Rear Admiral
Anthony Less.

U.S. naval forces operating in the gulf faced
operational as well as organizational difficulties. On
17 May 1987, an Iraqi Mirage F-1 pilot mistook the
U.S. frigate Stark (FFG 31) for an Iranian vessel and
struck her with two Exocet air-to-surface missiles.
The night attack killed 37 American Sailors, but
their surviving shipmates saved Stark from sinking
with a dogged and skillful damage control effort.

On 24 July, during the U.S. Navy'’s first Earnest
Will convoy escort mission, an Iranian-laid sea
mine damaged the reflagged tanker Bridgeton. The
Navy’s mine countermeasures forces in the area,
consisting of eight MH-53 helicopters and a small
flotilla of ocean minesweepers, found and destroyed
numerous mines during these and later operations in

the gulf. Nonetheless, the aircraft were too few and
the minesweepers too old, having seen almost forty
years of hard service, to accomplish the clearance
mission adequately. American naval leaders hoped

to compensate for this deficiency by employing

a traditional mine warfare tactic—preventing the
enemy from laying the weapons. In that regard,
American forces in the gulf scored a major success

on 21 September, when U.S. Army AH-6 Seabat
helicopters, operating from the deck of guided missile
frigate Jarrett (FFG 33), intercepted the Iranian
vessel Iran Ajr in the act of dropping mines into the
water. In a swift action, the joint team captured the
minelayer. That October, the joint frigate-Seabat
team sank a speedboat and captured two others when
the Iranians opened fire on the aircraft.

Undeterred, the Iranians struck and damaged
the reflagged tanker Sea Isle City with a Chinese-
supplied Silkworm missile. In retaliation, the Navy
destroyed two Iranian oil platforms being used as
military outposts. On 14 April 1988, guided missile
frigate Samuel B. Roberts (FFG 58) struck an Iranian
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mine that blew a 22-foot hole in her side and
wounded ten Sailors.

To drive home the point that the United States
would not tolerate such attacks and remained
determined to protect its allies and interests in
the gulf, the Navy launched against Iranian forces
another retaliatory strike, code-named Operation
Praying Mantis. On 18 April, surface ships and
carrier-based aircraft destroyed two gulf oil
platforms used by the Iranian military. In this battle,
U.S. naval forces sank or damaged half of Iran’s
operational navy. Even though a few Iranian fast
attack craft continued to fire on American warships
and merchantmen, Praying Mantis greatly reduced
the threat to shipping.

Then, on 3 July, guided missile cruiser Vincennes
(CG 49) mistook an Iranian airliner for an attacking
warplane and shot it down, killing 290 passengers
and crew. This sad episode seemed to be the last
straw for the Iranian people, reeling from almost a
decade of revolution and war. Tehran’s ground forces
tottered on the brink of collapse under the weight
of an Iraqi offensive. Antiwar demonstrations had
broken out in Isfahan and Tabriz. The economy
was in ruins, the treasury bankrupt. On 18 July, the
Iranians agreed to accept a U.N. cease-fire proposal.
The war with Iraq, and with it the Tanker War, soon
came to an end.

Operation Earnest Will had succeeded, and
the Navy’s ships, aircraft, weapons, and personnel
generally performed well in conducting littoral
operations. But problems had arisen in two areas—
mine warfare and command and control. Naval
leaders recognized that the mine countermeasures
force needed modernization and took steps to acquire
new ships and equipment. They were less inclined
to explore new approaches to melding theater and
naval operations. If anything, naval leaders ascribed
the difficulties that Commander JTFME experienced
with command and control of operations in the gulf
to outside interference.

Despite these difficulties, the U.S. Navy-led
Joint Task Force Middle East, working with
America’s European and Arabian Gulf allies,
accomplished the mission of protecting the vital

gulf tanker traffic. Earnest Will had also taken some
of the sting from Iran’s revolutionary movement.
Finally, the United States’ stand in the gulf during
1987-1988 erased the negative images resulting
from the failed Iranian rescue mission and
withdrawal from Lebanon, persuading the region’s
leaders that they could count on the United States.

Lieutenant Dan Taylor climbs down from the frigate Nicholas
(FFG 47) into a motor whaleboat for transfer to a reflagged
Kuwaiti tanker, where he will serve as liaison officer during a
tanker escort mission, 1 July 1988.

Meanwhile, relative quiet returned to the
Arabian Gulf. The United States gradually reduced
its forces in the region. By the summer of 1990,
only five naval vessels patrolled the gulf, the smallest
contingent since the late 1970s. +++
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DESERT SHIELD AND DESERT STORM

HE QUIET DIDN'T LAST LONG. Saddam Hussein’s megalomaniacal dream of

becoming the Stalin of the Middle East survived the war with Iran, despite the war’s

exorbitant cost to Iraq in blood and treasure. This time, however, the dictator sought
to satisfy his lust for conquest by choosing what he thought would be a much easier target. On 2
August 1990, Iraqi Republican Guard armored and mechanized units rolled into Kuwait. Six days
later, Saddam announced the annexation of Kuwait, declaring it Iraq’s nineteenth province. Saddam
figured nobody—not Arab nations, the United Nations, or the United States—would contest the
invasion. He believed America possessed neither the will nor the ability to go to war in Southwest
Asia. It was another bad politico-military assessment. Within seven months, the United States had
taken the lead in an international coalition that had prevented further Iragi conquests and had
driven Saddam’s forces out of Kuwait. The Navy’s ability to control the sea and project power
ashore proved critical to the success of Desert Shield, while its warfighting capabilities played a key

role in the coalition’s victory over Iraq during Desert Storm.

American naval forces responded immediately
to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. Within an hour, the
Independence (CV 62) carrier battle group, cruising
in the Indian Ocean near Diego Garcia, headed for
the Gulf of Oman, while the Dwight D. Eisenhower
(CVN 69) carrier battle group, nearing the end of
a deployment to the central Mediterranean, set a
course for the Red Sea. Within three days carrier-
borne aircraft had come within striking distance of
Saddam’s tank columns.

On 4 August, President George H.-W. Bush
decided that military power offered the best hope
of deterring or halting further Iraqi aggression. On 6
August, at the invitation of Saudi King Abdul Aziz
Ibn Fahd, the President ordered American forces to
Saudi Arabia.

Central Command’s Operation Plan (OPLAN)
1002-90, the latest in a series of U.S. war plans for
defense of the gulf region, guided the deployment.
With the end of the Cold War in 1989, the resultant
shift in U.S. strategic focus from global war to
regional conflict, and the emergence of Iraq as the

preeminent military power in the gulf, Department
of Defense and CENTCOM planners had based
1002-90 on a scenario involving a potential Iragi
attack down the Arabian Peninsula. The plan called
for the deployment of American naval, air, and
ground forces to deter or counterattack an Iraqi
invasion of Saudi Arabia.

Operation Desert Shield, as the deployment to
Saudi Arabia was called, unfolded in two phases.
The first—a defensive phase—lasted through 31
October 1990. The second—preparation for an
offensive—lasted from 1 November 1990 to 16
January 1991. The next day Central Command
launched Operation Desert Storm to push Iraqi
forces out of Kuwait. Together these operations
became known as the Gulf War.

Like the Tanker War, command and control
of naval operations during the Gulf War proved
problematic. Although the Secretary of Defense
had tried to resolve Pacific Command’s boundary
dispute by reassigning the Gulfs of Aden and
Oman to CENTCOM'’s area of responsibility on
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26 June 1989, nothing had changed in the Navy’s
organization or attitude with regard to Central
Command. On the eve of the invasion of Kuwait,
COMUSNAVCENT, Rear Admiral (Select)

Robert Sutton, was still junior to the three-star
commanders of Central Command’s other service
components. For a large-scale operation like Desert
Shield, naval leaders still expected Pacific Command
to supply an admiral to lead naval operations in
support of Central Command, rather than as a
component of Central Command. As a result of

this attitude, three-star officers from the other
services had played major roles in the staff work and
exercises to develop OPLAN 1002-90, but the Navy
had provided no such input.

commanders established forward headquarters at
Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, with General Schwarzkopf,
Admiral Mauz decided to exercise command from
the Seventh Fleet flagship Blue Ridge (LCC 19).
Admiral Mauz assigned relatively junior naval
officers to joint duties within Central Command.
For liaison duty with CENTCOM headquarters,
he created the billet of NAVCENT Riyadh, to
which he appointed Rear Admiral Timothy W.
Wright. For liaison duty with Air Force Lieutenant
General Charles Horner, the Air Force component
commander and Joint Force Air Component
Commander (JFACC), Admiral Mauz assigned a
group of officers designated the Fleet Coordinating
Group and led by a Navy captain. Although these

The cruiser Bunker Hill (CG 52) launches a Tomahawk land attack missile (TLAM) toward a target
in Iraq, January 1991. Operation Desert Storm marked the TLAM'’s combat debut. The destroyer Paul
F. Foster (DD 964) steams at right

Once again, the Department of Defense
brokered a compromise. The commander of Pacific
Command’s Seventh Fleet, Vice Admiral Henry H.
Mauz Jr., was designated COMUSNAVCENT under
General H. Norman Schwarzkopf Jr., CENTCOM'’s
commander in chief. Sutton remained in Hawaii
under the titte COMUSNAVCENT Pearl Harbor
and retained responsibility for sealift coordination,
logistics, and personnel support throughout the
Gulf War. Rear Admiral William Fogarty, who had
been commander of Joint Task Force Middle East on
the eve of the Iraqi invasion, became Commander
Middle East Force. While the other component

command arrangements
reflected the Navy’s
tradition of independence,
the commitment of
relatively junior officers
to CENTCOM'’s

joint team and the

lack of a prominent

role in prewar joint
planning and exercising
strained NAVCENT’s
relationships with the

PH2 Rob Clare

other components and
added undue difficulties
to the conduct of joint
operations, particularly
in adjusting to the air
component commander’s Air Tasking Order (ATO)
system of flight operations management. The fact
that the daily ATO itself had to be flown out to

the carriers instead of transmitted electronically
symbolized the Navy’s joint organizational and
operational problems during Desert Shield and
Desert Storm.

Fortunately, these problems created only minor
bumps on the road to victory. American forces began
arriving in Saudi Arabia on 7 August. In general,
Soldiers, Marines, Airmen, and Navy Reservists
reached the theater by air, while more than 90
percent of their equipment and supplies came by sea.
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From mid-August to early September, naval forces
afloat and ashore made up the bulk of allied military
power facing Saddam Hussein. On 15 August, the
first three ships of Maritime Prepositioning Ship
Squadron Two reached the Saudi port of Jubayl.
MPSRON-2 carried the equipment and 30 days of
supplies for the 7th Marine Expeditionary Brigade.
The Marines, who had begun to arrive at Jubayl’s air
facilities on the 14th, “married up” with their ship-
delivered equipment and stood ready for combat
11 days later. By 1 September, U.S. naval forces in
the Arabian Gulf, North Arabian Sea, and Red Sea
included three carriers, one battleship, six cruisers,
five destroyers, and eight frigates.

Allied nations also deployed ships and aircraft to

accounted for 85 percent of the tonnage. Even
though Phase I ended formally on 5 December,
virtually all of CENTCOM'’s planned requirements
had been satisfied by 11 November. At the same
time, the United States deployed more than 60
naval vessels, 1,000 ground-based aircraft, and
240,000 military men and women to the theater.
On 1 November General Colin Powell, chairman of
the Joint Chiefs of Staff, reported to the President
that General Schwarzkopf “had the combat
capability in place, in the region, to successfully
defend against any Iraqgi attack.”

Saddam’s negative responses to U.N. political
initiatives during the fall of 1990 made it increasingly

clear that an offensive operation would be necessary

oppose Iraq’s aggression. Eventually, naval
forces from Argentina, Australia, Belgium,
Canada, Denmark, France, Germany,
Greece, Italy, Kuwait, the Netherlands,
Norway, Poland, Portugal, Spain, the
Soviet Union, and the United Kingdom
participated in one way or another in
Desert Shield, Desert Storm, and the
aftermath of the war.

Admiral Mauz soon realized he would
have to operate carriers in the Arabian
Gulf if the Navy were to contribute

effectively to the war. Successful late

Cold War experiments to place carriers
in confined waters like those surrounding
the Norwegian fjords and the Aleutian,
Aegean, and Japanese islands suggested that aircraft
carriers could, in fact, conduct safe operations

in shallow waters close to land. By Mauz’s order,
the Independence battle group transited the Strait

of Hormuz on 2 October and proved that flight
operations were feasible in the gulf. From then on,
the question was not whether carriers could operate
in the gulf, but how many.

During the first phase of Desert Shield, ships
operated by Military Sealift Command delivered
1,034,900 tons of equipment, 135,100 tons of
supplies, and 1,800,000 tons of petroleum products
to the Arabian Gulf region. Of the 173 ships
involved, 124 were U.S.-flag vessels, and these

Lieutenant Commander Mark Fox, the first coalition pilot to shoot down an Iraqi
MiG, in the cockpit of the F/A-18C Hornet he flew during the mission.

to drive Iraqi forces from Kuwait. In August, Air
Force and CENTCOM planners worked up the
first draft of a plan for a four-phase air, land, and
sea campaign to eject Iraqi forces from Kuwait,
code-named Desert Storm. On 31 October, President
Bush decided to deploy an additional 200,000 Sailors,
Soldiers, Airmen, and Marines to the theater.

Most U.S. air and naval forces deployed during
Phase II arrived in the theater by mid-January. As
in Phase I, people came largely by air and cargo by
sea. During Phase II, 220 MSC-controlled ships
delivered 1,270,300 short tons of equipment,
235,400 more than in the earlier effort. The
404,700 tons of supplies delivered in Phase II almost

DESERT SHIELD AND DESERT STORM
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Two A-7 Corsair Il jets loaded with cluster bombs and AIM-9 Sidewinder missiles streak toward a target in Iraq, 1 February 1991.

The Navy retired its last A-7s in May 1991.

tripled that of Phase I. Finally, MSC delivered
to theater forces 3,500,000 short tons of fuel,
1,700,000 more than in Phase I.

While merchantmen delivered supplies and
equipment, combatants prepared for war. On 1
December 1990, Vice Admiral Stanley Arthur
became COMUSNAVCENT in a routine turnover.
Admiral Arthur divided the carrier battle groups
into two battle forces, designated Zulu and Yankee,
which operated respectively in the Arabian Gulf and
Red Sea. Naval air wings rehearsed strike operations
at Fallon, Nevada, before departing for the theater.
Battle Force Yankee conducted “mirror-image”
strike exercises with Air Force units. Other naval
units conducted combat search and rescue, surface
warfare, antiair warfare, gunfire support, amphibious
landing, and a wide variety of other exercises.

Even as coalition forces prepared for war, the
allies sought a peaceful exit for the Iragi army in
Kuwait. But after Saddam refused to withdraw, the
coalition launched Operation Desert Storm on 17
January 1991.

At that time, Iraq fielded the world’s fourth
largest army and sixth largest air force. Iraqi ground
forces in the Kuwaiti Theater of Operations

numbered 43 divisions. Twenty-five of them occupied
two major defensive belts along the Kuwaiti-Saudi
border. The remaining 18 divisions stood by in
reserve, including eight Republican Guard divisions
positioned north and west of Kuwait. The Iraqi navy’s
165 vessels, including 13 missile boats, were sitting in
port or operating along the Kuwaiti coast. Irag’s air
force numbered approximately 950 aircraft.

On the coalition side, seven U.S. Army divisions,
two Marine Corps divisions, a British armored
division, a French light armored division, and the
equivalent of four Arab divisions stood ready for
action. More than 2,400 fixed-wing aircraft from
12 coalition countries flew from bases and aircraft
carriers throughout the theater and around the
world. In all, more than 600,000 men and women
from 31 nations prepared to liberate Kuwait.

The coalition naval armada numbered more
than 150 ships from 14 nations. The United States
Navy contributed 108 of these ships, including five
carrier battle groups, two battleships, 13 submarines,
and the largest amphibious force mustered since the
Korean War, carrying nearly 17,000 Marines. The
John E Kennedy (CV 67), Saratoga (CV 60), and
America (CV 66) battle groups operated in the Red
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Sea while the Ranger (CV 61) and Midway (CV
41) battle groups steamed in the Arabian Gulf. The
Theodore Roosevelt (CVN 71) battle group arrived
on station in the gulf in January 1991. The America
battle group rounded the Arabian Peninsula in
February, bringing the number of carriers operating
in the gulf to four. The naval array also featured
special warfare forces, naval construction battalions,
medical units, cargo handlers, logistics ships and
aircraft, explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) units,
mine countermeasures (MCM) ships, salvage and
repair units, and harbor defense forces.
CENTCOM’s four-phase theater campaign
plan for Operation Desert Storm sought to expel
the Iragi army of occupation from Kuwait and to
destroy Iraq’s offensive capabilities to prevent future
aggression. Phase I was a strategic air campaign aimed
at rendering Iraqi forces blind, deaf, and immobile,
while leaving the basic economic and industrial
infrastructure of the country intact. In Phase II, allied

forces would establish air superiority in the Kuwaiti
Theater of Operations. In Phase III, air and naval
power would prepare the battlefield by isolating and
reducing enemy forces in the theater. Phases I-III of
the theater plan—strategic attack, air supremacy, and
battlefield preparation—made up the air campaign. If
Saddam refused to capitulate during Phases I-III, the
coalition would launch Phase IV, a ground offensive
aimed at ejecting the Iragis from Kuwait.

Naval forces had two primary missions in Desert
Storm: support the air campaign and convince
Saddam that the allies intended to launch an
amphibious assault on his left flank. U.S. leaders
had considered making a Navy-Marine amphibious
landing in Kuwait or southern Iraq in support
of the main ground thrust, but staff studies and
simulations run in the fall of 1990 raised the specter
of heavy casualties in the face of enemy beach
defenses and sea minefields. Therefore, General
Schwarzkopf never seriously considered a major

U.S. Marines roll into Kuwait International Airport in light armored vehicles, 27 February 1991.
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weapons struck targets with remarkable
accuracy hundreds of miles from the sea
in heavily defended Baghdad without
risking the life of a single naval aviator.
Tomahawks added a new dimension

to the traditional Navy mission of
projecting power ashore.

In the first few days of Desert
Storm, coalition air forces won air
superiority and fragmented Saddam’s
strategic air defenses and command,
control, and communications network.
For the rest of January the coalition
focused the bulk of its air power
against strategic targets. On 27 January,
Schwarzkopf announced that the
coalition had won air supremacy over
Iraq and Kuwait. Iraqi air defenses
retained the ability to react piecemeal
to allied strikes but could no longer
coordinate defensive actions.

In the early evening of 29 January
1991, Iraqgi armor and mechanized
infantry in eastern and southern
Kuwait attacked U.S. Marine and Arab
coalition units along the Kuwaiti-Saudi
Arabian border. At the same time, Iraqi
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commandos embarked in 15 small patrol

An Iraqi patrol boat lies dead in the water after a Sea Skua missile attack by a
British Lynx helicopter based on the destroyer HMS Gloucester (D 96).

amphibious landing on the Iraqi-held shore. But
rather than disembark the amphibious forces, he
used them for deception operations.

The Tomahawk Land Attack Missile (TLAM)
made its combat debut during the first wave of
coalition attacks. The Tomahawk was a long range
cruise missile, launched by surface ships and
submarines at targets on land. The missiles flew
at low altitudes at high subsonic speeds, guided

over evasive routes by different navigation systems.

Variants could carry 1,000-pound high-explosive,
bomblet-dispensing, nuclear, and other kinds of
warheads. Navy surface ships and submarines
successfully launched 122 TLAMs on the first day
and 282 throughout the course of the war. These

boats sortied south along the co