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They came from Pineville, West Virginia, from
Cambridge, Minnesota, and from other small towns.
In many ways, they were ordinary young Americans:
they liked music, cars, and a laugh with their friends.

But in one way, they were extraordinary young
Americans: they gave their lives for their country.

This book is for them.




Foreword

America’s mind’s eye carries all too many painful pictures of terrorist
actions against her: the collapsed Marine Corps barracks in Beirut, a gaping
hole at the waterline of USS Cole, and shocked, bleeding casualties sitting in
the streets of the U.S. embassy in Kenya, as well as fire blossoming from New
York City’s Twin Towers. Another enduring image is the shredded walls of
Khobar Towers where nineteen airmen gave their final full measure on June
25, 1996.

This account of the Khobar Towers bombing, so eloquently narrated by Dr.
Perry Jamieson, tells the story of the horrific attack and the magnificent
response of airmen doing their duty under nearly impossible circumstances.
None of them view their actions as heroic, yet the reader will marvel at their
calm professionalism. All of them say it was just their job, but the reader will
wonder how they could be so well trained to act almost instinstively to do the
right thing at the right time. None of them would see their actions as selfless,
yet countless numbers refused medical attention until the more seriously
injured got treatment.

Throughout this book, the themes of duty, commitment, and devotion to
comrades resoundingly underscore the notion that America’s brightest, bravest,
and best wear her uniforms in service to the nation.

This book is more than heroic actions, though, for there is also controversy.
Were commanders responsible for not adequately protecting their people?
What should one make of the several conflicting investigations following the
attack? Dr. Jamieson has not shied away from these difficult questions, and
others, but has discussed them and other controversial judgments in a straight-
forward and dispassionate way that will bring them into focus for everyone. It
is clear from this book that there is a larger issue than just the response to the
bombing. Tt is the issue of the example set by America’s airmen. Future airmen
who read this book will be stronger and will stand on the shoulders of those
who suffered and those who made the ultimate sacrifice.

No matter what conclusions the reader might reach, one continues to
return to the magnificent actions of young Americans far from home working
in grueling conditions, who just do their duty. A duty they do without equivo-
cation and for the love of their country and their service. Ultimately, then, this
is a story of victory, because the Air Force learned from Khobar Towers. It
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learned about a ruthless enemy, and all airmen will learn, too, that even under
the most devastating conditions, they can fight back and win, a lesson that the
world’s terrorists have yet to learn. But learn they will.

C. R. Anderegg, Director
Air Force History and Museums Program
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Preface

For some Americans, the catastrophic events of September 11, 2001 may
have overshadowed the Khobar Towers bombing of June 25, 1996. Yet as horrific
as the attacks on the Pentagon and World Trade Center were, the bombing in
Dhahran—terrible in its own right—should still command our attention. There is
no distinguishing of the importance among these, or any other terrorist events, to
those who lost their loved ones in them. That the Khobar Towers tragedy was fol-
lowed by ones even larger in scale does not diminish its importance: it furthers it.
The “Bleeding Kansas™ of the 1850s prefigured a far bloodier Civil War in the
1860s, and the blasted facade of Building 131 anticipated the yet more deadly ter-
rorism of the twenty-first century.

This history is based largely on tape-recorded oral history interviews con-
ducted by the author and held by the Air Force Historical Studies Office, on
Bolling Air Force Base, Washington, D.C. Other historians contributed a few
more of these sessions and those sources are identified in the endnotes and back-
matter. Where I conducted the interview, the endnotes describe it as an interview
“with” the participant; where another historian asked all or most of the questions,
the notes call it an interview “of” the participant. In the endnotes which have
shortened citations, the use of one of these prepositions or the other tells the read-
er whether the interview cited was conducted by the author or another historian. In
every case, the AFHSO holds copies of these taped interviews.

Many of the interviewees offered painfully vivid accounts of the Khobar
Towers bombing and its aftermath. Their stark honesty made it difficult to quote
some parts of their interviews. I tried to describe accurately the horrors of a ter-
rorist attack and at the same time to respect the feelings of those who survived the
bombing that night and of the families of those who did not.

Another difficulty raised by these oral history interviews was that they some-
times contradicted one another. When two or more witnesses disagreed about a
small point, I did not, except in a very few cases, try to reconcile the competing
versions. It is not surprising that under the stressful circumstances of a terrorist
attack, some people recalled certain details differently than others; the remarkable
fact is that, in the great majority of cases, these oral accounts verified one anoth-
er.

In addition to the oral history interviews, many documents were quoted or
otherwise used to prepare this work. Wherever possible, I have cited in full these

X




sources. The text never quotes classified or “for official use only” documents, but
in two or three instances, it makes indirect use of open portions of them. In these
few cases, the notes describe the source, but do not give a formal citation. This
methodology protects the identification of closed documents, while offering some
help in retrieving them in the future, if they are declassified and released. The
AFHSO retains the documents, classified and unclassified, that are cited or
described in the endnotes.

The Khobar Towers story cannot be told without encountering controversies,
and most of the people best informed about these were on active duty with the
United States Air Force when this manuscript was written. In the instances where
these airmen were quoted by the press, they are identified by name and the rele-
vant source is cited in the endnotes. In some cases, where an oral history interview
provided sensitive information, the speaker is not identified. All of these inter-
view tapes, held by the AFHSO, have been assigned a number. In the instances
where the witness is not identified by name, the endnotes cite one of these num-
bers. This reserves the identity of the speaker, while ensuring that future
researchers eventually will be able to confirm the quotations and to read or hear
them in their full context.

Unit designations can be confusing. It would have been more accurate to
identify the Air Force units deployed to Southwest Asia by their provisional desig-
nations, but these four-digit numbers would have cluttered the narrative. Where
reasonable in both the text and notes, I used the more familiar, stateside designa-
tion of these units. In a few cases, the text does not make it clear that the speaker
in an interview or the author of a document had served in Saudi Arabia and that
the value of their evidence should be credited accordingly. In these instances, their
unit’s provisional designation is given, to alert the reader that the speaker or author
had been in Saudi Arabia.

Stating the ranks of officers and airmen proved less confusing than identify-
ing units. The largest issue here was that many Khobar Towers veterans received
promotions after the attack, and before they were interviewed, or before this man-
uscript went to press. I have identified them with the rank they held on June 25,
1996. The notes acknowledge the cases where colonels at the time of the bombing
later were promoted to generals.

I followed the convention of telling when an event took place by citing the
local time. Military documents often use “zulu” time, equivalent to Greenwich
Mean time. I converted these to the local a.m. and p.m. modifiers, which are
familiar to general readers.

The nomenclature of local geography raised a few problems. The name
“Khobar Towers” itself can be misleading. To avoid cluttering the narrative with
repeated qualifiers, I followed the Air Force practice of using this name when only
the USAF area of the larger compound is meant, a refinement which is detailed in
chapter two. A similar case involved the Ministry of Defense and Aviation
(MODA) complex on the King Abdul Aziz Air Royal Saudi Base, which included




the King Abdul Aziz Air Base Hospital. Air Force personnel generally used the
term “MODA Hospital” to mean specifically the King Abdul Aziz Hospital.
Again to simplify the text, and to follow the useage familiar to Air Force readers,
I'refer to the King Abdul Aziz Air Base Hospital as the “MODA Hospital” “King
Abdul Aziz Air Base” itself introduces another issue: the text usually refers to it,
as Americans did, as Dhahran Air Base. :

Beyond this particular case, it sometimes proved difficult to identify and
locate the Dhahran hospitals that treated the wounded Americans. Air Force doc-
uments, prepared quickly in the aftermath of a terrorist attack, and airmen who
suddenly found themselves patients in a foreign city in the dead of the night,
weren’t able to answer every question a historian could ask. Doctors in the med-
ical section of the Royal Saudi Embassy in Washington, D.C., and at King Abdul
Aziz Air Base, Saudi Arabia, identified in the backmatter, gave me valuable infor-
mation about the Dhahran hospitals. Saudi Embassy personnel also clarified other
points of local geography and history.

Finally, a word about the personal stories included in the narrative. It is fair to
ask why they, and not others, were used. Some veterans judge a work of military
history by narrow criteria: Does it tell the story of their particular unit? How
closely does its narrative match their own memory of events? The Khobar Towers
bombing affected thousands of Americans, Saudis, and others. No single volume
can do justice to the experiences of all the Air Force personnel, let alone the many
others, who were touched by this terrible event of June 25, 1996. British Field
Marshal W.J. Slim wrote in the preface to his memoirs of World War II’s Burma
campaign: “I am very conscious that for every [individual, unit, and formation] I
mention there were a hundred others whose doings were just as worthy of record.”
And so it is with the Khobar Towers episodes told here; many others were just as
worthy of record.

This narrative tells the story, based on their own accounts, of only a few of the
hundreds of airmen who were at the Khobar Towers that night. It recounts what
they were doing just before the bombing and what happened to them immediate-
ly afterward. The sample is intended to give an idea of the activities of airmen on
a summer night during Operation Southern Watch. Moreover, it was chosen to
convey the experiences of people across the area affected by the attack, from the
mechanics on the flightline at King Abdul Aziz Air Base to the security policemen
on the roof of Building 131 at the Khobar Towers.

This sample necessarily had to be kept small enough that a reader could keep
track of individuals and events. In addition to the few airmen mentioned in the
narrative, the stories of hundreds of others could just as well have been told. There
was no intention to slight the experiences of any of the many veterans of the
Khobar Towers attack.

While this selection process posed a dilemma, it also underscored one of the
strongest themes of the Khobar Towers story. The bombing did not produce three,
or six, or ten heroes or heroines, whose stories stood out from all the others.
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Instead the blast left in its wake, as one officer later said, a thousand stories of
people helping people. No account can do justice to them all. If this one begins to
give its readers an appreciation of how American military men and women
responded to the Khobar Towers tragedy, it has done its job.

Perry D. Jamieson
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There are a thousand little stories out there,
about people taking care of people.

Colonel Gary R. Dylewski
Commander, 33rd Fighter Wing




Khobar Towers
Tragedy and Response




Tragedy

Their best efforts were simply overcome b
the speed with which the event develope
and the sheer magnitude of the blast.

Major Brian G. Fillmore
Air Force Office of Special Investigations




Chapter One

Approaching 10 P.M.

The HC-130P came home early. This Combat Shadow tanker, tail number
0986, had launched at about 3 p.m. on Tuesday, June 25, 1996. The aircraft had
flown from King Abdul Aziz Royal Saudi Air Base, Saudi Arabia, a facility that
Americans usually called Dhahran Air Base. The HC—130 was scheduled to return
about eight hours later, but sometime before 6:30 its crew saw a fuel-correction light
begin flickering on and off, alerting them to a discrepancy in their number one
engine. They returned to base and briefed the problem to the team of eight mainte-
nance airmen who worked during the dayshift.!

The aircrew started back to their living quarters, which were a few miles east of
Dhahran Air Base’s military flightline. If their HC-130 hadn’t encountered its diffi-
culty, at 10 p.m. that night they would have remained airborne. Instead, by that hour
the crew were in their dormitories, in the American sector of the Khobar Towers
housing complex.

The tanker’s early return also meant that the nightshift engine mechanics would
relieve the dayshift sooner than usual. At 7 p.m., the seven NCOs of TSgt. Donald
Herlacher’s maintenance team came on duty and began troubleshooting the prob-
lem. A1C. Ken Smith of the dayshift, wanting to improve his skills, stayed to work
with them.?

The HC-130% engine problem, as one officer commented later, had created “a
trade-off. The aircrew that was back in the dorms shouldn’t have been there, [and]
the maintenance guys that would have been back in the dorms weren’t at the dorms,
because they were at the airplane.”

The maintenance airmen continued their efforts into the night, beyond 9 p.m.,
beyond 9:30 p.m. MSgt. Joel Schaeffer drove over from the Khobar Towers com-
pound and picked up Airman Smith. They headed east, back to their dorm. By then,
it was nearing 10 p.m.*

At that hour, the unrelenting heat from a June day in Saudi Arabia had left the
Khobar Towers compound. Late night offered the best time to exercise before going
to bed. “You can’t run in the day,” as one officer put it, “unless you’re just really
obsessed or have a death wish, really”” After dark, many of the airmen who had been
on duty during the hours of brutal heat came out of their dorms to walk, jog, or head
for the gym. This facility, more formally called the recreation and fitness center,
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occupied a converted parking garage near the middle of the compound’s western
edge.’

On that day, June 25, workcrews had just finished refurbishing the gym. The
main improvement was the addition of a room for aerobic workouts. It featured
about twenty televisions that circled the exercise equipment, so an airman could
watch TV while using a rowing machine, stationary bicycle, or stair-stepper. The
sparkling new mirrors that circled the walls contributed another highlight to the
remodeling. Late that morning, Brig. Gen. Terryl (Terry) J. Schwalier, commander
of the 4404th Composite Wing (Provisional), had cut the ribbon on this renovation
and the airmen celebrated with a small party.S That evening, a bench-pressing con-
test was held in the facility.’

Among the many regulars at the gym was MSgt. Dwayne R. Berry, an admin-
istrator and deployed first sergeant of the 71st Rescue Squadron, from Patrick Air
Force Base, Florida. Sergeant Berry arrived at the recreation center later than usual,
that night of the twenty-fifth. In two days his tour in Saudi Arabia would end, and he
had promised his wife he would get in a final round of shopping for her in Dhahran
before he returned home. Ordinarily, he and TSgt. Arthur Bisby, his workout partner,
would get to the gym about 6 p.m. That evening, they shopped downtown and did-
n’t reach the rec center until 9 p.m.?

Dressed to exercise, the two NCOs went through the heavy door that led from
the brand-new acrobic area into the weight room. Sergeants Berry and Bisby started
into their dumbbell routines. Nine thirty went past, nine forty-five. Berry looked at
the mirrors and realized that something was wrong;: they were cracking.”

While these two NCOs pitted themselves against the equipment in the Khobar
gym, several hundred yards to the northeast, the senior officers of the 58th Fighter
Squadron, deployed from Eglin Air Force Base, Florida, were contending with
another kind of challenge. They lived on the seventh floor of Building 127, which
faced Eighth Street, the eastern perimeter of the Khobar compound. It was an eight
story structure, consisting of a ground level with seven numbered ones stacked
above it. About half of the squadron’s pilots had rooms on the sixth floor, about half
on the seventh, or top, one.!® Like the other T-shaped dormitories in the complex,
each floor had three suites—each suite contributing one arm of a building’s T. All of
the cight-story dormitories accordingly had twenty-four suites. One of these on the
seventh floor of Building 127 was the “command module,” the residence of the
deployed 58th Fighter Squadron’s commander, Lt. Col. Douglas R. Cochran; the
operations officer, Lt. Col. Thomas A. McCarthy; and the project officer for the
deployment, Lt. Col. William Miller.!!

The officers of the 58th were busy that night. The squadron had all but finished
its tour in Saudi Arabia. The fighters would fly just four more sorties, and then their
tour would end. In two days, the squadron would be going home, and its officers
were dealing with, as one of them later summarized: “all the turmoil that comes
with [getting] diplomatic clearances, with making sure our people [will be] getting
home, making sure their equipment [will be] getting home, making sure the trans-
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ports, the fuel, the airborne fuelers—everything—the jets are ready to go, and the
pilots are ready to go.”12

The biggest issue bubbling during the night of the twenty-fifth was the need to
secure a diplomatic clearance for one of the transports that would carry some of the
squadron’s weapons and cargo back to the United States. There was mundane house-
keeping to be done, too: preparing for the departure, Lt. Col. Cochran had cleaned his
bathroom that night. Then he gave his attention to the items on his desk, the paper-
work necessary for the return home. Beyond the door to Colonel Cochran’s room, Lt.
Cols. Thomas McCarthy and William Miller had taken up stations in the day room,
the common area of the suite. They were helping him get the clearance issue resolved
and, expecting a call, they had the telephone bracketed between thern.!3

The two lieutenant colonels watched a movie on the television, Paramount’s
1976 Marathon Man. As 10 p.m. approached, the film reached one of the most har-
rowing scenes in cinema history. Christian Szell, a former Nazi portrayed by
Laurence Olivier, used a dental drill to torture Thomas Babbington (Babe) Levy, a
Columbia graduate student played by Dustin Hoffman. 14

Not far from Cochran’s suite stood Building 131, at the northeast corner of the
Khobar Towers complex. It was configured like 127 and all the other T dormitories:
it had eight floors; three suites per floor, twenty-four suites per building. That night
the residents of Building 131 were busy packing up and cleaning their rooms. The
next day’s inspection, just before they departed, would be a demanding one. The
first sergeants would check the rooms closely, making sure the airmen left them in
good order for the next occupants.!s

On the first floor of Building 131, a minor mob scene developed in the kitch-
enette of TSgt. George Burgess’s suite. Sergeant Burgess, who was an assistant flight
chief, and his suitemates had cleaned their rooms thoroughly. But one problem area
remained: the refrigerator. A senior airman had cleaned it, but his effort hadn’t satis-
fied his suitemates. They all crowded into the small kitchen, working on the refriger-
ator, and indulging in some good natured criticism of the E—4. Burgess pitched in
with the others, crammed together in the limited space. While he jostled with his suit-
emates, a stray thought crossed his mind: it was the only time during their ninety-day
tour that all four of them had been in the kitchenette at the same time. 16

Down the hall from Sergeant Burgess and his suitemates, SSgt. Eric D. Ziegler
and his roomates also were making their apartment “spick and span” for the next
day’s inspection. For his part, Sergeant Ziegler offered to clean the bathroom. He fin-
ished the task and decided to visit A1C. Brent E. Marthaler. While Airman Marthaler
was sprucing up his room, Ziegler entertained him with some conversation.!”

Leaving Airman Marthaler to his work, Sergeant Ziegler joined the rest of his
suitemates, who were in the day room. Their conversation was good spirited that
night. Like the other members of the 58th Fighter Squadron, these airmen had been
in Dhahran since April and were glad to be going home. '8

Sergeant Ziegler handed TSgt. Patrick P. Fennig, his roomate, two Southwest
Asia service medals. To raise their souvenir value, “Z” wanted them flown on one of
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Approaching 10 P. M.

the Operation Southern Watch F—15 missions. Sergeant Fennig, a flightline expedi-
tor, assured his roomate he would get them out on a sortie the next morning.'?

The group watched some television and at about five minutes before 10 p.m.,
Sergeant Ziegler headed for bed. The staff sergeant checked his digital alarm clock

and realized that at some point during all the cleaning, it had gotten unplugged.

Ziegler had to monkey with it a bit to get it reset. Two nights before, he had broken
the clock and, this late in his tour, he didn’t want to spend the money on a new one.
With a little tinkering, the NCO set the current time and the wake-up one that he
wanted. Then he tested his “snooze” button.2

Six floors above Sergeant Ziegler, SSgt. Alfredo R. Guerrero, a ten-year veter-
an and an instructor in antiterrorist training, checked the security police post on top
of Building 131. Two “SPs,” SrA. Corey P. Grice and A1C. Christopher T. Wagar,
were assigned to the roof of this dormitory. These young men were among the 169
personnel assigned to the security police squadron then stationed near Dhahran.2!

The watch was passing quietly at the rooftop security post and the weather at
the time was normal. On most Saudi nights in late June, at about 8 p.m. the air began
to give up some of the daytime’s broiling heat. Around 9 p.m. the temperature usu-
ally would fall again, but even after this drop the thermometer typically remained in
the nineties and the humidity stayed high. On the night of June 25, 1996, there was
nothing remarkable about the weather, the visibility, or the level of activity around
the Khobar Towers complex.?? “The nights over there were all pretty quiet, pretty
much,” Sergeant Guerrero commented later, “because that was everybody’s ‘down’
time. You'd have joggers in the area, and people ‘recreating’ around.”3

Sergeant Guerrero had come on duty at 6 p.m. In the normal course of things,
the twenty-nine year old airman on temporary duty from Edwards Air Force Base,
California, would have been on a patrol in the area himself, rather than making a
supervisor’s check of the posts of other security policemen. As it happened, two
supervisors had ended their tours on Sunday, June 23, and for the full week to fol-
low, he and another staff sergeant were to pick up the supervisory responsibility. On
the night of Tuesday the twenty-fifth, the assignment fell to Guerrero.?*

Ordinarily, too, the NCO would have begun his post checks sooner and arrived
on the roof of Building 131 earlier in the night. That evening an agent of the Air Force
Office of Special Investigations had found a Saudi national engaged in suspicious
activity and detained him. The AFOSI officer brought this man to Guerrero’s police
desk, while the sergeant was making out the duty schedule for the next day. “So we
were doing the report on that,” Guerrero recalled, “and we had to call in a Saudi lieu-
tenant, to come [and] take him. That put me a couple hours behind schedule, because
normally I did the roster [for the next day] and I still had to go over the roster, before
I started checking the posts.” And so it was after 9:30 p-m. when Guerrero set out, on
foot, to check the security police posts. “I wonder what would have happened,” he
mused later, “if T'd gone up [on the roof of Building 131] even five minutes earlier’25

Sergeant Guerrero began his rounds by going directly to the roof of this dormi-
tory, at the far northeastern corner of the Khobar Towers compound, and checking
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on Senior Airman Grice. Then he walked across the top of the building to its north-
ern edge, where he stopped to talk with Airman First Class Wagar. Guerrero had not
spent five minutes on the roof: the time was approaching 9:50 p.m.26

Sergeant Guerrero and Airman Wagar had a good view of the area around
them. The weather had been normal that day, and continued so that night. Eight
floors below the two security policemen, Thirty-first Street ran east to west across
the front of Building 131 and marked the northern end of the Khobar Towers com-
plex. The north side of this avenue—the northern perimeter of the compound—was
protected by a staggered double row of concrete “New Jersey” barriers and a ten-
foot chain-link security fence, topped with concertina wire.2” Beyond this border of
the Khobar Towers stood the large parking lot of al Khobar Park, a public area. This
carpark was covered by three inches of asphalt and shaded by ornamental trees. Just
north of it, Guerrero and Wagar could see the buildings of al Khobar, a well-settled
community of Dhahran. For about seven miles to the west and northwest, the taller
structures of this urban area stood out over the flat landscape.?®

The distance, as a bird would fly it, from where Sergeant Guerrero stood on the
roof of Building 131 down to the southern end of this open parking lot, was only
about thirty-five yards. While the staff sergeant stood talking with Airman Wagar, a
white four-door Chevrolet Caprice drove south along the western edge of the park-
ing lot, toward the northwest end of the Khobar Towers compound. Then it made a
left hand turn and headed east.2° At about 9:50 p.m. Sergeant Guerrero spotted this
sedan and, slowly following it, a second vehicle: a Mercedes-Benz fuel or sewage
tanker, with a capacity of 3,500 to 4,000 gallons.*’

The car and the truck drove east along the southern edge of the large parking
lot, just beyond the northern perimeter of the compound. When the Caprice reached
a point opposite Building 131, it made another left hand turn and headed away from
the perimeter fence and pulled a very short distance into the carpark. The overhead
lights in this part of the parking lot were out; the arca was dark.?!

Standing next to Airman Wagar on the roof of the dormitory, Sergeant
Guerrero paid less attention to the Caprice than to the much larger vehicle that fol-
lowed it. The tanker continued a bit further east than the car. Then it, too, turned left
and rolled a short distance away from the fence and into the parking lot. Both vehi-
cles came to a stop in the darkness.*?

The security policemen riveted their attention on the large truck. With its head-
lights off, it began backing up toward the hedges that grew along the north side of the
security fence. Both airmen immediately knew that something was very wrong. It
was not unusual to see big trucks in the area around the compound; what was unusu-
al, Sergeant Guerrero explained later, was “the type of vehicle, the position it was in.”
“It was quite clear;” he added, “that they wanted to leave it in a certain spot.3?

Two men got out of the tanker truck and ran to the white Caprice. Months later,
Sergeant Guerrero recalled exactly what went through his mind, during those sec-
onds on the roof of Building 131: “When they jumped out, we just couldn’t believe
it happened. You could see it happen, but it seemed, “This isn’t happening.”3*

10
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The Caprice sped off into the night and instantly the two security policemen
were certain that the tanker truck was a bomb. Both men stepped back from the
three-foot lip at the edge of the building. The racing departure of the white sedan,
Sergeant Guerrero later stated, “was the clicker. They were in a hurry. I felt some-
thing was going to happen very soon.”3> He did not know it then, but “very soon”
turned out to be less than four minutes.*

The security policemen might have put their own lives ahead of others and fled.
They did not do that. Instead, Guerrero got on his “brick” radio and alerted the SPs
at the compound’s main gate and all others who were on patrol that night. He then
called Mr. Marwan Darwish, who was the 4404th Wing’s liaison officer, serving as
an interpreter of Arabic for the Americans and advising them on Arabian affairs. In
performing these jobs, Mr. Darwish worked closely with the base security police
and was well acquainted with their operations and procedures. Lt. Col. James J.
Traister, commander of the 4404th Wings security police squadron, said of this liai-
son officer: “Without him we would be hard pressed in working with our counter-
parts. He is the hardest working individual I have ever worked with.’

That night Mr. Darwish, who routinely carried a pager and a cellular phone,
had gone into Dhahran to eat dinner and do some shopping with Maj. Kevin C.
Greenfield, the 4404th Wing’s judge advocate general; Capt. Lisa A. Winnecke,
Major Greenfield’s deputy; and Lt. Col. Christomer Dooley, the United States
Military Training Mission’s JAG, who worked out of its offices in Riyadh and
Dhahran.3® Within the first minute after Sergeant Guerrero spotted the truck, he
paged Darwish at a downtown mall. The interpreter used his cell phone and quickly
reached the security policeman on the roof of Building 131. Guerrero told him
about the threatening vehicle and his intention to evacuate the dormitory.* Darwish
rang off on the SP and immediately called the Saudi military police, the “Red Hats.”
The line was busy. The interpreter tried several calls, making his way up the Saudi
military police chain of command. Every line was busy; something was very
wrong. Darwish told his companions, We need to get back to the Khobar Towers.*’

While Mr. Darwish tried to reach the Saudi MPs, the security police on the roof
of Building 131 had taken action. Airman Wagar ran for the access to the top floor
of the building, where he would begin spreading the alarm. Sergeant Guerrero
sprinted across the roof and called to Senior Airman Grice, “Let’s go!™!

Not far from Building 131, SrA. Craig J. Dick was patroling in a “humvee,” a
military vehicle that blended the features of a jeep and a three-quarter ton truck.
Senior Airman Dick had heard a security alert on his radio and sped to the scene,
warning some joggers out of the area along his way. He pulled up near Building 131,
jumped out from behind the wheel, and headed for the rear, or southern, entrance of
the dormitory at a dead run.*?

Eight floors above Senior Airman Dick, Sergeant Guerrero and Senior Airman
Grice got off the roof and found that Airman Wagar, who had left ahead of them,
already was carrying the word along the top, or seventh, floor. Guerrero ran on
down the stairwell to the sixth floor, and Grice to the fifth. An officer assigned to the

12
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Khobar Towers that night later praised the three security policemen for their
“remarkable” job of starting an evacuation of the building. “It was amazing,” he
said, “what they were able to accomplish in three minutes [before the explosion].*#?

The three security policemen raised the alarm the same way that Roman sen-
tries would have: yelling and pounding on doors. They found most people still
awake, sitting in the day rooms of their suites, watching television or engaging in
conversations. The SPs moved rapidly from one apartment to the next, spreading the
word. Wagar recalled: “T was yelling, ‘Get the hell out of the building.” “When we
would knock,” Guerrero said, “we would ask, ‘Is there anybody else in here?”***

The urgency in the speech and actions of the security policemen immediately
convinced the dorm residents that this was not an exercise. Like many others that
night, two pilots of the deployed 71st Rescue Squadron, Capts. Michael D.
Morelock and Matthew Winkler, were watching television. Captain Morelock sat in
a chair and Captain Winkler on a couch across from the set, which was wedged in a
corner in front of the sliding glass doors of their day room. Their suite, numbered 7-
1, was on the top floor of Building 131, and their rooms directly faced the park and
the truck bomb. Morelock had gotten up and headed for bed, when an SP knocked
loudly and burst through their unlocked door. Months later, he quoted the police-
man: “We have a situation with a fuel truck. You need to get out of the building
now.™

Captain Winkler also remembered vividly the intense seconds that followed the
SP’% appearance. In Winkler’s experience, security policemen always had their
M-16s in “the right place at all times.” The pilot recalled a telling detail: the SP had
his weapon “slinged over his shoulder and it was kind of getting in his way because
he was trying to hurry so much.”*

Captains Winkler and Morelock, like many others on the top floors of Building
131 that night, did not ask any questions or make silly remarks, The dormitory resi-
dents responded like military professionals. Sergeant Guerrero said of the people he
alerted: “They immediately jumped up and started running, they didn’t hesitate.”*

Although Captains Winkler and Morelock left their suite promptly, neither felt
any sense of immediate danger. Winkler said later that he had no fear for his life and
Morelock had the passing thought that perhaps someone simply had parked in the
wrong place and triggered a false alarm. Winkler went into his bedroom and picked
up his brick radio and beeper from the nightstand, and put his shoes on. Morelock
got his radio, too, and shuffled through his flightsuit to find his identification card.
The security policeman asked them if there was anyone else with them. Their third
resident, Capt. Thomas F. Edman, a navigator, was in the bathroom at the front of
the suite. The pilots called to Captain Edman and the SP also knocked on the latrine
door and told him that he would have to leave the building immediately.*s

Captain Winkler gained a small lead on Captain Morelock, who checked at the
neighboring suite to make sure that Lt. Col. Thomas H. Shafer, commander of their
deployed squadron, and Captain Christopher J. Adams, a pilot and the deployment
operations officer, had gotten the word to evacuate.** Morelock learned that these
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two officers had heard the warning. Captain Adams had roused Lieutenant Colonel
Shafer, already asleep for the night, with the news. They had started to run out of
their suite when Adams noticed that the squadron commander was not wearing any
shoes and suggested he go back for a pair.*

Having checked on Lieutenant Colonel Shafer and Captain Adams, Captain
Morelock followed Captain Winkler down the stairs. The two made it as far as the
first landing, half way between the seventh and sixth floors. Winkler turned to his
right, toward the next flight down. Each of the stairwell landings had a large glass
window, and unfortunately for the two officers, they were now near one. All of the
compound’s dormitories had been built on the same pattern. So the large windows
featured on every stairwell landing proved dangerous that night, not only to
Morelock and Winkler, but to others as well.>!

Lieutenant Colonel Shafer later praised the security police for their rapid warn-
ing of the residents on the top floors of Building 131. He noted that Captains
Winkler and Morelock and others who were evacuated from their suites by the SPs
doubtless were safer in the interior of the dormitory, in the elevator lobbies and stair-
wells, than they would have been in their rooms, which directly faced the bomb. But
Colonel Shafer also pointed to two other aspects of the night’s tragic events. First,
not one person got out of Building 131 before the detonation. Second, it may well
have been for the better that they did not: large numbers of people might have run
out of the dormitory and directly into the explosion. Captain Winkler agreed: “If I'd
got to the ground floor, 1 might have been killed. You can’t ‘what if?” it.” Lt. Col.
Thomas A. McCarthy, operations officer of the 58th Fighter Squadron, and no
doubt others, thought the same thing.>> These two considerations raised by Colonel
Shafer do not diminish the alert work done by the security police that night, but they
underscore the fact that terrorist attacks, like other acts of violence, have a capri-
cious quality.

Captains Winkler, Morelock, and many others responded promptly to the warn-
ings from the security policemen. Sergeant Guerrero and the SPs with him had done
as well as possible, within the few minutes they had to raise the alarm. Now only a
matter of seconds remained. Guerrero had almost finished spreading the word along
the sixth floor. He ran to the door of the one remaining suite. People moved past him
rapidly, leaving the building as they had been told. It was 9:53 p.m.>?
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Chapter Two

Operation Southern Watch

The terrorist bombing of the Khobar Towers killed nineteen United States Air
Force personnel and injured hundreds of others. With the loss of these casualties, the
American press and much of the public began asking questions about the nation’s
military presence in Dhahran. How many Air Force officers and airmen served there
and elsewhere in Saudi Arabia? Why were they there? How long had they been
there? What were the “Khobar Towers™?

Uniformed Americans had been on duty in southwest Asia since World War I,
but for decades their numbers remained small. When the United States sent its first
military training mission to Saudi Arabia, in 1944, it consisted of just twelve mem-
bers. During the next year and into 1946, Americans had helped the Saudis build
King Abdul Aziz Air Base, in Dhahran. In 1951, the two nations began negotiating
formal agreements that resulted two years later in the establishment of a United
States Military Training Mission. Working in cooperation with the Saudi Ministry of
Defense and Aviation, the USMTM assisted the kingdom’s regular military forces.
Beginning in the 1950s, the United States helped build several air bases in Saudi
Arabia. The Office of Program Management-Saudi Arabian National Guard, a
United States Army program manager’s office that helped modernize the kingdom’s
National Guard units, was established in Riyadh in 1965. Throughout the Cold War,
the number of uniformed Americans stationed in the oil-rich Saudi nation, ruled by a
royal family that was wary of non-Islamic foreigners, stayed well under 1,000.!

This remained the case until 1990. On August 2 of that year, Iraqi units under
the orders of dictator Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait, Saudi Arabia’s small neigh-
bor to the north. Faced with more than 200,000 soldiers and over 2,000 tanks
beyond the northern border of his kingdom, King Fahd bin Abdul Aziz then took the
unprecedented step of inviting thousands of military personnel from the United
States and other non-Islamic nations to help defend his country.?

Saddam Hussein did not invade Saudi Arabia, but he remained in Kuwait,
which he claimed to have annexed as an eleventh province of Iraq. The Air Force
and the other military services carried out Operation Desert Shield, an enormous
defensive deployment that protected the large Saudi kingdom. President George
Bush mobilized an international coalition against Saddam Hussein, but the Iraqi
dictator stubbornly refused to leave Kuwait. The United Nations set a deadline,
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January 15, 1991, for Iraq to end its occupation of its southern neighbor. When
Saddam ignored this final warning, a coalition of nearly forty nations contributed to
the military effort designated Operation Desert Storm, commonly called the Gulf
War. A stunningly successful forty-three day air campaign and a four-day ground
offensive rapidly ended the Iraqi dictator’s occupation of Kuwait. Aerospace opera-
tions provided the centerpiece of this dramatic military victory. By the end of the
Gulf War, Saudi Arabia hosted a vastly larger foreign presence than ever before in its
history. More than 54,000 Air Force personnel were assigned to southwest Asia, and
most of them served in that Islamic kingdom.?

The Gulf War ended initially with a temporary, and later a permanent, cease-
fire. On March 3,1991, Lt. Gen. Sultan Hashim Ahmad of the Iraqi army agreed to
the terms of a temporary cease-fire dictated to him by Gen. H. Norman
Schwarzkopf, the commander in chief of the United States Central Command
(USCENTCOM), at Safwan airfield in southern Irag. A month later, on April 3, the
United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 687, which stated its condi-
tions for a permanent cease-fire. The UN called on Iraq to destroy its nuclear, bio-
logical, and chemical weapons and established inspections to see that it did so.
Resolution 687 also directed the Baghdad dictatorship to scrap all but its short-
range missiles and to renounce international terrorism.* Saddam characterized the
Security Council’s terms as “one-sided and unfair,” but on April 6 he accepted them
and a permanent cease-fire went into effect.’

The American-led coalition had expelled Saddam from Kuwait, but he then
lashed out in other directions. In the wake of the 1991 Gulf War, the Kurdish people
of northern Iraq, an ethnic minority within their nation, rebelled against the dictator
in Baghdad. Saddam dispatched several divisions to crush their uprising. By mid-
April 1991, hundreds of thousands of Kurdish refugees had fled their country
through the mountain passes into Turkey and Iran.°

Another tragedy developed in southern Irag, where the Shi’ite sect of Muslims
rebelled against Saddam’s government and army, dominated by Sunni Muslims.
Here, too, the Iraqi autocrat moved quickly and brutally against the insurrection. His
Hip and Hind helicopter gunships and his ground troops killed hundreds, perhaps
thousands, of Shi’ite men, women, and children.”

Although the international community denounced Saddam’s supression of
these rebellions, it took no further military action against him. On the night of April
5, the United Nations Security Council adopted Resolution 688, which contended
that the wave of Kurdish refugees into Turkey and Iran threatened “international
peace and security,” and rejected Saddam’s claim that this was an internal issue.
UNSCR 688 called on the Iragi government to end its repression of the Kurds and
“to ensure that the human and political rights of all Iraqi citizens are respected.”
Having made this declaration, the United Nations took no steps to enforce it. Nor
did the United States support either the Shi’ite or Kurdish rebellions. In “a feckless
abdication of a victor’s power and responsibility,” one historian contended, “the
[George Bush] administration turned a blind eye”®
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Operation Southern Watch

President Bush did take action to get humanitarian aid to the Kurds. On April 5,
before the UN adopted Resolution 688 that night, he ordered Operation Provide
Comfort, an airlift of food and supplies to the Kurdish refugees in northern Iraq.
Three days later, Air Force MC—130s began air dropping food, tents, and other sup-
plies into the mountainous region near the Turkish border. Operating from Incirlik
Air Base, Turkey, the 7440th Composite Wing (Provisional) provided a variety of
aircraft—fighters, special operations helicopters, and transports—in support of the
air portion of Provide Comfort.” On April 10, President Bush established a “no-fly”
zone above 36° north latitude. The United States, other nations, and international
organizations would begin delivering aid to the Kurdish refugees, and the American
president served Saddam notice that the USAF would shoot down any Iraqi aircraft
attempting to interfer with the relief effort. The Air Force continued the Provide
Comfort mission, and by early May, most of the Kurds had left their refugee camps
and returned to their homes, '

In the case of the Shi’ites, President Bush on March 14 took the position that
Saddam should not use his helicopters against his own people within Iraq. The chief
executive said he was “warning” the Iraqi government: “Do not do this.” The presi-
dent did not, however, direct any military measures against Saddam’s gunships. His
fundamental premise, expressed in early April, was that the coalition that had won
the Gulf War “did not go there to settle all the internal affairs of Iraq.”"!

President Bush stood by this assumption, but as months passed and as Saddam
persisted in his brutalities; the chief executive decided that the United States must
protect the Shi’ites and ensure that Baghdad did not further its military position in
southern Iraq. In late July 1992, reports multiplied that the Iraqi air force was send-
ing military aircraft from Talil Air Base against hapless villages in that region. The
United Kingdom and France expressed support for an American proposal to patrol
southern Iraq and shoot down any fighters or helicopters that Saddam sent against
the Shi’ites.'?

On August 26, 1992, President Bush announced that the United States, the
United Kingdom, and France would enforce a no-fly zone over southern Iraq, simi-
lar to the one previously established to protect the Kurds. It would cover the airspace
over Iraq south of 32° north latitude, an area roughly the size of lTowa. The chief
executive cited Saddam Hussein’s “harsh repression” of the Shi’ites and the need to
enforce the UN’s April 1991 Resolution 688."% Later, in October 1994, the Security
Council also would adopt Resolution 949, which limited the Baghdad government’s
right to deploy military forces in southern Iraq.'

The three Western allies gave various names to their military enforcement of
the no-fly zone. The British called their effort “Operation Jural,” and the French
“Operation Alysse.” The Americans designated theirs “Operation Southern Watch,”
and assigned it to the Joint Task Force Southwest Asia (JTF-SWA), a component of
USCENTCOM. This unified command had southwest Asia as its area of responsi-
bility and MacDill Air Force Base, Florida, as its headquarters. U.S. Army Gen. J. H.
Binford Peay IIT had been the USCENTCOM commander since August 1994. The
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Air Force component of General Peay’ unified command was U.S. Central
Command Air Forces (CENTAF), provided by the Ninth Air Force, headquartered
at Shaw Air Force Base, South Carolina. CENTAF was commanded by Lt. Gen.
John P. Jumper from August 1994 until June 1996, when he was succeeded by Lt.
Gen. Carl E. Franklin. The unified command’s JTF-SWA operated from a head-
quarters in Riyadh, Saudi Arabia, and was commanded by Air Force Maj. Gen. Kurt
B. Anderson. From January to July 1993, Major General Anderson had command-
ed Operation Provide Comfort’s Combined Task Force and was thoroughly
acquainted with the southwest Asian theater. !>

The 4404th Composite Wing (Provisional) was the only Air Force unit in the
southwest Asian area of responsibility and contributed the air component of JTF-
SWA, which flew Operation Southern Watch. It had been activated as an Air
Combat Command unit on June 1, 1992, and its Tactical Air Command predeces-
sors dated back a bit earlier, to March 1991. During the Gulf War, the 4th Tactical
Fighter Wing had been assigned to al Kharj Air Base, and after the war, the 4404th
Composite Wing succeeded it at that facility.'s In July 1991, the wing headquarters
moved to King Abdul Aziz, or Dhahran, Air Base, in Ash Sharqgiyah, or the Eastern
Province, of Saudi Arabia. The 4404th Wing had been stationed near Dhahran four
years when, in July 1995, Brig. Gen. Terryl J. (Terry) Schwalier became its thir-
teenth commander. General Schwalier, who had entered the Air Force in 1969, was
a pilot with combat experience in RF-4Cs and F-16Cs. The 4404th represented his
second assignment as a wing commander. '’

A provisional wing, the 4404th was made up of a command element and five
provisional groups. The command element consisted of (with its personnel as of
June 25, 1996) the wing commander, Brig. Gen. Terry Schwalier; vice commander,
Col. Wayne L. Schultz of the Colorado Air National Guard; senior enlisted advisor,
CMSgt. Paul K. Ayers; the commander’s executive officer, Capt. Bradley K. Burhite
(three other executive officers served General Schwalier during his thirteen months
as wing commander); and an administrative staff that supported the wing comman-
der. There were eight staff agencies: comptroller, Maj. Andre Burgess (Maj. David
V. Raths succeeded him on June 26); chaplain, Lt. Col. Dennis E. Aleson (Lt Col.
Wayland M. Hartsfield, June 26); historian, SrA. Ronald J. Biggs, Jr.; staff judge
advocate, Maj. Kevin C. Greenfield; manpower, Capt. Andrew Baker; public affairs,
2d. Lt. Laura Koury; safety, Col. Kurt B. Dittmer (Lt. Col. Allan L. Mink Ii, June
26); and a wing operations center.

The five provisional groups, and their commanders as of June 25, 1996, were
the 4404th Operations Group, Col. Jonathan S. (Scott) Gration; 4409th Operations
Group (stationed at Riyadh), Col. Dale F. Bible; 4404th Logistics Group, Col. Peter
R. Mooy; 4404th Support Group, Col. Gary S. Boyle; 4404th Medical Group, inter-
im commander, Lt. Col. (Dr.) Douglas J. Robb.!®

A composite unit, the 4404th Wing employed a variety of aircraft to enforce the
no-fly zone over southern Iraq. While it was heavy in fighters, it flew airframes as
diverse as the EF—111A, F4G, and C-130. The wing’s large number—and variety
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Operation Southern Watch

of types—of aircraft offered “wonderful” opportunities to a commander, as General
Schwalier observed. “You got to deal with every aspect of air power. You had fifteen,
sixteen types of aircraft over there, at any one time.”'® Most of the 4404th’s assets
were based at Dhahran Air Base, and from there, the unit launched }00 or more
Southern Watch flights each day. “We would fly seven days a week,” General
Schwalier recounted. “It was intense, is the best way to describe it.” Working at this
high tempo of operations, by 1996 the wing had flown more than 100,000 sorties
over Iraq. On the day of the terrorist bombing, the unit flew all 118 of its scheduled
sorties, and 81 of them were Southern Watch operations.2’

The 4404th Wing had more than 5,000 personnel assigned, at eleven locations
in four countries.”! The largest concentration of them were the 2,300 airmen sta-
tioned in the American sector of the Khobar Towers compound, just east of Dhahran
Air Base. (Second to this Dhahran group were the 1,500 personnel deployed to
Riyadh, where the 4404th Wing’s 4409th Operations Group flew its tankers and
reconnaissance aircraft.??) No relatives of these active-duty members of the USAEF,
or any other service, accompanied them to Dhahran.?

The Air Force manned the 4404th Provisional Wing largely by rotating officers
and airmen through southwest Asia on temporary-duty assignments. Although
entire units of some aircraft—including HC—130s, C—130s, A-10s, and tankers—
served in the theater 365 days a year,?* nearly all of the more than 2,300 individuals
in Dhahran served there on 90-day rotation tours. Only nineteen of the 4404th
Wings billets were permanent ones.? The rotation manning policy meant that about
10 percent of the unit’s personnel, 200 or more airmen and officers, turned over
every week.?® Like the Air Force, the Army rotated its personnel through Dhahran.
Its Patriot Task Force crews served six-month tours.2”

There were few exceptions to the Air Force’s standard 90-day assignments. In
June 1996, some security policemen, who belonged to a relatively small career field
whose members were critically needed on deployments overseas, were serving in
Dhahran on 45- and 65-day rotation tours, as well as the typical 90-day one.?
Members of the 71st Rescue Squadron generally served 60-day rotations.?” When
Brig. Gen. Terry Schwalier took command in July 1995, he began a one-year assign-
ment. He then became the first wing commander to serve a full-year tour. Nine
other senior positions of the 4404th also represented one-year assignments.3”
Beyond these few cases, exceptions to the standard 90-day tour were extremely rare.
An assignment of more than 179 days in the theater required a waiver signed by the
Secretary of the Air Force.?!

As for unit deployments, the one made during the spring of 1996 by the 58th
Fighter Squadron, whose F—15s provided the wing’s primary air-to-air unit,*? repre-
sented a typical case. A component of the 33d Fighter Wing, it consisted of 18 air-
craft, about 40 officers, and roughly 300 airmen, and it deployed approximately 260
personnel to Dhahran. Each squadron of the wing usually went to Saudi Arabia
about every eighteen to twenty-four months, and its officers knew a year or so in
advance about their next Southern Watch tour, and would spend about a month
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preparing for a deployment.> The 58th left the United States on April 14, 1996,
served the usual rotation of about ninety days, and was scheduled to return to Eglin
Air Force Base, Florida on June 28. This return date, as events developed, fell just
two days after the Khobar Towers bombing.3*

Both Saudi Arabia and the United States favored the ninety-day temporary duty
tours. The Saudi government, driven by Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, had accept-
ed foreign troops, but the Islamic kingdom remained sensitive about military forces
from other countries taking permanent station within its borders. In consideration
for this sensivity, the vast majority of uniformed Americans in Saudi Arabia after the
Gulf War served in brief rotation tours like those of the 4404th Wing. The short-term
deployments also were consistent with the foreign and military policies of the
United States in southwest Asia. When President Bush had directed the Desert
Shield deployment in defense of Saudi Arabia in 1990, he had stated that the
American forces would leave when their mission was completed. The United States
sought no bases or continuing presence on the Arabian peninsula, and it did not con-
sider Southern Watch a permanent operation.’> And yet by the time of the Khobar
Towers bombing, American airmen had been patrolling the skies over Iraq for halfa
decade. After the terrorist attack suddenly drew attention to Operation Southern
Watch, as Brigadier General Schwalier commented, “The fact that we had been
there for five years came as a surprise to many people.”*

Those airmen who deployed to Dhahran for Southern Watch lived in the
American sector of the Khobar Towers compound, a complex named for al Khobar,
the community of eastern Dhahran where it was located. (Arab translators usually
rendered the name “al Khubar”; English ones nearly always made it “al Khobar.”)
The Arabic words that transliterate to “Khu-bar” or “Kho-bar” translate in English
to “small settlement.” This phrase suggests the origin of the community’s name,
because as late as the 1940s Khobar was no more than a small fishing village on the
Arabian Gulf*’

The economic rise of Khobar dated to 1936, when the Arabian American Oil
Company had dug the Dammam No. 7 well and confirmed that Saudi Arabia held a
vast supply of the hydrocarbons that were so valuable throughout the world. The his-
tory of Dhahran, the area around it, and the entire kingdom, changed fundamental-
ly. During the late 1940s and into the next decade, ARAMCO discovered new oil
fields south, west, and north of Dammam. As the company expanded and its exports
and revenues increased, al Khobar began developing from a small fishing village
into an urbanized community. During the 1950s and 1960s the mudbrick huts of the
fishermen gave way to modern residences, multi-lane highways, and handsomely
landscaped streets.*®

In 1979 contractors working for the Saudi government finished building the
Khobar Towers. The kingdom’s leaders intended the facility, as they had Eskan
Village outside Riyadh, to house Bedouin tribesmen. These nomadic people, how-
ever, preferred their own tents and traditions to the government’s apartments and a
new lifestyle, and both compounds went unused for years. The buildings of Khobar

20

PR U™ TR e

. enatae ollNEERS. BN




-

Operation Southern Watch

Towers stood empty until Americans began quartering there during the Desert
Shield deployment of 1990 and the Gulf War that followed.>®

The complex originally intended for the Bedouins was large, taking in about
fourteen residential blocks. The Air Force and U.S. Army occupied only about two
of them. When USAF airmen in the 1990s spoke about “Khobar Towers,” they usu-
ally were referring to just the American sector, secured within its own perimeter, as
opposed to the larger, fourteen-block Khobar area, which featured both Saudi mili-
tary and civilian housing *°

Most of the U.S. Army personnel who lived within the American perimeter
worked on Lucky Base, a small facility about five miles south of the Khobar
Towers. These “green suiters” belonged to the 6th Battalion, 52d Air Defense
Artillery, a Patriot missile unit from Fort Bliss, Texas, and to the 54th Signal
Battalion, from Fort Huachuca, Arizona. South of the Army and Air Force facilities,
et still within the secured compound, French and British personnel occupied four
buildings.*!

The American sector of the compound was bounded on the north by Thirty-
first Street, on the east by Eighth Street, on the south by Thirty-fifth Street, and on
the west by Twelfth Street. Press accounts stated that the complex was a mile in cir-
cumference; resident joggers, who took an interest in such things, put it at the same
distance or a little less, perhaps nine-tenths of a mile.*?

Within this perimeter stood forty-one buildings. Twenty of them were tall, T-
shaped structures that served either as dormitories or as a combination of housing
and offices. These high-rise buildings gave the “Khobar Towers” complex part of its
name. The “Khobar” came from the local community, and “Towers™ was a useage
similar to “tower” apartments in the United States.** In addition to these twenty tall
buildings, the compound also featured seven partially underground parking garages
that had been converted to storage or services facilities, including a shopette, post
office, and a furnishings management office. The buildings of the Air Force com-
plex ranged from four to eight stories, each floor divided into two or three suites.
Within the dormitories, each floor had three suites, each housing as many as ten
people, or thirty per floor.*

By 1996, the appearance of the Khobar Towers suffered from the sustained use
of the facilities. A number of airmen—from general officers down through the
ranks—expressed honest opinions about this. General Schwalier said that when he
arrived at the Khobar Towers, the conditions reminded him of something out of
“M*A*S*H*” “I remember thinking,” he stated in 1999, “I would not let my son
live in some of these barracks, they were in such disrepair.” His successor, Brig.
Gen. Daniel M. Dick, commented that by 1996 Khobar Towers had gained the
appearance of “a TDY [temporary duty] hang out”” One airman contrasted the qual-
ity of the Air Force facilities with those enjoyed by the Arabian American Oil
Company, less than five and a half miles to the west, which he openly envied.**

The 4404th Wing’s May 1996 Five-Year Facilities Improvement Plan included
$500,000 for repairing and upgrading 432 dormitory rooms. “If this renovation is
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not accomplished,” the report stated, “Khobar Towers quarters will continue to dete-
riorate, eventually to the point of condemning the only living quarters available to
the Gls in Dhahran, In addition, repair calls will increase, tasking our civil engineers
beyond their resources.

The area around the Air Force’s Khobar Towers compound was well populated.
South of it was the Saudi military housing complex, whose tall buildings mirrored
the USAF dormitories. These structures continued beyond the eastern border of the
Air Force compound and then gave way to civilian housing, open fields, and a
mosque. Not much further east lay the Arabian Gulf: airmen could smell the sea air
and could see the Gulf water from their dormitory balconies. The northern perime-
ter of the Air Force compound was Thirty-first Street and just beyond it stood al
Khobar Park. Across from the northern part of the compound’s western border, there
were private residences and south of them, open areas.*’

Less than a mile west of the Khobar Towers was the castern portion of Dhahran
Air Base, which featured an air defense reservation and the civilian runways of
Dhahran International Airport. The western part of the base, with its military run-
way, was about another five miles from the Khobar Towers. The King Fahd express-
way, a limited access highway that connected the city of Dhahran with a causeway
to Bahrain, ran north-and-south between King Abdul Aziz and Khobar.*®

This Saudi Arabian base was one location among many where, in June 1996,
about 12,000 Air Force people were serving in deployments around the world.*
Few Americans knew anything whatever about Dhahran Air Base and the housing
complex at the Khobar Towers. A sudden tragedy dispelled this ignorance.
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There had been violence in the Dhahran community of al Khobar before June
1996, and there would be afterward. During the Gulf War, on February 25, 1991, an
Iraqi Scud missile killed twenty-eight Americans and wounded ninety-eight others
when it hit an Army barracks. This facility, a converted warehouse near Souk’s
Supermarket, stood a little less than six miles from the Khobar Towers.! After the
June 1996 bombing, the community returned to the news in 2001. Not long after the
September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center and the Pentagon, on the night of
October 6, a bomb exploded on a crowded al Khobar street. One American and sev-
eral other foreign nationals were killed

After the Gulf War had ended, tensions remained in Saudi Arabia. Iraqi dictator
Saddam Hussein’s persisting belligerence had prompted President George Bush to
direct “Operation Southern Watch.” Another source of tension was created by mili-
tant Islamics within Saudi Arabia. During the 1991 Gulf War, these religious funda-
mentalists began to build a popular following by denouncing the presence in their
country of Americans and other foreign “infidels.” The militants also criticized the
Saudi royal family, alleging that its extravagant living and corruption betrayed a lack
of fidelity to Islam.?

During the early 1990s, very few violent acts were aimed at Westerners,
Americans, civilian and military, generally believed themselves safe in Saudi
Arabia, particularly so in the quiet Eastern Province. Doubtless most of them felt
more secure in Riyadh, and certainly in Dhahran, than in the large cities of the
United States.*

Then on November 13, 1995, a deadly event changed this pattern. Terrorists
exploded a car-bomb in Riyadh, at the Office of Program Management-Saudi
Arabian National Guard, the training facility for the Saudi National Guard the U.S.
Army had operated since 1965.% An Islamic fundamentalist group claimed responsi-
bility for this explosion of the equivalent of 200 pounds of TNT, which killed seven
people, five Americans and two Indians, and wounded sixty others. Immediately
after this bombing, the U.S. State Department alerted the embassies, consulates, and
military units in the region that “threats have been made against American citizens in
Saudi Arabia. The American Embassy in Riyadh is informing the local community to
exercise caution, keep a low profile and limit travel within Saudi Arabia.”®
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Despite the Riyadh bombing, the Saudi government minimized the numbers 4
and strength of the dissidents who opposed the rule of the royal family and the pres-
ence of Americans. In a May 1996 interview, a senior Saudi official estimated that
his country harbored no more than 300 hard-core militants, whom he compared to
the American extremists who had held law officers at bay in Montana earlier that
spring. “Basically, these are our Freemen,” he stated. “They say the same thing— 1
that they do not recognize the government.” About the same time as this interview,
the Saudi defense minister played down the threats against American installations,
calling them “boyish acts,” stressing that “the Kingdom is not influenced by
threats.”” The Saudi ambassador to the United States told American reporters:
“Islamic radicals are very, very small, and looked upon in this country as out-
casts. ... Islamic extremists are not a threat to the stability of the country”” Saudi
authorities seemed to regard the Riyadh bombing as an aberration.®

Americans responded much differently to the November 1995 attack.
Immediately following the bombing, the State Department began a study of its facil-
ities in Riyadh. At the same time Gen. Joseph W. Ralston, Air Combat Command
commander, and Lt. Gen. John P. Jumper, commander of the Ninth Air Force, which
provided the air component of the United States Central Command, toured the
southwest Asian theater and reviewed the measures taken to protect the forces l
there.”

These general officers were in no way alone in their concerns about the securi- J
ty of Americans in the region. After the Riyadh bombing, airmen of all ranks in
Saudi Arabia believed they were in dangerous surroundings. Many shared the view
of Maj. Bennie L. Umstead II, the JTF-SWA commander’s executive officer, who
often drove past the Saudi Arabian National Guard building during the weeks after
the attack. “We saw the bombing site there,” Major Umstead said later. “We knew
there was, of course, always the potential for violence. There was a carefulness in the
air”10

Airmen in Dhahran, more than 200 miles from Riyadh, were equally con-
cerned. After the Khobar Towers bombing, SSgt. Anthony Overbay, who had lived
in Building 131 on the compound, told the press: “This building we were in, we con-
stantly joked that we were a fine target, out in this corner, right next to the park.”
Another NCO directly acknowledged: “I didn’t feel comfortable about this tour!!
Still another airman commented, referring to a series of five suspected reconnais-
sance incidents reported by the security police between April 1 and 25, 1996: “We
knew that people were watching us. We had people stopping and looking at the area
and leaving”1?

None of these airmen were any more concerned than their own senior officer,
the commander of the 4404th Composite Wing (Provisional). Brig. Gen. Terry
Schwalier himself stated: “We realized there were people out there who were seri-
ous about hurting Western interests '3

After the Riyadh attack, General Schwalier immediately issued a Battle Staff
Directive that raised the alert status of the Khobar Towers from “Threatcon Alpha”
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to “Threatcon Bravo.”!* At the time General Schwalier made this decision, the offi-
cial USAF guidance on “threatcons,” or threatening conditions, was stated in Air
Force Instruction 31-210, which had been in effect since July 1, 1995. Like its pre-
decessors, this AF1 used the phonetic alphabet to designate four levels of threatcons,
which might develop against any installation. Each of these letters represented a
warning against a range of potential threats from terrorists or others, and each
required a base to take certain security measures. As the threatcon advanced through
the alphabet, it reflected an increased threat to the installation and it usually meant
that the intelligence about that threat became more specific. At each level of warn-
ing, an installation took all of the security measures required at the earlier, lower
ones, and additional ones as well.!3

Alr Force Instruction 31-210 defined Threatcon Alpha as a general alert of pos-
sible terrorist activity, whose exact nature or full extent could not be predicted.
Security measures taken at this level included increasing overall vigilance, review-
ing bomb threat procedures, checking deliveries of packages, and reducing the num-
ber of entrance points to a base. Threatcon Bravo represented an increased and more
predictable threat of terrorist activity, without any specific target being identified. A
commander declared this level of warning when he or she had information that ter-
rorists were actively preparing for an operation in the general area of their installa-
tion. At Threatcon Bravo, personnel took all the measures of Threatcon Alpha and
additional ones such as moving vehicles, trash dumpsters, crates, and other large
objects at least twenty-five meters (about eighty-two feet) from buildings; routinely
locking vehicles and checking them for tampering when unlocking them; reviewing
security plans; and maintaining a low profile.'®

The Khobar Towers remained at Threatcon Bravo on June 25, 1996. After
determining a threat condition, commanders sometimes modified the security mea-
sures taken at its level. In the case of Khobar Towers, by June 25, 1996, Brigadier
General Schwalier had implemented so many of the measures associated with
Threatcon Charlie that some of its residents believed that the compound stood at
that higher level, rather than at Bravo.!”

When the Khobar Towers moved to Threatcon Bravo after the Riyadh bomb-
ing, the security police responded accordingly. Three days after this change in alert
status, General Schwalier noted in a private letter: “Our cops are on 12-hour shifts—
having doubled up on the gates and increased their patrols.” The security police
tightened their checking of identification cards at the compound’s main gate. At
Threatcon Bravo, as one security policeman put it, the SPs became “more vigilant in
[their] normal duties’!8

In addition to raising the threatcon level, General Schwalier directed a number
of measures to improve the protection of the Khobar Towers perimeter. Thousands
of sandbags were used to build two M-60 machine gun bunkers that covered the
main gate and seven similar defensive positions on Dhahran Air Base. A formidable
line of concrete “New Jersey” barriers in double rows fortified the western, north-
ern, and eastern perimeters of the complex. After the November 13 bombing, work
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crews reinforced these large obstacles with others like them that had been left scat-
tered along the road to the installation. “We immediately started to check and rein-
force our barrier.” General Schwalier stated. “We worked straight for three or four
days bringing in barriers that were strewn along the highway. We got very serious
about completely surrounding our area with these Jersey barriers.” Eventually, eight
hundred of these obstacles protected the Khobar perimeter.'

The 4404th Composite Wing took other steps as a result of the Riyadh bomb-
ing. General Schwalier directed that a “serpentine,” or staggered, pattern of barriers
be installed in front of the compound’s entry points, which forced all vehicles to
slow down before they reached a security checkpoint. The wing commander also
restricted off-base travel, and he directed that trash dumpsters and parked vehicles
be moved at least twenty-five meters away from buildings. Non-essential commer-
cial deliveries into the complex were suspended. “I wouldn’t let vendors come on
base” right after the Riyadh attack, General Schwalier stated. “We tried to make sure
we really got a grip on everything that was going on within the compound.” He sum-
marized the wing’s view of force-protection issues, before and after November 13:
“We were aware of security before, but we got hyper about it as a result of the
Riyadh bombing.”?

During the next month, December 1995, the 4404th Wing began a vigorous
training program for its Disaster Control Group. Headed by the wing’s support
group commander and made up of representatives from key functional areas, the
DCG would restore the unit’s communications and manage its recovery, in the event
of an attack, an aircraft accident, or other contingency.?! It was also during
December that General Schwalier initiated an ongoing series of weekly security
review meetings, which were attended by the Air Force Office of Special
Investigations (AFOSI) detachment commander, the wing’s support group com-
mander, its civil engineering squadron commander, security police squadron com-
mander, intelligence officer, and others when required. During the same month, too,
General Schwalier directed the 4404th to conduct a tabletop terrorist bombing exer-
cise.?

On January 8, 1996, the AFOSI presented General Schwalier with a Vulner-
ability Assessment.23 Twice a year OSI officers, as a routine part of their responsi-
bilities, submitted a document like this one to the senior officer in Dhahran. They
gave the commander of the Khobar Towers, and of other such facilities worldwide,
their observations of possible vulnerabilities of their installation to terrorists and a
list of recommendations on how to strengthen these potential weaknesses. No one
could state definitely which, if any, of the points identified in any AFOSI assess-
ment would ever be exploited by attackers, but these semiannual reports helped
senior leaders focus their efforts against the greatest threats. 2

When Brigadier General Schwalier had taken command of the 4404th Wing in
July 1995, the AFOSI had a vulnerability survey underway. It provided this report to
the commander in September and he directed the 4404th to begin work on its rec-
ommendations. Before the wing could implement the suggestions of this AFOSI
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vulnerability survey, the Riyadh car bombing took place. The OSI began a new
report, which would take into account the concerns raised by this November 1995
terrorist attack. It was this vulnerability assessment that General Schwalier received
on January 8, 1996.2

The AFOSI team identified a number of potential vulnerabilities at the Khobar
Towers, and their January 1996 assessment listed thirty-nine “action items.” These
included recommendations about cutting vegetation from the compound’s perimeter
fences, protecting radio transmissions, monitoring the activities of the third country
nationals who worked at the Khobar Towers, improving parking arrangements,
strengthening the security of the senior members of the wing’s staff, and other
issues.?¢ By the time of the June 25, 1996, attack, the 4404th Wing had implement-
ed thirty-six of the OSI's thirty-nine recommendations.?’

The AFOSI’s January 1996 vulnerability assessment listed five terrorist scenar-
ios: driving into the Khobar Towers to make a suicidal car-bombing, parking and
abandoning a vehicle with a bomb in it, carrying a human-portable explosive device
into the compound and leaving it there, entering the base wearing a body charge to
make a suicidal man-pack bombing, or posting a package or letter bomb to the facil-
ity. Given the experience of the Riyadh attack, preventing a car-bomb from pene-
trating the Khobar Towers became the top priority.?®

After the January 1996 assessment, the wing took further steps. To prevent a
speeding vehicle from penetrating the compound, Brigadier General Schwalier
directed that dumpsters be positioned at key locations. After the Riyadh attack, each
Khobar gate had serpentine barriers that forced all incoming traffic to approach at
slow speeds, and after the January assessment, the security at these entry points was
further improved. Although the staggered obstacles slowed vehicles and reduced the
chances of a suicide car bombing, they also could delay the traffic legimately enter-
ing the compound. Vehicles carrying Air Force passengers might back up and
become a target for terrorists. After the January assessment, the security police
accordingly set up two checkpoints at each gate, and directed military vehicles into
the second, more guarded one while they completed their identification checks.?

In addition to vehicle security, General Schwalier also remained concerned
about off-base travel. The limitations he put in place after the Riyahd bombing con-
tinued in various forms throughout the winter and spring of 1996. For airmen with a
few hours leave, Bahrain beckoned as a popular destination. It was a forty-minute
drive from the Khobar Towers, across the fourteen-mile King Fahd causeway and
through its six security checkpoints, to the U.S. Navy, Central Command facility,
which featured a post exchange and a beach club. Here, in contrast to the Saudi
kingdom where Islamic law prevailed, the Khobar airmen could buy alcoholic bev-
erages.>°

During December 1995 and early 1996, a series of terrorist bombings took
place in Bahrain. Although their pattern suggested they represented local criminal
activity, rather than attacks aimed at Americans, General Schwalier saw no reason to
take risks. On February 21 he stopped all unofficial travel to Bahrain. “My con-
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cern,” he stated later, “was that [the terrorists] were starting to choose places
Americans might frequent.” One Air Force officer later praised the travel restriction,
in candid terms: “I think the commanders there [at Khobar Towers] did a pretty darn
good job of keeping the security as tight as it was, when all us ‘Joes’ over there were
going, ‘Hey, I'd like to go to Bahrain and have a whiskey.”*!

In an irony of dates, the Bahrain restriction would have ended on June 26, 1996.
The new travel policy took effect on the twenty-fifth, the day of the bombing, and on
that Tuesday airmen began signing up for passes that would have allowed them to
return in civilian clothes to the popular NAVCENT facility. The terrorists struck that
night, and all such trips were canceled.??

The Bahrain travel restrictions represented only one example of the tense situa-
tion around the Khobar Towers during the spring of 1996. Saudi security forces took
an action that no doubt prevented a terrorist attack when, on March 29, they inter-
cepted a late-model Chevrolet Caprice being smuggled into their country from
Jordan. Border guards searched the car and found eighty-five pounds of plastic
explosives. As ominous as the large quantity of deadly material was the fact that it
had been expertly concealed within the Caprice’s engine compartment. Saudi press
reports connected this smuggling attempt with the November 1995 Riyadh bomb-
ing.33 Before this episode and after it, continuing into early April, some Saudi news-
papers ran a series of anti-American articles that increased the mood of tension.>*

On March 14 a new commander of the 4404th Wing’s security police squadron,
Lt. Col. James J. Traister, reported to the Khobar Towers.3> Lieutenant Colonel
Traister had a strong background in antiterrorism, and one Air Force report said of
him: “He was considered to be a superb squadron commander.”*® He met with
General Schwalier and discussed the issues related to his new assignment. While the
two officers talked about a range of possible threats to the installation, the wing
remained focused on preventing the penetration of the compound, particularly by a
car-bomb. Colonel Traister later summarized the strategy: “The defense of Khobar
Towers is to stop and eliminate any threat (human bomber or car bomber) from get-
ting [past] 12th Street [the western perimeter] into the main compound. This is with
the assumption that all personnel perform their jobs and everything falls into place
with lots of Tuck.” He also stated: “This plan is not designed to stop stand [off] type
weapons, RPG [rocket propelled grenade], mortar attack, or sniper fire. Our intent
is to make the base as hard a target to hit as possible to force the enemy to go else-
where.”7

In April Brigadier General Schwalier, Lieutenant Colonel Traister, and Col.
Gary S. Boyle, the wing’s support group commander, implemented additional coun-
terterrorist measures. Airmen trimmed back vegetation growing on the interior of
the perimeter fence and put seven miles of concertina wire along the top of the dou-
ble Jersey barriers. The security police increased their patrols and worked twelve-
hour to fourteen-hour shifts, six days a week.>

In another of these April 1996 measures, General Schwalier and Colonel
Traister established sentry observation posts on the dormitory roofs at each of the
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four corners of the Khobar Towers. From the top of Building 201, between Thirty-
seventh and Thirty-fifth Streets, the security police had an excellent view of the
main gate and the west side of the compound. It was manned around the clock.*
Another dormitory, Building 101, stood just east of Twelfth Street and south of
Khobar's softball field, and complemented Building 201 as an observation post for
the western perimeter. The roof of Dormitory 101 also overlooked the northwestern
part of the compound, an area that included the offices of the 4404th Wing. The
security police manned this post during the midnight shift. Building 131, located at
the northeast corner and manned by the midnight shift, was destined to gain the
greatest notoriety of these four observation posts. SPs were stationed there, like
Building 101, on the midnight shift. The fourth, Building 117, stood in the southeast
corner of the compound and complemented 131’s view of the eastern perimeter. It
would be manned when threat conditions increased.** General Schwalier had taken
an extraordinary step: neither the British, nor the French, nor the U.S. Army Forces,
Central Command (ARCENT) buildings had any rooftop sentries.*!

On April 22, there was a dramatic development in the Riyadh bombing case.
The Saudi government announced it had arrested four of its own nationals for this
crime and televised these suspects making confessions. During this broadcast the
prisoners stated that they had been influenced by Islamic groups outside their coun-
try and admitted that they had planned more attacks. On May 15, with these men
under a death sentence, the American Embassy issued another advisory: there were
threats of “retaliation against Americans in Saudi Arabia” if the condemned were
executed.?

In late April and into May, the Defense Department, Federal Bureau of
Investigation, and Central Intelligence Agency sought permission to question the
four prisoners. The American agencies wanted, among several things, to investigate
whether the Riyadh bombing and other attacks were the work of Saudi militants act-
ing alone; of terrorists from Iran and other countries; or, what one Saudi official
called “the most dangerous possibility,” a combination of the two. The Saudi gov-
ernment denied the American requests and the U.S. Embassy in Riyadh renewed the
question on behalf of the FBI. After this approach was refused, the State
Department raised the issue with the Saudi Embassy. As the end of May
approached, the Americans had received received no reply.3

While the State Department waited for a response, an odd incident took place at
the Khobar Towers: a car rammed one of the Jersey barriers that stood along the
compound’s eastern perimeter, toward its northern end. The vehicle approached
very slowly, ran into the solid concrete at a low speed, four to six miles per hour, and
moved it two or three feet. The driver then backed up and drove away.** Airmen liv-
ing in Building 127, a dormitory in the northeastern part of the complex, promptly
reported the episode to the security police. “The dorm residents,” General Schwalier
noted, “did as we asked. They reported it”” After this episode, the wing’s civil engi-
neering squadron staked down all of the Jersey barriers around the perimeter. The
incident was reported up the chain of command and an official Air Force report of
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April 1997 stated: “The incident was fully investigated . ... The investigation was
inconclusive, with explanations ranging from the possibility of an accident to the
more serious concern that it may have been a test of the perimeter.™

Between May 26 and 31, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Gen. John M.
Shalikashvili toured the Arabian Gulf and on the morning of the twenty-ninth he
visited Dhahran. General Schwalier escorted the Chairman around the military side
of Dhahran Air Base. “I put in front of him as many of my people as I could,”
General Schwalier later related. “T had groups waiting for him at the operations area,
the logistics areas, [and elsewhere], probably a couple hundred, three hundred peo-
ple each place ¢

Addressing the Dhahran airmen, General Shalikashvili emphasized the impor-
tance of their Southern Watch mission. “And the work that you do,” he said, “each
and every day, here on the flightline turning wrenches, or performing admin func-
tions, or myriad other tasks that make the 4404th so outstanding, and make your
mission run so smoothly—every task is vital, and every one of you is indispens-
able.” At the end of his remarks, the Chairman twice exhorted the airmen to “be
safe” “So let me tell you that I am proud of you,” General Shalikashvili declared,
“your famities are proud of you, and the Nation is proud of you. And I ask a few
things of you: keep up the magnificent job you’re doing over here, and do what only
you all can do, which is to take good care of your equipment and of each other, and
be safe” Then he closed: “Good luck to you all, be safe, and God bless you.

General Shalikashvili’s emphasis on safety was already firmly in the minds of
his audience, as an attitude of caution had prevailed that spring: The travel restric-
tions remained in force. Wing personnel were not to go into downtown Dhahran,
unless the AFOSI had advised them it was safe, and then, under a long-standing
rule, they were to move in groups of at least two but no more than four. An article in
the Gulf View, the wing newspaper, alerted readers in mid-April: “So next time you
go downtown, remember [terrorists] look for targets of opportunity like Westerners
in groups larger than four, or one person alone (that’s the reasoning behind the two
to four rule).”*® Air Force members also were advised to check their cars for
bombs.*

In addition to the travel restrictions, General Schwalier stressed security aware-
ness to his subordinates during his weekly “stand ups” of the 4404th’s staff, at force
protection meetings, and on other occasions. At the wing’s staff meetings, his offi-
cers discussed at length what the appropriate threat condition should be for the week
ahead.® General Schwalier coordinated this setting of the threatcon level with the
JTF-SWA and ARCENT and with the British and French. The 4404th Wing and the
JTF-SWA convened a large number of meetings of military officers representing
Saudi Arabia, the United States, and other nations participating in Southern Watch
and its counterpart operations, to discuss security issues.>’ There was, an AFOSI
representative later commented, “excellent cooperation from all parties involved.”>?

The security efforts of the 4404th Wing also extended to the 200 to 300 new
arrivals it received each week. Like all such deployed units, it conducted a series of
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“Right Start” orientation briefings for its newcomers. The 4404th held its sessions
for incoming personnel in one of the Khobar compound’s seven converted garages.
The northern side of this building featured an auditorium, used for the Right Start
briefings, USO-type shows, and other sizeable gatherings. (The southern portion of
the structure was the home of the “Khobar Konnection,” where dances, attended by
Air Force and Arabian American Oil Company personnel, were held.) Brigadier
General Schwalier directed that the Right Start briefings be held every Friday,
roughly tripling their frequency. The commander personally gave a forty to forty-
five minute presentation at the opening of each session, reviewing the wing’s stan-
dards and rules. He urged each group of arrivals to view their temporary duty at
Khobar Towers as an opportunity to improve the combat capability of their unit, to
represent America well by being good guests in the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, and
to better themselves and their installation during their tour. General Schwalier
stressed to each week’s audience the importance of protecting the forces in the the-
ater. “I would talk about the threat,” the wing commander recalled, three years
later, “about things we had seen [happen], particularly the Riyadh bombing.... I
said, You’ll probably be mad at me because of the force protection measures that I
have instituted.” At the Right Start program on June 21, five days before the bomb-
ing, he emphasized to the newcomers that the wing was operating under a height-
ened threatcon and that it was not conducting an exercise—it was responding to an
actual threat.>*

During a wing “stand up” meeting, on May 31, the dramatic news arrived at
Khobar Towers that the Saudis had executed the four Riyadh bombers. General
Schwalier later commented that his unit learned about this development very
promptly, “through the Saudi community,” because of the positive relationships he
and his officers had established with their hosts. “I think [we received the news]
before anybody else knew about it. The Saudis don’t generally say anything about
these executions.” This news indeed represented an abrupt turn of events: when the
executions took place, the State Department was still waiting for a reply to the FBI's
request to question the prisoners. The AFOSI believed that the death sentences
would not be carried out until June 17.5

When General Schwalier received this sudden news, he immediately deployed
additional security police patrols and took firrther measures to protect the complex.
Two vehicles drove a surveillance route around the perimeter roads of the com-
pound, which were, beginning on the northern side and moving clockwise: Thirty-
first, Eighth, Thirty-fifth, and Twelfth Streets. The security police also walked two
foot-patrols, one covering the half of Khobar Towers that lay north of Thirty-third
Street, and the other covering the area south of it.>®

After the executions, Brigadier General Schwalier issued a Battle Staff
Directive that “locked down” the Khobar Towers: all residents were to remain with-
in the compound, except for traveling to their duties at nearby Dhahran Air Base.
(From gate to gate, the distance from the Khobar Towers to the air base was six
tenths of a mile, or about a three-minute drive. The trip to the base’s military flight-
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line, which took a curving route, was about five miles.) Under the lock down, per-
sonnel were required to sign in and out of log books when they entered certain
buildings on the Khobar compound, and telephone security was tightened.>’

With the Khobar Towers locked down, all traffic in and out of the compound
moved through the main gate, and this single entry point received concentrated
attention. Lieutenant Colonel Traister implemented a number of security improve-
ments. Since the Riyadh bombing, two bunkers with M—60 machine guns had cov-
ered the traffic entering and leaving the main gate. After the executions, Colonel
Traister directed that a pair of two-and-a-half ton dump trucks be positioned to close
the gap between these two bunkers, and the security police kept two more of these
vehicles on stand-by. In the event of an attack, the SPs could use these trucks to
close the roadway, and fire from behind them. Emergency vehicle lights, so bright
they could be seen day or night, were mounted behind the main gate. These beacons,
a back up to the radios of the security police, could be used to alert other security
posts if any trouble developed at the main entry point.*®

The security police manning the main gate, always vigilant, were particularly
so during the lock down. Six SPs served there, making identification checks on
every vehicle entering the compound and conducting extensive searches. A seventh
professional, a French military policeman, joined them between 8 p.m. and mid-
night, the nighttime hours when the volume of traffic at the main gate ran high. Two
teams of security police dogs trained to detect explosives also served at this entry
point during the day, and at least one team at night.>

The Khobar Towers remained locked down for five days, until June 5, and mil-
itary facilities in Riyadh for even longer. In the case of the latter, Brigadier General
Schwalier praised Col. Dale Bible, the commander of the 4409th Operations Group
in Riyadh, for acting in “lock step” with the actions that he himself had taken in
Dhahran. The wing commander characterized Colonel Bible as “one of my real
good ops group commanders.”®

It was evident to every resident of Khobar Towers, and every visitor to the com-
pound, that security had tightened during the late spring of 1996. An assistant crew
chief pointed out that, in addition to the machine gun bunkers at the main gate,
“There was a bunker on the British building. You could tell security was getting
tighter. There were a lot more checks; you had to show your ID.” A civil engineering
officer, who had served a Dhahran tour during June—September 1995, was surprised
at the high level of security she found when she returned a year later: “There were
vehicle searches in place. . .. There were no trips to Bahrain, and very limited trips
to downtown [Dhahran].” An NCO who made many rotations to Dhahran had a
similar experience. He returned in February 1996 to find that “security was stepped
up a lot” and that “towards May. . . the base got super tight.*¢!

Khobar Towers airmen commended the security measures that had been taken
before June 25, 1996. “They had machine gun nests at the front gate,” a pilot of the
71st Rescue Squadron recalled months after the bombing, “They had put up a dou-
ble set of barriers. They were doing a lot heavier checking [of vehicles at the gate].”
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“I watched those security guys at Dhahran,” Capt. Jeff Prichard asserted, “and I
know how good they are. There is no question in my mind that security was as tight
as it could be.”6?

Mr. David Winn, the United States consul general in Dhahran and a veteran of
twenty-five years service in the Middle East, found out first hand how tight it was,
when he drove on the compound one day that spring, intending to make a quick
shopping foray at the commissary. The diplomat went in to buy some razor blades
and returned to find the security police were preparing to tow his vehicle. Mr. Winn
had parked too close to the commissary and had violated the minimum safe dis-
tance, had his consul-general’s car turned out to be a mobile bomb. He paid the SPs
a compliment when he told General Schwalier: “My God, Terry, you know they
really gave me a shakedown.” On another occasion, Winn stated that General
Schwalier’s force protection measures “were so stringent, so draconian, so profes-
sional that I thought he almost had overreacted®?

This emphasis on security and readiness remained strong throughout the days
just before the attack. About two weeks before the Khobar Towers bombing, Lt. Col.
(Dr.) Douglas Robb arrived in Dhahran to serve a one-month interim assignment as
the commander of the 4404th Wing’s medical group. At Dr. Robb’s first meeting
with his staff, he asked about the unit’s preparations to deal with a disaster involving
mass casualties. The medical group’ readiness officer already was updating the
unit’s contingency plans and the new commander accelerated that review, so that it
was completed before the bombing. During the week before the attack, Robb con-
ducted what he later called a “‘mass cal’ logistical supply exercise.” His medical
professionals checked first hand—not on paper—the availability and quantities of
the supplies they would need in the event of a disaster. If, for example, their paper-
work said a closet held fifty cots, they located the key to that storage area, opened it,
and counted the cots. In the few cases where they discovered shortages, MSgt. Luis
Madrigal, the unit’s supply sergeant, filled them. On June 20, about the same time
that the medical group was making these first-hand checks, members of the 4404th
Wing’s transportation squadron conducted an emergency-response exercise.%

General Schwalier commissioned a series of articles on security awareness and
antiterrorism in the Gulf View. On June 20, the same day the transportation squadron
ran its exercise, one of these feature stories appeared in the wing newspaper. It occu-
pied nearly a half page and carried the headline: “Terrorism: Real threat
exists. .. stay alert, be observant” At about the same time, Gen. J. H. Binford Peay
I, U.S. Central Command commander, told a general officer who visited his
MacDill Air Force Base, Florida headquarters that he was concerned terrorists
would attempt to make a “catastrophic hit” somewhere in southwest Asia.%

In the hindsight available after the attack, the security of one particular part of
the Khobar Towers compound, the northern perimeter, became an issue. The fence
here, running along the north side of Thirty-first Street, stood less than 100 feet
from the Building 131 dormitory and other structures at this end of the complex. In
November 1995 and again in March 1996, Colonel Boyle asked his counterparts in
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the Saudi security forces for permission to extend this perimeter. During interviews
a few days following the bombing, Brigadier General Schwalier told journalists
about these two occasions when the Americans had approached the Saudis about
moving the border from 100 to 400 feet. “We asked them,” he stated, “to move it
outside of the parking lot.” The wing commander explained to the press that “the
pace [of decision making] is different in Saudi Arabia” than.the United States. “We
did as much as we could,” he said, “given the environment.®

The Saudi security forces had replied that moving the compound’s perimeter
farther north would interfere with access to the parking lot next to al Khobar Park
and to a mosque that stood to the east. They stated that they had no authority to
approve the American request, without the approval of the government ministries
that owned the property. The Saudi security officers contended that the existing
perimeter was sufficient against a car-bomb attack on the scale of the Riyadh one.
The host government offered to increase its own security patrols inside and outside
Khobar Towers and, in response to American concerns about suspicious vehicles, to
run checks on license plates.®’

The Saudi government never denied the American requests to extend the north-
ern perimeter; it refused to act on them. As Secretary of Defense William J. Perry
characterized it, “the answer was not now, not yet.” General Schwalier told
reporters: “The answer was, ‘Not at this time.”” U.S. Navy Capt. Michael
Doubleday, the Defense Department’s press briefer, stated that “it was not a matter
of refusal, it was a matter of ongoing discussions.”®® “It’s an ongoing process of
negotiation with the Saudis,” one senior American military officer explained.
“Requests are not made and satisfied in a day. . .. It was reasonable for the Saudis to
take time [with the request to expand the perimeter] because it would affect their
road network.” During a June 27, 1996, press conference, Maj. Gen. Kurt B.
Anderson, the JTF-SWA commander, pointed out: “We are on Saudi Arabian soil.
We will coordinate our security measures with them. They will help us. But we do
not own this country.” Major General Anderson reminded the journalists of the fun-
damentals of the relationship: “We are here living on the facilities they have provid-
ed us. That sets up certain constraints that our security measures must operate with-
in."69

After the magnitude of the Khobar Towers bomb became known, many knowl-
edgeable observers concluded that the location of the northern fence was a moot
point. “We’re dealing with a huge bomb,” General Anderson emphasized, one that
caused so much destruction over so wide an area that some Saudis thought there had
been more than one explosion. General Peay stressed the same point to reporters,
soon after the attack: “Frankly, you could have moved that blast a number of yards
farther out and you probably would have had similar results. So this was an act of
exorbitant degree of capability. . . that you don’t normally see [in terrorist cases].””

Some relevant findings came from a survey of the Khobar Towers bomb dam-
age that experts from the Defense Special Weapons Agency and the Army Corps of
Engineers conducted soon after the explosion. This team projected what the explo-
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sive effects might have been had the terrorist truck been parked 400 feet north of
Building 131, the perimeter the Americans had requested. They concluded that in
this case “the blast would likely have produced damage comparable to that which
actually occurred at Building 133,” which stood west of dormitory 131 and was
about 400 feet from where the bomb actually had been located. The damage survey
team projected there would have been “significant structural damage and shattering
of most or all glass windows and doors. While deaths from blunt trauma might be
reduced in this scenario, severe injuries and death from glass fragmentation would
likely occur.”

Underscoring the obvious importance of keeping terrorist bombs at a distance
from facilities, the team’s report then pointed to some hard realities, which applied
directly to the case of the Khobar perimeter. “For large threats,” it stated, “represent-
ed by truck bombs . . . these standoff distances quickly become extremely large, and
often extremely difficult to implement. For example, for a blast equivalent to 20,000
Ibs of TNT, concrete structures would still suffer damage at a standoff of over 400
feet and there would be significant glass shattering at over 1,000 feet.””!

The survey echoed Licutenant Colonel Traister’s realistic observation that were
limitations on what could be done to protect Khobar Towers against standoff
weapons. Securing the compound’s perimeter was another matter and in that regard,
many belicved that General Schwalier, Colonel Traister, Colonel Boyle, and others
had succeeded. One junior officer asserted in February 1997 that, were it not for the
force-protection improvements made during General Schwalier’s tenure, “half of us
wouldn’t be here today”” The general’s successor later offered this assessment: “If
[the terrorists] could have gotten that truck into the middle of Khobar Towers and set
it off beside the dining hall. .. then the death toll would have been tremendously
worse. It was the great work of Terry Schwalier that the tragedy was as contained as
it was "2

Immediately after the Khobar Towers attack, an AFOSI officer stated: “As trag-
ic as this event is, it should be recognized that personnel responded in a profession-
al manner, as trained, to attempt to counter the threat that was immediately per-
ceived when the explosives laden vehicle parked outside the perimeter fence. Their
best efforts were simply overcome by the speed with which the event developed and
the sheer magnitude of the blast.”7?
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Dirt parking lot southwest of Building 131 where some of the wounded were initially
taken; Building 130 is at center left, 127 at top right (top). Looking across an under-
ground garage at the main gate (center). View southwest from Khobar complex,
Dhahran Air Base is just beyond the highway at the top right of the picture (bottom).

Opposite page, top to bottom: Saudi residences similar to Khobar Towers” buildings,
looking southeast across 8th Street from Building 131. Same intersection as above, but
with additional “Jersey” barriers installed. Mosque east of Building 131, the Arabian
Gulf'is visible in the distance. Parking lot north of Building 131 before the bombing,
the tanker truck would park just off the picture at bottom right. (See map on page 11.)
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“Jersey” barriers and concertina wire at
the corner of 12th Street and 31st Street
(fop lef?). The serpentine entrance to the
main gate (fop right). Barrier at the main
gate (center). A roof-top security police

post (feff).

Opposite page: Truck inspection (fop
lef?). Machine gun inside bunker (fop
right). Bunker on road into complex
(center top). Dump truck behind bunker
for blocking entrance in emergency (cen-
ter bottom). Installation of additional
“Jersey” barriers (bottom).
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Khobar Towers complex, with Building
131 at left, after the attack (fop). Security
policemen SSgt. Alfredo R. Guerrero,
SrA. Corey P. Grice, and A1C.
Christopher T. Wagar each receive the
Airman’s Medal from Air Force Chief of
Staff Gen. Ronald R. Fogleman (center,
left to right). The panels on the northeast
corner of Building 131 buckled from
explosion (leff).

Opposite page, top to bottom: The
force of the explosion can be inferred
from the size of the crater, the interior
walls of the rooms in Building 131, and
the remains of a humvee.







Most of the deaths and injuries were caused by flying glass and blunt trauma. These
pictures show room interiors, with glass (rop) and debris {center and bottom).
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On June 25, 1996, Maj. Gen. Kurt B. Anderson, the commander of the Joint
Task Force Southwest Asia (JTF-SWA), and Maj. Bennie L. Umstead 11, his execu-
tive officer, took a C—21 transport from Riyadh to Dhahran Air Base. Arriving at the
Khobar Towers that afternoon, they billeted for the night in a distinguished-visitors
suite of Building 101, the visiting officers quarters. Their rooms were across the halt
from the temporary lodgings of Brig. Gen. Terry Schwalier, the commander of the
4404th Composite Wing (Provisional). Building 101 stood southwest of Building
131, a short distance across a dirt and gravel parking lot. The next morning General
Anderson was to officiate at the change of command ceremony in which Brig. Gen.
Dan Dick, then the Air Combat Command inspector general, would succeed
General Schwalier.!

The plans for this ceremony were, of course, canceled by that night’s violent
explosion. Witnesses later gave varying descriptions of how the Khobar Towers
attack sounded, looked, and felt, depending upon exactly where they had been at
9:53 p.m. that Tuesday. Many agreed with Maj. Bennie Umstead that the explosion
was not only loud, but prolonged. “It wasn’t a blast like a ‘boom,”” he said. “The
blast lasted, it seems, like forty-five seconds. ... It was a long noise, the loudest I
ever heard. You tried to put your hands over your ears.” Capt. (Dr.) R. Morris
Treadway, a flight surgeon who lived in Building 127, recalled: “The shaking
seemed to go on for ever” Maj. Cynthia Coles, a resident of Building 133, also
emphasized the length of the explosion: “It felt like an eternity. First of all the lights
went out; it went dark. I felt the wave of the blast pressure. [I felt] just surrounded by
the pressure and then, instantly, the loud noise and the pressure from it, exploding
again, just totally surrounding me.”

People heard the bomb, and felt its horrendous force, across great distances. At
the time of the attack, Lt. Col. (Dr.) Douglas J. Robb, dental surgeon Lt. Col. (Dr.)
Alfred B. (Bruce) Lauder, and Capt. Cinthia Y. (Cindy) Pollert were entering a carpet
shop in downtown Dhahran, about three-quarters of a mile from the blast. The explo-
sion broke the glass in the merchant’s windows and brought down dust from the ceil-
ing. “It shook and rocked the downtown,” Dr. Robb remembered, so forcefully that he
and the others at first believed the bomb was somewhere in the city itself, near them.?
The force of the blast carried vast distances across water and desert. Its tremor was
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felt in Bahrain, twenty miles away, and Headquarters Joint Task Force Southwest
Asia received phone calls indicating that distant reverberations were heard in the
United Arab Emirates, more than one hundred and twenty miles away.*

The blast was readily visible from the military flightline at Dhahran Air Base,
about five miles west of the truck-bomb. Here the maintenance team was at work on
the HC—130 that had been forced to return early. SSgt. Jacques P. Bruffy, one of the
engine mechanics, was facing the opposite direction from the Khobar Towers.
Another airman looked over his shoulder, saw the flash in the nighttime sky to the
cast, and asked him: “Did you see that?” The ground tremor from the blast shook
the maintenance shack. Within two minutes of the attack, the airmen on the flight-
line got the news over their radio: there had been an explosion at the Khobar Towers.

The blast occurred while MSgt. Joel Schaeffer and A1C. Ken Smith were
enroute from the flightline to the compound. The other maintainers considered
returning to the Khobar Towers, too—like many others that night, they wanted to
help those injured in the explosion. They were instructed, however, to stay where
they were and finish repairing the HC—130, and they stuck to their task.’

Their commander, Lt. Col. Thomas H. Shafer, praised the way the maintenance
team responded to the unprecedented circumstances they faced. He pointed out that,
at the time, it had to be assumed the HC-130 would be needed to carry the wounded
back home. It was possible, too, that there would be more terrorist attacks: that night,
no one could be certain there would be only one bombing. The maintainers, as
Colonel Shafer later said, worked under combat conditions to get the 130 fixed.®

About four miles east of the flightline, the blast effects were vividly apparent to
the airmen who were working out at the Khobar Towers gym. MSgt. Dwayne R.
Berry and his exercise partner TSgt. Arthur Bisby stared at the new mirrors around
the walls. Then they realized what was wrong with them: one after another, they
were cracking and shattering. “They started to explode outward,” Sergeant Berry
said, “toward us. ... The mirrors were going, one by one, boom-boom-boom.” Two
or three seconds passed and the lights throughout the gym flashed. Berry looked
through the door into the gym’ new aerobics room and saw the twenty-odd televi-
sions all flare out, each screen flickering at the same time. The blast rocked the all-
concrete building and, as he recalled, it ““shook like a leaf””’

Capt. Russell D. Barile also was working out in the gym that Tuesday night and
had reached his next-to-last set of exercises when the bomb exploded. Later he
recalled feeling “the air pressure change. There was an audible hissing sound. Then
the blast hit. It shook everything. Dust came down from the ceiling.” Captain Barile,
Sergeants Bisby, Berry, and many others ran out of the gym.® They found that the
entire Khobar Towers complex was dark, “unbelievably dark,” as Berry put it.
Despite the darkness, they could see a huge, bluish cloud moving across the com-
pound. “Then we knew;” Berry said, “that it was a bomb.”

Several hundred yards northeast of the gym, on the sixth floor of Building 127,
Lt. Cols. Thomas A. McCarthy and William Miller were waiting for a telephone call
and watching Marathon Man in their day room, and Lt. Col. Douglas R. Cochran

44

W T Y | Gy TN WY WY e




The Attack

was doing paperwork in his bedroom when the blast struck. Like so many others,
Colonel McCarthy later could recall exactly what he thought at the time of the
attack. “What ran through my mind,” he remembered, “was ‘heat lightning,” because
it [had been] a fairly clear day.” Then Colonel McCarthy heard the explosion and,
still sitting in his chair near the suite’s picture window, immediately “saw what
looked like a brown cloud, coming straight at the window. And at that point
I...turned my head, and that’s when the whole window blew in. Of course it hap-
pened a lot faster than that, but it seemed to happen [slowly]. The window blew
in. ... The glass went right by me.”

The blast knocked Colonel McCarthy out of his chair toward Colonel Miller,
whose leg was sliced open by a flying shard, while Colonels Cochran and McCarthy
had minor cuts. None of the pilots in Building 127 suffered anything like the injuries
of the airmen in Building 131, but of those in 127, Colonel Miller’s wound proved
the worst. 1

Colonel Cochran crawled out of his bedroom and Colonel McCarthy heard him
curse the perpetrators of the bombing. The circumstances merited the squadron
commander’s choice of words—and he was not the only person who used strong
language that night. An airman in Building 131 who was severely injured in the
attack described the first few minutes after the blast; “That was my worst nightmare.
I never heard cries like that, cussing like that”” And while many cursed, many—
Colonel Cochran among them—also called out to their neighbors, to see if they
needed help.!!

Colonel Cochran and the officers with him began to aid one another, a phe-
nomena that by then was taking place all across the compound. He and Colonel
McCarthy put a compress on Colonel Miller’s leg and got him out of their suite and
into the elevator lobby at the center of the floor. Then they began checking on the
other rooms. Capt. Craig E. Dye had been talking on the telephone to his wife at the
moment of the blast, and the explosion immediately cut off the phones. Lori Dye,
like many military wives, had had a number of overseas calls with her husband end
abruptly, and she was not alarmed when the line went dead in mid-conversation.
McCarthy found Captain Dye in a dazed condition and helped him into the lobby,
with Miller. Dr. Mo Treadway treated Miller, and then McCarthy and another offi-
cer shouldered him down the stairwell from the sixth floor.!? Capt. Mark E.
Ladtkow had suffered some cuts that later required stiches, and his roomates took
him out of the building as well.!?

Up Eighth Street from Building 127 stood Building 131, the dormitory nearest
the blast center, and by far the hardest hit. On its first floor, TSgt. George Burgess
and his three suitemates were crammed together cleaning their refrigerator, when
the bomb went off. The lights went out and the next thing Sergeant Burgess remem-
bered was being on the floor. Months later, he recalled those first minutes after the
attack: “It felt like I was being sand blasted . . . . It was like I was just in the stream [of
a sand blaster]. Then it stopped and it was like, dead silence. Then you could hear
water starting to run.”
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Sergeant Burgess heard SrA. Michael J. Dolinar, Jr., nearby, saying that he
could not see. “It was tofally dark,” Burgess emphasized. “There was no emergency
lighting, or nothing. It was dark. It was dark and dusty. If you inhaled, it was like
dirt” Groping in the pitch black, Burgess found SrA. Mike Dolinar’s arm and could
feel blood on it. Dolinar had suffered lacerations on his face and elsewhere and
would be among the many airmen taken that night to the Ministry of Defense and
Aviation (MODA) Hospital, on the civilian side of Dhahran Air Base, near the
Dhahran International Airport.'* When Burgess discovered his suitemate’s injury in
the darkness, he said to him and the others: “OK, just grab somebody’s hand, we’re
getting out of here”'

The airmen found that leaving Building 131 in the immediate wake of the blast
was a disorienting experience. Helping one another, they climbed over the rubble.
The explosion had destroyed some of the walls, which made their trip particularly
confusing. “It was weird,” Sergeant Burgess said later, “because some of the walls
weren’t there . . .. They were gone . . .. With the walls not being there, I had no bear-
ings..... There was nothing I could go with.”

Once Sergeant Burgess found the flight of steps running down to the ground
floor, he regained his orientation. His unit was nearly at the end of its tour, which
meant he had been going up and down those stairs for three months. “Once I found
those steps,” he said later, “I knew how to get out.” He also admitted later: “I didn’t
even think of the steps not being there.”'¢

As the group left their dormitory, Sergeant Burgess spotted SSgt. Eric D.
Ziegler, sitting on the ledge of one of the windows of his first-floor room. With the
ground floor under his perch, Sergeant Ziegler sat a story and a half, or well over ten
feet, above the dirt and rubble below. He and Burgess were weight lifting partners,
lived down the hall from one another, and knew each other well. Burgess heard
Ziegler yell down to him: “George, I'm hurt”” Burgess called back up: “Okay, ‘Z,
just stay there. I’ll be right back.”!7

Once Sergeant Burgess and his suitemates were outside the dorm where it was
lighter, they could see more of the bomb* damage. “There was glass, debris, and
everything,” Burgess recalled, “all over the place.” In the better lighting, he also
decided on their next course of action: “I could see people were starting to gather
out in the parking lot, behind the building [131] that the 58th [Fighter Squadron]
was staying in. ... I could see people starting to gather, over there, so I took [my
suitemates] out . . . and, hand in hand, we went out there”!8

Sergeant Ziegler, who had called down to Sergeant Burgess, remained perched
in his window. Like hundreds of others, later he could describe exactly what he had
been doing and thinking at the second the bomb exploded. He experienced one of
the strangest coincidences of that tragic night. Ziegler had reset his alarm clock and
he was testing its “snooze” setting at precisely the moment of the explosion. In his
mind, the two events fused together in a bizarre cause and effect: “1 hit my snooze
button and when I hit my snooze button, that’s when everything blew up. It was like
I'd pushed a button, and everything blew up.”*®
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The two simultaneous events disoriented Sergeant Ziegler, and so did the
blast—it threw him across his bedroom. “I really didn’t know what was going on,”
he recalled later, “except [that] I was no longer by my alarm clock, I was on the other
side of the room. And I’'m a big guy to move.”20

Sergeant Ziegler worked through his disorientation and an awareness dawned:
“I'could see that the walls were gone and everything was gone. And I realized that it
was something more than just my alarm clock going off. . .. Then I [thought], I don’t
know what’s happened now, but I*ve got to get out of here.”2!

As Sergeant Ziegler regained awareness, he realized he couldn’t see well
because he had been, as he put it later, “smacked in the face” by flying debris. His
right eyelid, left cheek, and left side of his nose were cut open and he had a deep
puncture wound in his right palm, as well as multiple lacerations in his scalp, left
arm, and right knee. Despite these injuries, Ziegler managed to crawl across hi