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FOREWORD

WOW W

On 20 December 1989, the United States launched Operation Just CAUSE,
the invasion of Panama. With only slight exaggeration, spokespersons for the
president and the Pentagon declared that, at or near H-hour, twenty-seven
thousand U.S. soldiers, marines, sailors, and airmen attacked twenty-seven
targets nearly simultaneously, a triumph of planning and execution. Over the
course of the next few days, these forces handily defeated the Panamanian
military, toppled the brutal and corrupt dictatorship of Manuel Antonio
Noriega, and helped return democracy and stability to the troubled isthmus.
In the process, they brought down the curtain on a two-year crisis in U.S.-
Panamanian relations.

During that lengthy confrontation, the U.S. Southern Command and its
service components were still based in Panama, and two American presidents,
Ronald W. Reagan and George H. W. Bush, relied on this military presence
to help manage the situation and to protect and further U.S. interests in the
country. An analytical narrative of how the United States dealt with that
simmering crisis can be found in Dr. Lawrence A. Yates” The U.S. Military
Intervention in Panama: Origins, Planning, and Crisis Management, June 1987
December 1989, published by the U.S. Army Center of Military History in
2008. In The U.S. Military Intervention in Panama: Operation JusT CAUSE,
December 1989—January 1990, Yates finishes the story as he reviews U.S.
contingency planning for the possible use of armed force in Panama and then
recounts the execution of those plans.

This study offers a detailed account of the major combat operations that
occurred during Just Cause and of the broader themes and issues at play.
While it was a short operation, relatively speaking, it was also an incredibly
complex one. The challenges to the U.S. military were clear. The planners had
to synchronize the preparation and deployment of diverse U.S. units taking
part in the invasion, some stationed just minutes from their targets, others
having to fly to Panama from bases scattered across the United States. The
forces had to strike nearly simultaneously in order to preserve a measure of
operational surprise and keep casualties low. And, even though the Army
provided the vast majority of combat troops, it was a joint operation, which
further complicated the planning. The Goldwater-Nichols Act of 1986
virtually mandated jointness in any significant military undertaking and
had strengthened regional combatant commands to better conduct those
operations. Southern Command was a joint command and had to determine
the best way to task-organize the service units involved and assign each one
a mission that would best employ its assets. Also a factor to consider was
the nature of the endeavor. The Noriega regime was the enemy, not the
Panamanian people, so damage to the country and injury to its populace had
to be minimized. The United States had to structure carefully the rules of
engagement that would allow soldiers and marines to defend themselves and
accomplish their missions, while still protecting Panamanian civilians and,
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after it was over, assisting them in reforming their democratic government. All
planners of military operations should consider the desired political results of
any conflict, a lesson that continually seems to need relearning.

The Panama crisis and its military resolution are integral parts of America’s
military heritage. The insights this case study affords U.S. officers and policy
makers today merit its examination a quarter of a century later and well into
the future.

Washington, D.C. RICHARD W. STEWART
31 July 2014 Chief Historian
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PREFACE

WOW W

This bookis the final installment of a two-volume set covering the politico-
military crisis between the United States government and the Panamanian
dictatorship of Manuel Antonio Noriega. The first volume examines various
crisis-related activities of the U.S. military from the onset of tensions between
the two countries in June 1987 to the decision of President George H. W. Bush
to resolve the conflict by military force in December 1989. Included in that
book’s narrative is an analysis of several issues that placed American armed
forces in what several officers stationed in Panama dubbed the Twilight Zone:
a limbo between war and peace in which political considerations had their
impact not just on military decisions at the strategic level, but on actions at
the operational and tactical levels as well. Moreover, the “battlefield” was
nonlinear and occupied overwhelmingly by civilians, most of whom were
not hostile to the United States. Given these unorthodox circumstances, U.S.
combat units stationed in Panama or deployed there had to demonstrate
restraint, not their martial prowess, as they operated under highly restrictive
rules of engagement that some officers believed would yield the initiative to
their adversary in any sudden recourse to open violence. In Washington, two
American presidents indicated their desire to see Noriega deposed but failed
to devise a timetable or a well-defined, integrated, and effective strategy for
achieving that goal, thus contributing to the troops’ perception that the crisis
could go on indefinitely. Only after a group of Panamanian officers tried
and failed to overthrow the dictator in early October 1989 did U.S. officials
conclude that the outcome they sought would almost certainly require the
use of American military power.

This second and concluding book in the set examines how that power
was employed in Operation Just CAUSE. As covered in Chapters 1 and
2, planning for possible combat in Panama began in early 1988, nearly
two years before the invasion that began on 20 December 1989. As the
reader will see, just months before Just CAusE, changes in the principal
contingency plan had returned many traditional-thinking officers to their
comfort zone, although they were still left to grapple with such difficult
questions as what units to select for the projected joint force and how those
units could best be organized, equipped, and utilized to accomplish the
plan’s objectives. Even more problematic was the fact that much of the
fighting would take place in cities and towns, a prospect for which neither
the U.S. Army nor Marine Corps was adequately prepared, having years
before deemphasized the attention given to urban operations in both
doctrine and training. Finally, while the plans discussed the inevitable
transition from combat to stability operations and nation building, the
procedures for a smooth changeover were not finalized during the planning
process. The U.S. military’s involvement would be essential in helping to
establish a stable, effective, and democratic government to fill the vacuum
left by Noriega’s defeat. A failure to effect the transition to this phase of
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the operation risked having the combat successes of American forces go
for naught.

Chapters 3 through 12 examine combat operations and how twenty-seven
thousand U.S. troops won a decisive victory over their Panamanian opponents.
That victory, of course, was never in doubt, but the cost of it was. Fortunately,
the professionalism of the joint U.S. forces, the sensible rules of engagement
given to them for combat operations, the poor quality of the enemy they faced,
and, at times, some very good luck resulted in the accomplishment of the
mission with relatively low U.S. and Panamanian casualties and only limited
damage to Panama’s physical infrastructure. Chapter 13 describes the rough
transition to stability operations and nation building and the toll it took on
troops who were not prepared to relinquish overnight their status as warriors
in order to take on the duties of policemen, social workers, diplomats, political
officials, and administrators. Some units performed these functions for a few
days, some for a few weeks. In after action reports, many officers expressed the
need for training programs to cover such activities. This and other lessons to
come out of Just CAusk are examined in Chapter 14. Many of them are still
highly relevant for U.S. military personnel today, even with the approach this
year of the twenty-fifth anniversary of the invasion of Panama.

With regard to the sources used in writing the two volumes, for the first
volume, the material I drew on consisted almost exclusively of primary sources,
especially interviews and the reports and message traffic that circulated among
U.S. headquarters in Panama and the United States. While primary sources
constitute the bulk of the citations in this volume, I relied more on interviews
and after action reports than on message traffic. I had access to the logs of
several units and organizations that participated in Just CAUSE, but the reliably
of some of those logs was later called into question, often by the personnel who
kept them. For example, one officer informed me that much of the message
traffic received at his post during the first two days of the operation was not
recorded formally until hours after the missives were received, a process that
often involved guessing as to the timing and the order of their arrival. Partially
compensating for this—but only partially—was the fact that many after
action reports and oral history interviews reflected a headquarters’ or unit’s
exhaustive efforts to record its activities accurately.

There is also a point I would like to make about the convention I have
employed in both volumes with respect to Spanish words. Normally, when a
Spanish word requiring an accent mark is used in this book, the accent mark is
included, thus informing the reader as to what syllable should be emphasized.
(Accent marks in Spanish do not change a word’s pronunciation, only the
syllabic emphasis.) I have made an exception for accented Spanish words used
regularly in English without an accent. For example, the word rio (river) in
Spanish is spelled “rio” in this text, as in Rio Hato. Colén, on the other hand,
has an accent mark emphasizing the second syllable. This Spanish word is
rarely spoken in English, so a non-Spanish-speaking reader might assume
that, absent the accent, it would be pronounced like the English word for a
grammatical symbol or an anatomical part.

As I indicated in the first volume, I started the research on the U.S.-
Panamanian confrontation in early 1989 in response to a request made
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by the U.S. Army, South/JTF-Panama commander, Brig. Gen. Bernard
Loeffke, and his operations officer, Col. John A. “Jay” Cope. When
General Loeffke left Panama for another assignment that summer, his
successor, Brig. Gen. (soon promoted to Maj. Gen.) Marc A. Cisneros
allowed me to continue my work and, during the first hours of Just CAUSE,
secured my access to the JTF-South operations center at Fort Clayton. I
remain exceptionally grateful to these three men, as well as to all those
who, serving with them, assisted me during my first six trips to Panama.
In the early 1990s, the U.S. Army Center of Military History expanded
my assignment by asking me to write the Army’s official account of Just
Causk. Originally, only the first chapter in the projected volume was to
cover the crisis leading up to the invasion; the remaining chapters would
address the invasion itself. As I began writing that manuscript, however,
I concluded that the U.S. military’s role in the two-year crisis deserved
its own volume, and the Center agreed. At the time, I was spending most
of my working hours performing unrelated duties at Fort Leavenworth’s
Combat Studies Institute. Thanks to three of my supervisors, however, I
was granted significant chunks of time to work on the Panama project.
I finished a draft of the first volume on New Year’s Day 2001, and, after
various reviews, revisions, and editing, it was published in 2008 as the first
book in the Center’s Contingency Operations Series. By that time, I had
retired from the institute and was under contract to the Center to write
this, the second volume. I finished the first draft in 2010.

During nearly two and a half decades working on the Panama case
study, I have become indebted and grateful to many people and institutions,
all of whom I would like to thank and several of whom I need to recognize
specifically. In addition to the three officers I have already mentioned, I would
also like to acknowledge the official historians at the Southern Command
and U.S. Army, South, especially Janet Len-Rios, who helped orient me
to the situation in Panama in 1989 and guided me to various documents,
individuals, and facilities. At the U.S. Special Operations Command at
MacDill Air Force Base, Florida, John Partin, the command’s historian, and
archivist Gaea Lenders made essential material and their expertise available
to me. Similar help was received from historians, archivists, and staff
members at the Combined Arms Research Library at Fort Leavenworth;
the Joint History Office in the Pentagon; the U.S. Army Military History
Institute at Carlisle Barracks, Pennsylvania; and the U.S. Marine Corps
History Division, now in Quantico, Virginia. Also, two officers in the X VIII
Airborne Corps spent a good deal of time with me, both during and after
Just Caust. During the second and third nights of the invasion, Lt. Col.
Timothy L. McMahon, one of the corps planners, told me in detail how the
contingency plan for combat operations in Panama had evolved and how
it was being executed as we spoke. Maj. David Huntoon Jr. also provided
insights immediately after Just CAUsE; then, three years later, as a lieutenant
colonel, he spent two days locating and explaining to me critical material
kept in the corps’ files at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

Since the early 1990s, the organization furnishing me with the most support
in this endeavor has been the aforementioned U.S. Army Center of Military
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History, now located at Fort McNair, Washington, D.C. As chief historian,
Jeftrey J. Clarke oversaw my work on most of the first volume and was the
chief of military history during much of the work on this, the second. Chief
Historian Richard W. Stewart arranged the contract for this volume in 2006,
and, once I signed it, he became my boss. I could not have asked for a better one.
He has opened doors for me, intervened on my behalf with other organizations
and individuals, and, most of all, has been extremely understanding and
supportive. As for documents regarding Just CAuse housed at the Center, a
number of people have assisted my collection efforts. One requires special
mention: Robert K. Wright Jr., then chief of the Historical Resources Branch.
Also serving as both the civilian historian and then an activated reserve officer
for the XVIII Airborne Corps, Wright gathered information and interviewed
Just CAUSE participants, material that he readily made available to me, along
with his expertise.

In 2011, a panel was convened at the Center to review my manuscript.
Richard Stewart chaired the meeting, while General Cisneros, John T. Fishel,
and Andrew J. Birtle, chief of the Military Operations Branch in the Center’s
Histories Division, submitted their critiques. I would like to thank them for
their input, which helped in further revising my work before turning it over for
formal editing. Fishel, I need to note, served as a reserve lieutenant colonel on
active duty during the crisis, participated in almost all phases of the conflict
leading up to Just Causk, and was a key player in the nation-building effort
that began simultaneously with U.S. combat operations. He is the reigning
expert on that phase of the U.S. military’s effort and a valuable source of
information.

Also on the panel as the Center’s editorial adviser was Diane Sedore Arms,
who later edited the manuscript’s chapters. We had worked together on the
first volume, and I was delighted when she was picked to edit the second. Her
professionalism, her expertise, and, far from least, her patience has made this
a more readable and accurate book. I cannot thank her enough. Others at the
Center who were involved in the book’s production process were cartographer
S. L. Dowdy, who prepared the excellent maps to complement the text, and
Michael R. Gill, who collected most of the photographs and prepared the
charts and tables and who did the highly professional layout of the text and
the cover design. Contractor Kate Mertes prepared the index. Readers will
quickly become aware of their talents, and I thank them all, together with Beth
F. MacKenzie, chief of the Historical Products Branch in the Center’s Histories
Division, who managed the final phases of this project.

Kelly Fent assisted me in proofreading the manuscript; I found her help to
be indispensable. In conclusion, despite the support I received from everyone I
have acknowledged here and from many, many others, I, of course, alone bear
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THE PANAMA CRISIS
JUNE 1987-DECEMBER 1989

W W W

arly in the afternoon of Sunday, 17 December 1989, President George

H. W. Bush met with his national security advisers to discuss events in
Panama the previous night. Fewer than twenty-four hours before, members of
the Panama Defense Forces (PDF) had shot and killed an American Marine
lieutenant, a passenger in a car that had sped away from a checkpoint near the
PDF’s main headquarters in the capital, Panama City. Two witnesses to the in-
cident, an American Navy lieutenant and his wife, had been taken into police
custody. In the ordeal that followed, the officer’s tormentors placed a pistol to
his head several times and repeatedly hit and kicked him; they also fondled his
spouse, slammed her against a wall, and threatened her with rape.! Angered by
the excessive and unprovoked violence and concerned over the safety of other
American citizens living in Panama, the president ordered the execution of Op-

President Bush speaks at an Armed Forces Review and Award Ceremony, with Secretary
Cheney at the left and General Powell at the right.

' Separate handwritten statements by the U.S. Navy lieutenant and his wife to U.S. Naval
Investigative Service, Rodman Naval Station, Panama, 18 Dec 1989.
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The Panama Canal’s Miraflores Locks

eration Just CAUSE, the U.S. military invasion of Panama to topple the dictator-
ship of General Manuel Antonio Noriega Moreno.

ORIGINS OF THE CRISIS

The assault on Panama, which began in the wee hours of 20 December,
constituted the climactic episode in a crisis between the two countries that had
festered for almost two years.? The historical roots of the confrontation could be
traced even further back in time to the early years of the twentieth century when
President Theodore Roosevelt deployed American naval vessels to the southwest
Caribbean in a successful effort to help Panamanians secure their independence
from Colombia. The quid pro quo Roosevelt exacted for the show of U.S. force
took the form of the Hay—Bunau-Varilla Treaty of 1903 that granted the Unit-
ed States the right to build, operate, and defend a canal across the isthmus of
Panama. In addition, the treaty allowed for a strip of land ten miles wide along
the length of the canal route (and three nautical miles into the sea on each end)
to serve as an operating area within which the American government would
exercise, in perpetuity, “all the rights, power, and authority . . . which the United
States would possess and exercise if it were the sovereign of the territory.” That
area became the Canal Zone, bisecting Panama and, together with a provision

2The background to the crisis is covered in more detail in ch. 1 of Lawrence A. Yates, The
U.S. Military Intervention in Panama: Origins, Planning, and Crisis Management, June 1987—
December 1989 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military History, 2008).

3Quote from the text of the Hay—Bunau-Varilla Treaty, 18 November 1903. The U.S. Senate
advised ratification of the treaty on 23 February 1904; President Roosevelt ratified the treaty on
25 February 1904. Interestingly, no Panamanian signed the treaty. Philippe Bunau-Varilla was
a French engineer who, having failed in earlier attempts to build a canal in Panama, convinced
the United States to try. Instrumental in planning Panama’s independence from Colombia, he
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in the Panamanian constitution of 1904 that relegated the country to the status
of a U.S. protectorate, leaving little doubt of the dominant role Washington
intended to play on the isthmus for some time to come.

From the outset, the stationing of U.S. troops in the Canal Zone and
the influx of thousands of American citizens living there exempt from Pana-
manian jurisdiction fueled nationalistic resentments within the fledgling re-
public. After three decades, the Hull-Alfaro Treaty of 1936 (ratified by the
United States in 1939) sought to mitigate these feelings by formally end-
ing Panama’s protectorate status and declaring that the Canal Zone was the
“territory of the Republic of Panama under the jurisdiction of the United
States of America.”* The concessions did not go far enough, as the pent-up
discontent generated by the presence of an unconstrained foreign power in
virtual control of the country persisted, sporadically finding release in public
demonstrations and isolated acts of defiance. The worst of these occurred
in January 1964, after American and Panamanian students fought when the
latter attempted to fly their country’s flag alongside the U.S. flag in front of a
high school in the zone. The initial scuffling quickly escalated into three days
of full-scale rioting in which four U.S. servicemen and over twenty Pana-
manians died and several hundred more demonstrators were injured. In the
aftermath of the violence, a number of high-ranking policy makers serving
under President Lyndon B. Johnson concluded that continued adherence to
the status quo would further undermine America’s already tarnished reputa-
tion in Latin America and call into question the credibility of Washington’s
anti-imperialistic and prodemocratic Cold War rhetoric. Accordingly, the
president agreed to open talks on a new canal treaty.

Bilateral discussions to this end dragged on for over a decade before the
negotiating parties produced an agreement in the form of two documents.
Under the first, the Panama Canal Treaty, Panama would assume immediate
jurisdiction over the Canal Zone but would allow a new U.S. government orga-
nization, the Panama Canal Commission, which was “supervised by a Board
composed of nine members, five of whom shall be nationals of the United
States of America, and four of whom shall be Panamanian nationals proposed
by the Republic of Panama for appointment to such positions by the United
States of America in a timely manner,” to operate, maintain, and manage the
canal. At noon on 31 December 1999, the treaty would be terminated and
Panama would assume full control of the waterway. The treaty also mandated
that both countries “commit themselves to protect and defend the Panama
Canal,” with the United States having the “primary responsibility” to do so
for the duration of the treaty. In keeping with this provision, the U.S. mili-
tary would retain control of certain installations—specified in an implementa-
tion agreement to the treaty—until the canal passed completely into Panama’s
hands. American and Panamanian forces would occupy some other installa-
tions jointly, and still other sites would gradually be turned over to Panama

immediately named himself the new republic’s foreign minister and negotiated the canal treaty
with American Secretary of State John Hay.

4Quote from Walter LaFeber, The Panama Canal: The Crisis in Historical Perspective (New
York: Oxford University Press, 1978), p. 89.
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President Carter and General Torrijos sign the Panama Canal Treaty.

before the treaty expired.® The second document, the Neutrality Treaty, com-
mitted the United States and Panama to guarantee the neutrality of the canal.
Unlike the first document, the Neutrality Treaty had no termination date. On
7 September 1977, President Jimmy Carter of the United States and General
Omar Torrijos Herrera, Panama’s chief of state, signed the documents.

The following year, the charismatic and flamboyant Torrijos stepped down
as head of government but, continuing in his post as commander of Panama’s
National Guard, maintained his grip on political power. In the United States,
the authoritarian nature of the general’s military-dominated regime jeopar-
dized ratification of the new treaties, as many Americans who opposed losing
control of the canal charged that the waterway’s security should not be left
to a “tin-horn dictator” with friendly ties to President Fidel Castro in Cuba
and the Communist Sandinista movement in Nicaragua. There was also op-
position to the treaties in Panama, where traditional anti-American feelings
complicated Torrijos’ efforts to secure popular support for an agreement that
did not relinquish foreign control over the canal immediately. Yet, despite the
rancorous rhetoric in both countries, Panamanian voters ratified the treaties
via a plebiscite held in October 1977, while the U.S. Senate advised and con-
sented to ratification in two separate and identical votes of 68 to 32. The trea-
ties entered into force on 1 October 1979. At that time, the Canal Zone was
formally abolished, and Panama took direct control of about 64 percent of the
territory that had been contained therein. Another 18 percent of the former
zone became the canal operating area, controlled by the Panama Canal Com-
mission. The remainder was left under the U.S. military.°

SQuotes from the text of the Panama Canal Treaty. The text of both treaties can be found
in app. B of Sandra W. Meditz and Dennis M. Hanratty, eds., Panama: A Country Study
(Washington, D.C.: Headquarters, Department of the Army, 1989), pp. 273-93.

°Tbid., p. 53.
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In July 1981, Torrijos died in a plane crash. In the turmoil and uncertainty
that followed his death, one feature of Panamanian politics remained constant:
the influence of the national guard. In August 1983, Manuel Noriega took over
as the organization’s new commander.” An introvert whose pockmarked face
garnered him the sobriquet “La Pifia” (“the pineapple”), Noriega had received
his first military commission in 1967. Torrijos, who became the national guard’s
commander a year later, looked favorably upon the young officer and made him
his protége, assigning him sensitive duties and, even more critical, covering for
his aberrant excesses that, besides drunkenness, included rape and other acts of
sexual brutality. As Noriega advanced through the ranks, he developed skills in
military intelligence and psychological operations, enabling him to set up a so-
phisticated domestic espionage network with agents planted inside a variety of
Panamanian groups. The information he collected and his willingness to use it to
blackmail and intimidate people in positions of power made him an increasingly
dangerous man to cross. In 1969, Noriega’s timely assistance saved Torrijos from
a coup attempt plotted by rival officers in the guard. Torrijos rewarded Noriega
by making him chief of military intelligence in Panama and promoting him to
lieutenant colonel.

After Torrijos’ death, Noriega
skillfully outmaneuvered his fellow
officers within the national guard’s
inner circle to emerge in August
1983 as Panama’s new strongman.
Soon thereafter, he secured passage
of Law 20 that created the Panama
Defense Forces. The national guard
retained its identity but only as one
among several entities—including
ground, air, and naval forces and
the police—constituting the PDF.
As commander in chief of the new
organization with the rank of gener-
al de fuerzas, Noriega transformed
the PDF into a much more milita-
rized institution than its predeces-
sor. He also acquired under Law 20
the responsibility for implementing
“measures needed to guarantee the
security of inhabitants and their
property and the preservation of
public order and social peace,” the
only limitation being largely cos- General Noriega
metic in that he had to keep the

" For biographical details on Noriega up to 1985, see Frederick Kempe, Divorcing the
Dictator: America’s Bungled Affair with Noriega (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 1990), pp.
38-71. This author has also incorporated observations made by Gabriel Marcella and General
Frederick F. Woerner Jr., U.S. Army (Ret.), The Road to War: The U.S.-Panamanian Cerisis,
1987-1989, draft article, 6 May 1991.
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president of Panama informed of national security developments.® The mili-
tary’s preeminence within the government was brought home in 1984 when
Noriega forced the resignation of Panama’s civilian president and, later in the
year, helped engineer the fraudulent election that placed the PDF-backed (and
U.S.-supported) candidate, Nicolas Ardito Barletta, in the presidential palace.

Law 20 also expanded the role of the military in economic matters by
making Panama’s ports, airports, immigration, and other revenue-generating
enterprises part of the PDF. Also, many officers in advancing their fortunes
looked beyond their erstwhile roles as symbolic board members of various
companies to become themselves the owners of lucrative firms. Under Tor-
rijos, a formidable coalition of guardsmen, students, rural campesinos, urban
workers, and the middle class had challenged the political power of Panama’s
white oligarchy; now, the Panama Defense Forces under Noriega began to en-
croach—through formal and informal means and through the use of legal and
illegal enterprises—upon the elite’s economic livelihood.

Noriega’s actions generated opposition, but his growing reputation as a
ruthless, even sadistic, man silenced most critics. In Panama, there would be
no “dirty war,” no death squads roaming the country, and no long lists of
missing people. Rather, opponents of the regime would be targeted selectively,
individually or in small groups; harassed and intimidated; incarcerated if need
be; sometimes tortured and sexually abused; but killed only in the most ex-
treme cases. Word of these activities would spread, invariably embellished by
the hyperbole of rumor and gossip. The resulting terror was almost always
more psychological than physical. The important thing was the effect: acqui-
escence. One could silence opponents without killing them.

How this ruthless behavior might affect the regime’s relationship with the
United States seemed of no great concern to Noriega. As a collaborator with
the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), the Drug Enforcement Administra-
tion, and U.S. military intelligence and as a confederate in several U.S. for-
eign policy ventures in Latin America, the general believed that his ties to
the administration of President Ronald W. Reagan were strong enough that
Washington would either overlook his indiscretions in Panama or, at worst,
give him a perfunctory slap on the wrist. It thus came as an unpleasant sur-
prise when, in the spring of 1986, he became the target of two investigations
by the U.S. Senate. To make matters worse, he found himself the subject of a
front-page exposé in the New York Times detailing his alleged involvement in
drug trafficking, money laundering, arms shipments to Communist guerril-
las, the selling of restricted U.S. technology to Cuba, and the murder of Dr.
Hugo Spadafora, a prominent critic of the regime who could not be silenced
by intimidation. When President Barletta hinted that he would investigate
the Spadafora affair, Noriega replaced him with Vice President Eric Arturo
Delvalle, a move that upset some officials in Washington with whom Barletta
was very popular.’ To Noriega’s relief, the tempest that followed proved short-
lived. When the White House subsequently held a policy review on Panama,
even the dictator’s detractors supported the decision to put the issue of his

$Quote from Meditz and Hanratty, eds., Panama, p. 225.
® New York Times, 12 Jun 1986.
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objectionable behavior “on the shelf” until the Reagan administration’s efforts
to overthrow the Communist Sandinista government in Nicaragua bore fruit.'

Events in Panama dashed the administration’s hopes of downplaying its
Noriega problem. On 1 June 1987, the general cashiered an ambitious rival,
Col. Roberto Diaz Herrera, the PDF’s chief of staff. Diaz Herrera swiftly re-
taliated, publicly accusing Noriega of fraud, corruption, and drug trafficking.
He also told reporters that his former boss was responsible for the murder of
Spadafora and, even more damning, had engineered the plane crash that killed
Torrijos. Although evidence to support the last charge was sketchy at best,
these allegations, coming from such a high-ranking member of the PDF lead-
ership, rocked the country. Spontaneous demonstrations erupted throughout
Panama City and in Colon at the northern end of the canal. Crowds waved
white handkerchiefs and banged pots, two gestures of defiance that almost
overnight became symbols of the internal opposition to Noriega. That opposi-
tion acquired organizational status on 10 June after leading Panamanian busi-
nessmen—some motivated by principle, others resentful of PDF encroach-
ments on their economic turf—formed the National Civic Crusade. Several
diverse groups including students, teachers, workers, medical organizations,
and religious leaders proclaimed their support. When the crusade began pro-
moting mass demonstrations, a national strike, and car caravans through the
capital as part of its protest, the regime responded with antiriot police and
counterdemonstrations. Panama suddenly found itself in the throes of a seri-
ous political crisis.

Many of the public protests in Panama City took place within a few miles
of where the U.S. Southern Command (SOUTHCOM) and its service compo-
nents were located (Map 1). Headquartered at Quarry Heights on Ancon Hill
overlooking the capital, the unified command managed U.S. military programs

; HI
i L A

Demonstrators bang pots in protest against the Noriega regime.

1"Kempe, Divorcing the Dictator, pp. 169-79.
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A Panama Defense Forces (PDF) antiriot unit uses a water cannon to put down a
street demonstration.

3

and activities in Central and South
America. With such a broad and
wide-ranging mission, SOUTH-
COM’s new commander in chief
(CINCSO), General Frederick F.
Woerner Jr., was concerned that
the crisis in Panama might draw
Washington’s attention—and his
command’s resources—away from
more important issues affect-
ing U.S. interests in the region."
Worse, should the United States
somehow become involved in Pan-
ama’s domestic unrest, the fallout
could have a negative impact on
America’s image in Latin America
and disrupt SOUTHCOM’s long-
term relationship with the Panama
Defense Forces, which under the
treaties was a partner in ensuring
the security of the canal. Woerner
had no respect for Noriega, whom
he considered a thug, but the PDF
was another matter. In his opin-

General Woerner

" At the time of the U.S.-Panama crisis and Operation Just Causg, the U.S. Army was the
predominant service in the Southern Command. Thus, the service of U.S. military personnel
identified in this volume will be listed only if it is not the Army.
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ion, the organization possessed the potential for becoming, if not a completely
apolitical institution, a more professional one, willing to support some form
of legitimate, nondictatorial government in Panama. Integral to this transfor-
mation was the example of military professionalism U.S. forces in the country
provided while interacting daily with their Panamanian counterparts. The pos-
itive impact of that face-to-face relationship would likely be placed in jeopardy
should the United States and Panama end up at loggerheads because of the
current situation.

There was another crisis-related issue that weighed heavily on the gener-
al: his responsibility to protect the people under his command from the vio-
lence in Panama. There were some fifty thousand American citizens living on
Panamanian territory, especially in and around the capital, and among them
were several thousand U.S. service personnel and their dependents. They al-
ready risked being innocent bystanders in the demonstrations rocking the
country’s largest cities. Should the United States openly criticize or disavow
the current regime, Noriega might respond by mounting a campaign of in-
tentional intimidation and harassment against them. For these and other
reasons, Woerner repeatedly emphasized his position that Panama’s internal
problems should not be allowed to escalate into an unwanted and unneces-
sary U.S.-Panamanian confrontation.

The general’s hopes that the crisis could be confined to Panama were
not to be realized. As anti-Noriega protests continued throughout the re-
mainder of 1987, the dictator’s countermeasures grew increasingly harsh.
In addition to declaring a state of emergency, the regime unleashed two
police companies with antiriot capabilities, the Dobermans and Centuri-
ons, against the demonstrators, one result being the televised spectacle of
unarmed civilians falling victim to truncheons, water cannon, and bird-
shot. At the same time, as part of the effort to shore up the substantial, if
diminishing, political support he did enjoy in Panama, Noriega resorted to
increasingly shrill rhetoric mixing appeals to Panamanian nationalism with
strong doses of anti-American bombast.

The latter tactic was nothing new in Panamanian politics, and, during past
occurrences, U.S. officials had generally accepted it for what it was, political
theater performed primarily for the domestic audience. But this time Noriega
overplayed his hand. Four days after the U.S. Senate passed a resolution criti-
cal of his regime, progovernment demonstrators outside the U.S. Embassy in
Panama City threw rocks and paint-filled balloons at the building, broke win-
dows, and damaged cars in the area. American Ambassador Arthur H. Davis
Jr. angrily denounced the attack and recommended the suspension of eco-
nomic and military assistance to Panama. The State Department agreed, argu-
ing that economic pressure could be used to rid Panama of an unsavory dicta-
tor and the United States of a troublesome “friend.” Over the objections of
the Central Intelligence Agency and the Pentagon, President Reagan adopted
this position, signing legislation in December that restricted U.S. assistance to
Panama until that country’s government could provide evidence of a meaning-
ful transition to democracy. The sanctions hurt the Noriega dictatorship but
also had an adverse effect on businessmen, many of whom formed the core of
the opposition movement, and on the Panamanian people.
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In early 1988, relations between the Reagan administration and the gov-
ernment in Panama took an even more dramatic turn for the worse. On 5
February, two federal grand juries in Florida, one in Tampa, the other in Mi-
ami, announced their separate indictments against Noriega on charges of drug
trafficking, racketeering, and money laundering. The general denounced the
action as illegal, condemned what he called U.S. aggression in the region, and
had the Panama Defense Forces take even stronger measures against the re-
gime’s domestic opposition. He also threatened to expel U.S. service person-
nel and their families from Panama. When President Delvalle, under pressure
from friends among the opposition, tried to assert his independence and re-
lieve the PDF leader of command, he, like his predecessor, was pushed aside
by the same assembly that had elevated him. The upshot was that the indict-
ments and Noriega’s reaction to them had the effect of transforming the crisis
along the very lines Woerner had hoped to avoid, from a largely internal affair
between the Panamanian dictator and the National Civic Crusade, with some
external pressure from Washington, into a full-blown political confrontation
between the governments of Panama and the United States.

THE SOUTHERN COMMAND REACTS

The escalation of the crisis did not lead immediately to any regime-
sponsored campaign to harass U.S. citizens in Panama or to threaten American
property and the canal.'”>? When minor incidents and treaty violations did occur,
the Southern Command through its Center for Treaty Affairs issued formal,
if largely ineffectual, protests. Initially, Woerner and many of his subordinates
regarded the marked deterioration in U.S.-Panamanian relations as a political
storm that might soon abate without leaving in its wake irrevocable damage
to SOUTHCOM-PDF relations. In the meantime, articles in the command’s
newspaper, broadcasts over the SOUTHCOM television station, and a series
of town hall meetings in which high-ranking officers answered questions
regarding the crisis sought to allay the fears and concerns of American
military personnel and their dependents, while helping them avoid dangerous
locations where demonstrations were scheduled to occur. As another means
of keeping these people out of harm’s way, the command put into effect a
series of Personnel Movement Limitations (PMLs), ranging from Alpha,
which allowed normal travel by military personnel and their dependents, to
Echo, which would curtail all travel. The daily PML level was then adjusted
to the threat posed by crisis-related developments in the streets. Yet, even as
these measures sought to exert a calming effect, Woerner could not ignore
the possibility of the crisis becoming more inflamed, perhaps degenerating
to a point at which U.S. troops would find themselves facing off against anti-
American demonstrators or, worse, the Panama Defense Forces. Despite the

2For the Southern Command’s (SOUTHCOM’s) reaction to developments in the crisis
and the command’s early contingency planning, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in Panama,
June 1987—December 1989, chs. 1 and 2.
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seeming unlikelihood of either eventuality, the general found it only prudent
in early 1988 to have his staff review and update its “security posture.” Among
other things, this meant planning for a variety of military contingencies that
might arise as a result of the crisis.

On 28 February, the U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) at Woerner’s request
authorized such planning in the “crisis action mode,” and on 4 March the
Southern Command’s Operations Directorate, or J-3, produced its first draft
of CINCSO ELABORATE MAZE, an operation order (OPORD) that covered
a wide range of possible U.S. military initiatives against Panamanian forces.
Woerner and the Joint Chiefs examined the document and mandated some
essential changes. The result was a plan consisting of five phases—the first
three covering defensive operations and a troop buildup; the fourth, offensive
combat operations; and the last, civil-military operations that would necessar-
ily occur during and after the combat phase. Given the length and complexity
of the plan, the Joint Chiefs in April directed that it be broken down into four
separate operation orders: ELDER STATESMAN (later Post TiMmE) for defensive
operations and, if necessary, a buildup of U.S. troops; BLUE SpooN for of-
fensive operations (the invasion plan); and KrystaL BALL (later BLinp Logic)
for the civil-military phase. As a precautionary measure, the fourth operation
order, KLoNDIKE KEY, was added to cover the evacuation of American non-
combatants from Panama. Together, these contingency plans constituted the
PrAYER Book. Over the next year and a half, they would undergo extensive and
continuous revision.'

The CINCSO version of ELABORATE MAZE (and the PRAYER Book opera-
tion orders derived from it) provided only strategic guidance for conducting
U.S. military operations against Panamanian forces and rebuilding the coun-
try afterward. Transforming these general guidelines into highly detailed blue-
prints for specific actions called for the writing of supporting plans, the initial
group of which would be developed for headquarters one echelon below the
Southern Command. Those headquarters would have responsibility for ex-
ecuting the PRAYER Book at the operational level while exercising control over
units carrying out tactical missions in the field. In the case of the CINCSO
plan for rebuilding Panama, for example, a Civil-Military Operations Task
Force (CMOTF) would serve as the subordinate headquarters, although it
would not be activated unless hostilities were imminent or just under way.
Once set up, it would answer directly to the SOUTHCOM commander. In the
meantime, writing that headquarters’ supporting plan fell to a handful of civil
affairs officers in the Southern Command J-5 directorate, a few of whom had
worked on the strategic, or CINCSO, version. In their efforts, they were as-
sisted by reservists coming to Panama on 31-day tours. The document the of-
ficers produced, ultimately referred to as the CMOTF Brinp LogGic operation
order, contained a systematic and comprehensive approach to nation building

3 ELABORATE MAZE and later the PRAYER Book plans were drafted as operation orders not
operation plans (OPLANSs). The main reason for this was because in 1988 the plans division was
in SOUTHCOM’s J-3 shop. There was also the prospect, although considered highly unlikely
by Woerner, that the plans would be executed soon after they were drafted. John T. Fishel,
The Fog of Peace: Planning and Executing the Restoration of Panama (Carlisle Barracks, Pa.:
Strategic Studies Institute, 1992), pp. 14-15.
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in Panama following open hostilities in which U.S. forces would have success-
fully mounted offensive combat operations to topple the Noriega regime.

The Southern Command’s contingency plan for offensive combat opera-
tions in Panama required two supporting plans, one for U.S. Special Opera-
tions Forces (SOF), the other for conventional U.S. forces.'* Woerner’s guid-
ance for both documents emphasized that hostilities should be conducted in
such a way as to minimize damage to Panama’s infrastructure, economy, and
military organizations. To this end, the preferred scenario envisaged a series of
surgical strikes aimed only at key PDF command, control, and communica-
tions nodes and a few troop bases in and near Panama City and Colon. The
objective would be to bring down the Noriega regime in such a way as to “de-
capitate” the Panama Defense Forces but not destroy it as an institution. Spe-
cial operations units deploying from the United States would be responsible
for most of the surgical strikes, which estimates suggested would last no more
than a few hours. At the same time, conventional forces stationed in Panama
or deployed from outside the country would be conducting a series of largely
defensive operations aimed at protecting U.S. installations, property, and citi-
zens. Once the strikes ended, the special operators would turn control of their
targets over to the conventional units, who would then play a crucial role in
stability operations and the reconstruction of Panama.

Having developed this concept of operations, Woerner initially directed
one of his components, the Special Operations Command, South (SOC-
SOUTH), to write the supporting plan for the use of Special Operations
Forces. When Col. Chuck Fry, the SOCSOUTH commander, informed him
that the headquarters was too overextended throughout the region to do so,
the general requested assistance from the U.S. Special Operations Command
at MacDill Air Force Base, Florida. The commander there, General James
J. Lindsay, deployed a small planning team to Panama in mid-March under
Col. Joseph S. Stringham. By the end of the month, the team had completed
its assignment, and on 24 March Woerner formally activated the Joint Special
Operations Task Force (JSOTF) that would revise, update, and, if necessary,
execute the SOF supporting plan for what soon would be code-named BLUE
Spoon. For the remainder of the crisis, this operational-level headquarters an-
swerable to the SOUTHCOM commander would work out of the special op-
erations headquarters at Fort Bragg, North Carolina.

Conventional U.S. forces engaged in any combat operations in Panama
would come under the operational control of another headquarters, Joint
Task Force-Panama (JTF-Panama), which like its special operations counter-
part would work directly for the SOUTHCOM commander. Long-standing
plans for the defense of the Panama Canal called for this headquarters to
be activated in a crisis and placed under the commanding general of U.S.
Army, South (USARSO), the Southern Command’s Army component. In late

“In the original combat planning, staff officers envisaged a third task force, a U.S. Navy
carrier battle group that would be subordinate to the SOUTHCOM commander. Because of
interservice rivalry—despite the emphasis on jointness contained in the Goldwater-Nichols
Department of Defense Reorganization Act of 1986—the plan was basically stillborn, as is dis-
cussed in a bit more detail in Yates, U S. Military Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December
1989, pp. 91, 155.
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March and early April, as the first round of supporting plans for ELABORATE
Maze were being written, Woerner proved reluctant to set up the organization.
Unlike the Joint Special Operations Task Force at Fort Bragg, JTF-Panama
would be run out of the headquarters building at Fort Clayton, Panama, just
a ten-minute drive from Quarry Heights. Since Clayton was located adjacent
to Panama City, Noriega and his people would likely interpret the presence
of the joint task force as an escalation in the crisis, a signal Woerner did not
want to send. The general’s hesitation, however, adversely affected contingen-
cy planning in that a handful of Army staff officers at Fort Clayton, almost
all of them lacking the joint experience and resources needed for their task,
had to write the conventional forces’ supporting plan with scant help from
the other services. Despite these difficulties, the officers’ efforts bore fruit on
21 March with the completion of Commander, JTF-Panama, OPORD 1-88,
ELABORATE MAZE. Soon thereafter, in early April, Woerner decided he could
no longer put off activating JTF-Panama under Maj. Gen. Bernard Loeftke,
the USARSO commanding general. As a joint task force commander, Loeffke
now had operational control of Army, Air Force, Marine, and Special Opera-
tions components, on which he could draw for both planning and operational
assistance (Chart 1). As with the special operations task force, JTF-Panama
was charged with updating its supporting plans as needed and with executing
them if required. To ensure a safe and efficient interaction between Special
Operations Forces and conventional units should hostilities occur, both joint
task forces coordinated the invasion plan with one another daily in the months
that followed. In addition, JTF-Panama also received the task of revising and
updating other supporting plans initially generated by the USARSO staff,
namely those PRAYER Book operation orders calling for defensive actions and
the possible evacuation of civilians.'

More than the demands of contingency planning compelled Woerner to
activate JTF-Panama. In March and April 1988, the crisis had heated up, re-
quiring the kind of continuous oversight and hands-on involvement that the
Southern Command, with its regional responsibilities and strategic orienta-
tion, was not configured or expected to perform. JTF-Panama, on the other
hand, was an operational-level headquarters exercising control over a variety
of tactical units and other multiservice assets spread throughout the canal
area. Once activated, it would be in an ideal position to provide the sort of
day-to-day crisis management that the proximity of events demanded. To be
sure, General Woerner and his staff would continue to monitor the crisis and
provide JTF-Panama with guidance they deemed appropriate (even if the joint
task force staff often derided much of this guidance as micromanagement
from on high). For his part, General Loeffke undertook few important initia-
tives without first consulting his four-star superior a few miles away.

Among its crisis management responsibilities, JTF-Panama had to absorb
newly arrived “security enhancement” forces that had been deployed to Pan-
ama in March and April. This first buildup of American troops in the crisis
signaled not a prelude to war but a response to several concerns: the grow-

5 From this point on in the text, the code names used will be those given for the operation
orders in the PRAYER Book.
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ing number of burglaries and intrusions on U.S. bases and other installations
triggered in part by a downturn in the Panamanian economy; the increasing
incidents of low-level but daily harassment of American military personnel
by members of the Panama Defense Forces, especially the transitos, or traffic
police; and, in Woerner’s words, the “fluid, volatile, and unpredictable” situa-
tion in Panama, especially after a handful of PDF officers had tried to depose
Noriega on 16 March. Until a week or so before the failed coup d’état, the
Southern Command had sought to rely on its service components, primar-
ily USARSO, to cope with the mounting threats and uncertainty, but the ex-
panded patrols and guard duty this entailed interfered with the ability of the
affected units to carry out their normal duties. As a result, in mid-March the
command requested and the Pentagon approved the deployment of additional
forces to Panama, including a military police (MP) battalion from Fort Bragg,
to improve security. Later that month, after the Panama Defense Forces
roughed up and arrested a number of journalists, including some Americans,
staying at Panama City’s Marriott Hotel, even more troops and equipment
were deployed, consisting of additional military police, an infantry company
of marines, and a package of aviation assets, soon called Task Force Hawk,
from the 7th Infantry Division (Light) at Fort Ord, California. Almost all of
the deploying forces would go under the operational control of the newly ac-
tivated JTF-Panama.'

Just as the security enhancement buildup was nearing its end, the crisis
escalated dramatically. When the Marine infantry company arrived in early
April, its commander, Capt. Joseph P. Valore, learned that the bulk of his unit
would take up positions guarding the Arraijan Tank Farm on the west side of
the canal. A fuel depot with dense jungle on three sides and the Inter-Ameri-
can Highway on the fourth, the facility seemed particularly vulnerable to PDF
intrusions and sabotage. Tragically, on the company’s first night patrolling the

16 As suggested above, the security enhancement buildup occurred in two phases. On 12 March,
the secretary of defense authorized the Joint Chiefs to direct the commander in chief, U.S.
Atlantic Command (USCINCLANT), to deploy a Marine Fleet Anti-Terrorist Security Team;
the commander in chief, U.S. Forces Command (CINCFOR), to deploy an Army military
police battalion from Fort Bragg, an Army Arrival/Departure Airfield Control Group, and
an Army movement control team; the chief of staff of the Air Force to deploy an Air Force
Airbase Ground Defense Flight and an Air Force Dog Flight; the chief of staff of the Army
to deploy a counterintelligence detachment (Spanish language qualified); and the commander
in chief, U.S. Special Operations Command (USCINCSOC), to deploy an Army signal
battalion (minus). The commander in chief, Military Airlift Command (CINCMAC), would
provide airlift support, and the commander in chief, Strategic Air Command (CINCSAC),
would provide air refueling support. On 1 April, the Defense Department announced the
second troop augmentation. Specifically, the units that deployed to Panama over the course
of the following week included the 519th Military Police Battalion; the Headquarters and
Headquarters Company, 16th Military Police Brigade; an Army reconnaissance troop; three
Air Force base ground defense units; two Air Force security police patrol dog squads; a
security police squadron patrol dog unit; a Marine infantry company; and a combat aviation
company from the 7th Infantry Division (Light), which consisted of four OH-58 Kiowas,
fifteen UH-60 Black Hawks, and seven AH-1 Cobras. Quote from Msg, Commander in
Chief, Southern Command (CINCSO), to Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS), 161815Z Mar 1988,
sub: Panama Security Enhancement.
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A Marine patrol on the Arraijan Tank Farm

tank farm, one of its men was killed by friendly fire. The very next night, an
intense firefight erupted between the marines and armed intruders. While the
defenders suffered no casualties, they claimed to have seen several of their op-
ponents fall. Loeffke removed the unit from the facility and replaced it with a
battalion from USARSO’s 193d Infantry Brigade. The marines were debriefed
and, soon thereafter, gave their account of events at a SOUTHCOM press
conference. To their surprise and dismay, the command’s public affairs officer
cast doubts on what had actually happened, particularly on whether there had
been any intruders, much less an exchange of gunfire. The ramifications of the
tank farm episode persisted throughout the remainder of the crisis, with senior
officers in the Southern Command and JTF-Panama headquarters expressing
concerns about marines being generally “trigger happy,” and with the marines
objecting both to this lack of trust and to the subsequent promulgation of
highly restrictive rules of engagement (ROE) regarding the use of deadly force
at the facility. So strict were the rules, they asserted, that they no longer en-
joyed the inherent right of self-defense accorded all military personnel.”
Within a week of the Arraijan Tank Farm firefight, another shooting oc-
curred, this time in the jungle west of Howard Air Force Base, also on the west
side of the canal, just south of the fuel depot. On the night of 20 April, three
U.S. Army Special Forces keeping watch for armed intruders in the area deto-
nated a claymore mine and emptied their M 16 rifles at a group they believed
to be hostile. After daybreak, a rescue column extracted the three men who,
during their debriefing, readily admitted that the group they had encountered

7For additional information on the tank farm firefight, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention
in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 66-77; Lt. Col. Nicholas E. Reynolds, Just Cause:
Marine Operations in Panama, 1988—1990 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Marine Corps History and
Museums Division, 1996), pp. 6-10. The “trigger happy” quote came from several informal
conversations between the author and JTF-Panama officers and enlisted men.
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had not fired on them. Their commander, Colonel Fry, commended them for
their honesty, but the incident quickly raised issues that went beyond personal
character.

For one, prior to sending the three-man team into the jungle, Fry’s staff
had asked the battalion commander of a nearby USARSO infantry unit to be
ready to send in troops to help out if there was trouble. When the battalion com-
mander tried to get details on the team’s mission and position, he was told he
was not cleared to know, causing him to question the propriety of putting his
own men at risk without understanding more about the Special Forces opera-
tion. Fry’s staff countered that disclosure of additional information would com-
promise operations security, thus placing a small and already vulnerable team in
greater jeopardy. Since both sides were voicing deep-seated concerns about the
safety of their personnel, neither headquarters felt inclined to yield. Friction be-
tween special operations and conventional forces was hardly uncommon within
the military. In Panama, an exchange of liaison officers and an effort to achieve
more openness at the tactical level reduced but did not eliminate the discord
between the two groups after the 20 April episode.

A second issue raised by the incident concerned command and control.
Once the shooting broke out west of Howard, Loeftke joined Fry in the latter’s
tactical operations center at Howard. In Loeffke’s opinion, Fry’s men were
engaged in finding intruders, an undertaking related directly to the crisis in
Panama. That being the case, the team involved should have come under the
operational control of JTF-Panama. Fry vehemently disagreed, arguing that
his men answered only to him and that, as head of SOCSOUTH, a subunified
command, he answered only to the commander of the unified command above
him, meaning Woerner. Resolution of the dispute rested with Woerner, who
sided with JTF-Panama. Yet, despite the decision and the expressed desire by
both Loeftke and Fry to remove the friction between their headquarters, the
working relationship between SOCSOUTH and JTF-Panama remained con-
tentious throughout most of the crisis.'

ROUTINE

From early February into late April 1988, the increased tensions and vio-
lent confrontations in Panama led some observers to conclude that a U.S. in-
vasion of the country was inevitable and imminent. Woerner did not think so,
and he proved correct. Although an effort by the Reagan administration to
negotiate Noriega’s departure from power broke down during this period, the
unproductive talks did not lead to an escalation of provocative moves by either
side. The Panamanian regime had no desire to provoke the United States into
a war, and Reagan had other more pressing regional and international issues
with which to grapple. Accordingly, in May, the crisis settled into something
of a routine, a status it would retain for another year. U.S.-Panamanian rela-
tions remained strained and some form of low-grade confrontation between

18 For the shooting west of Howard Air Force Base and the issues raised by it, see Yates,
U.S. Military Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 77-89.



Tue PANAMA CRISIS

the PDF and U.S. military personnel occurred on a near daily basis. In short,
the hostility persisted but generally at levels deemed tolerable by all involved.

Occasionally, there would be a spike in the routine. For example, armed in-
truders continued to infiltrate facilities such as the Arraijan Tank Farm, presum-
ably on PDF training exercises, occasionally exchanging shots with the marines
or soldiers on guard duty. Only once, on Halloween night, did the shooting on
the fuel depot approach the intensity of the April firefight. Again, there were
no American casualties, but the incident served as a reminder of how rapidly
the crisis might spiral out of control, despite the wishes of the two governments
to keep it in check. During this period, the Panama Defense Forces also con-
tinued what had become a persistent campaign of harassment generally con-
ducted at low to moderate levels. This, for the most part, included such acts as
detaining U.S. military personnel, interfering with freedom-of-movement rights
guaranteed U.S. officials under the canal treaty, demanding bribes for minor
or fabricated traffic violations, and, occasionally, roughing someone up. But
here, too, matters could occasionally escalate beyond the norm, as when several
Panamanian policemen abducted a U.S. warrant officer, took him out on an
isolated road, beat him, put a gun near his head, and pulled the trigger, caus-
ing the man to pass out from fear. The worst incident occurred in early March
1989, when Panama Defense Forces stopped several buses carrying American
children to school. As if this was not bad enough, the Panamanians had their
guns drawn and were threatening to tow the buses away with the children still
on board. The vehicles, to be sure, lacked licenses required by the regime in what
SOUTHCOM regarded as another harassment tactic. But frightening Ameri-
can children crossed the line of good judgment and raised tensions in the cri-
sis to a higher level. The subsequent headline in the Army Times read “Terror
in Panama.” The Southern Command’s Center for Treaty Affairs protested the
school bus and other incidents, but to little avail. Through Brig. Gen. Marc Cis-
neros, the command’s director of operations, Woerner did send the regime a
clear message: if the PDF killed an American, the United States would respond
with force. Whether Washington would make good on this threat, though, was
problematic. For the remainder of Woerner’s tour of duty, this explicit criterion
for testing America’s resolve did not materialize.”

As the crisis ebbed and flowed over the course of a year, Woerner remained
optimistic that the situation could be resolved without bloodshed. Noriega, he
realized, would not likely give up power voluntarily (in return for a fashionable
life in some country from which the United States could not extradite him),
and U.S. economic sanctions were having little negative impact on the regime
itself. But, Woerner reasoned, a more comprehensive program of American
pressure, one that played upon the regime’s vulnerabilities and the existing
“fissures” within the Panama Defense Forces, might prove decisive. Such a
program, however, required the various U.S. government departments and
agencies with a stake in the crisis to cooperate and coordinate at the interagen-
cy level. In promoting such an integrated approach, Woerner frequently sent
Admiral William Crowe Jr., the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, a list of precise

Y For a lengthier list of the more abusive incidents, see ibid., pp. 139-50; Army Times, 20
Mar 1989.
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recommendations for what needed to be done. For the proposals to work, the
general always insisted, the full range of his recommendations needed to be
accepted and orchestrated as a coherent campaign plan. It would not be effec-
tive, he explained by way of illustration, to take his list of actions ranging from
A to Z and implement only A4, L, O, and T. Yet, this piecemeal approach was
invariably the response he received to his démarche, despite the strong support
he received from Crowe in interagency forums. The result, in Woerner’s opin-
ion, was a disjointed and ineffectual approach to the crisis, not a well-thought-
out and coherent strategy. The impasse dismayed him but did not prevent him
from resubmitting his proposals whenever the occasion presented itself.?

At some point in mid-1988, observers of the situation in Panama correct-
ly surmised that the Reagan administration was not contemplating any far-
reaching initiatives to resolve the crisis. Vice President George H. W. Bush was
gearing up for a run at the presidency, which resulted in Woerner and his staff
receiving direct and unambiguous instructions to “keep the situation as quiet
as possible” through the election. In the mid-1970s, Bush had been director of
the Central Intelligence Agency and, as such, had had dealings with Noriega.
Any escalation of the situation in Panama, the vice president’s campaign man-
agers worried, would make those dealings front-page news, hurting his chances
at the polls in November. Woerner’s closest military and civilian advisers re-
garded this directive as the flagrant and improper intrusion of partisan politics
into the daily business of a military command, even though they, too, for their
own reasons, desired no intensification of the crisis.?! Given these circumstanc-
es, any full-scale review of possible U.S. courses of action in Panama would
have to await a new administration. In November, Bush beat his Democratic
challenger, Michael Dukakis, to become the president-elect.

As the presidential campaign played itself out in the United States, plan-
ners at Quarry Heights, Fort Clayton, and Fort Bragg continued revising and
updating the PRAYER Book operation orders. Early in the planning process,
Cisneros had developed doubts about whether JTF-Panama had the staff of-
ficers needed to work on the BLUE SpooN contingency plan for a U.S. inva-
sion, especially because the plan had begun to evolve in such a way as to give
conventional forces under the joint task force a greater role in offensive com-
bat operations. Cisneros confided his concerns to Woerner, and both generals
explored the possibility of having the XVIII Airborne Corps, the country’s
contingency corps, take over executive responsibility for further work on the
conventional version of the BLUE SpooN supporting plan. There were, however,
at least two obstacles to such an arrangement. First, JTF-Panama, or at least
its largest element, U.S. Army, South, would surely object to being replaced
as the principal headquarters for planning and executing conventional opera-
tions. Second, while Woerner had no objection to having the XVIII Airborne
Corps oversee BLUE SpooN planning, he was not enthusiastic about having an

2 For Woerner’s “fissures” approach to resolving the crisis, see Yates, U.S. Military
Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 97-101.

21 For the impact of domestic politics in the United States on Woerner’s handling of the
crisis in Panama, see ibid., pp. 100-101. Quote from Thomas Donnelly, Margaret Roth, and
Caleb Baker, Operation Just Cause: The Storming of Panama (New York: Lexington Books,
1991), p. 36.
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outside command geared to “warfighting” being given the responsibility for
actually running combat operations in Panama. The use of force, if it became
necessary, needed to be very selective and exercised with restraint, he believed.
The Southern Command’s future relations with the Panama Defense Forces
and the Panamanian people, not to mention America’s standing in Latin
America, made such an approach imperative. In the end, Woerner finessed the
matter, getting the Joint Staff in the Pentagon to assign the XVIII Airborne
Corps as the executive agency for BLUE SpooN planning, while keeping the
corps guessing as to the exact point at which it would be brought in to replace
JTF-Panama and to direct combat operations should the plan be executed. As
expected, the USARSO staff officers in their JTF-Panama hats raised strenu-
ous objections to the new arrangement, while the corps demanded to be placed
in charge of any combat operations from the outset. Neither headquarters
received satisfaction. In February 1989, in a meeting at Fort Bragg, JTF-Pan-
ama planners formally handed responsibility for the conventional BLUE SpooN
supporting plan over to the corps, which was still uncertain about the role it
would play in the event of an invasion.?

At the time of the meeting at Fort Bragg, the Bush administration had been
in office less than a month, and the new president was having difficulty filling
all the positions on his national security team. One effect of the delay was to
postpone a high-level review of future U.S. options vis-a-vis the Noriega regime.
During a speech Woerner made that February, the general mentioned the de-
ferred debate, citing a “policy vacuum in Washington” as the reason. The word
vacuum came in a sentence referring directly to the State Department’s need to
fill the position of assistant secretary of state for inter-American affairs, vacant
since January. But as a provocative headline in the New York Times implied, the
general seemed to be criticizing the new president. Woerner protested to Crowe
that this was not his intention, and he received assurances that key administra-
tion officials did not hold the remarks against him. Later, he would have reason
to question the veracity of those assurances.”

Soon after Woerner’s speech, the president and his advisers did begin the
long-awaited reassessment of what needed to be done about Noriega. Again,
overtures were made to see if the dictator could be persuaded to step down,
but the diplomatic initiative fared no better than it had the year before. That
caused the administration to focus on what it needed to do to prepare for the
next milestone in the crisis, 7 May, the date Panamanians were scheduled to go
to the polls in their country’s presidential elections. In Washington and Pan-
ama, U.S. officials took for granted that Noriega would “steal” the election
by rigging the vote. Once the dictator committed this high-handed offense,
President Bush would have a pretext for shifting to a much tougher policy, a
course of action he had concluded was necessary. Woerner concurred in this
assessment, using the proposed policy change to reiterate for his new bosses

220n bringing the XVIII Airborne Corps into the crisis, see Ronald H. Cole, Operation Just
Cause: The Planning and Execution of Joint Operations in Panama, February 1988—January 1990
(Washington, D.C.: Joint History Office, Office of the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,
1995), pp. 9-10. The word warfighting is a U.S. Army doctrinal term.

2 New York Times, 24 Feb 1989; Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in Panama, June 1987—
December 1989, pp. 137-38.
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his theretofore futile appeals for a comprehensive interagency strategy. He also
emphasized in his messages to Admiral Crowe that a tougher policy ran the
risk of intensifying the crisis, perhaps to the point where the United States
would have to employ military force. That was a risk, he advised, from which
U.S. policy makers should not shrink.

Although Woerner still desired a peaceful settlement of the crisis or at
least a settlement that did not involve a U.S. invasion of Panama, he had never
ruled out the use of military force, arguing only that it should be employed as
a last resort. His tough talk during the strategy discussions in the two months
before the Panamanian elections did not contradict his conviction that the
best outcome to the crisis would involve a solution devised by the Panama-
nians themselves. But, failing that outcome, he recognized that U.S. forces in
Panama and elsewhere had to be prepared to execute a wide range of options
from all-out intervention to a series of less violent but nevertheless assertive
measures. Among the latter considered in the administration’s policy review
were initiatives to put pressure on the Panamanian regime and the Panama
Defense Forces to take action against Noriega on their own.

Indeed, the application of U.S. military pressure, not the exercise of armed
force, became the centerpiece of the “get tough” strategy the president planned
to implement after the Panamanian elections. Once Noriega had canceled or
rigged the voting—again, a foregone conclusion in the White House—Bush
would announce the augmentation of U.S. forces in Panama, as well as an
accelerated movement of American military dependents living on Panama-
nian territory either onto U.S. bases or out of the country. While the troop
buildup would not constitute a formal execution of the PrRAYER Book’s Post
TiME operation order, several of the conventional forces scheduled to deploy
could be found on that plan’s troop list. Once the units arrived in Panama and
were placed under General Loeffke’s joint task force, they would begin a series
of actions intended to reassert U.S. rights under the canal treaties. These and
other operations would be carried out in such a way as to intimidate Panama-
nian forces while keeping them off-balance and confused. As the PDF’s mo-
rale plummeted, its officers, acting for the good of the institution, would feel
compelled to depose their commander. Helping to apply this pressure, other
U.S. agencies would initiate a variety of nonmilitary measures aimed at the re-
gime, although, to Woerner’s chagrin, the piecemeal way in which they would
do so once again fell well short of the comprehensive interagency program he
had long advocated.*

On Sunday, 7 May, Panamanians went to the polls to elect a president and
two vice presidents. A smattering of violence and a number of irregularities
marred the voting process but could not detract from the central fact that the
overwhelming majority of ballots had been cast for the regime’s opponents.
Surprised by this outcome, Noriega annulled the election on Wednesday, but
not until he had unleashed his so-called Dignity Battalions—namely, PDF
members (out of uniform), regime employees and supporters, and various

2For the Bush administration’s review of options in the Panama crisis, as well as Woerner’s
role in that review, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989,
pp. 150-56.
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A Dignity Battalion member attacks Guillermo “Billy” Ford (/eff).

thugs—against the three opposition candidates as they and their supporters
held a victory parade. In the melee, all three candidates were injured, with pho-
tographs of vice presidential contender Guillermo “Billy” Ford, his tropical
shirt soaked in blood, appearing in newspapers and news magazines around
the world. (The blood was not Ford’s, it turned out, but that of his bodyguard,
who had been fatally shot in the head, a deliberate target of assassination.)
The injured parties took refuge where they could, while the regime arrested
and incarcerated an estimated three hundred opposition members, some to be
tortured as an object lesson for the others.

OPERATION NIMROD DANCER

On 10 May, the day following the postelection violence, President Bush,
according to plan, recalled Ambassador Davis and announced that he was
pulling American military dependents in Panama onto U.S. bases or out of
the country—the operation was code-named BrLADE JEweL—and sending in
additional U.S. troops as part of Operation NiMmroD DANCER.? The main con-
ventional units to deploy over the next two weeks were a brigade headquarters
and a battalion from the 7th Infantry Division at Fort Ord, another Marine
infantry company (this one equipped with light armored vehicles, or LAVs),
and a battalion from the 5th Infantry Division (Mechanized) based at Fort
Polk, Louisiana. (Some special operations personnel also flew into Panama
on highly classified missions.) To beef up the “light fighters” from the 7th In-
fantry Division, a second battalion from Fort Ord deployed for the ostensible

2 For Operation NiMroD DANCER, the U.S. troop deployments, and the operations to reas-
sert U.S. treaty rights in Panama, see ibid., chs. 6 and 7.
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purpose of doing a rotation in the Jungle Operations Training Center (JOTC)
on the Atlantic side of the country.

As these units came under the operational control of JTF-Panama, Loeffke
and his staff simplified command and control arrangements by creating three
subordinate task forces. Task Force Atlantic, under the command of Col. Da-
vid R. E. Hale, the 7th Infantry Division brigade commander, operated out
of Fort Sherman and assumed responsibility for crisis-related U.S. military
activities on the Atlantic, or northern, side of the canal area. On the Pacific
Ocean side, Task Force Bayonet, led by the commander of USARSO’s 193d
Infantry Brigade, was responsible for the east bank of the canal area. The west
bank fell under Task Force Semper Fi, commanded by a Marine colonel and
numbering among its forces the two Marine companies that had been sent to
Panama because of the crisis.

The arrival of the NiMrRoD DANCER units was monitored carefully by the
international press. The uppermost question in the minds of reporters, as well
as the American and Panamanian people, was whether the deployment of
these troops was a prelude to an invasion and war. The Bush administration
took immediate steps to dampen such speculation, mounting a public rela-
tions campaign to emphasize the troops’ primary mission spelled out in the
president’s 10 May statement: to protect American property and personnel.
As Bush told reporters in an impromptu press briefing, it was up to the Pana-
manian people and the Panama Defense Forces to deal with Noriega. After
a few days passed without violence, the news media became convinced that
hostilities, in fact, were not imminent. At that point, other trouble spots and
weightier issues once again captured the headlines and dominated network
broadcasts.

Overlooked in the turmoil surrounding the beginning of Operation Nim-
ROD DANCER was a simple sentence in the 10 May presidential message stating
that the United States would “assert its treaty rights in Panama.”? A perusal
of the leading newspapers at the time would suggest that no one even bothered
to ask, much less investigate, what Bush meant by these words or what actions
he contemplated. Ironically, as events unfolded, just as the media furor over
NiMroD DANCER was beginning to subside, the role of the U.S. military in
Panama was about to become much more confrontational.

Throughout the crisis, the United States had charged the Panamanian re-
gime with violating various clauses of the canal treaty as part of Noriega’s
harassment campaign. Of these violations, one involved interfering with the
legal movement of U.S. government vehicles on official business. The interfer-
ence would often begin with the Panama Defense Forces stopping individual
vehicles at a single location. Once several had been pulled over, they were des-
ignated a convoy, which under the terms of the treaty required a formal Pana-
manian escort. The contrivance was disruptive to official business, a nuisance,
a clear example of harassment, and a treaty violation. For most of 1988, when
Woerner was under instructions from Washington to keep the crisis from in-
tensifying, the Southern Command could only protest such behavior. Once

2 The full text of the president’s statement is in Department of State Bulletin 89 (July 1989):
70-71.
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the Bush administration came in and seriously began to review its options in
Panama, however, Woerner and his advisers were able to make the case that
U.S. forces should challenge the regime on the freedom-of-movement issue.
Bush’s national security people agreed.

The plan was to run daily convoys with an armed U.S. escort the length
of the transisthmian highway. In accordance with the treaty, PDF officials
would be notified of the convoy movement, but only an hour or two before it
began. If they did not arrive with an escort, the convoy would set out anyway.
If there was any attempt to interfere with its freedom of movement, the con-
voy’s escorts would resist. Just what form that resistance would take became
the object of detailed discussions, both between the Southern Command and
Washington, and among the troop units involved. Existing rules of engage-
ment were reviewed and revised when necessary, and what Colonel Hale called
rules of confrontation, which would cover actions short of the use of deadly
force, were developed for all anticipated contingencies. What the Bush admin-
istration did not want was to have U.S. forces engaged in a shootout. Indeed,
Admiral Crowe had informed Woerner that the troops under his command via
JTF-Panama were to be forceful but were not to start a war. (Woerner conced-
ed that, at that point in the crisis, this seemingly ambivalent advice made per-
fect sense to him.) The goal of the operation was to reassert American treaty
rights, put pressure on the Panamanian armed forces, keep them guessing as
to ultimate U.S. intentions, undermine their morale, and just possibly induce
them to oust Noriega in order to ensure the PDF’s survival as an institution.

The first freedom-of-movement operation took place in late May, with two
convoys running simultaneously, one north to south from Fort Sherman, the
other south to north from Fort Clayton. According to the plan, each had a
small unit of armed escorts, and each had a formidable air armada covering
it, to include two layers of attack helicopters, two layers of fighter aircraft,
and an AC-130 Spectre gunship. To no one’s surprise, the Panama Defense
Forces reacted as expected: they chose not to interfere with the movement of
the vehicles. In the days and weeks that followed, JTF-Panama, on Woerner’s
instructions, altered the frequency and composition of the convoys to keep
the Panamanians off guard; Loeffke also reduced the convoys’ air cover to a
minimum as a means of saving on fuel and maintenance costs. For their part,
Panamanian troops and police coming into contact with the vehicles rarely
deviated from their initial reaction of noninterference.

In addition to the convoys, JTF-Panama mounted several other operations
to reassert American treaty rights, such as staging a show of force to reclaim
the Fort Espinar officers’ club, a U.S. facility on the Atlantic side that had been
rented to the Panama Defense Forces, only to have them default on the pay-
ments. There were also a host of training exercises, all legal under the treaty,
designed to intimidate the Panamanian military with demonstrations of Amer-
ican strength and firepower. During May and June, the effect of these various
undertakings was mixed. Intelligence reports indicated that the new, tougher
policy was taking a psychological toll on the PDF rank and file, although not
necessarily to the degree that Washington had desired. Moreover, inherent in
the U.S. initiatives was the risk that something could go wrong or that there
could be a flash point in which one side or the other would open fire, thus
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igniting the general hostilities that
neither government wanted. In the
first six weeks of NiMRrROD DANCER
alone, there had been a half-dozen
near misses. In one, the PDF com-
mander at Fort Espinar had not re-
ceived accurate information from
his chain of command about the
number of U.S. forces that would
arrive to take over the officers’
club. When a company from the
7th Infantry Division showed up at
the front gate, he reacted strongly,
setting up mortars and having his
troops man other firing positions.
U.S. forces responded in kind. Af-
ter several hours, both sides stood
down, with lessons concerning the
“fog and friction” and unintended
consequences of military opera-
tions firmly lodged in their minds.”

Despite the risks involved, the
feeling at Quarry Heights, Fort
Clayton, and in Washington was
that U.S. troops needed to apply even more pressure—things needed to be
ratcheted up, according to a widely used term at the time. Within the Southern
Command and JTF-Panama, officers held brainstorming sessions to deter-
mine what additional measures might achieve this end. The lists they com-
piled, once vetted by Woerner, followed the chain of command to Washing-
ton, where Bush’s national security advisers weighed the ramifications of each
recommendation. Following these deliberations, the president on 22 July ap-
proved a national security directive, NSD-17, that set forth new guidelines for
U.S. military forces in Panama to follow in their efforts to assert treaty rights
and intimidate Noriega and his followers. The directive detailed four categories
of operations differentiated from one another by the level of risk and visibility
involved. Low-risk, low-visibility activities fell under Category I. As examples,
NSD-17 listed publicizing the evacuation of U.S. government dependents, ex-
panding media and psychological campaigns against the regime, and placing
PDF members under formal escort whenever they entered a U.S. base. Low-
risk, high-visibility activities constituted Category II, which included increas-
ing military police patrols between U.S. installations, bringing AH-64 Apache
helicopter crews and battalion-size units to Panama for training, and practic-
ing amphibious and combat operations at night. Category III consisted of
medium-risk, high-visibility measures, such as the increase of armed patrols
and reconnaissance in the vicinity of key PDF installations. The most sensitive

General Cisneros

27 For more details on the half-dozen near misses, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in
Panama, June 1987—-December 1989, chs. 7 and 8.
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and dangerous category, Category
IV, encompassed high-risk, high-
visibility operations and exercises.
Examples included reestablishing
U.S. access to a causeway at Fort
Amador and reasserting U.S. con-
trol over certain facilities at Fort
Amador, Fort Espinar, and Quarry
Heights. Because of the risks in-
volved, all Category I and IV pro-
posals had to be submitted to the
Joint Chiefs of Staff for approval at
the interagency level or higher.*

At the time President Bush
signed NSD-17, few of the top-
ranking U.S. military officers in
Panama who for months had dealt
with the crisis on a daily basis still
remained. In June, most had either
retired or moved to other assign-
ments. At Quarry Heights, both
Woerner’s director of intelligence,
Brig. Gen. John F. Stewart Jr., and
the special operations commander,
Colonel Fry, had left the country; at JTF-Panama, General Loeffke and his op-
erations director, Col. John A. Cope Jr., had taken new assignments in Wash-
ington, and the chief of staff, Col. Arnold T. Rossi, was preparing to retire. As
a result of these and other personnel changes, the institutional memory with
respect to the crisis would, at the highest military levels, reside with Woerner,
who had one more year to go in his tour as the SOUTHCOM commander, and
with General Cisneros, who would advance from the Southern Command’s
operations directorate to take over from Loeffke as both commanding gen-
eral, U.S. Army, South, and commander, JTF-Panama. (In October, Cisneros
would be promoted to major general.)

On 6 July 1989, this small remnant of top-level continuity was halved
when Woerner received word that he was being relieved of his command.
Secretary of Defense Richard Cheney refused to give Woerner a reason for
this drastic action, although Secretary of State James A. Baker indicated
in his memoirs that the administration did not consider the four-star gen-
eral to be a team player. Woerner’s defenders correctly countered that, as
the SOUTHCOM commander, the general had done everything asked of
him throughout the crisis. Regardless, General Maxwell R. Thurman, who
was just stepping down as the commanding general of the Army’s Training
and Doctrine Command, was tapped as Woerner’s successor. As Thurman
recalled, he received the nod not because he was a war fighter or a Latin
American specialist, but because he knew how Washington worked. He

General Thurman

20n “ratcheting up” and NSD-17, see ibid., ch. 8; Cole, Operation Just Cause, pp. 11-12.

27



28

U.S. MILITARY INTERVENTION IN PANAMA: OPERATION JUST CAUSE

had been vice chief of staff of the Army and had served in other Penta-
gon positions in which he had spent much time testifying before Congress.
Soon after he agreed to take over from Woerner, he received a three-hour
lecture from Admiral Crowe on the need to review U.S. strategy not just
for Panama but for all of Latin America within the Southern Command’s
purview and then to help thrash out a consensus in Washington for any
required changes. To prepare for these new responsibilities, the general had
only about two months. The change of command ceremony was scheduled
for 30 September.”

Woerner’s departure would leave Cisneros as the general officer on the
scene most knowledgeable about the inner workings of the crisis. Cisner-
os had been a loyal subordinate to Woerner and supported his boss’ belief
that an invasion of Panama would not be in the best interests of the United
States. But Cisneros also believed that, short of war, U.S. military forces in
Panama could be much more aggressive in their actions to compel the regime
to bring an end to the crisis. He thus welcomed and helped execute the wider
range of operations—many that Woerner, too, had recommended—covered
in NSD-17 and subsequent directives from Washington. As for the troops
under his command and operational control, Cisneros continued the joint
training events Loeffke had initiated under JTF-Panama, while adding a few
twists of his own. The new measures included Sand Fleas (low-key exercises
and operations designed, like their namesake, to irritate the PDF) and con-
tingency readiness exercises, which would allow in-country U.S. forces to
rehearse portions of highly classified BLUE Spoon battle plans without real-
izing that was what they were doing.

THE ROAD TO JUST CAUSE

The SOUTHCOM change of command ceremony took place in Panama
as scheduled. The next evening, the newly ensconced General Thurman re-
ceived a disturbing report: a Panamanian officer, Maj. Moisés Giroldi Vega,
commander of the PDF 4th Infantry Company, was planning a coup d’état
against Noriega, slated to take place within twelve hours. The general was
skeptical, thinking Giroldi might be part of a regime plot to plant rumors and
then embarrass him when he overreacted. Reinforcing his doubts were reports
he received that Noriega and the major were close associates, the latter having
helped put down the March 1988 coup attempt against the dictator. Giroldi,
Thurman learned, was also known to have conducted entrapment operations
in the past. Cisneros was less wary and argued for a stepped-up level of readi-

» For Woerner’s relief and the reactions to it, see Yates, US. Military Intervention in
Panama, June 1987—-December 1989, pp. 223-24; James A. Baker I1I with Thomas M. DeFrank,
The Politics of Diplomacy: Revolution, War, and Peace, 1989-1992 (New York: G. P. Putnam’s
Sons, 1995), pp. 183-84 (including the quote); Bob Woodward, The Commanders (New York:
Simon & Schuster, 1991), pp. 96-98. For Thurman’s account of his reasons for being chosen as
Woerner’s successor and of his meeting with Crowe, see Briefing, Gen Maxwell R. Thurman at
the School for Advanced Military Studies (SAMS) (hereafter cited as Thurman SAMS brief-
ing), 23 Sep 1992.
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ness for JTF-Panama, but Thurman approved only minimal measures. He also
informed President Bush’s key national security advisers about these sudden
and unexpected developments.

As the hours passed Monday morning, the purported time for the coup
came and passed without incident. Thurman and, thanks to him, the White
House became further convinced that nothing was going happen. When word
came from Giroldi’s wife that her husband had delayed action until the next
day, the source of the information alone generated even more skepticism. Con-
sequently, on Tuesday morning, 3 October, Bush met only briefly with his ad-
visers to discuss possible developments in Panama. The president then left the
Oval Office to keep his schedule for the day. Unknown to him, the coup at-
tempt in Panama was already under way, as Giroldi’s men accosted Noriega at
his headquarters, the Comandancia. By the time Bush and his advisers could
meet several hours later to discuss the situation, units loyal to Noriega had
moved against the major, freed their commander, and forced the rebels to sur-
render. Giroldi and several other plotters paid with their lives; the remaining
conspirators were incarcerated, some after being tortured.

The failure of the Bush administration and the Southern Command
to take action that would have ensured the success of the coup became a
subject of heated debate in Washington. To some extent, the criticism of
the president reflected partisan politics, although some Republicans in Con-
gress openly questioned his handling of the situation. It had been, the critics
charged, a missed opportunity. Summoned to Washington, Thurman briefed
the president and his advisers on 16 October and then testified before Con-
gress. The gist of the general’s assessment became a mantra in the succeeding
weeks and months: the coup attempt was poorly planned, poorly organized,
and poorly led; Giroldi, had he succeeded, would have been little improve-
ment over Noriega; and for the Southern Command to have taken action in
support of Giroldi and the “coupmongers” would have meant reacting to
fluid and unpredictable events rather than having the United States itself de-
termine the conditions under which it would intervene militarily. Not all who
listened to Thurman’s explanation found it convincing. As for Bush, he had
to endure once again the epithet hurled at him during his presidential cam-
paign that he was a “wimp” in foreign policy, incapable of acting decisively.
After talking with the president, Thurman thought otherwise. Upon leaving
Washington, the general was convinced that the next major disruption in
the Panama crisis would cause Bush to order U.S. intervention, especially if
harm came to any American serviceman or civilian. Besides, few other op-
tions remained. The administration and the Southern Command had tried
for months to goad the Panama Defense Forces into ousting Noriega on
its own. Now, some Panamanian officers had tried to do just that—albeit
for reasons not directly related to U.S. pressure—and failed. Given Giroldi’s
brutal fate, few analysts at Quarry Heights thought it likely that any other
coterie within the PDF would find the courage to move against the dictator
anytime soon.

3 For the 3 October 1989 abortive coup and its aftermath, see Yates, US. Military
Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 248—-63; Kempe, Divorcing the Dictator,
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Once the abortive coup of 3 October increased the likelihood that Amer-
ican armed force would be used to resolve the crisis with Panama’s dictator,
U.S. officers involved in planning such a contingency had to devote more
time to reviewing and updating the pertinent operation orders. Helping to
focus the planners’ attention, Thurman had intimated even before he be-
came the SOUTHCOM commander that he intended to make significant
changes to the existing invasion plan.’ In early August, as CINCSO-desig-
nate, the general had visited Fort Bragg and received briefings on the BLUE
SpooN supporting plans. On that occasion, officers from special operations
and the XVIII Airborne Corps revealed to him some of their serious reser-
vations concerning the transition to combat operations, should BLUE SpooN
be executed. Under Woerner’s long-standing guidance, U.S. forces would
not initiate hostilities against the Noriega regime until the troop buildup
called for in the Post TIME operation order had been completed. True, a
number of those units had arrived in Panama during Operation NiMROD
DANCER, but there was still a sizable force yet to be deployed. The problem
was that transporting the remaining units into the country could take up to
two weeks. This was a deliberate calculation on Woerner’s part. His strategy
was to sacrifice one of the principles of war, surprise, in order to emphasize
another, mass. In Woerner’s assessment, a steady and public flow of thou-
sands of additional U.S. forces into the country, this time for the expressed
purpose of toppling the regime, might finally compel Noriega to step down
or the Panamanian military to remove him. The planners at Fort Bragg dis-
agreed. In their view, a gradual buildup of the remaining Post TimE forces
would leave the initiative for action with Panamanian units, which might
take hostages or commit other hostile acts before the incoming U.S. troops
were ready to launch combat operations. A better BLUE Spoon strategy, they
told Thurman, would be for American forces to launch a massive surprise
attack against their selected targets. Thurman agreed, telling those present
that, after the change of command at Quarry Heights, he would authorize a
new plan along those lines.

In fact, the Southern Command was already working on an alternative to
the current BLUE SpooN. The directive to do so had come from the Joint Chiefs,
but the main impetus behind it had been Lt. Gen. Thomas Kelly, the Joint Staft’s
director of operations, an officer who shared the same doubts about Woerner’s

pp. 369-97; Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 119-25. For Thurman’s account of his post-coup
trip to Washington, see Thurman SAMS briefing, 23 Sep 1992. Thurman used the term coup-
mongers.

31 For U.S. military planning from August into December 1988, see Yates, U.S. Military
Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 263-70; Cole, Operation Just Cause, pp.
14, 17-24; Tom Clancy with Gen Carl Stiner (Ret.) and Tony Koltz, Shadow Warriors: Inside the
Special Forces (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 2002), pp. 307-27; Interv, author with Brig Gen
William Hartzog, U.S. Army, and Col Thomas A. Braaten, U.S. Marine Corps, 29 Jun 1990,
Quarry Heights, Panama; Telephone Interv, author with Maj David Huntoon Jr., U.S. Army,
27 Jun 1990; Intervs, Robert K. Wright Jr. with Lt Gen Carl W. Stiner, U.S. Army, 2, 7, 27 Mar
and 11 Jun 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C.; and with G-3 Plans Section, XVIII Airborne Corps, 30 Mar
1990, Fort Bragg. The Wright-with-Stiner interview is compiled as one interview, though it was
conducted on four days.
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concept of operations as the planners at Fort Bragg. When the Joint Chiefs’
directive reached Quarry Heights, Woerner stayed aloof from the enterprise, al-
lowing his new operations officer, Brig. Gen. William Hartzog, a great deal of
latitude in formulating a response. During July and August, Hartzog drafted a
plan code-named BANNER SAviOR, the contents of which sought to correct per-
ceived BLUE SpooN shortcomings such as the gradual buildup of U.S. forces; the
sacrifice of secrecy for mass; and the command and control arrangements that
had two separate joint task forces, one for conventional units, one for Special
Operations Forces, reporting separately and directly to the SOUTHCOM com-
mander. As Hartzog fleshed out and continuously revised BANNER Savior, he
briefed Kelly twice and consulted with Thurman soon after the four-star’s visit
to Fort Bragg. Upon learning that Woerner’s designated successor favored a new
concept of operations and that the planners at Bragg knew this, Hartzog began
to coordinate his efforts with the XVIII Airborne Corps commander, Lt. Gen.
Carl W. Stiner, and his staff.

This coordination between Hartzog and the corps was essential, mainly
because Stiner, after Thurman’s visit, had directed two of his planners, Lt.
Col. Timothy L. McMahon and Maj. David Huntoon Jr., to write a new
supporting plan based on the incoming SOUTHCOM commander’s stated
intentions. By the time Thurman assumed command at Quarry Heights on
30 September, the two officers had completed their draft, which the corps
titled Joint Task Force-South (JTF-South) Operation Plan (OPLAN) 90-1.
Much of the plan’s content duplicated what was contained in the original
JTF-Panama BLuE Spoon, including many of the listed units and targets, the
projection of 0100 as the preferred H-hour, and the restrictive rules of en-
gagement designed to minimize damage to Panama and its people. The major
changes were conceptual, as the Woerner strategy entailing a gradual buildup
of U.S. forces prior to offensive combat operations was dropped in favor of a
sudden, swift, and all-out assault on the assigned targets. The new plan thus
locked in place the strategic combination of surprise and mass preferred by
the airborne corps, special operators, the Joint Staff, and Thurman. General
Stiner was optimistic. If, in the event of hostilities, U.S. combat operations
were launched at 0100 as planned, the heaviest of the fighting, he predicted,
would be over by dawn.

Shortly after the coup attempt on 3 October, Thurman convened a meet-
ing in Panama so that he and his staff could discuss the status of the perti-
nent PRAYER Book contingency plans. Stiner and key members of his staff
attended, as did the JSOTF commander, Maj. Gen. Gary Luck, members of
the JSOTF staff, and representatives from JTF-Panama. At this and a sub-
sequent planning session, the SOUTHCOM commander reviewed the corps’
JTF-South OPLAN 90-1 and indicated the changes he wanted made in light
of the failed coup. To begin with, the target list would have to be expanded to
include PDF units that, while based on the periphery of the capital and even
farther away, had managed to intervene on 3 October to compel Giroldi’s sur-
render. Revisions to the operation plan also had to reflect the relocation of
certain PDF units and the shakeup in the organization’s top leadership that
Noriega mandated after nearly being deposed. Thurman further directed that
90-1 be updated to specify what U.S. forces would do in the event that dis-
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gruntled PDF officers would try again to overthrow their commander. This
unlikely possibility raised another issue. As Thurman told Hartzog, Stiner,
and Luck, they needed to look into three different scenarios: which U.S. forces
would be available and what they could accomplish if the war plan had to be
executed within 2 hours, 20 hours, or 48 hours of a trigger event, such as an-
other coup attempt.*

Besides revising the current contingency plans, Thurman used the first
post-coup planning session at Quarry Heights to remove the ambiguity Wo-
erner had deliberately created concerning the XVIII Airborne Corps’ opera-
tional role should hostilities break out in Panama. To the assembled group,
Thurman formally made known that, should the president decide to use force,
the corps’ commander and key staff officers would deploy to Panama im-
mediately—not at some unspecified future date—and set up JTF-South as
a war-fighting headquarters working directly under the SOUTHCOM com-
mander. Once JTF-South was activated, it would absorb JTF-Panama’s staff
directorates and assume operational control over U.S. forces currently under
JTF-Panama as well as those deploying from the United States, including the
Joint Special Operations Task Force. By putting the JSOTF under JTF-South,
Thurman resolved the unity of command issue critics of Woerner’s plan had
raised. General Luck did not object to the arrangement. Given Stiner’s exten-
sive background in special operations, the JSOTF commander had no rea-
son to believe that JTF-South would assign his troops missions that would be
inappropriate and unsuited to their unique capabilities. As for Stiner, Thur-
man had informed him in August of the role he envisaged the XVIII Airborne
Corps playing during BLUE SpooN. Now, in early October, the assignment was
official.

During the remainder of the month, SOUTHCOM, XVIII Airborne
Corps, and JSOTF staff officers worked together to revise their respective
combat plans. After Thurman signed the SOUTHCOM-level version on 30
October, Hartzog, Stiner, and Luck flew to Washington to brief the final
drafts to Thurman and Kelly, then to the new chairman of the Joint Chiefs of
Staft, General Colin Powell, and finally to the Joint Chiefs as a group. Because
Army units constituted the overwhelming majority of the projected combat
force, General Carl E. Vuono and his vice chief requested and received a sepa-
rate briefing. On 3 November, the plans were approved as CINCSO OPORD
1-90 (BLue Spoon), the Southern Command’s conceptual plan; JTF-South
OPLAN 90-2, the XVIII Airborne Corps’ revised operational-level plan; and
the JSOTF BLut Spoon plan. For the rest of November and into December,
the staff officers working on each plan continued to refine and embroider their
handiwork, holding periodic meetings in Panama and at Fort Bragg. There
were also a series of briefings for the commanders of the U.S. Atlantic Com-
mand, the Military Airlift Command, and the Forces Command, all of whom
had vital roles to play under BLUE Spoon. In the case of the Military Airlift
Command, the Air Force component of the Transportation Command, a one-

320nce Thurman made the XVIII Airborne Corps’ 901 the basis for discussion and fur-
ther planning, Hartzog’s work on BANNER Savior came to an end. Instead, the SOUTHCOM
operations officer began revising the existing CINCSO version of BLUE Spoon to reflect both
Thurman’s strategic guidance and the operational input of Stiner’s staff.
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week conference among the various planning staffs determined airlift require-
ments for the contingency operation.

During this time, one of Stiner’s highest priorities was to enhance the
weapons available to any invasion force by pre-positioning M551 Sheridan
light tanks and Apache helicopters in Panama. Accordingly, in mid-Novem-
ber, four Sheridans from the 82d Airborne Division were flown into Howard
Air Force Base in a secret night flight and then moved to a “motor pool”
nearby, where they were kept concealed in tents during daylight. At the same
time, six Apaches and three OH-58 Kiowa scout helicopters also arrived via
C-5 Galaxy cargo planes, with the Apaches being kept under cover in hangars
at Howard. As Stiner saw it, the Sheridans could be used in a direct-fire role
against a heavy target such as the PDF’s Comandancia complex. As for the
Apaches, they boasted a greater night-vision capability than did the AH-1
Cobra attack helicopters already in Panama; they could also fire laser-guided
Hellfire missiles as surgical-strike weapons.*

While the Southern Command orchestrated the planning process and in-
tensified preparations for possible hostilities with the Panama Defense Forces,
JTF-Panama continued its day-to-day management of the crisis. One issue
with which it grappled in the fall of 1989 was ensuring that the units rotating
in to replace those deployed as a continuation of Operation NiMROD DANCER
and the 1988 security enhancement received a thorough orientation as well as
continuous updates on the situation they faced. Complicating the process, the
fall rotations, when combined with routine personnel moves, resulted in all
three task forces JTF-Panama had established at the outset of NiMrRoD DANC-
ER receiving new commanders: Col. Michael G. Snell took over Task Force
Bayonet; Marine Col. Charles E. Richardson, Task Force Semper Fi; and Col.
Keith Kellogg of the 7th Infantry Division, Task Force Atlantic.

While becoming acclimated to an environment in which neither peace nor
war prevailed—the closest doctrinal term the Army had for describing the cri-
sis in Panama was low-intensity conflict—the arriving troops found themselves
immediately involved in a series of major operations, joint training events, con-
tingency readiness exercises, Purple Storms, and Sand Fleas.* These activities
allowed JTF-Panama to keep pressure on the PDF; to acquaint newly arrived
units with the urban terrain on which they might have to fight; and, as Cisne-
ros intended, use the repetition and frequency of the exercises to lull the PDF
into a false sense of security. As before, some of these measures were designed
to rehearse aspects of the highly classified BLUE SpooN supporting plan with-
out the participants knowing it. Cisneros, the JTF-Panama commander, made
sure the operations and exercises were adjusted to reflect the latest changes
to the plan coming out of Quarry Heights, Fort Bragg, and his own opera-
tions directorate at Fort Clayton. Furthermore, by varying the rehearsals just
slightly from the actual plan, Cisneros was having the units under his control

3 Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker,
Operation Just Cause, p. 91; Capt. Kevin J. Hammond and Capt. Frank Sherman, “Sheridans in
Panama,” Armor 99 (March-April 1990): 8.

3*For the doctrinal aspects of the crisis in Panama, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in
Panama, June 1987—-December 1989, pp. 34-35, 112-13.
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establish a false footprint that might deceive the PDF into expecting one U.S.
maneuver only to encounter something else should BLUE SpooN be executed.

Around 18 November, the Saturday before Thanksgiving, the Southern
Command learned through an informant that Colombian drug cartels intend-
ed to detonate car bombs on and near U.S. installations in Panama, presum-
ably in retaliation for certain of the Bush administration’s antidrug activities.
By coincidence, the bomb scare occurred at a time when Stiner and his staff
were scheduled to be in Panama for a planning conference. Soon after being
apprised of the alleged Colombian threat, Thurman summoned Stiner and
told him that the potential danger and the risk of war that went with it had to
be taken seriously. Thurman therefore decided to activate JTF-South as a pre-
caution. He later acknowledged that the XVIII Airborne Corps did not “be-
long to me” and that he should have asked permission to activate a joint task
force through his chain of command, beginning with General Powell. But, as
he told a group of officers at Fort Leavenworth, he “did not, repeat, did not
ask authority about that from the JCS.” “I’'m not going to ask the Department
of Defense, or the Chairman what he thinks about that because I'm liable to
get the wrong answer, which is, ‘No.”” Powell and Secretary of Defense Cheney
were not pleased with Thurman’s fait accompli but, given the situation, al-
lowed it to stand. In other protective measures, Thurman ordered that con-
certina wire and concrete blockades be placed around U.S. bases and facilities
and that individuals and vehicles entering these locations be fully checked by
security guards. In the end, the informant was found to be lying—Thurman
would later refer to the whole affair as the “bomb scam.” Still, the episode
had allowed the XVIII Airborne Corps to acquire some valuable command
and control experience as a joint task force headquarters operating in Panama
under the Southern Command. One postscript to the hoax was that, to the
inconvenience and annoyance of many U.S. military personnel, dependents,
and employees, the concrete and wire obstacles set up during the bomb scare
remained in place.’

In mid-December, as the U.S. forces included on BLUE SpooN troop lists
looked forward to the holiday season, they were at the same time well pre-
pared for any escalation in the crisis. In Panama, as noted, JTF-Panama had
put units under its control through quasi-rehearsals of the plan, while in the
United States elements of the 82d Airborne Division, the 7th Infantry Divi-
sion, U.S. Rangers, and Special Operations Forces had conducted even more
elaborate rehearsals and field exercises geared to BLUE Spoon. But now a lull
in all this activity seemed likely. Veterans of the crisis related to newcomers
the axiom that, in Panama, troublesome situations were always put on hold
during the holiday season. To be sure, SOUTHCOM prognosticators referred
to Noriega’s more erratic behavior in public as a sign that sooner or later the
dictator would precipitate an incident that would trigger a U.S. invasion. But,
again, the consensus was that such a provocation was not likely to occur before
January 1990. Thurman and Cisneros did not let down their guard, but neither

330n the Thanksgiving bomb scare and the activation of JTF-South, see ibid., pp. 271-72;
Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 142-44; Clancy with Stiner and Koltz, Shadow Warriors, pp.
327-28; Telephone Interv, author with Huntoon, 27 Jun 1990. Quotes from Thurman SAMS
briefing, 23 Sep 1992.
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did they discourage the host of festivities and formal parties that began to
intrude on daily routine.

On Friday, 15 December, Noriega dampened the holiday spirit somewhat
when he gave a major televised speech before the Panamanian national as-
sembly, declaring himself head of government and proclaiming that Panama
was in a state of war because of North American aggression. While the refer-
ence to war in the speech was reported in the United States with hyperbolic
rhetoric and a sense of urgency, most observers at the Southern Command
and JTF-Panama recognized it for what it was—more political theater. Still,
the speech created a mood that could not help but exacerbate the crisis. It was
in this highly charged atmosphere that, on the following night, the shooting
incident at the PDF checkpoint occurred, which left Marine 1st Lt. Robert Paz
dead and the Navy lieutenant and his wife brutalized. Reportedly, the latter
incident angered President Bush more than the shooting. The following day,
he met with his national security team for a briefing on the situation. That ses-
sion, which began at 1130, followed a flurry of Sunday morning phone calls
between General Powell and key military players involved with BLUE SPooN,
beginning with Thurman. In essence, the briefing took the form of presenting
the invasion plan to the president and recommending that he approve its ex-
ecution. Bush reviewed the plan and its ramifications carefully, asking detailed
questions throughout. Then, convinced that the situation in Panama was only
going to worsen and that the time had come to take decisive action, he con-
cluded simply, “Okay, let’s go. We're going to go.”*¢ The two-year crisis in U.S.-
Panamanian relations was about to be resolved by force of arms.

% On the meeting in which President Bush authorized execution of BLUE SpPooN, see
Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 167-71.
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SUNDAY, 17 DECEMBER

mong U.S. service personnel in Panama, there was a good deal of

speculation Sunday morning and afternoon about whether the Bush
administration would respond militarily to the killing of Lieutenant Paz the
night before. A number of officers, unaware of the brutal treatment meted
out to the Navy lieutenant and his wife, ventured that nothing would come
of the episode save another official and ineffective protest from the Southern
Command. It had been “a bad night” in Panama City, as one U.S. officer
lamented, but not a casus belli.

Maj. Gen. Marc A. Cisneros was not so sure. Meeting with JTF-
Panama’s commanders and staff at noon that Sunday, he admitted that
he had no indication of what Washington would do but that he could not
imagine “nothing being done on this one.” To be prudent, the joint task force
had to make final preparations for a war that might be just a few days away.
Cisneros went around the table asking his commanders and staff officers
if there were any “war stoppers.” Only some minor issues arose. He then
expressed to those assembled in the classified forum his two major concerns:
the potential for friendly fire and the reliability of communications in the
field. Quickly, several officers assured him that the means existed to avoid the
former while maximizing the latter. At one point, the general also directed
that, while preparing for possible combat, the troops under JTF-Panama
should outwardly appear to be conducting business as usual. To enhance
that perception, he stated that someone needed to contact PDF Maj.
Moisés Cortizo, one of Noriega’s confidants, and tell him that “we want to
settle this,” thus helping to create the overall impression that “we’re trying
to defuse this thing.” In sum, every effort needed to be made to maintain
operations security so that, in the event of hostilities, U.S. forces would enjoy
the element of tactical surprise.!

In Washington that afternoon, President Bush himself emphasized
secrecy as he decided in favor of military action, scheduled to begin in three
days on Wednesday, 20 December. Speaking forcefully to his advisers, the

! Author’s notes, JTF-Panama meeting, 17 Dec 1989, Fort Clayton, Panama.
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General Powell General Kelly

president directed that only people essential to the success of the operation
were to be informed of his decision and, then, only when it became absolutely
necessary. This injunction remained in the thoughts of General Powell and
General Kelly as they rode from the White House back to the Pentagon.
Both believed that, realistically, operations security surrounding the invasion
could be maintained through Monday, with any leaks on Tuesday coming
too late to jeopardize the undertaking. As one measure to limit the number
of people aware of the impending operation, Powell told Kelly that the vice
chairman of the Joint Chiefs and the director of the Joint Staff need not be
told of the president’s decision until the next day. When Kelly got back to his
office, he took an additional precautionary step by sending home the bulk of
his staff, keeping behind only his deputy and four junior officers, to whom he
revealed, “We’re going to execute BLUE SPOON.”?

Between 1700 and 1730 that afternoon, the two generals notified the
commanders and operations officers whose responsibilities did require
immediate knowledge of the president’s decision. Powell personally
telephoned General Thurman; General Lindsay at the U.S. Special Operations
Command; General Edwin H. Burba Jr., commander in chief, Forces
Command; and Air Force General Hansford T. Johnson, commander of
both the U.S. Transportation Command and the Military Airlift Command.
Among the officers Kelly called was General Stiner. After summarizing

2Quote from Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 171-73. Cole, Operation Just Cause, pp.
28, 30.
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the White House meeting for the
airborne corps commander, Kelly
asked him to relay the information
to Maj. Gen. Wayne A. Downing,
who had just taken over from
General Luck as the commander
of special operations forces in the
plan. Among the responsibilities
Downing inherited was command
of the Joint Special Operations
Task Force that would be
responsible for executing many of
the H-hour surgical strikes called
for in the invasion plan.?

H-hour was among the critical
pieces of information Powell and
Kelly discussed with the officers
they contacted on Sunday. It would
remain 0100, the same time chosen
nearly two years earlier in the first
versions of the ELABORATE MAZE
and BLUE Spoon contingency plans.
The early hour would allow U.S.
forces to bring their superior night-
fighting capabilities into play; it would also find the international airport in
the capital virtually closed for the night and the volume of vehicular traffic
on the streets of the country’s two largest cities, Panama City and Colon,
much reduced. As for D-day, Stiner, for one, was pleased to hear that, in
keeping with a recommendation he had made to his superiors, the president
had agreed to Wednesday. This would give the airborne commander sufficient
opportunity “to pull the air package together” so that the military could “go
with the total force—not piecemeal.” The time the Air Force would need to
prepare had already been addressed early Sunday morning in a discussion
between General Johnson at the Military Airlift Command and General
Thurman at Quarry Heights. Johnson’s director of operations had calculated
it would take sixty hours to marshal the crews and aircraft required for
transporting units from the United States to Panama. When Thurman heard
the estimate, what he later described as a “donnybrook” ensued, with him
arguing for a shorter, 48-hour window. But, as he would later relate, “the JCS
settled the hash and said 60.” For General Downing, the debate was largely
irrelevant. Waiting until Wednesday worked well for his JSOTF forces, but,
as he had told Thurman, his troops could be ready to go on Tuesday, if
necessary. Some would be ready sooner, namely units already in Panama
under the Special Operations Command, South, and certain other special

General Stiner

3Woodward, The Commanders, p. 172; Interv, Robert K. Wright Jr. with Lt Gen Carl W.
Stiner, U.S. Army, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C. The Stiner interview is com-
piled as one interview, though it was conducted on four days.
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operations personnel who would
begin deploying from the United
States Sunday night, as soon as
Secretary of Defense Cheney
authorized their departures.*

After talking with Kelly
and phoning Downing, Stiner
thought it best to attend a
scheduled ~ Christmas  party
that Sunday evening to give the
appearance of business-as-usual.
Afterward, though, around
2000, he went to the plans area
at corps headquarters where he
met with key staff officers and
commanders who needed to know
immediately about the decision to
launch combat operations. The
group included the corps’ deputy
commander, its chief of staff,
and a select group of planners;
Downing and his operations
officer; Maj. Gen. James H.
Johnson Jr., commanding general
of the 82d Airborne Division, accompanied by the division’s operations
officer; and the commanders of the 4th Psychological Operations Group
and the 96th Civil Affairs Battalion. Conveniently, all of those present came
from headquarters located on Fort Bragg.

As was the case with officials in Washington, an immediate and urgent
concern of the group gathered around Stiner was operations security.
One question surfaced immediately: what cover story could be devised to
explain the flurry of activity, inherent in any major combat deployment,
that would soon engulf Fort Bragg and adjacent Pope Air Force Base? The
82d commander suggested that corps spokespersons describe the imminent
increase in troop and aircraft movements as an emergency deployment

Secretary Cheney

*The first quotes on air package and the total force are from Interv, Wright with Stiner,
2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Interv, Lt Col Steven P. Bucci with Gen Carl W. Stiner, U.S.
Army (Ret.), 1999, Senior Officer Oral History Program, U.S. Army War College (USAWC)/
U.S. Army Military History Institute (USAMHI), Carlisle Barracks, Pa. Second and third
quotes from Interv, John Partin with Gen Maxwell R. Thurman, U.S. Army, 12 Apr 1990, Fort
Benning, Ga. See also Cole, Operation Just Cause, pp. 28, 30; Woodward, The Commanders, p.
172; Military Airlift Command (MAC), Anything, Anywhere, Anytime. An Illustrated History of
the Military Airlift Command, 1941-1991 (Scott Air Force Base, I11.: Office of History, Military
Airlift Command, 1991), p. 195. Panama and the East Coast of the United States are in the
same time zone, and, in December, the United States is on standard, not daylight savings, time.
Thus, the time in Washington in December 1989 was the same as in Panama. Official messages
often use Greenwich Mean Time. In such cases, 0100 (H-hour) in Panama often would have
been expressed as 0600Z, the Z time zone being five hours ahead of Panama’s time zone, R.
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readiness exercise. Under this cover, the prescribed steps for preparing
the units involved—referred to in military jargon as the notification-
hour, or N-hour, deployment sequence—could commence the next day, 18
December, at 1300. Beginning at that time, additional personnel would be
notified of the operation, the troops participating in BLUE Spoon would be
marshaled and isolated, and all involved would begin initiating standard
operating procedures for the eighteen-hour countdown until the first planes
carrying the 82d’s paratroopers took off for their objectives in Panama. One
advantage of starting the N-hour sequence at 1300 was that the time fit well
with the half-day holiday work schedule set to go into effect Monday. In
the afternoon, fewer employees would be on post to witness the increased
activity. Another benefit, given the checklists and timetables to be followed,
was that the loading of many transport planes would not begin until after
dark on the eighteenth.

Several officers present at the meeting with Stiner were part of the
“group of twenty” that the general had created back in mid-October. He
had told them then to be ready to deploy to Panama on a moment’s notice;
now, they would be among an advance party that would precede him into
the area of operations. Consequently, part of the discussion Sunday night
touched on what they would do after their arrival in Panama. According
to Stiner, “They were to get down there and get the operations center fully
operational, staffed up, prepared to receive the rest of us, and prepared to
fulfill its role in executing the operation.” After the general adjourned the
meeting, members of the advance group grabbed their bags, many of which
had been packed for weeks, and, led by the corps’ chief of staff, Brig. Gen.
Edson Scholes, departed shortly before midnight for Howard Air Force
Base. Meanwhile, Stiner’s Panama crisis action team at Bragg established
tactical satellite communications with the Southern Command and JTF-
Panama.’

In Panama that night, both of these headquarters were in the process
of reviewing their contingency plans and refining essential communications
arrangements. At Fort Clayton, Cisneros had not yet received formal
notification of the decision to execute JTF-South Operation Plan 90-
2. Fortuitously, his top planner, Lt. Col. Robert Pantier, had gone to
Quarry Heights around 2030 to help a SOUTHCOM staff officer assess
the command and control arrangements contained in BLinD Locic, the
civil-military operation plan for a postinvasion Panama. As Pantier read
over the plan, he concluded that it did not provide for a smooth transition
from combat to stability operations. Instead, he later said, it represented
a “disaster waiting to happen.” After suggesting possible ways to salvage
parts of the plan, he prepared to leave, only to be asked to sit in on a

SDetails of the meeting Sunday night at XVIII Airborne Corps headquarters can be found
in After Action Report, Operation Just Causg, 20 Dec 1989—12 Jan 1990, Joint Task Force-
South, 19 Mar 1990 [hereafter cited as JTF-South AAR], p. 3. Quote from Interv, Wright with
Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Intervs, Wright with Maj Gen James H. Johnson Jr., U.S.
Army, 5 Mar 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C.; author with Lt Col Tim McMahon, U.S. Army, 21 Dec
1989, Fort Clayton, Panama; and with Lt Col David Huntoon Jr., U.S. Army, 7 Apr 1992, Fort
Bragg, N.C.
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U.S. Southern Command headquarters

briefing for General Thurman that was about to begin, the topic being the
reconnaissance and surveillance plan contained in the special operations
version of BLUE Spoon. Pantier believed that the briefing was simply part
of the ongoing planning process of which he had been a participant since
arriving at U.S. Army, South, the previous year. He therefore sensed nothing
out of the ordinary when General Hartzog left the room to take a call from
Stiner. When the meeting ended, Hartzog was still on the phone. From
what Pantier could hear, the conversation seemed to concern one of the
semimonthly planning sessions the Southern Command had hosted since
October, most likely the one scheduled well in advance to begin the next
day. Because he was responsible for arranging transportation for the officers
arriving from Fort Bragg, Pantier waited for Hartzog to finish and then
asked the general when Stiner and his people could be expected. Hartzog
replied that Stiner would not come until Monday night, but that an advance
party from the corps would land at Howard early in the morning. Pantier
knew that a routine planning session would not necessitate the dispatch
of an advance detachment from Fort Bragg. Execution of the JTF-South
Operation Plan 90-2, however, would. Hartzog’s comments thus “sent up a
flag” for the lieutenant colonel. What remaining doubts he had about what
was transpiring quickly vanished when he was directed to tell Cisneros to
report for a meeting with Thurman early in the morning so that the JTF-
Panama commander could be apprised of late-breaking developments in
the crisis.

As of late Sunday night, notifications of key military personnel concerning
President Bush’s decision that afternoon had been made and preliminary
steps had been taken within the U.S. military establishment to transform the

¢JTF-South AAR, p. 3. Quotes from Interv, author with Lt Col Robert Pantier, U.S. Army,
13 Jun 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama.
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complexities of a written contingency plan into the reality of a major combat
operation. In two days, American troops would be fighting in Panama.

MONDAY, 18 DECEMBER

Judged by the content of newspapers and television news broadcasts in
the United States Monday morning, the secrecy surrounding the impending
invasion seemed to be holding. On NBC, for example, the lead story repeated
details of Noriega’s “declaration of war” on Friday, and the killing of
Lieutenant Paz and the mistreatment of the Navy lieutenant and his wife
Saturday night. Yet, the report concluded, the administration seemed to be
“playing it cautious,” concerned perhaps that American public opinion would
not support a strong U.S. military response, especially since some official
pronouncements had suggested that the occupants of the car in which Paz had
been a passenger may not have behaved prudently at the PDF checkpoint. The
Southern Command’s own newspaper, Tropic Times, did its part to project
a sense of calm. While containing detailed accounts of the weekend’s events
and while citing Secretary Cheney’s statement that Noriega had “encouraged
this kind of lawlessness,” it also quoted a U.S. official as saying the incident
was only “coincidental” to Noriega’s “state of war” speech and that to “draw
conclusions from the rhetoric of the last few days would be misleading at
this time.” Echoing this sentiment, Air Force Col. Ronald T. Sconyers, the
Southern Command’s public affairs officer, told a CNN audience that “most
of the indications point that this is an isolated incident, but certainly a very
tragic and needless one.””’

How long the secrecy surrounding the president’s decision would survive
once U.S.-based units slated to take part in BLUE SpooN began their N-hour
deployment sequences on Monday remained to be seen. Further complicating
the matter was news reaching Fort Bragg that Air Force C-141 Starlifter
transports, slated to be loaded with heavy equipment, were going to begin
arriving at Pope Air Force Base around noon, much sooner than Stiner
had anticipated. The Military Airlift Command had begun assembling the
required air armada Sunday night, right after receiving word from Powell
about the Oval Office meeting. The time of year worked to expedite the
process, in that most of the required aircraft were readily available thanks
to reduced transport commitments during the holiday season. Stiner, after
digesting this and other information, decided at a 0730 briefing to move
N-hour forward from 1300 to 0900. Reinforcing the decision was a weather
forecast that called for a storm front to move through North Carolina later
in the day. If the worst predictions concerning the severity of the storm
proved true, there would almost certainly be significant delays in launching
any aircraft from Pope. Since the C-141s were going to arrive early, the
anticipated delays could be offset somewhat by beginning the rigging

7 Author’s notes, 18 Dec 1989, Fort Clayton, Panama. Quotes from Tropic Times, 18 Dec
1989.
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and loading of the transports soon after they arrived, even if that meant
performing these tasks in daylight.®

One scenario concerning the incoming transports, both those for heavy
equipment and those for personnel, worried Stiner; he feared they would all
arrive about the same time, further jeopardizing the secrecy surrounding the
airlift while overtaxing landing and loading facilities at Pope. To ameliorate
this possible effect, the general later recounted,

we came up with a plan whereby we would bring in the heavy-drop and CDS
[container delivery system] birds and load them, and launch them to Charles-
ton [Air Force Base, South Carolina]. They would be brought in by non-
airdrop qualified crews; would go to Charleston where the airdrop qualified
crews were in [crew] rest and were receiving their briefings, and the planes
would be topped off on fuel, and they would launch from there. At the re-
quired time, the twenty personnel birds would come into Pope, pick up the
jumpers, and launch. The birds at Charleston would join them en route in
order to make the TOT [time on target].

With the loaded heavy-drop transports already at Charleston, Stiner believed
that, regardless of the weather, at least ten of the twenty projected troop-
carrying planes would be able to take off from Pope in the initial launch
scheduled for the night of the nineteenth. Even after taking the possibility
of such a major adjustment into account, he still felt confident that enough

$Intervs, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990, and Johnson, 5 Mar 1990; au-
thor with McMahon, 21 Dec 1989; MAC, Anything, Anywhere, Anytime, p. 195.
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troops would drop into Panama “to do the majority of the critical tasks that
we absolutely had to do that night,” meaning D-day.’

Having personally observed the beginning of the N-hour deployment
sequence at Bragg and having helped make adjustments to the airflow plan,
Stiner, together with his main party, boarded a C-20 Gulfstream aircraft in
midafternoon and flew to Panama. At that time, the holiday work schedule,
the cover story about a readiness exercise, and even the bad weather were all
helping to maintain operations security. By evening, however, some network
news broadcasts in the United States were noting an increased level of activity
at both Bragg and Pope, although reporters on the scene were for the moment
repeating the official explanation that what they were witnessing was a no-
notice training event.'”

While Stiner had been monitoring the preparations for war from his
headquarters Monday morning, key officials and officers in the Pentagon were
reviewing the SOUTHCOM and XVIII Airborne Corps versions of BLUE
Spoon. All realized the risks entailed in the contemplated operation, and all
could remember the Mayaguez incident of 1975, the bombing of the Marine
barracks in Beirut in 1983, and the U.S. invasion of Grenada just a few days
later. All three operations—even the Pentagon’s marred success in Grenada—
were regarded as failures of the military art. Secretary of Defense Cheney,
wanting to avoid any such calamities on his watch, played an active role in
the review process—first, to ensure that the BLuE Spoon chain of command
(of which he was the first link under the president) was short and efficient;
second, to minimize interference from individuals and organizations outside
the chain of command; and, third, to be able to answer any Panama-related
military questions the president might have. Beginning Monday morning,
pursuit of these goals led him to talk with General Powell at length, during
which time the secretary posed a series of pointed questions. “It seemed to
Powell,” reporter Bob Woodward later wrote, “that Cheney wanted to know
all the details, right down to the squad level.” After the morning sessions,
Powell called in Kelly and, in turn, subjected him to a similar interrogation,
one purpose of which was to find and eliminate any superfluous requirements
remaining in the plan."

Later, both Powell and Kelly briefed Cheney on the execute order formally
authorizing the use of military force against Noriega and his regime. The
document contained one cosmetic but important revision from its original
draft. In a telephone conversation with Kelly Sunday evening, General Lindsay
of the U.S. Special Operations Command had asked almost rhetorically, “Do
you want your grandchildren to say you were in BLUE Spoon?” Kelly’s deputy
recommended calling the operation Just CAuUsE instead, and that was the code
name used in the order briefed to Cheney. The secretary accepted the change.
As will be seen, he also made several last-minute modifications to the part of

?Quotes from Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. The bracketed ma-
terial in the block quotation is in the original transcript.

10Tbid.; Author’s notes, 18 Dec 1989, Fort Clayton, Panama.

"'Quote from Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 175-76. Cole, Operation Just Cause, pp.
31-32.
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the operation plan that dealt with the employment of the Air Force’s state-of-
the-art but expensive F-117A Stealth fighters.!?

At 1825 Eastern Standard Time, the Pentagon transmitted the Just CAUSE
execute order to participating headquarters, departments, and agencies. Upon
receiving his copy of the message, the commander in chief, Forces Command,
who had the doctrinal responsibility for delegating command and control
arrangements for American units deploying from the United States, sent his own
message to Stiner, informing him that the 82d Airborne Division, the 7th Infantry
Division (Light), and, if necessary, the 24th Infantry Division (Mechanized)
would be placed under the operational control of JTF-South, as planned.!

Although Stiner and his entourage were still in transit to Panama when
the execute order was issued, his advance party had been in the country since
early morning. After arriving at Howard Air Force Base, the group had gone
to Fort Clayton and begun setting up JTF-South (Forward) in the U.S. Army,
South, Emergency Operations Center. With operations security in mind,
formal activation of the joint task force would await the actual deployment of
combat units the next evening. In the meantime, the group from Fort Bragg
worked in the operations center, attended briefings, and scrutinized the BLUE
SpooN operation checklist.!*

Around 1300, while one of the meetings to review the checklist was in
progress in the Simén Bolivar conference room at Fort Clayton, reports arrived
of another shooting incident in Panama City, this one in the Curundu area near
Albrook Air Station. Details were sketchy, but the first accounts suggested that
an American officer had shot a uniformed Panamanian. As more information
became known, the U.S. Defense Department issued a statement to the effect
that an American Army lieutenant had left a local laundry and gotten into his
car. At that point, he was approached by a PDF traffic policeman who was
reaching for his pistol. The Army officer drew his own pistol and fired twice.
The Panamanian fell to the ground, then got up and fled the scene. “The extent
of his injuries,” the statement said, “is unknown at this time.” The next day,
a story in Tropic Times reported the incident but did not repeat the rumors
then circulating that there was a direct connection between the shooting and
the events of Saturday night. The article, however, did cite a White House
statement linking the death of Lieutenant Paz that evening to “a coordinated
wave of violence started by Panama’s weekend declaration that a state of war
existed with the United States.” The article also noted that the twelve thousand
U.S. troops in Panama were on a high state of alert and that they and their
families had been told to avoid public places.'*

The Tropic Times offered no insight as to why the American officer was armed
or why one preliminary statement by the Pentagon indicated that the Panamanian

12Quote from Woodward, The Commanders, p. 173, and see also pp. 176-77. Cole, Operation
Just Cause, pp. 31-32. A more detailed discussion of the F~117A issue can be found in ch. 9 of
this volume.

3 Cole, Operation Just Cause, p. 32; Telephone Interv, author with Maj David Huntoon Jr.,
27 Jun 1990.

4JTF-South AAR, p. 3; Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990.

5 Quotes from Tropic Times, 19 Dec 1989. Author’s notes, 18 Dec 1989, Fort Clayton,
Panama.



PREPARATIONS AND ADJUSTMENTS

actually had his pistol drawn, as opposed to reaching for it. The story also seemed
to contradict indications picked up by U.S. military intelligence in Panama that
Noriega had told the Panama Defense Forces to avoid confrontations with U.S.
service personnel after Saturday night’s shooting. Yet, the possibility that the
Army lieutenant at the laundry was indeed a new victim in a regime-orchestrated
campaign of violence could not be dismissed. To some, however, it seemed more
likely that the American officer had gone out seeking to avenge the shooting of
Paz, a prospect that had high-ranking officers at the Southern Command and JTF-
Panama livid. They had been trying to maintain a business-as-usual demeanor so
as not to tip off the regime to any military moves the Bush administration might
make. Now the actions of an Army lieutenant—whether justified or inexcusable—
placed the plausibility of that fagade in jeopardy and risked putting the Panama
Defense Forces members on their guard. Worse, the PDF might decide to go
“tit for tat,” as one JTF-Panama planner put it, thus “screwing up” the invasion
timetable by causing U.S. forces to employ their troops prematurely. Musing on
the incident, one person recalled President Kennedy’s terse remark about the
American U-2 pilot who flew over the Soviet Union at the height of the Cuban
missile crisis: “There’s always some SOB who doesn’t get the word.”!

Aside from the U.S. investigators assigned to the incident, there was little
effort after a day or so to follow up on the fate of the unfortunate or foolhardy
Army officer (whose interrogation, it was rumored, had been severe). More
pressing matters were at hand. On Monday evening, Stiner’s plane arrived at
Howard. The general and the flag officers with him headed to Quarry Heights
to meet with Thurman and others, while staff officers in the group traveled to
Fort Clayton. In a practice adopted during the semimonthly planning visits,
all were dressed in civilian clothes, another ploy to avoid raising the regime’s
suspicions.

At Fort Clayton that night, Cisneros scheduled a JTF-Panama meeting. As
the word circulated, virtually everyone in the USARSO headquarters building
poured into the Bolivar conference room. The general arrived over an hour
late, around 2230, and immediately ordered the room vacated, calling back
only his component commanders and key staff officers. He then briefed them
on the decision to launch Operation Just CAusk. Shortly after midnight, Stiner
and others joined the group, having wrapped up their meetings at Quarry
Heights. The assemblage was significant for at least two reasons. First, it was
the first gathering of the war-fighting commanders and most of their staff
since the presidential decision on Sunday. Second, to Stiner’s relief, the officers
who would run JTF-South once it was activated were in Panama and setting
up shop before hostilities began.

Among the increasing number of American officials and officers aware of
the impending invasion, there was a pervasive concern that the Panama Defense
Forces, if tipped to what was coming, might preempt the U.S. attack by launching
one of its own, before Just CAUSE forces based outside Panama were able to
deploy. Throughout the crisis, the Southern Command, JTF-Panama, and the
XVIII Airborne Corps had briefed a no-notice, or reactive, contingency plan,

16 Author’s observations and conversations in Panama, 18—-19 Dec 1989; Interv, author with
Lt Col Robert Pantier, U.S. Army, 21 May 1991, Fort Leavenworth, Kans.
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code-named HigH ANXIETY, that called for in-country U.S. forces to deal with
any preemptive PDF attack until the stateside troops listed in the Post TimE and
BLUE SpooN operation orders could arrive.!” In the October planning sessions,
Thurman had also emphasized the need to know how BLUE Spoon would be
executed in response to another coup attempt or some other trigger event.
Now on the eve of taking military action, Stiner stood ready to handle such
unwelcome contingencies if need be, although no one relished contending with
the increased level of confusion and uncertainty bound to accompany hostilities
initiated on the enemy’s timetable. To the relief of all, as Monday night gave way
to Tuesday morning, the secrecy surrounding Just CAUsE seemed to be holding.
It needed to last for just under another twenty-four hours.

THE PLAN

When Stiner entered the Simén Bolivar conference room shortly after
midnight on 19 December, he listened to the remainder of Cisneros’ briefing
to JTF-Panama’s principal commanders and staff. Then, at 0045, the corps
commander began his own hour-long briefing of the execute order, the first
substantive sentence of which asserted that the National Command Authority
“has authorized the execution of USCINCSO OPORD 1-90 (BLuE Spoon)/30
Oct 89.” There followed a statement of the military mission.

USCINCSO will conduct joint offensive operations to neutralize the PDF
and other combatants, as required, so as to protect US lives, property, and
interests in Panama and to assure the full exercise of rights accorded by inter-
national law and the US-Panamanian treaties.

More specifically,

the purpose of these offensive operations is to ensure: continuing freedom
of transit through the Panama Canal, freedom from PDF abuse and harass-
ment, freedom to exercise US treaty rights and responsibilities, the removal
of Noriega from power in Panama, the removal of Noriega’s cronies and ac-
complices from office, the creation of a PDF responsive to and supportive of
an emergent democratic government of Panama [GOP], and a freely elected
GOP which is allowed to govern.'®

The execute order designated the commander in chief, U.S. Southern Com-
mand, as the supported commander. All forces would come under his opera-
tional control once they entered his area of responsibility. The list of supporting
commanders consisted of the commanders in chief of the Forces Command,

17 Fragmentary Order (FRAGO) (HigH ANXIETY) to Operation Order (OPORD) 7-88
(BLue Spoon) folder. The folder, located in the Combined Arms Research Library at Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas, contains copies of the no-alert fragmentary orders from before and after
the 3 October abortive coup.

18 Msg, Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff (CJCS), to CINCSO et al., 182325Z Dec 1989, sub:
EXORD [Execute Order\USCINCSO OPORD 1-90 (BLUE SpooN).
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Transportation Command, Special Operations Command, Atlantic Command,
Pacific Command, Strategic Air Command, Tactical Air Command, and special
operations forces. Other supporting organizations included the Defense Intel-
ligence Agency, the Central Intelligence Agency, the National Security Agency,
the Defense Logistics Agency, the Defense Mapping Agency, and the Defense
Communications Agency."”

The longest portion of what was a very brief message covered rules of
engagement. In general, commanders were to “conduct all military operations
in accordance with the laws and directives governing armed conflict.” While
every element of the Panama Defense Forces as well as its armed supporters
(such as the Dignity Battalions) was subject to attack, only the “minimum
force necessary” was to be used to achieve the operation’s objectives; when
possible, “hostile forces should be warned and given the opportunity to
surrender.” Furthermore, because the Panamanian people were not the
enemy, every effort would be made to prevent “injury to noncombatants,”
damage to civilian property and public buildings, and any “disruptive
influence” on the country’s economy. The section on rules of engagement
concluded by saying, “The right of self-defense is never denied. These ROE
do not restrict the right of every commander or individual to use necessary
and appropriate force to defend himself or his unit against hostile intent or
hostile act.” In employing the necessary level of force, U.S. troops would
have their “normal organic weapons,” buttressed in some specific cases
by M136 AT4 antitank weapons, AC—130 gunships, Sheridan light tanks,
Marine light armored vehicles, Apache helicopters with Hellfire missiles,
and .50-caliber machine guns. Field artillery could be used in a direct-fire
mode, but indirect fire would have to be approved by higher headquarters.
Also, with the exception of the bombs scheduled to be dropped by F-117As,
there would be no air strikes without Stiner’s authorization. In sum, the rules
of engagement contained some significant but not excessive limitations and
restrictions on the circumstances in which deadly force could be used and on
the weapons U.S. forces could employ.?

The Pentagon execute order briefed by Stiner offered little or no elaboration
on the tasks U.S. troops and the supporting commands and agencies were to
perform. That detailed information was contained in the Southern Command’s
operation order, 1-90; in the JTF-South and Joint Special Operations Task
Force supporting plans; and in the lower-echelon tactical blueprints derived
from them.?® These documents had been pieced together over nearly two
years under Woerner’s and Thurman’s guidance, with the input of Generals
Powell, Kelly, Stiner, Luck, Downing, Loeffke, and Cisneros. In their final
versions, approved by the Joint Chiefs, they reflected the XVIII Airborne
Corps’ way of doing business. Consequently, Operation Just CAuse would
employ overwhelming military force and the element of tactical surprise to
mount nighttime surgical strikes on over two dozen enemy targets, most of

Ibid.

2 Quotes from ibid. USAWC/USAMHI Interv, Bucci with Stiner, 1999.

21 Sanitized versions of CINCSO OPORD 1-90 (BLUE Spoon), 30 Oct 1989, and the JTF-
South Operation Plan (OPLAN) 90-2, 3 Nov 1989, have been declassified and provide the basis
of much of the discussion that follows.
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which would be attacked simultaneously. Once the combat objectives had been
achieved, several of the participating units would assist in the transition to
stability operations aimed at rebuilding the country. For most of the combat
troops airlifted in from the United States, especially those of the Special
Operations Forces, the intent was to redeploy them to their home bases as soon
as the fighting ended. Despite the magnitude and complexity of the operation,
estimated times for actual fighting at most targets were brief, ranging from no
more than a few hours to perhaps a day, after which the targeted PDF units
would have been isolated or defeated. As for the complete neutralization of the
enemy’s command, control, and communications capabilities, the JTF-South
operation plan predicted that the mission “should be completed within three
days following our initial assaults.”?

To a great extent, these optimistic estimates as well as the plan’s only
moderately restrictive rules of engagement spoke to the generally low regard
in which U.S. officers held the Panama Defense Forces and its leadership.
Besides the well-known technological gap favoring the American military,
intelligence reports citing low morale and discipline within the PDF’s ranks,
the substandard training afforded many of its units, and the penchant for self-
preservation many Panamanian officers had demonstrated during the failed
coup of 3 October further diminished the likelihood of extended hostilities.
Noriega, to be sure, had made several changes in the Panama Defense Forces
after the coup attempt, removing some commanders of questionable loyalty,
promoting others who had stood by him, and relocating various units to
make them less vulnerable to subversive influences. But through a variety
of open and covert methods, U.S. military intelligence knew about most of
these adjustments and was able to update assessments of the Panamanian
forces and their order of battle. On the eve of Operation Just CAUSE, revised
figures placed PDF membership at fifteen thousand, of which approximately
thirty-five hundred were listed as combat troops organized primarily into
two battalions, ten infantry companies, a ceremonial cavalry squadron, a
riot control company (the Dobermans), and a special operations command
composed of commandos and an elite unit known by its Spanish acronym
UESAT. U.S. estimates of the wartime intentions and capabilities of these
combat forces varied from unit to unit, with expectations that some would fight
with determination while others would surrender to U.S. troops with minimal
or no resistance. As for the Panamanian air force, it consisted, in general, of
38 fixed-wing aircraft, 17 helicopters, and some air defense guns; the navy, of
12 vessels and a naval infantry company. The vast majority of PDF members
served in nonmilitary positions, including police and investigation officers,
customs and conservation officials, and administrative personnel.?

2 JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989.

2 Briefing, Ist Corps Support Command (COSCOM), 22 Feb 1990, Fort Leavenworth,
Kans.; Capt. Joseph M. Nemmers et al., United States Army South Staff Ride: Operation Just
Causg, 20 December 1989-31 January 1990, updated ed. (1991; repr., Fort Clayton, Panama:
Historical Office, Headquarters, U.S. Army, South, 1998), p. 9; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker,
Operation Just Cause, p. 75; Interv, author with Lt Cdr Kenneth D. Pierce, U.S. Navy, 21 May
1998, Fort Leavenworth, Kans. The strength and location of specific PDF units will be cited in
the chapters covering the operations in which they took part.
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When preparing and disseminating the PDF order of battle, U.S. analysts
generally included information on Noriega’s paramilitary Dignity Battalions,
or, as American military personnel derisively called them, DigBats (a play on
the word dingbat, meaning, among other things, “an empty-headed or silly
person.”) Formed in 1988 ostensibly under the regime’s minister of public
works, the Dignity Battalions dressed in civilian clothes—often in T-shirts
with Batallon Dignidad stenciled on them—and included PDF members,
government workers, regime supporters, the unemployed, and criminals
and thugs. Some members joined of their free will, some participated under
pressure, some were paid, and some owed their jobs to the dictatorship.
Whatever the motives, when called on, this mishmash of people could swell
the ranks of a regime-sponsored political rally or demonstration; members
could also be used to intimidate or physically abuse Noriega’s opponents. In
May 1989, the DigBats attracted international attention when they carried out
their most publicized act of violence, the postelection attack on the “victory”
march staged by the opposition candidates and their supporters. Most of the
time, the Dignity Battalions carried sticks, hoses, and pipes with which to
beat their victims. Given their close ties to the government, however, several
analysts assumed that, in the event of war with the United States, they would
likely have access to more lethal weapons. Thus, when the Just CAUSE execute
order of 18 December stated that “all parts” of the Panama Defense Forces
could be attacked by U.S. forces, the Dignity Battalions were included among
the eligible elements. As their name implied, DigBats presumed that they
enjoyed a quasi-military status. Yet their organization and training was never
so structured as to provide U.S. intelligence personnel any clear idea of the
number of Panamanians involved.**

To defeat the Panama Defense Forces and any other armed groups, to capture
Noriega, and to begin the transformation of Panama into a true democracy, the
U.S. invasion plan called for the employment of just over twenty-seven thousand
troops. Nearly half of this force was already in Panama, either because the units
were based there, as in the case of the Southern Command’s component forces,
or because they had rotated into the country as a part of troop augmentations
conducted over the course of the crisis, namely, the security enhancement buildup
of early 1988 and Operation NIMROD DANCER in May 1989. The remainder of
the invasion force would deploy from bases in the United States. The U.S. order
of battle identified Operation Just CAUSE as a joint undertaking, although the
Army represented the largest portion of the force, nearly 80 percent. Of the
conventional troops involved, 18,587 were soldiers and 2,850 more came from
Army units in the Special Operations Forces (7able I). Not that service allegiance
mattered that much to Stiner. For him, the important fact was that the Pentagon
had given him all the troops he had requested through the Southern Command.
There had been no haggling over numbers.?

2#Kempe, Divorcing the Dictator, pp. 357-58; Msg, CICS to CINCSO et al., 1823257 Dec
1989, sub: EXORD [Execute Order\USCINCSO OPORD 1-90 (BLUE SpooN). As for the word
dingbat, it came readily to mind for U.S. officers because it had been popularized in a 1970s
television comedy, A/l in the Family.

2 The troop numbers are taken from Briefing Slides, SOUTHCOM, Operation JustT CAUSE:
“Rebirth of a Nation,” n.d. Stiner’s account of receiving all the troops he requested (and even

Sl



52

U.S. MILITARY INTERVENTION IN PANAMA: OPERATION JUST CAUSE

TABLE 1—U.S. MILITARY PERSONNEL IN OPERATION JUST CAUSE

MILITARY COMPONENT NUMBER OF PERSONNEL
Army 18,587
Navy 521
Air Force 3,133
Marine Corps 690

Special Operations, by component

Army 2,850
Navy 500
Air Force 800

TOTAL 27,081

Source: Briefing Slides, U.S. Southern Command, Operation Just Causg, 20 Dec 1989-31
Jan 1990, n.d.

If twenty-seven thousand U.S. troops pitted against a much smaller and
much less professional and competent enemy force amounted to overkill, it
was meant to. The use of disproportionate force was, under Presidents Reagan
and Bush, promulgated in the so-called Weinberger-Powell doctrine, a product
of the Vietnam syndrome in the United States. The quagmire and eventual
American defeat in Southeast Asia, many officers and analysts believed,
had resulted to a large extent because U.S. policy makers had committed
combat units piecemeal and in numbers inadequate to win the war. In future
conflicts, therefore, once the president and key national security advisers had
determined America’s military objectives in a situation requiring the use of
force, the next step was to employ from the beginning the combat power
necessary to achieve those objectives. For many advocates of this approach,
the phrase all force necessary translated easily into overwhelming force. Why
leave the outcome to chance??

turning down some additional units offered to him, as he did in a conversation with the Marine
Corps commandant) is in Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990.

2Tn November 1984, Secretary of Defense Caspar W. Weinberger enumerated several crite-
ria that should govern the commitment of U.S. forces to combat. His list, which became known
as the Weinberger Doctrine, included the wholehearted commitment of troops for the purpose
of winning. Prior to Operations DESERT SHIELD and DEsSErRT STorM, General Powell reiterated
and slightly revised the doctrine, although both versions implied the use of decisive and over-
whelming force to attain specific and achievable objectives. In the first few post-Vietnam de-
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Dignity Battalion members engage in street violence.

The command and control relationships for such a large invasion force
incorporated the guidance Thurman had provided Stiner’s people and the
JSOTF commander at Fort Bragg in early August and at Quarry Heights
in October. Military operations would take place in the SOUTHCOM
commander’s area of responsibility, and elements of the XVIII Airborne
Corps, with its extensive experience in planning and conducting contingency
operations, would serve as the war-fighting headquarters—Joint Task
Force-South—with Stiner answering directly to Thurman. To ensure unity
of command, JTF-South would assume operational control of the Joint
Special Operations Task Force commanded by General Downing. As for
the commander and most staff directors in JTF-Panama, they would accept
assignments as deputies in Stiner’s headquarters, while the joint task force
itself would not be operative so long as JTF-South remained activated.

The organizational charts depicting this arrangement showed JTF-South at
the top of a wiring diagram containing over a dozen task forces and component
headquarters (Chart 2). Of these, the Joint Special Operations Task Force
controlled several of the most elite units in the U.S. military. In contrast to
this multiservice organization, the Air Force Forces (AFFOR) and the Naval
Forces (NAVFOR) were component headquarters that were service specific.
The NAVFOR commander was Rear Adm. Gerald E. Gneckow, and the naval
forces under him (including some with special operations capabilities) were the
same ones he controlled in his role as both the SOUTHCOM and JTF-Panama

cades, several commentators regarded this as something new in recent American history. Yet, if
one examines just the period of the Cold War, on at least two occasions—the U.S. interventions
in Lebanon in 1958 and in the Dominican Republic in 1965—the United States deliberately
employed more than enough combat power to subdue any military opposition.
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Navy component commander. They were Special Boat Unit 26, a Navy Sea-
Air-Land (SEAL) platoon, a Naval Security Group, the Naval Small Craft
Instruction and Technical Training School, and Mine Division 127. That these
units did not exactly constitute a significant U.S. naval presence in Panama
was unimportant, given the negligible size and poor quality of the PDF navy.
In Stiner’s judgment, the NAVFOR’s assets, especially the special boat unit
and fast patrol boats, would be adequate for the security, reconnaissance
and surveillance, and patrolling missions they were to conduct in support of
conventional and special operations under JTF-South Operation Plan 90-2.
Experience was also a factor. According to Stiner, Gneckow’s units were “very
well trained, and had a lot of expertise operating in that area. They knew the
Panama Canal, they knew the surrounding waters . . ., they knew how to deal
with the Panama Canal Commission.” He could have added that they also
had knowledge of Panama’s ports and possessed the capability to defend the
aquatic approaches to Howard Air Force Base.”

In the case of the AFFOR, Maj. Gen. Peter T. Kempf, the Southern
Command’s Air Force component commander and the commanding general
of the Twelfth Air Force at Bergstrom Air Force Base, Texas, coordinated airlift
and combat air requirements with Stiner during the planning process. He also
designated Brig. Gen. Robin Tornow, commander of the Southern Air Division,
to be the JTF-South air component commander. As such, Tornow would also
serve as the air defense commander and the joint force air commander with
airspace control authority. With respect to aircraft, if the U.S. Navy’s assets
in Panama were considered just adequate for the impending invasion, the Air
Force’s did not meet even that standard. Needed were additional AC-130
gunships to supplement the two already in the country; a number of EF-111
Ravens and EC-130 Volant Solos for conducting electronic warfare against
PDF command, control, and communications targets; the two F-117As
Cheney had authorized; the Military Airlift Command’s troop and equipment
transports; an Airborne Warning and Control System; a C-130H Hercules
to use as an airborne battlefield command and control center, an alternate
command post; and various aircraft from the Tactical Air Command. Thanks
in part to the lead time between the president’s decision and the execution of
the operation plan, all of these planes would be available when needed for
deployment to Panama. Also on hand, as a result of General Kempf’s efforts,
were Strategic Air Command tankers, essential for providing in-air refueling
for the transports and gunships en route to Panama from the United States.
On the eve of Operation Just Causk, then, JTF-South’s reinforced Air Force
component appeared ready to perform its airlift, air cover, close air support,
command and control, and reconnaissance missions.?

Under the JTF-South organizational diagram, there was no Marine
Forces component per se. During the meetings in October and early
November, Col. Charles E. Richardson, the Marine commander under JTF-

27 JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989. Quote from Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7,
27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. For a more detailed U.S. order of battle, see An. A to JTF-South
OPLAN, 3 Nov 1989.

B JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989; Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11
Jun 1990.
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Panama, had tried to persuade Stiner to include more Marine elements,
particularly a Marine expeditionary brigade, in the plan. The larger Marine
contingent, Richardson contended, was needed to secure the vast area west
of the canal and to subjugate the Panamanian forces located there. The
1988 drafts of ELaABORATE Maze and BLUE SpooN had made provisions for
a Marine brigade. Should not the current plan do so as well? In the end,
Richardson failed to convince Stiner, who turned down not just the brigade
request but one for an additional Marine battalion as well. The general did,
however, put an Army engineer battalion and a military police company
under Richardson’s operational control and promised to send the colonel a
battalion from the 82d Airborne Division (later switched to one from the 7th
Infantry Division) within thirty-six hours of H-hour. On 18 December, when
General Powell met with the Joint Chiefs prior to briefing President Bush, the
Marine commandant revisited the question of adding more marines to the
troop list, asking specifically for a Marine expeditionary unit, but he fared
no better than Richardson. In the hours leading up to the commencement of
Operation Just CAUSE, the units under Colonel Richardson did not technically
constitute a Marine Force component; rather his task force retained the Task
Force Semper Fi designation it had acquired as part of JTF-Panama. Its
mission under the 90-2 operation plan was to secure various sites and areas
along the western approaches to
Panama City.”

On the cast side of the canal,
directly across from Richardson’s
area of responsibility, Col.
Michael G. Snell’s Task Force
Bayonet faced what many planners
considered to be the most difficult
D-day missions: moving against
the Comandancia, the PDF’s main
headquarters complex, and other
enemy units and headquarters
in its vicinity. Snell commanded
the 193d Infantry Brigade, the
largest Army combat unit based
in Panama, and, for Just CAUSE,
he would retain under his control
the unit’s two infantry battalions,
engineer company, and field
artillery battery. Task-organizing
bolstered his force, as he also
received operational control of
the platoon of predeployed M551

: Sheridans from the 82d Airborne
General Tornow Division; the 519th Military

2 On Task Force Semper Fi, see Reynolds, Just Cause, pp. 17, 19-20. See also JTF-South
OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989; Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990.
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Police Battalion from Fort Meade, Maryland; a Marine light amphibious
infantry platoon; and the 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry, Sth Infantry Division
(Mechanized), the last two units being part of the continuing NIMROD
DaNCER rotation. Around H-hour, the bulk of Task Force Bayonet would
break off into three smaller elements: Task Force Gator, charged with the
Comandancia mission; Task Force Wildcat, which would seize and secure
PDF facilities in the vicinity of Quarry Heights and the Comandancia;
and Task Force Black Devil, which would neutralize the PDF 5th Infantry
Company at Fort Amador.*

The targets assigned to Task Force Bayonet were clustered around Ancon
Hill, near the heart of downtown Panama City. Other PDF installations and
forces were located farther out on the periphery of or just beyond the capital,
but within striking distance of the Comandancia and Snell’s other objectives.
To prevent these enemy troops from reinforcing the Ancon Hill area or
interfering in any other way with the operations of Task Force Bayonet, a
brigade-size element from the 82d Airborne Division was assigned to isolate
and, if necessary, neutralize or destroy PDF units at Las Tinajitas, Fort
Cimarrén, and Panama Viejo. According to the plan, after U.S. Rangers
operating under the Joint Special Operations Task Force had seized and
secured the Torrijos-Tocumen airport complex in eastern Panama City,
the paratroopers would drop onto the site, board helicopters, and launch
air assaults on the three targets nearby. Each objective was expected to be
secured before dawn.’!

Bringing in paratroopers to deal with PDF garrisons in and near the
capital reflected a change in the BLUE Spoon plans caused by the failed
coup. Prior to 3 October, a brigade from the 7th Infantry Division was
to be the only major conventional unit to deploy from the United States
to participate in D-day combat operations on the Pacific side of Panama.
An airborne brigade was to be brought in only as a follow-on force. After
the critical role outlying PDF garrisons played in putting down the coup
attempt, however, Fort Cimarron, Las Tinajitas, and Panama Viejo went
from being secondary concerns to primary targets, the neutralization of
which would require air assault operations. So Stiner’s planners decided to
flip-flop the missions and scheduled arrival of the two stateside brigades.
The logic behind the realignment was simple enough. In the same time it
would take to land and begin unloading light fighters from the 7th Infantry
Division flying into Torrijos-Tocumen, paratroopers from the 82d could
airdrop, assemble, board waiting helicopters, and be en route to the three
targeted PDF bases. The commander of the light division, Maj. Gen.
Carmen Cavezza, was not convinced the change to the plan was necessary,
especially given the 7th’s extensive experience in the crisis to that date, but
he nevertheless acceded to Stiner’s reworking of the plan. As for command
and control, once the paratroopers arrived in Panama, they would become
part of Task Force Pacific, a headquarters that would be set up under a

0 Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 10, 13; JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3
Nov 1989.
31 JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989.
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general from the 82d and which, at some point in Operation JusT CAUSE,
would absorb Snell’s Task Force Bayonet and Richardson’s Task Force
Semper Fi.*?

The higher prioritization accorded Fort Cimarrén, Panama Viejo, and Las
Tinajitas after the failed coup increased from two to five the number of D-day
air assaults called for in the operation plan, raising the question of whether the
Army had sufficient aircraft in Panama to carry out the additional missions.
As part of the security enhancement buildup in 1988, the assets of the 193d
Brigade’s 1st Battalion, 228th Aviation, had been augmented by about a third
of the 7th Infantry Division’s aviation equipment and personnel, designated
under JTF-Panama as Task Force Hawk. In Stiner’s opinion, however, more
was still needed in light of changing war plans. He therefore requested and
received authorization for the secret deployment of Apache and Kiowa
helicopters to Panama in November; he also reinforced the in-country aviation
battalion and Task Force Hawk with UH-60 Black Hawk, UH-1H Huey, and
CH-47D Chinook helicopter crews and door gunners from Fort Bragg. These
additions of equipment and manpower, in turn, necessitated an organizational
change. “In order to bring this whole thing together,” one corps planner later
noted, “we felt that it would be worthwhile to create yet another subordinate
task force, a Task Force Aviation, and designated the commander of the 7th
ID(L) Aviation Brigade [Col. Douglas R. Terrell] as the commander.” Because
it was the last task force added to the plan and because its elements were
located in multiple locations, Task Force Aviation had “the biggest problem
of getting its command and control worked out prior to the operation.” In
the meantime, it also had to conduct a “very comprehensive training program
to include FARP (Forward Area Rearming and Refueling Point), or refueling
operations in the field.”?*

Almost all of the task forces under JTF-South concentrated mainly on
enemy targets in or near Panama City on the southern edge of the canal area.
One exception was Task Force Atlantic, which had the mission of confronting
Panamanian forces in an area extending from Cerro Tigre near Fort Clayton
to the northern tip of the canal. As with Task Force Bayonet and Task
Force Semper Fi, Task Force Atlantic had been activated as a JTF-Panama
component at the beginning of Operation NiMrRoD DANCER. Headquartered at
Fort Sherman, the task force commander since early October had been Col.
Keith Kellogg, commander of the 7th Infantry Division’s 3d Brigade. In mid-
December, the units under Kellogg included the 4th Battalion, 17th Infantry,
from Kellogg’s brigade; a field artillery battery; an air defense artillery battery;
an infantry battalion from the 82d Airborne Division that was going through
the Jungle Operations Training Center at Fort Sherman; and several smaller

32For the change of roles between the paratroopers and the light fighters, see Interv, author
with Maj Harry Tomlin, U.S. Army, 22 Mar 1991, Fort Leavenworth, Kans. Tomlin was a plan-
ner for the 7th Infantry Division (Light) who attended the post—3 October planning sessions at
Fort Bragg and in Panama. See also Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 55;
Cole, Operation Just Cause, p. 74; Interv, author, Wright, and Joe D. Huddleston with Lt Gen
Carmen Cavezza, U.S. Army, 30 Apr 1992, Fort Lewis, Wash.

3nterv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Quotes from Interv, Wright with
G-3 Plans Section, XVIII Abn Corps, 30 Mar 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C.
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outfits that provided medical, engineering, maintenance, supply, military
police, and psychological operations (PSYOP) capabilities. Responsible for
90-2 operations in well over half of the canal area, Kellogg had a lengthy list
of missions and targets, the latter of which included Colon, Panama’s second
largest city; Fort Espinar, home base of the PDF’s 8th Infantry Company;
Coco Solo; Renacer Prison; Madden Dam; and Cerro Tigre.**

Rounding out the subordinate headquarters under JTF-South was a group
of specialized and functional commands: the 16th Military Police Brigade,
the 1109th and 35th Signal Brigades, a joint intelligence task force, a joint
psychological operations group, and a joint civil affairs task force. The military
police brigade was to deploy from Fort Bragg with one of its battalions.
Once engaged in Operation Just CAUSE, it would assume responsibility for
collecting and handling prisoners and detainees; provide security for convoys
and key facilities; and stand ready to support civil-military operations by
helping to reestablish law and order in Panama. Of the signal brigades, the
1109th would install, operate, and maintain JTF-South’s communications
network, while the 35th would provide personnel and equipment in support
of the JTF-South communications plan. The Panama-based 470th Military
Intelligence Brigade had the mission of processing incoming information and
supplying the product to JTF-South and its components. An officer from
the 4th Psychological Operations Group commanded JTF-South’s PSYOP
component with the mission of supporting U.S. combat operations in the canal
area down to the company level through the use of such assets as loudspeaker
teams and prerecorded broadcasts. Finally, the commander of the 96th Civil
Affairs Battalion, the only active duty civil affairs unit in the U.S. Army, would
run the task force whose mission contained such priorities as conducting civil-
military operations during the combat phase of Just Cause and supporting
“the restoration of law and order, the reestablishment of PANAMANIAN
civil infrastructure, and the restoration of civil works and public utilities.”

JTF-South Operation Plan 90-2 had, as Powell noted on reading a draft,
“a lot of moving parts.” It was far too complicated and complex for either
Thurman or Stiner to micromanage its execution. Thus, SOUTHCOM and
corps planners, having incorporated the appropriate rules of engagement,
gave the subordinate commanders “mission-type taskings” in the form of very
general printed and verbal guidance. For example, Operation Plan 90-2 might
simply state a task force’s mission as “neutralize PDF in area of operations”
or “seize and secure PDF site.” Stiner or the planners might then provide
some verbal elaboration on what neutralize, seize, and secure meant to them.
After that, subordinate commanders assumed responsibility for working out
the details of how to accomplish their missions, determining in the process
the composition and organization of the available force, the equipment and
weapons to be used, the routes to be taken, the tactics to be employed, and
so forth. Once these determinations were made, the lower echelon officers
would brief their plans back up the chain of command. Approval at higher

3# JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989. For an account of Task Force Atlantic’s role in
the pre-Just CAusE portion of the crisis, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in Panama, June
1987—-December 1986, chs. 6-9 passim.

3 JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989.
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levels, even if it came from Thurman or Stiner, did not mean that work on a
plan stopped; new intelligence, changing circumstances, and ongoing analysis
would necessitate revisions, often up to the last minute.*

The size and nature of the projected operations necessitated a
communications system that units from all services could use, that provided
redundancy, and that allowed any one commander to talk to another at
any time. The most recent U.S. contingency operation of any significance
involving the invasion of a foreign country had been Operation URGENT FURY
in Grenada in October 1983. Initially hailed as a near-flawless victory of
American armed forces, accounts of the venture gradually emerged disputing
that judgment—not the victory, of course, but the ease with which it had
been achieved. The joint operation, it turned out, had been plagued from the
outset by command and control problems, interservice rivalry, single-service
parochialism, and interoperability difficulties. Most of all, there had been
abysmal failures in joint communications, with a story making the rounds—
later regarded as apocryphal—that an officer from one service had needed
to use his own AT&T phone card and a commercial telephone on the island
to call in fire support from another service. The problems that had afflicted
joint forces on Grenada played a large part in the passage by Congress of the
Goldwater-Nichols Department of Defense Reorganization Act in 1986, the
main purpose of which was to streamline the military’s command, control, and
communications arrangements in the joint arena and to promote interservice
cooperation, coordination, and interoperability.’’

Senior and mid-level U.S. commanders and staff involved in the Panama
crisis were well aware of the lessons of URGENT Fury, an operation that had
been planned in less than a week.*® They also knew that what transpired in
Panama would be evaluated in terms of the emphasis Goldwater-Nichols
placed on joint operations and interservice cooperation. Communications
would come under special scrutiny, so the XVIII Airborne Corps, once it
formally became part of the BLUE SpooN planning process, began developing
joint communications-electronic operating instructions, looking to improve

3¢ Powell quoted words from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 79, and
see also p. 80. Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Taskings quote from
Interv, Wright with G-3 Plans Section, XVIII Abn Corps, 30 Mar 1990. In this last oral history
interview, one of the staff officers said that JTF-South’s reliance on “mission-type taskings”
was in contrast to JTF-Panama, whose versions of BLUE SpooN, in his opinion, had been highly
detailed in the orders given the various subordinate commanders.

37 Three excellent sources on Grenada and the lessons learned in that operation are Mark
Adkin, UrGenT Fury: The Battle for Grenada (Lexington, Mass.: D. C. Heath, 1989); Ronald H.
Cole, Operation URGENT Fury: Grenada (Washington, D.C.: Joint History Office, Office of the
Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 1997); and Edgar F. Raines Jr., The Rucksack War: U.S.
Army Operational Logistics in Grenada, 1983 (Washington, D.C.: U.S. Army Center of Military
History, 2010). While the Raines volume focuses on logistics, it also contains an excellent analy-
sis of the planning process and preparations for URGENT FURy.

3% The XVIII Airborne Corps planners who wrote OPLAN 90-2 for Panama discussed the
impact the lessons of URGENT Fury had on them in Interv, Wright with G-3 Plans Section,
XVIII Abn Corps, 30 Mar 1990. The head of JTF-Panama’s planning division, Lt. Col. Robert
Pantier, also told the author that, in working on BLUE SpooN, he read official accounts of the
intervention in Grenada.
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on those the corps had used earlier in the year for a joint training exercise.
It took the XVIII Airborne Corps’ signal staff 22 weeks to finish the
instructions (an amount of time, they noted, that might not be available in
future contingencies). The final document, simplified to “stick in your pocket,”
as General Stiner put it, “provided the common information necessary for
the efficient use of all radio nets used throughout the operation.” As such,
the instructions became a critical piece in an elaborate communications plan
that involved equipment and support from several organizations, ranging
from the Joint Chiefs, the Defense Communications Agency, and the National
Security Agency at the top, downward to the communications units of the
Southern Command; the XVIII Airborne Corps; U.S. Army, South; and the
participating military services in general. The methods of communication
included tactical satellites, very high frequency—frequency modulated (VHF-
FM) and high-frequency (HF) radios, the World Wide Military Command
and Control System, secure phone systems, and the automated digital network
(AUTODIN) data communications service. JTF-South, according to the plan,
would make use of the Panama-based 1109th Signal Brigade’s in-country
communications facilities to the “maximum extent possible.”*

The size and complexity of the impending contingency operation
also demanded a comprehensive plan for ensuring that the participating
troops, headquarters, and units received essential supplies in a timely way.
SOUTHCOM’s service components, especially U.S. Army, South, had various
resources already in the theater, and these, the operations plan emphasized,
would “be used to the maximum extent.” Units deploying to Panama would
also bring with them enough food—mainly meals, ready to eat—for three days;
enough petroleum-oil-lubricants packages for five days; and their basic loads
of ammunition, minus fragmentation, incendiary, and concussion grenades.
Each service component headquarters under JTF-South was responsible for
logistical support, primarily through its own service supply channels. As for the
Army Forces (ARFOR), which constituted the overwhelming majority of U.S.
units under 90-2, the XVIII Airborne Corps’ 1st Corps Support Command
would meet the component’s combat service support and medical needs
(especially those exceeding what USARSO could provide). In performing
this critical mission, the support command became the executive agent for
most of the combat service support in the theater, serving under the JTF-
South commander who, also dual-hatted as the ARFOR commander, would
“exercise directive logistics authority to preclude unnecessary duplication
among supporting forces.”*

Because the objectives of Operation Just CaUsE included the removal of
the Noriega regime, JTF-South Operation Plan 90-2 was treated as a four-
phase campaign plan. Phase I was labeled “predeployment/crisis action” and
covered the establishment of the JTF-South command and control element,

¥ Stiner’s pocket quote and the communications facilities usage quote from Interv, Wright
with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Interv, Wright with G-3 Plans Section, XVIII Abn
Corps, 30 Mar 1990. Stiner’s common information quote from JTF-South AAR, Encls 1, 6;
CINCSO OPORD 1-90, 30 Oct 1989, an. K; JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989, an. K.

4 Quotes from JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989, an. D. Briefing, 1st COSCOM, 22
Feb 1990.
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as well as preparation of American forces in Panama and the United States
to launch offensive and defensive operations against the Panama Defense
Forces and the regime it served. Phase II consisted of those operations, with
the objectives of protecting American lives and property, capturing Noriega,
and isolating or neutralizing enemy forces and their means of command and
control. Phase III involved the transition to stability force operations that
would feature civil-military activities and the restructuring of the Panamanian
armed forces. Finally, combat units from the United States would redeploy
during Phase IV.#!

Going into Tuesday, 19 December, several Phase I objectives had been
accomplished, such as the arrival in Panama of General Stiner, General
Downing, and the JTF-South staft officers. Other parts of Phase I were still
in progress, such as the loading aboard transport aircraft of the U.S.-based
troops and equipment. The transition to Phase II also seemed to be proceeding
on schedule. No one, though, expected this promising beginning to continue
without disruption. As Stiner had cautioned at the end of one meeting in
late October, “It won’t go exactly as planned.” As H-hour approached, his
observation—taken as axiomatic within the military profession—would be
borne out.*

TUESDAY, 19 DECEMBER

In Washington and in Panama, Tuesday was another day of meetings,
decisions, and last-minute tweaking of the operation plan. At Fort Clayton,
additional staff arrived, including twelve individuals from the Twelfth Air
Force, to fill out the ranks of JTF-South, while the limited space available in the
USARSO operations center continued to be transformed into a headquarters
for a corps-size command and control element. Around noon, JTF-South
issued a detailed Just Causk execution checklist for the subordinate commands,
containing the objectives of the operation and delegating responsibilities for
achieving them.*

In Washington, Powell tried to keep appointments he had scheduled before
the president’s decision on Sunday in order to maintain the semblance of a
routine working day. Then, at 1400, he and Cheney met with Bush to see if the
president had any last-minute decisions, questions, or doubts concerning the
invasion. Bush approved use of the F—117A fighters, and he indicated he would
explain his decision to use armed force in Panama to the press, Congress, and
the American public on Wednesday morning. He further stated that he would
not postpone or cancel the invasion should the Panamanian opposition leaders
who had claimed victory in the May presidential election balk when informed
of the role Washington had in mind for them to play in replacing the current
regime. At some point, apparently in this session with the secretary of defense

“JTF-South AAR.
“2Stiner’s remark is quoted in Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 89.
$Interv, author with McMahon, 21 Dec 1989.
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and the chairman of the Joint Chiefs, the president also approved calling out
the Defense Department’s National Media Pool and sending it to Panama.*

At 1700, Powell assembled the Joint Chiefs in his office. When Cheney
dropped in, Marine Commandant General Alfred M. Gray Jr. reassured the
secretary that, no matter how negative or confused the initial reports of the
fighting that night might appear, the operation would be a success. Cheney
was pleased to see the chiefs still involved, though they had no authority to
command any of the units taking part in the operation. Powell, according to
reporter Bob Woodward, was simply pleased that they “had finally stopped
messing with the plan.” Once the group broke up, Powell successively instructed
his staft to keep Cheney updated, learned to his dismay that some reporters in
the news media were speculating about impending U.S. military action, called
Thurman to wish him good luck, and went home for dinner. When he returned
to the Pentagon, he took a nap and then joined Cheney and Kelly in the Crisis
Situation Room at 2352, an hour before Operation Just Cause was scheduled
to begin. Two phone lines in the room connected the three men with General
Thurman and his staff.*

In Panama, about the time Tuesday afternoon Powell and Cheney were
wrapping up their meeting with the president, Stiner was in the conference
room of Building 95 at Fort Clayton conducting an update briefing for
key staff officers and his subordinate commanders. To those assembled,
he distributed copies of the execute order and the final version of the
joint execution checklist. He also told the commanders that at 1800 they
could begin informing those officers under them who had not yet been
told about the operation, and at 2100 the troops could be informed and
briefed. Stiner was still talking when Thurman entered the room. The

#“#The Department of Defense (DoD) media call out did not begin until Tuesday evening at
1930, which all but ensured that the pool would not arrive in time to cover the initial fighting.
Reporters were irate, arguing that the call out should have begun sooner and that the Pentagon
should have alerted American reporters who were already in Panama. In January 1990, Pete
Williams, the assistant secretary of defense for public affairs, asked his assistant Fred S. Hoffman
to “research the facts surrounding the DoD National Media Pool deployment to Panama in
conjunction with Operation Just CAUSE and to provide his findings and recommendations.”
In March, those findings and recommendations were distributed to various correspondents.
In the document, Hoffman attributed the failure to call out the Defense Department’s media
pool earlier to an “excessive concern for secrecy” and “a secrecy-driven decision” by Cheney.
Hoffman was also critical of Williams for not trying “to convince Cheney that the pool had to
be launched early enough to reach Panama before the operation kicked off.” In the report itself,
Cheney did not back away from his decision. Hoffman would later indicate that Powell shared
Cheney’s view. Thurman apparently did not, as he is quoted by Hoffman as indicating that “we
made a mistake by not having some of the press pool in with the 18th Airborne Corps so they
could move with the troops.” Stiner is cited as saying such an arrangement would have been
possible. Fred S. Hoffman, Review of Panama Pool Deployment: December 1989, Mar 1990. A
later assessment of the report can be found in Cheryl Arvidson, “Press advocates: Cheney kept
a tight rein on media during military conflicts,” Freedom Forum Online, http://www.freedomfo-
rum.org/templates/document.asp?documentID=3869. For a succinct overview of the news me-
dia’s problems during the Panama invasion, see Pascale M. Combelles, “Operation Just CAUSE:
A Military-Media Fiasco,” Military Review 75 (May-June 1995): 77-85.

$Cole, Operation Just CaUsE, pp. 32-33. Quote from Woodward, The Commanders, p. 180,
and see also pp. 179, 181.
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SOUTHCOM commander advised the group to stick to the plan but know
when to adjust; he also revealed to many of them for the first time that
one H-hour objective, highly classified to that point, would be the rescue
of an American citizen who, since April, had been held prisoner in the
Carcel Modelo, a PDF jail across the street from the Comandancia.* After
the briefing, the commanders headed to their respective headquarters.
Thurman would monitor developments from the complex of rooms called
the Tunnel at Quarry Heights, while Stiner planned to arrive at the JTF-
South operations center at Fort Clayton a couple of hours before the
fighting began.

As the SOUTHCOM and JTF-South operations centers gradually filled
with the officers who would monitor and direct the invasion, the units taking
part were being briefed for the first time on what they would be facing.
Meanwhile, transport aircraft in the United States were set to take off with
troops or equipment aboard. At 1816, C-130s carrying a ranger battalion
from Fort Lewis, Washington, lifted off from Lawson Army Airfield, Georgia;
an hour later, a second ranger battalion, also on C-130s, took off from Hunter
Army Airfield, Georgia. And an hour or so after that, the last of the C-141s
carrying heavy-drop cargo took off from Charleston Air Force Base. In all, the
Military Airlift Command contributed over 60 C—141s, over 20 C-130s, and 2
C-5s to the airlift needed for the commencement of Operation Just CAUSE.*

It was during the airlift that the inevitable fog (both literally and
figuratively in this case) and friction of war began to insinuate themselves
significantly into the transition from Phase I to Phase II of the operation plan.
At Fort Bragg and Pope Air Force Base, the worst ice storm in twenty years
moved through on the nineteenth. Two battalions from the 82d Airborne
Division’s Division Ready Brigade had to wait while their transports were
being deiced. An hour after the scheduled departure time, only ten of the
twenty C—141s carrying the paratroopers were able to get into the air. The
remaining ten would not take off for another 4’2 hours. After consulting with
General Johnson, the division commander, Stiner determined that the first
wave would not wait for the second to catch up before parachuting into the
Torrijos-Tocumen airport complex in Panama City. Stiner wanted to keep “as
closely as possible to the original timetable.” As the JTF-South operations
officer, Col. Thomas H. Needham, later explained, “We had a very detailed
execution checklist. Once you start adjusting times, your execution checklist
falls out, and so, I think, that it was pretty much the staft’s position and the
boss’s position—Iet’s stick with the plan.”#

If nature conspired to disrupt timetables, last-minute but not wholly
unanticipated lapses in operations security endangered the element of tactical
surprise U.S. forces hoped to achieve. In the United States, NBC reported on
its television newscast Tuesday evening that C-141 transports were landing
at Howard Air Force Base in Panama every ten minutes. On CBS, newscaster

4 Interv, author with McMahon, 21 Dec 1989; JTF-South AAR.

47 Operation Just CAuUse Significant Activities, n.d. [XVIII Abn Corps chronology of
events]; Cole, Operation Just Cause, p. 33; MAC, Anything, Anywhere, Anytime, p. 195.

#Stiner quote from Cole, Operation Just Cause, p. 33. Needham quote from Interv, Wright
with Col Thomas H. Needham, U.S. Army, 6 Mar 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C.
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Dan Rather balanced speculation that a U.S. invasion of Panama might be
imminent with references to the Pentagon’s cover story that the troop activity
at Fort Bragg and Pope Air Force Base was a readiness exercise. The New
York Times, sources indicated, also had the invasion story, but it would not
appear until the paper’s Wednesday morning edition, well after Just CAUSE was
under way. In Panama City, there was a palpable feeling of unease, a strong
sense that something was about to happen. While Stiner was conducting his
commanders’ briefing at Fort Clayton, a telephone call came into the USARSO
command group. The caller had helped organize a block party for American
students who, attending college in the United States, were back in Panama
on Christmas vacation to visit their families and friends. The man had heard
rumors of military activity and wondered whether or not he should cancel the
celebration. Operations security dictated the reply he received from the Army
major who answered the phone: there was no need to call off the festivities. The
party was held as scheduled, with what turned out to be tragic consequences.*

Around 1700, the U.S. intelligence community began to pick up the first
hints that some senior PDF officers knew military action against them was
imminent, although they clearly did not know what form it would take, with
one of Noriega’s confidants guessing there would be a snatch operation
to seize the Panama strongman. As the evening progressed, H-hour, too,
appeared to have been compromised. The text of one message emanating
from the Comandancia declared: “They’re coming. The ballgame is at
1AM. Report to your units . . . draw your weapons and prepare to fight.”
The breaches of security troubled Thurman and Stiner, but they found
no reason to panic. They had yet to receive any reports suggesting that
Panamanian forces were formulating a systematic and coordinated response
to what was about to happen. In Stiner’s opinion, enemy leaders were too
incompetent to present an effective defense on such short notice. Besides
that, “They didn’t know all the targets,” the general later commented, “or
what our tactics were.”*

Still, the fact that several PDF officers knew as much as they did had to
be taken seriously. For U.S. forces to lose the element of surprise opened
up all sorts of dire scenarios that had haunted BLUE Spoon planners for
nearly two years. Panamanian forces had hostage lists, Thurman and Stiner
knew, and might use the remaining time before H-hour to start rounding

¥ Cole, Operation Just Cause, pp. 33-34; Woodward, The Commanders, p. 180; Donnelly,
Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 102—03. The author was present when the major at
Fort Clayton took the call regarding the Christmas party. See also Maria Len-Rios, “Operation
Just Cause: An Eyewitness Account,” Focal Point (Winter 1990): 10-11, 25-27, for more on the
Christmas party.

%0 First quote from Cole, Operation Just Cause, p. 34. Woodward, The Commanders, p.
181. Second quote from Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. In this inter-
view, Stiner attributed at least part of the compromise of operations security to the speculation
on television newscasts in the United States. “The Panamanians watch television,” he noted.
“Many of the Panamanian officers that were captured said they saw [the U.S. news broadcasts]
and called each other on the telephone and discussed in great detail what they should do. I don’t
know to what extent this influenced their motivation, but it is obvious that some took action to
alert their troops.”
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up Americans on those lists. Meanwhile, other enemy personnel—and it
would not require a large number—might place themselves in advantageous
locations from which they could use shoulder-fired surface-to-air missiles
known to be in the PDF inventory to shoot down transport planes carrying
U.S. Rangers and paratroopers. The number of service personnel who
would die in the loss of even one troop carrier would forever tarnish the
all-but-inevitable American victory. Yet, throughout the planning process,
no participant had been able to devise an effective countermeasure to the
missile threat, save strategic and tactical surprise, which was now at risk.
There was also the possibility that, with prior warning, hostile forces would
bring Howard Air Force Base under indirect mortar fire before American
countermortar radar and other systems could locate and neutralize the
weapons. If the mortar rounds were accurate, the runway at Howard would
become unusable to U.S. transport planes. Another alarming prospect
concerned guerrilla warfare. If Noriega and enough PDF members did
manage a coordinated reaction to the advance warnings they had received,
they might simply head into the jungle to mount unconventional operations
against U.S. forces and any new Panamanian government. U.S. intelligence
collectors had uncovered plans for this course of action but believed it
unlikely given what was perceived as the low level of professionalism and
the dubious loyalty, dedication, and stamina of the PDF senior leadership.
As Colonel Needham remarked of dictators in general, “You get used to
the good life for so long that you’ve got to be pretty tough to go out into
the jungle and survive.” He clearly did not regard Noriega or his inner
military circle as being that tough.’!

As the time for initiating combat operations neared, Stiner considered
whether H-hour should be advanced, at least for U.S. troops based in
Panama, given that some enemy forces knew that hostilities were imminent
and “the message traffic . . . indicated that they were making preparations
at certain installations.” At first, he thought about moving H-hour up by
thirty minutes, but after talking with Downing, the JSOTF commander, he
concluded that the most he could request was a fifteen-minute change. The
critical factor influencing his thinking was the need to coordinate Task Force
Gator’s attack on the PDF’s main headquarters complex, the Comandancia,
with the assault of a special operations commando team to rescue the
American citizen jailed across the street in the Carcel Modelo. One problem
was that, before Task Force Gator could move to the Comandancia, located
on the east side of the canal, it had to receive the four M551 Sheridans that
had been secreted on the west side for the past month. For that to happen, a
swing bridge in front of Fort Clayton had to be rotated into position over the
canal to allow vehicular traffic, which also meant stopping ships transiting
the waterway. JTF-South did not want to open the bridge until the last
southbound commercial vessel had cleared the canal’s Pacific outlet. By the
time that occurred, the earliest the Sheridans would be able to cross to the
east side would be around 0030. Informed of this, Stiner, from his command post

SHntervs, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990, and G-3 Plans Section, X VIII
Abn Corps, 30 Mar 1990. Quote from Interv, Wright with Needham, 6 Mar 1990.
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at Clayton, telephoned Thurman at Quarry Heights and asked that H-hour
be changed to 0045. Thurman approved the request, informed the Pentagon
of his decision, and, shortly after midnight, issued the order to Downing to
begin the attack on the Comandancia and Carcel Modelo fifteen minutes
earlier than planned.®

Downing had already sent a message to his forces letting them know that the
enemy was aware of the impending attack and warning all special operations
elements to be prepared to fight their way to their objectives. Around 0030,
the U.S. military in Panama went to Defcon 1, the highest defense readiness
condition. Thurman also implemented Personnel Movement Limitation Echo,
which meant that, with the exception of the forces involved in the operation,
all service personnel and their dependents were not to travel anywhere in
Panama. (The need for such restrictive movement would soon be obvious to
all.) By this time, a number of U.S. units were already on the move to their
targets and sporadic shooting could be heard in the southeastern portions of
Panama City. In effect, Operation Just CAust had begun.*

2 Quote from Interv, Wright with Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Interv, author
with Maj Mark Collier, U.S. Army, 24 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama; Woodward, The
Commanders, pp. 181-82; Capt. Kevin J. Hammond and Capt. Frank Sherman, “Sheridans in
Panama,” Armor 99 (March-April 1990): 9.

3 Memo, HQ, 4th Bn (Mech), 6th Inf, for Commanding General (CG), U.S. Army Forces,
et al., 27 Mar 1990, sub: Operation “Just Cause” After Action Report; Significant Activities,
n.d. [from G-3 logs]; Woodward, The Commanders, p. 183.
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SPECIAL OPERATIONS AT THE OUTSET OF
JUST CAUSE

WOW W

f the 27,000 U.S. military personnel who had specific combat missions

during Operation Just CAUSE, just over 4,100—or 15 percent—were
under the operational control of General Downing’s Joint Special Operations
Task Force. Most of the units to which these troops belonged had been listed
in the first BLUE SpooN contingency plans written in 1988. At that time,
planners had envisaged Special Operations Forces conducting surgical strikes
on a limited number of critical PDF command and control nodes, securing
those objectives in a matter of hours, and then quickly turning them over
to conventional U.S. units. In the ensuing year and a half, particularly after
the NiMROD DANCER buildup of U.S. conventional forces in Panama in mid-
1989, the four-star change of command at Quarry Heights that September,
and Major Giroldi’s attempted coup against Noriega just days later, the plans
changed significantly, with new targets being added and with conventional
units acquiring responsibility for some of the H-hour missions originally
assigned to the JSOTF. The targeting shuffle, though, in no way altered the
central role of special operators in the event of an invasion; when they lost a
mission to conventional troops, it was only to take on another.

As H-hour approached, these missions included locating and apprehending
Noriega, preventing him from leaving the country to evade capture, closing off
the Atlantic and Pacific entrances to the Panama Canal, neutralizing enemy
units at Rio Hato, seizing Panama’s Torrijos-Tocumen airfield complex,
rescuing an American citizen the regime had imprisoned in April 1989, helping
to isolate the battlefield in downtown Panama City, and, when necessary,
providing support to conventional forces.

To accomplish these missions, Downing’s joint task force was organized
into several subordinate task forces, some of which were further subdivided into
specific task units. Task Force Red, consisting of the 75th Ranger Regiment,
was the largest special operations element by far. Its mission was to seize
and secure the Torrijos-Tocumen airfield facilities, while subduing the PDF
2d Infantry Company located there, and to neutralize the PDF 6th and 7th
Infantry Companies at Rio Hato. A considerably smaller element, Task Force
Black, consisted of the 3d Battalion, 7th Special Forces Group (Airborne),
based in Panama, and Company A, Ist Battalion, 7th Special Forces Group,
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from Fort Bragg, North Carolina. One of its H-hour missions was to prevent
the PDF’s Battalion 2000 at Fort Cimarron from reinforcing enemy units in
the capital. Navy SEALs, Naval Special Warfare Unit 8, and Special Boat
Unit 26 formed Task Force White, responsible for closing off the canal and
disabling naval vessels or aircraft that could whisk Noriega out of the country.
Two other task forces, Blue and Green, were composed of elite special mission
units that would seek to capture Noriega. Task Force Green had the additional
assignment of rescuing the incarcerated American citizen. Finally, belonging to
no one task force but present to support special operations in general were the
112th Signal Battalion (minus), the 160th Aviation Group (minus), the 528th
Support Battalion (minus), the 617th Aviation Detachment, and psychological
operations and civil affairs units.!

REGIME CHANGE

From the beginning of contingency planning in February 1988,
commanders and staff involved in the process recognized that a U.S. invasion
of Panama would result in the overthrow of the Noriega regime.? Whether
the strongman fled or was captured or killed in the process mattered little;
thus, although compartmentalized plans existed for seizing and bringing him
to the United States to stand trial on drug-trafficking charges, early iterations
of BLUE SpooN did not make his apprehension a specific mission. Instead,
military planners focused not on the general’s fate but on what would follow
him in Panama. The working assumption envisaged a democratic government
replacing the toppled dictatorship. Estimates held that a month would be
needed for the new regime to be installed, establish its legitimacy, and assert
its ability to govern. During the transition, a U.S. military government headed
by the SOUTHCOM commander would run the country. For well over a year,
this scenario informed the thinking of staff officers writing the BLinp Locic
operation order for nation building in a post-Noriega Panama.?

By late 1989, the basic premise underlying BLinD Locic had been
overtaken by events. Of these, the most important was the country’s
presidential election in May 1989, in which Guillermo Endara, the opposition
candidate for president, and Ricardo Arias Calderon and Guillermo “Billy”

'"The missions and organization of the Joint Special Operations Task Force (JSOTF) are dis-
cussed in U.S. Special Operations Command, History, 1987-2007, 20th anniversary ed. (MacDill
Air Force Base, Fla.: U.S. Special Operations Command, n.d.), pp. 32-44. A JSOTF order of
battle can be found at the U.S. Army Center of Military History Web site on Operation Just
Cause (http://www.army.mil/cmh-pg/documents/panama/taskorg.htm) and in Donnelly, Roth,
and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 81-82.

2For a more detailed account of the planning process for stability operations and nation
building in Panama, see the appropriate sections in Yates, U.S. Military Intervention in Panama,
June 1987—December 1989; Fishel, The Fog of Peace.

3Early plans were also vague about the fate of the Panama Defense Forces. If reformed,
some U.S. officers believed, the organization might support a democratic government. Only
well into the planning process did the defeat and destruction of the Panamanian armed forces
become an objective of U.S. combat operations.
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Ford, his two vice presidential running mates, won a clear victory, and which
Noriega had promptly annulled. To a number of U.S. officers surveying the
postelection chaos from the perspective of Quarry Heights, the logical step
to take in the event of a U.S. invasion would be to forgo the establishment
of a SOUTHCOM-led military government and, instead, swear in the men
who had a legal, legitimate, and popular claim to enter the presidential palace.
Woerner accepted this argument. He also concluded sometime in mid-1989
that the capture of Noriega should be an explicitly stated BLUE SPooN mission.
Left at large following the overthrow of his regime, the deposed dictator
might foment an insurgency against a U.S.-backed democratic government,
although few analysts at the Southern Command thought that likely. A more
credible threat was that of Noriega creating political mischief for the Endara
administration from some hidden location in Panama or from exile abroad.*
This appreciably revised blueprint for what the U.S. military could hope to
accomplish politically in Panama through armed force survived the change of
command from Woerner to Thurman. Soon thereafter, once the failed coup of
3 October caused the new SOUTHCOM commander to believe that war with
the Panama Defense Forces was inevitable, the “Noriega watch” went into
effect at Quarry Heights, with “a six-person intelligence team, supplemented
by experts from the National Security Agency and the Central Intelligence
Agency in Washington” working to keep track of the dictator’s whereabouts
around-the-clock. At some point, Thurman requested special operations
tracking teams to participate in the effort. General Cisneros spoke later of
“the room,” a clearinghouse for information on the dictator’s movements. The
data came from satellite imagery, monitored communications, and surveillance
teams. A map in the SOUTHCOM operations center provided a visual record
of the group’s calculation of Noriega’s whereabouts at any given moment.’
That those keeping tabs on Noriega knew where he was located about 80
percent of the time—Stiner’s estimate—testifies to the magnitude and intensity
of the endeavor and the skill of all involved. That the dictator could not be
found the other 20 percent reflected the uncertainties that infuse any complex
enterprise, made more challenging by Noriega’s deliberate attempts to elude
his trackers and by his consummate skill at deception. Once he learned that
there was a concerted U.S. effort to follow him, he used doubles, decoy vehicles
and aircraft, false convoys, frequent changes of clothes, recordings of his
voice, and other subterfuges to thwart anyone trying to determine his location
at those times when he did not want it known. He would also frequently
change his whereabouts in an effort to keep his adversaries guessing or simply

4Kevin Buckley, Panama: The Whole Story (New York: Simon & Schuster, 1991), p. 189.
For adding the capture of Noriega as a BLUE SPooN mission, see Yates, U.S. Military Intervention
in Panama, June 1987—-December 1989, p. 222.

SBriefing, Gen Maxwell R. Thurman at the School for Advanced Military Studies (SAMS)
(hereafter cited as Thurman SAMS briefing), 23 Sep 1992. First and second quotes from
Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 104, and see also p. 105. Kempe, Divorcing
the Dictator, p. 14; Edward M. Flanagan Jr., Battle for Panama. Inside Operation Just Cause
(New York: Brassey’s, 1993), p. 214. Third quote from Interv with Lt Gen Marc A. Cisneros,
U.S. Army (Ret.), 1998 (for the television program, Secrets of War).
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to overload the system with information. As President Bush was told at one
point, the general was “moving around like a Mexican jumping bean.”¢

On Tuesday, 19 December, just hours before the beginning of Operation
Just Causk, the Noriega watch map accurately showed him to be in Colon.
Since Sunday, as analysts would later determine, the general had been receiving
reports that an invasion was imminent, but he had dismissed them as baseless.
Then, while in Colon Tuesday, he learned that Cuba’s intelligence service was
reporting U.S. troop transports in the air, due to arrive over Panama in a matter
of hours. According to some members of Noriega’s entourage, this information
caused him to leave Colon for Panama City late that afternoon. While a decoy
convoy of official vehicles wound its way across the transisthmian highway,
Noriega, his driver, assistants, and bodyguards covered the same route in an
inconspicuous white van.

Special operations personnel tracking the general followed the convoy,
whose route ended at the Comandancia. When a poor choice for a Noriega
look-alike emerged from one of the cars, even a staged honor guard ceremony
could not maintain a convincing charade. The trackers knew that their prey
had won the cat-and-mouse game. “Where was the real one?” General Stiner
later asked rhetorically. “We didn’t know.” The real one, in fact, arrived back
in the capital around 2000, after which he and his companions borrowed a
Hyundai automobile and went to one of the several small houses he maintained
in the city for official use. From there, he made telephone calls to close friends,
all of whom told him that the situation looked dire. To the astonishment
of the men with him, the general still failed to realize the full extent of his
precarious position. The United States, he claimed, was simply engaging in a
disinformation campaign to convince him to flee the country. That Noriega
was allegedly drinking at the time possibly clouded his judgment. Whatever
the case, no one ordered the mobilization of the Panama Defense Forces and
Dignity Battalions for the war that was fast approaching. In the words of one
author, “PDF units shifted around in a disorganized way. Action seemed to
depend on how seriously individual units took the rumors.” As for the dictator,
he “decided that entertainment was what he needed.”

A sergeant on his staff was ordered to pick up one of Noriega’s occasional
girlfriends and bring her to La Siesta, a hotel near the [Tocumen] airport that
had been converted into a PDF officers’ club. It was another of Noriega’s
haunts. Noriega climbed into the back of a four-door Hyundai for the trip to
the club. A Mercedes and a Toyota Land Cruiser filled out the caravan.

Noriega was still at the Ceremi Recreation Center inside La Siesta when,
around 0030, he heard explosions. Half an hour later, one of his bodyguards
went outside and discovered “a sky full of paratroopers.” That shock prompted
the general to dress and flee with his men in the Hyundai. After evading U.S.

¢ Clancy with Stiner and Koltz, Shadow Warriors, p. 333; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker,
Operation Just Cause, p. 105. Quote from Kempe, Divorcing the Dictator, p. 11, and see also p.
14. Before the “Noriega watch” went into effect, according to Stiner, U.S. officials only knew
where the dictator could be located about 50 percent of the time. Interv, Robert K. Wright Jr.
with Lt Gen Carl W. Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C.
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Rangers at Tocumen, they drove around the capital during the predawn hours,
taking refuge in the houses or apartments of friends at four different locations.
From each, Noriega would make telephone calls to military officers, friends,
and girlfriends, seeking information and giving and receiving advice. He learned
that his daughter and her family had sought political asylum and that, within
hours of the invasion, the Panama Defense Forces as an organization had
practically ceased to exist. Some associates urged him to resist the Americans,
with Capt. Asuncién Eliécer Gaitan, a close confidant and security escort,
convincing the general to record a belligerent speech over the telephone that
Gaitan could later broadcast on a radio station still under PDF control. Dawn
found Noriega in an apartment, hoping that U.S. troops in the vicinity would
not see him. Now a fugitive, he had devised no specific plan to ensure his
escape.’

For the U.S. commands in Panama and for the Bush administration in
Washington, the news that Noriega had not been captured before or soon
after H-hour sounded a sour note in what otherwise was playing out as a
well-orchestrated military operation. Throughout the night, the U.S. forces
charged with capturing the Panamanian strongman intensified their efforts,
and analysts intercepted several of the dictator’s phone conversations without,
however, being able to determine his exact location. Noriega’s known haunts
were all targeted, but he was not in any of them. In a couple of instances,
accurate information led the troops to residences where Noriega had taken
refuge, but, when they arrived, they found he had already departed, if only by
a few minutes. Also, during the night, one of Noriega’s bodyguards told the
general that he was going to go on ahead of the group to scout new hideouts.
Instead, he surrendered to a group of U.S. soldiers and tried to tell them where
his boss was located, only to discover that none in the group spoke Spanish.
By the time the bodyguard was brought to General Cisneros’ attention, the
information was too old to be of value. As Thurman concluded later, “We had
400 calls the first day on the whereabouts of Noriega. We chased him all over
Hell’s half acre.”®

The failure to apprehend Noriega produced significant friction, in
one instance between the special operations community and U.S. civilian
intelligence agencies, and in another, between the Bush administration and the
news media. In the first case, both General Lindsay at the Special Operations
Command and General Downing believed that information processed by
the civilian agencies was not reaching the special operations units quickly

7Stiner’s quotes and his account of Noriega’s departure from Colén are from Clancy with
Stiner and Koltz, Shadow Warriors, pp. 333-34. According to Stiner, Noriega had been in the
official convoy leaving Colon, but the convoy had at some point split in two, with the spe-
cial operators following the decoy section that went to the Comandancia. The fuller account
of Noriega’s movements the night of the invasion is from Kempe, Divorcing the Dictator, pp.
13-16, and Buckley, Panama, pp. 234-38 (from which all other quotes are taken). The narra-
tives by Kempe and Buckley were pieced together from information they received from the men
around Noriega on the night of 19-20 December. Please note that in some sources Gaitan is
spelled Gaytan.

$ Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 185-86; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just
Cause, pp. 105, 107. Quote from Interv, John Partin with Gen Maxwell R. Thurman, 12 Apr
1990, Fort Benning, Ga. Television Interv with Cisneros, 1998.
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enough to be useful. As Downing
later lamented, “The intelligence
people are not going to tell you
what they got until the last minute,”
presumably in order to protect their
sources.’

Regarding the administration
and the media, the first official
announcement of Operation Just
CAuUSE came at a White House press
conference convened at 0140 on 20
December by Bush’s press secretary,
M. Marlin Fitzwater. Fitzwater
read a statement listing the
objectives of the invasion, including
the apprehension of Noriega. When
a reporter asked, “Has General
Noriega been captured yet?” the
press secretary replied, “We don’t
know how long it will take, but
that is our ultimate objective. It
has not happened at this time.” The
choice of the word ultimate was
perhaps unnecessary, unfortunate,
and unwise. U.S. forces could overthrow Panama’s dictatorship—in fact, at
the time Fitzwater was speaking, they already had—and pave the way for
democracy in Panama without apprehending Noriega. Fitzwater’s adjective,
however slightly, hinted otherwise.!”

At 0720, President Bush addressed the country from the Oval Office,
stating his reasons for ordering the invasion. His only reference to the fallen
dictator was to say, “General Noriega is in hiding.” Immediately after the
address, Cheney and Powell conducted a briefing at the Pentagon. In his
opening statement, the secretary of defense included the acknowledgment,
“At this point, of course General Noriega is still at large. . . . He is, at this
point, a fugitive.” Powell followed, devoting most of his presentation to the
U.S. units participating in Just CAUSE, the targets they were attacking, and the
success of the operation to date. When he turned his attention to Noriega, he
asserted, “We have not yet located the General. . . . But, as a practical matter,
we have decapitated him from the dictatorship of his country and he is now a
fugitive and will be treated as such.” Once the formal briefing ended, the two
men entertained questions, a number of which requested further information
on Noriega’s status. In answering, Powell indicated that “the reign of terror is
over,” and “We’re looking for him. He’s not running anything.”!!

General Downing

*Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 106. Quote from Interv, Partin with
Maj Gen Wayne A. Downing, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Howard Air Force Base, Panama.

"Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 184-86.

" First Powell quote from New York Times, 21 Dec 1989. Remaining Powell quotes from
Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 187-89. See http://bushlibrary.tamu.edu/research/public_
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The point that Powell tried to make was that the military operation was
achieving its principal objectives, even though Panama’s dictator was still at
large.!? In the days that followed, many reporters took a different position,
making Noriega’s capture the litmus test for the success or failure of Operation
Just Caust. That this view betrayed a grossly oversimplified assessment of a
complex undertaking seemed to matter little, especially when reinforced by
such developments as the broadcast of Noriega’s bombastic speech—the one
Gaitan had recorded—over a Panamanian radio station on the afternoon of
20 December. So long as the dictator was on the loose, reporters continuously
put administration spokespersons on the defensive when discussing events in
Panama.

If Noriega could not be readily located, the same could not be said of
Panama’s new leaders. Advisers to President Bush had told him that the best
way to transform Panama from a dictatorship to a democracy was to follow
the SOUTHCOM recommendation for replacing the general with the true
winners of the May 1989 presidential election—Endara, Arias Calderdn, and
Ford. On the eve of Just Cause, Bush was convinced, in the words of one
reporter, “that the point of no return would be achieved once Endara agreed
to be sworn in as president of Panama and to request U.S. intervention.” One
question for senior U.S. officers and officials in Panama was when to convey
this news to Endara and the two men who were to be his vice presidents. To

ro—
Nl

(Second from the left to right) Billy Ford, Guillermo Endara, and Ricardo Arias Calderon
lead a May 1989 election march.

papers.php?id=1356&year=1989&month=12 for a transcript of President Bush’s address to
the nation.

12Concerning the issue of the relative importance of Noriega’s apprehension to the success
of JusT CAUSE, the author was standing within earshot of General Stiner during the first hours
of the operation and heard the general say into a telephone something to the effect, “No, we
don’t have him yet, but we’ve got more important things to do.” Author’s notes written several
days after the beginning of Operation JustT CAUSE.
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inform them well in advance of the invasion might compromise operations
security, which would place the three Panamanians, not to mention the entire
military enterprise, in jeopardy. Better the three be told of the impending
invasion just an hour or so before it began. The next question, then, was how
to convey the news. Initial suggestions called for U.S. Army Special Forces
to go into Panama City and round up the three men shortly before H-hour,
but Col. Robert C. “Jake” Jacobelly, commander of Special Operations
Command, South, objected to the risks and recommended instead that
Thurman or John Bushnell, the U.S. Embassy’s relatively new deputy
chief of mission and, in the ambassador’s absence, the chargé d’affaires in
Panama, invite the three to dinner at Howard Air Force Base the night of the
invasion. Stiner approved Jacobelly’s plan, and, on orders from Secretary of
State Baker, Bushnell issued the invitation. Baker also told the chargé to help
Endara form a Panamanian government that could be operational within
hours of the invasion. In order “to maintain the element of surprise,” the
secretary added, Bushnell was to undertake his assignment without telling
any of his staff at the embassy."

Endara, Arias Calderén, and Ford accepted the invitation. Around 2030,
Bushnell, after pledging the three to secrecy, told them that a U.S. invasion was
imminent and asked them to consider taking over the government of Panama,
a move the United States would support. “They’re in a state of shock . . .,”
Bushnell reported to Baker. “They never expected we’d do this much. They’ll
do everything they can to make this work.” “I felt like a big sledgehammer
hit my head,” Endara recalled. Although he and his two colleagues welcomed
the proposition, they realized that they would be assuming the leadership of
a country “under occupation by American forces.” The reaction throughout
Latin America, they knew, would be negative—the Bush administration also
anticipated an adverse regional response—but the feeling was that, after
initial protests, most governments in the hemisphere would resume normal
diplomatic relations with Panama, few being sorry to see Noriega deposed.
For their safety, the three men were flown by helicopter from Howard to Fort
Clayton, where they were sworn in. At 0039, Thurman informed Washington
that the ceremony had been completed.!*

In his address to the nation on the morning of 20 December, President
Bush declared, “The brave Panamanians elected by the people of Panama
in the elections last May, President Guillermo Endara and Vice Presidents
Calderon and Ford, have assumed the rightful leadership of their country. . . .
The United States today recognizes the democratically elected government of
President Endara. I will send our Ambassador back to Panama immediately.”

3 First quote from Woodward, The Commanders, p. 182, and see also p. 170. Donnelly,
Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 122. Second quote from Baker with DeFrank, Politics
of Diplomacy, p. 190.

4Third and fourth quotes from Buckley, Panama, p. 234. First and second quotes (Bushnell)
from Baker with DeFrank, Politics of Diplomacy, p. 190. Woodward, The Commanders, p. 182.
General Stiner, in Clancy with Stiner and Koltz, Shadow Warriors, p. 333, states that the swear-
ing-in ceremony took place in Thurman’s office at Quarry Heights, not at Fort Clayton, with
a Panamanian judge administering the oaths of office. After the ceremony, the three men were
then taken to a safe house on Clayton.
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During the Pentagon briefing that followed, one reporter asked whether
Endara had been sworn in on an American base. Yes, Powell responded. Thus
surfaced the controversy that would quickly surround the circumstances under
which the new government had been installed, confirming in the process the
fears of Endara and the others that, initially at least, they would be regarded
as American “puppets.”’

TASK FORCE WHITE: THE CANAL, BALBOA HARBOR,
AND PAITILLA AIRPORT

As elite U.S. troops were trying to locate Noriega, additional special
operations units were engaged in various other missions. Of the naval special
warfare elements involved, most belonged to Task Force White, whose
operations center was located at the Rodman Naval Station on the Pacific side
of the canal area. According to a U.S. Special Operations Command history,
Task Force White “consisted of five SEAL platoons, three patrol boats, four
riverine patrol boats, and two light patrol boats (22-foot Boston Whalers).”
This force, in turn, was organized into four task units, each with a separate
mission. Task Unit Charlie was to control the waters at the Atlantic (also
referred to as the Caribbean) entrance to the Panama Canal, while Task Unit
Foxtrot was to do the same at the Pacific entrance. Task Unit Whiskey was to
destroy the Presidente Porras patrol boat in Balboa Harbor, and Task Unit
Papa was to seize Paitilla airfield.'®

Task Unit Charlie was a last-minute addition to the task force. During
a preinvasion briefing on 19 December, Lt. Cdr. Marshall D. Daugherty
from Naval Special Warfare Unit § raised the possibility of “establishing
a task unit on the north coast” at the canal’s entrance near Colon. The
group with Daugherty deemed the suggestion feasible, and it was strongly
supported by Task Force Atlantic, the JTF-South component headquarters
in the area. Daugherty received command of the hastily created task unit,
which initially consisted of eight SEALs detached from two different SEAL
teams, and two riverine patrol boats manned by eleven crew members from
Special Boat Unit 26, based at Rodman. The two patrol boats began to
transit the canal northward toward Colon at 1700. Once Daugherty reached
the Atlantic side, he met with Col. Keith Kellogg, the Task Force Atlantic
commander; received from him operational control of two Army landing
crafts, mechanized (LCMs), with twelve crew members; went over Task Unit
Charlie’s missions in direct support of Task Force Atlantic; and coordinated
communication frequencies and call signs. The lieutenant commander then
set up his headquarters at the Jungle Operations Training Center, close to
the piers where the LCMs and patrol boats could be moored. In the short
time remaining before H-hour, he briefed his subordinate commanders on

5 Bush quote from Transcript of President George H. W. Bush’s address, 20 Dec 1989.
Powell response from New York Times, 21 Dec 1989. Buckley, Panama, p. 234.
16U.S. Special Operations Command, History, 19872007, p. 38.
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the forthcoming action, including the rules of engagement under which they
would be operating.!’

At 0040, ten minutes after the two patrol boats and the two mechanized
landing craft had begun movement to their combat positions, shooting could
be heard at nearby Coco Solo. By 0050, the four craft were on station at the
mouth of Limoén Bay (Map 2). As part of its mission, Task Unit Charlie was
to shut down all commercial and enemy maritime traffic in the vicinity. To that
end, Daugherty ordered one of the patrol boat commanders to contact the
port authority and broadcast over the marine band channel word that “the
Port of Colon and the Panama Canal are closed. This area has been declared
a war zone and all maritime traffic in and out of this area is prohibited.”'® The
announcement warned that the Americans would be patrolling the proscribed
waters but also provided information detailing how the ships still docked in
port might contact the U.S. gunboats. The broadcast, with timely updates, was
repeated four times an hour.

Closing the canal and stopping all shipping through it was partly intended
to keep vessels of nonbelligerent countries out of harm’s way. The action would
also make it difficult for any Panamanian forces to enter or flee the war zone
via the waterway. At 0130, Task Unit Charlie’s two riverine patrol boats began
patrolling the west side of the shipping channel near Colon. Shortly after the
patrols began, Daugherty directed the crews to go after a small craft in the area
reported to be carrying PDF reinforcements to Coco Solo. As the patrol boats
entered the waters where the enemy vessel had been sited, Daugherty learned
that U.S. attack helicopters and an AC-130 gunship maneuvering overhead
were requesting permission to open fire on what they believed to be PDF
patrol boats they had observed. Fearing that the targets were in fact the two
boats belonging to Task Unit Charlie, the lieutenant commander immediately
ordered the crews to return to their initial rendezvous point. Through his chain
of command, he also alerted the aircraft overhead that “friendly craft were
operating in Limon Bay.” Two hours later, there was a virtual replay of the
episode when the patrol boats received orders to find a PDF craft reported
damaged and sinking and to put SEALSs aboard to search it. By the time the
two boats reached the pier where the enemy vessel was supposed to be, it was
not in sight, leading to the conclusion that it had already sunk. Once again,
Daugherty learned that friendly troops in the area, this time on land and
armed with AT4 rockets, were preparing to engage “enemy” patrol boats they
could see from their positions near the water. And, once again, the lieutenant
commander ordered his craft out of the area. In his opinion, two potential
“blue-on-blue” incidents were two too many, so he informed his superiors that

71bid., p. 31. Quote from Memo, Cdr, Task Unit (TU) Charlie, for Cdr, Task Force (TF)
White, 31 Dec 1989, sub: After Action Report Submission. TU-Whiskey Augmentation of TU-
Carib: Maritime Interdiction Operations in Support of TF Atlantic, n.d., atch to AAR, TU-
Whiskey Operational Summary, n.d., which appears to have been written soon after the events
it describes, U.S. Special Operations Command (SOCOM) History Office files. The account in
the text of Task Unit Charlie’s activities in Operation Just CAUSE is pieced together from afore-
mentioned sources.

18 Quote from Memo, Cdr, TU Charlie, for Cdr, TF White, 31 Dec 1989, sub: After Action
Report Submission.
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“no further patrols would take place within 1000 yards of [the] Coco Solo
or Colon waterfront during hours of darkness due to the high risk of taking
friendly fire.”"

After daybreak on the twentieth, Task Unit Charlie turned its attention to
a German merchant ship, Asian Senator, then moored in the port of Cristobal.
Reports indicated that at least two dozen Panamanian troops had taken refuge
aboard. The task unit’s two patrol boats and an LCM with Daugherty on board
converged on the scene and took up positions that allowed them to observe
each side of the boat and part of the pier area. Initial attempts to contact
anyone on the Asian Senator by radio and loudspeaker failed. Meanwhile, the
task unit spied U.S. Army special operations helicopters conducting strafing
runs on a building at the end of the pier. When PDF elements in the building
shot back at the helicopters, Daugherty received permission to have one of
his patrol boats try to suppress the enemy fire, using several of the weapons
available to the crew. This, in turn, caused whoever was in the building to open
fire on the patrol boat, a fusillade that lasted several seconds. The episode
ended when a rocket fired from one of the helicopters made a direct hit on the
target.

Just as the threat from the pier had been removed, the Panamanian troops
who were holed up on the Asian Senator made their first appearance, with
thirteen of them fleeing down the gangplank from the ship to the pier. One
of the patrol boats and a SEAL detachment fired over the heads of the men,
but to no avail. Seven more Panamanians then made a similar exit from the
ship, after which Daugherty received orders that those of his crew who could
see the gangplank should destroy it with gunfire. The ensuing volleys failed to
hit the target, although rounds did strike containers aboard the Asian Senator,
not to mention the ship’s superstructure. Daugherty then called a halt to the
shooting, citing the probability of “considerable collateral damage” as his
reason. Despite the errant rounds, the fusillade did have at least one positive
effect: soon after the bombardment stopped, the ship’s captain radioed one
of the patrol boats and requested a cease-fire, obviously unaware that, thanks
to Daugherty, one was already in effect. The captain went on to say that a
number of well-armed Panamanians who had come onto the Asian Senator
were ready to surrender.”

Daugherty told the ship’s captain to have the Panamanians move to the
top of the gangplank and await further instructions. He then directed one of
the LCMs to land five SEALSs to round up the prisoners. Once on the pier,
the SEALSs established security and then approached the gangplank. As they
did so, another group of unarmed Panamanians appeared at the end of the
pier carrying a white flag. Daugherty tried to contact the SEALs to provide
guidance on how to handle each group, but communications failed, and he
ended up going ashore himself. As all this was transpiring, the SEALs found
themselves coming under increasing small-arms fire from buildings near the
pier. They returned fire and watched as a U.S. helicopter tried to neutralize
one of the enemy positions, only to be hit by ground fire. (Task Unit Charlie

P1bid.
2 Ibid.
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was later informed that the helicopter had crashed.) At one point, Daugherty
requested an air strike against one of the buildings, only to be told that there
were no “air assets” available. Later, after the SEALs had placed their prisoners
on an LCM and were in the process of loading captured PDF weapons onto
it, enemy fire reached an “unacceptable level,” and Daugherty again made a
request up the chain, this time for additional special operations personnel to
help secure the area. He also informed his superiors that containers aboard
the Asian Senator blocked his patrol boats from providing supporting fire. His
request was again denied. Instead, he was told to finish collecting weapons
that had been stacked on the pier and to have a SEAL element search the
merchant ship for any remaining PDF personnel. Daugherty responded that,
“without the availability of [the] requested support, TU Charlie was departing
the pier area immediately to turn in the prisoners at Coco Solo.” The two
patrol boats and LCM made the return voyage around 1430. After discharging
thirty-six captured Panamanians, the crews resumed their blockade duties
around Coldn. The next day, the canal would reopen to shipping but under
very strict controls.?!

While Task Unit Charlie was patrolling the waters on the Atlantic side of
the canal, Task Unit Foxtrot was performing similar missions on the Pacific
side in the vicinity of Panama City. According to one official source, “SEALSs
in three patrol boats guarded the waters around Howard Air Force Base,
and two riverine patrol boats covered the approaches to the Bridge of the
Americas.” Of particular concern were three small islands near Howard where
intelligence reports speculated that concealed enemy personnel were ideally
situated to launch surface-to-air missiles against U.S. aircraft flying into the
air base. To determine the accuracy of the reports, a four-man SEAL team
launched a canoe from one of the patrol boats and landed on each of the
islands. Their search ended “without evidence of enemy activity,” so the four
returned to the patrol boat.?

While this was transpiring, another element from Foxtrot, an assault team
aboard three combat rubber raiding crafts, worked its way from the Bay of
Panama up the Rio Tapia and linked up with ground troops in the Don Bosco
neighborhood near the Torrijos-Tocumen airport complex. The mission was
to capture Luis A. Cordoba, a former PDF intelligence chief, or at least to
prevent his escape via a water route. At dawn, U.S. forces stormed a compound
where Cordoba was thought to be, but the quarry was not present. After the
area was cleared and searched, the assault team made its way back to the
patrol boats.?

As Task Unit Foxtrot conducted maritime patrol and interdiction
operations, largely without incident, Task Unit Whiskey was carrying out its
reconnaissance and surveillance, maritime interdiction and containment, and
direct action missions, the principal one of which was to blow up Noriega’s
personal patrol boat, the Presidente Porras, docked at Pier 18 in Balboa Harbor
(Map 3). The boat, if manned and at sea, presented a threat to U.S. missions

2 bid.

2 First quote from U.S. Special Operations Command, History, 1987-2007, p. 40. Second
quote from Howard AFB [Air Force Base] Security, n.d., SOCOM History Office files.

2 Cordoba Operation, n.d., SOCOM History Office files.
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Combat rubber raiding craft

in two ways. With its automatic cannon and machine guns, it could disrupt
operations against the Panama Defense Forces at Fort Amador, the Bridge of
the Americas, and Paitilla airfield. It could also provide Noriega a means of
escape. To prevent either possibility, BLUE Spoon planners had earmarked the
vessel for destruction.?

U.S. naval craft, attack helicopters, and AC-130 gunships available for
Just CAUSE were capable of performing this mission, but they were committed
to other targets. Consequently, two pairs of divers from SEAL Team 2, a
Virginia-based unit, received the assignment to destroy the Presidente Porras.
Use of the two pairs ensured redundancy in the event that Panamanian forces
should neutralize one of them. The plan called for the four men to conduct a
“combat swimmer demolition attack,” the first such attempt by Navy divers
since World War II to destroy a surface vessel with underwater mines, in
this case haversacks filled with C4 plastic explosives. The men would wear
Draeger underwater breathing equipment, which was designed to leave no
trail of air bubbles. Other elements of Task Unit Whiskey at Rodman Naval
Station, armed with machine guns, grenade launchers, and mortars, would
provide them fire support if needed. Reinforcing Whiskey were two riverine
patrol boats and a SEAL squad from Task Unit Foxtrot, which would take up
blocking positions near the east side of the canal.”

% Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 120-21. According to one Navy
SEAL, the original plan called for seizing the patrol boat, towing it to Rodman Naval Station,
and turning it over to the new government. After General Lindsay at the U.S. Special Operations
Command decided that this was too risky, the revised plan called for destroying the boat. Interv,
Partin with Cdr Patrick T. Toohey, 18 Nov 1992, Fort Bragg, N.C.

2 This account of the Balboa Harbor mission is from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation
Just Cause, pp. 120-21; Flanagan, Battle for Panama, pp. 82-84; TU-Whiskey Operational
Summary, n.d., and Foxtrot Plt Support of TU Whiskey Combat Swimmer Operation, n.d.,
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Shortly before the operation got under way, the Task Unit Whiskey
headquarters at Rodman received a query from the Joint Special Operations
Task Force as to whether the unit could accommodate moving H-hour from
0100 to 0030. That meant detonating explosive charges under the patrol boat
thirty minutes earlier than called for in the plan. The timers for the explosives
had already been set, though, and the divers were ready to depart. To stop and
reset the timers would prevent the men from reaching their objective on time.
To reset the timers on the move and in the dark was a highly risky procedure
that could result in an accidental explosion and the death of the divers. Given
these considerations, the task unit commander, Navy Cdr. Norman Carley,
told his superiors that H-hour needed to remain the same. Believing he had
made his point, Carley prepared to accompany the SEALSs to their insertion
site on the other side of the canal.

At 2300, two raiding craft—one with Carley, the other with a
communications man, and each carrying two divers, a coxswain, and an M60
machine gunner—departed Rodman. Because of “unanticipated boat traffic in
the harbor,” including some vessels with searchlights, they took a “circuitous
route” to a line of mangrove trees north of Pier 18. En route, the boat with the
communications equipment experienced problems with its outboard motor,
which quit working entirely once the craft reached the mangroves. While in the
tree line, the SEALSs spied a PDF patrol boat coming at them, but it sped by

both in SOCOM History Office files. Quote from U.S. Special Operations Command, History,
1987-2007, p. 40. Col Frank Akers, comp., TU-Whiskey: Balboa Harbor PDF Patrol Boat
Operation, in Operation Just CAUsg, The Warriors, n.d., a series of vignettes released by the
U.S. Southern Command; F. K. Butler Jr., “Closed-circuit oxygen diving in the U.S. Navy,”
Undersea and Hyperbaric Medicine 31, no. 1 (2004): 15-17; Television program, Navy SEALs:
Canal Zone, New Dominion Pictures, 2001. Sea-Air-Land (SEAL) Team 2 was airlifted to
Panama from its home at the Naval Amphibious Base at Little Creek, Va.
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without incident. At 2330, the raiding craft with Carley aboard maneuvered
to an insertion point within 150 yards of Pier 18, and Diver Pair 1 entered
the water. Carley then motored back to the disabled boat and towed it to the
insertion point, where Diver Pair 2 slipped over the side, five minutes behind
schedule. The commander then decided to tow the raiding craft to Rodman,
where its motor could be changed. Both of the rubber boats would then return
to the preplanned extraction point for the divers. As the two craft began
transiting the canal back to the naval station, Carley learned H-hour had in
fact been moved up fifteen minutes. He realized immediately that the change
would leave his divers trying to reach their extraction point in the middle of
intense combat operations, but at that moment he had no way to contact and
warn them.?

As for the divers, after each pair arrived at Pier 18, they used the piling and
overhead docks as cover while they maneuvered independently, “alternating
between surface and subsurface movement,” to the position where Presidente
Porras was moored. Diver Pair 2, despite its delay, reached the underside of
the patrol boat first. After confirming that it was the target, they attached their
haversack carrying the explosives to the port propeller and pulled the pins on
the timers. Diver Pair 1 arrived three minutes later and performed the same
operation on the starboard propeller. For each pair of divers, the procedure
took fewer than two minutes. While Diver Pair 1 was just finishing its work,
the boat’s engines started, raising the deadly prospect that the propeller blades
would start rotating while both SEALSs were right next to them. The two swam
away in time, however, and both pairs of divers headed separately toward
Pier 17. Suddenly, they experienced two intense explosions, presumably from
grenades dropped into the water by Panamanian forces above them after the
shooting started on shore. The SEALSs surfaced and sought safety behind the
pier’s pilings and then resumed maneuvering underwater beneath Pier 17 in
the direction of their extraction point. Four more explosions again forced
them to surface and seek cover. The delays caused by the protective maneuvers
meant that the two divers were still under the piers when the haversacks they
had attached to the patrol boat exploded at exactly 0100. “The boat reared up
forward . . . it went straight up—the bow went up,” one of them stated later.
The vessel sank within two minutes, as crews on other Panamanian vessels in
the harbor began to turn on their propellers as “an anti-swimmer measure” in
response to the blast.”

Once the divers swam from the pier area into the main channel of the
canal, they heard overhead what sounded like a deep-draft vessel, perhaps
an ocean-going freighter, coming straight at them. “You can’t tell under the
water exactly where a vessel is,” one recounted, “you just hear it getting louder,
and louder—it sounds like a freight train coming.” To save themselves, they
descended from their normal depth of twenty feet to forty-five feet, no routine
maneuver. As one study has observed, “The increased toxicity of the pure
oxygen in the Draeger system in deeper water was risky.” In this instance, the

2 TU-Whiskey Operational Summary, n.d.
21bid.
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SEALs suffered no harmful effects from their hasty descent and the ten to
fifteen minutes they spent at the hazardous depth.?®

Meanwhile, at 0045, the two raiding craft that had returned to Rodman
were back in Balboa Harbor, arriving ten minutes later near the extraction
point for the divers at the southern end of Pier 6, 750 yards from the flaming
wreckage of the Presidente Porras. As Carley and the others waited under the
pier for the SEALs to appear, tracer rounds darting over their heads kept them
continuously aware of the heavy fighting now taking place on the east side of
the canal, including one intermittent firefight right above them. When Carley
realized that the divers were well behind schedule, he sent the other rubber
boat to the next pier over to search for them, but the craft returned without
having made contact. Not until 0200, did Diver Pair 1 arrive, followed five
minutes later by Diver Pair 2. Once aboard the raiding craft, the SEALs safely
crossed the harbor back to Rodman, their mission a complete success.

Besides the Presidente Porras, there was one other means of transportation
near Panama City that U.S. planners feared Noriega might use to flee the
country: his Learjet maintained at Paitilla airport, a private facility for
domestic airlines and small planes several miles up the coastline eastward from
the heart of the capital. Another concern about Paitilla was that it might be
used as a rallying point for PDF reinforcements flying in from outlying bases.
U.S. forces thus needed to disable the facility’s 5,000-foot runway, destroy the

Paitilla airfield, with Panama City in the background

2 Butler, “Closed-circuit oxygen diving in the U.S. Navy,” p. 17.
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Learjet, and deny use of the airfield to the enemy. The attempt to do so would
prove, in terms of U.S. fatalities, the deadliest single action of Operation Just
CAusg.”

The mission fell to Task Unit Papa, the largest component of Task Force
White. SEAL Team 4, commanded by Navy Cdr. Thomas McGrath and based
at the Naval Amphibious Base, Little Creek, Virginia, detailed three sixteen-
man SEAL platoons (Bravo, Delta, and Golf) and supporting units to Task
Unit Papa. As with other stateside military units listed in the JTF-South war
plans, the SEAL team had rehearsed its mission in mid-December, by chance
just days before President Bush’s decision to invade Panama. Conducted at
Eglin Air Force Base in the Florida panhandle, the rehearsal had not gone well,
for while the SEALSs disabled the stand-in for Noriega’s Learjet and rendered
the practice runway unusable by blocking it with other aircraft, they incurred
several “casualties” from men playing the defenders and experienced significant
communication and coordination difficulties. Afterward, commanders and
staff analyzed the problems in what were at times heated exchanges, mainly
between McGrath and his immediate superior, Capt. John Sandoz, a Vietnam
War veteran who was now in command of Naval Special Warfare Group 2.
When they briefed General Lindsay, however, the SOCOM commander came
away convinced that the rehearsal had been a success. Consequently, nothing
was done to rectify any shortcomings in the plan. The one significant change
that did take place occurred largely as a result of the friction between Sandoz
and McGrath. Lacking confidence in his subordinate, Sandoz revised some
of Task Unit Papa’s command, control, and organizational arrangements.
McGrath would not lead the assault elements as planned but would remain
with two patrol boats and a support group a couple of miles offshore. While
he would still command the operation, Lt. Cdr. Patrick Toohey, his executive
officer, would be in charge of the ground force. Sandoz, in later explaining
his decision to leave the SEAL Team 4 commander at sea, stated somewhat
disingenuously, “From that vantage point, McGrath could remain in constant
communication with Toohey, the AC—-130 Spectre gunship flying above, as well
as other SEAL operations going on simultaneously in Panama.”*

Once the SEAL Team 4 platoons had been airlifted to Panama, the
briefings they received prior to the assault indicated that any enemy resistance

P This account of the SEALs at Paitilla airfield is from U.S. Special Operations Command,
History, 1987-2007, pp. 38-39; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 114-20;
Flanagan, Battle for Panama, pp. 84-86; Malcolm McConnell, Just Cause, paperback ed. (New
York: St. Martin’s Press, 1991), pp. 51-78; Paitilla Operation, n.d., SOCOM History Office
files; The SEAL assault on Patilla [sic] Airfield during Operation Just Cause, n.d., http://www.
specwarnet.net/miscinfo/patilla.htm; Orr Kelly, Brave Men, Dark Waters: The Untold Story of
the Navy SEALs (New York: Pocket Books, 1992), pp. 1-4; Interv, Partin with Toohey, 18 Nov
1992.

3 Quote from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 115. For the rehearsal
problems and consequent change in command arrangements, see also Mir Bahmanyar with
Chris Osman, SEALs: The US Navy’s Elite Fighting Force (Oxford, U.K.: Osprey Publishing,
2007), p. 82; Interv, Partin with Toohey, 18 Nov 1992; and Brian W. Reeves, “Navy SEALs:
Theory and Reality” (Master’s thesis, Naval Postgraduate School, 1997), pp. 77-81. Most of
Reeves’ discussion of the Paitilla operation is based on the document, Naval Special Warfare
Command Lessons Learned, Operation Just CAUSE, n.d.
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at Paitilla would likely come from only six to eight PDF guards who could
be persuaded to surrender or, failing that, easily subdued. Other security
personnel—rent-a-cops or, as McGrath was reported to have said, “Old
men with rusty rifles”—might also be present as guards for private planes,
including those used by drug dealers, but these civilians were not expected
to pose a threat. “Boy scouts can do this job,” McGrath supposedly claimed,
much to Toohey’s chagrin. Some ranking SEALSs asked for an opportunity
to reconnoiter the airfield themselves. On the advice of intelligence officers
concerned about compromising the operation, Downing turned down the
request, but Navy lobbying caused Thurman to reconsider his own aversion
to last-minute surveillance forays and override the JSOTF commander. On
Tuesday, then, a number of SEALSs dressed in civilian clothes observed the
target from the second floor of a club at the southern end of the facility and
from a highway north of it. What they discovered generated mixed feelings. The
three hangars on the west side of the runway, including the one for Noriega’s
plane, did not seem to be fortified. Nor were there numerous armed guards at
the site, possibly because the Learjet was not there. But the SEALs could not
see inside the jet’s hangar, only the open runway and aprons over which they
would have to advance. Armed mainly with rifles, machine guns, AT4 rockets,
fragmentation grenades and grenade launchers, and a mortar, the attack force
would be exposed and vulnerable to enemy fire coming from inside any of the
hangars.’!

Despite these concerns, the plan remained basically unchanged. The three
lightly armed SEAL platoons would land near the southern end of the airport
and move northward up Paitilla’s runway. Golf would destroy the Learjet;
Delta would deal with facilities on the eastern side of the field, across from the
hangars; Bravo would bring up the rear, providing covering fire and helping
to obstruct the runway by dragging planes and other obstacles onto it. If any
of the platoons ran into serious resistance, an AC-130H overhead could be
contacted by an Air Force combat control officer with the assault party to
knock out any defensive positions the SEALs themselves could not surmount.

Sometime after dark, well in advance of H-hour, the 62-man force of three
SEAL platoons and other personnel who would participate in the landing
boarded fifteen combat rubber raiding craft. Launching from a beach at Fort
Kobbe on the west side of the canal, the task unit rendezvoused with two patrol
boats out of Rodman Naval Station, one of which had McGrath aboard, and
were towed to a point offshore within two miles of the airport’s southern edge.
Meanwhile, on the north side of the objective, three two-man reconnaissance
and surveillance teams took up positions along a highway running between
Paitilla and Panama Viejo, the latter being home to a PDF cavalry squadron.
Once Task Unit Papa’s rubber craft were in position, two scouts swam ashore
ahead of the ground force to reconnoiter the landing site and to place strobe
lights at the location. The SEAL platoons did not disembark near the airfield
until 0030. By then, Commander McGrath had received a message directing
the assault force not to destroy certain aircraft at Paitilla. McGrath sought

31 Quotes from Bahmanyar with Osman, SEALs, p. 85. See also Interv, Partin with Toohey,
18 Nov 1992.
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clarification from the Task Force White operations center at Rodman. What
did the term minimal damage mean? The response he received defined minimal
damage as shooting out the planes’ tires and cutting their control wires. In
what would become a point of controversy after the operation, he concluded
that this applied to the Learjet, as well as to other aircraft. He then passed the
information to Commander Toohey, who was not pleased to hear it. If his
men were supposed to disable rather than destroy the Learjet, they would have
to make some last-minute adjustments to their tactics; namely, they would
have to get closer to the plane, perhaps even entering its hangar, thus putting
themselves at greater risk.*

Once ashore, Toohey and the ground force made their way to the southern
end of the airfield, which proved to be deserted. From their position, however,
they could hear the shooting already taking place in and around Panama City.
After establishing a security perimeter, Toohey set up his command post near
the task unit’s mortar, while the three SEAL platoons began moving up the
runway, with Bravo and Golf advancing along the west side toward the hangars,
and Delta along the east side toward a control tower and a cantina frequented
by the PDF guards (Map 4). As one squad was leapfrogging past another, they
yelled at civilian watchmen and security guards they met en route to get out of
the area. The shouting—together with the combat in Panama City—ensured
that Task Unit Papa had lost the element of tactical surprise. Meanwhile,
Toohey received another troublesome message, this one indicating, incorrectly,
that Noriega had left Colon by helicopter and was heading to Paitilla. Fearing
that the general might arrive before the SEALs had accomplished their mission,
Toohey ordered the men to pick up the pace of their advance. This put them
into their assault positions at approximately 0105. Of the three northernmost
hangars at the airfield, the middle one housed the Learjet, which was clearly
visible to the Golf Two SEAL squad that lay prone thirty yards opposite the
structure. On Golf Two’s right and perpendicular to it, another squad, Golf
One, provided flank protection. Together, the squads formed an L shape, with
Golf One in line to thwart any threat from the north, and Golf Two facing the
hangars. The view from both vantage points revealed that the Panamanian
guards on the scene stood ready to open fire from behind oil drums, cinder-
block walls, and other available cover.

21Interv, Partin with Cdr Thomas R. Williams, n.d., SOCOM History Office files. Williams
was the Task Force White operations officer located at Rodman Naval Station during Just
Causk. In the interview, he confirmed the content of the “minimal damage” message that he
received from JSOTF headquarters at Hangar 3 at Howard Air Force Base at 2030 and that he
relayed it to McGrath. He also said that the guidance applied to only two aircraft, neither of
them the Learjet, but that, in seeking clarification, McGrath did not raise the issue of whether
the directive for “minimal damage” applied to Noriega’s plane. After the operation, General
Thurman weighed in on the issue, stating emphatically that “I did not issue an order to change
the mission.” Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 120. Toohey admitted being
“upset” when he received McGrath’s message. Interv, Partin with Toohey, 18 Nov 1992. Years
later, Partin told the author that pre—Just CAusE briefings concerning rules of engagement for
specific missions contained some vague and contradictory guidance, just enough to generate
confusion on such issues as the Learjet. Telecon, author with Partin, 6 Jun 2012.
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Before the SEALSs could launch their assault, Toohey received yet another
message on his radio, this one informing him that three enemy V300 Cadillac
Gage armored reconnaissance vehicles were heading full speed toward the
airport. If true, SEALs would be vulnerable to the vehicles’ 90-mm. cannon.
Toohey thus had little choice but to order Golf One to move to the thoroughfare
and take up an ambush position. What happened next is not entirely clear. As
the squad stood up, a SEAL from Bravo platoon, which was closing on the
hangars, apparently fired at a Panamanian guard who was taking aim at the
line of men now plainly visible in front of him. Immediately, one or more
enemy soldiers opened fire. The scene that followed was horrific, as bullets
from AK47s raked the nine SEALs of Golf One. Eight men went down within
seconds, one killed, one dying, and six more wounded, some from ricochets
off the runway.

Seeing the carnage to its right, Golf Two poured small-arms rounds into
the middle and northernmost hangars. As the defenders took cover, two SEALs
from the squad ran over to help their wounded comrades; in a second enemy
volley, one of them was killed. Toohey then ordered his other two platoons to
move north and reinforce Golf. Bravo, commanded by Lt. (jg) John Connors,
arrived first and, in a 45-second fusillade, directed more fire into the first two
hangars. Delta platoon soon joined in, and, in the ensuing firefight, any enemy
defenders that had not yet fled were killed or wounded. But they had again
exacted a high price, wounding two more SEALs, one critically, and killing
Connors after he had exposed himself in an attempt to fire a grenade into
the hangar with the Learjet. The battle at Paitilla airfield lasted little more
than seven minutes. Three SEALSs had been killed outright, another died soon
thereafter, and eight others survived moderate to severe wounds. A captured
Panamanian defender claimed that the men in the hangar, far from being rent-
a-cops, were highly trained PDF special operators. The Americans, he said,
had killed three of their number, while eight others had been wounded and
evacuated. As for the V300 vehicles heading toward Paitilla, they ended up
going past the airfield en route to downtown Panama City.*

At no time during the shootout did the AC-130H flying overhead engage
the enemy. Soon after the SEALs came ashore at Paitilla, the Air Force officer
whose job it was to coordinate with the gunship had set up his communications
equipment at Toohey’s command post but had not been able to make contact
with the plane. The problem continued during most of the battle, with
communications finally being established just as the firing was tapering off. By
then, the Spectre’s powerful and precise weapons were no longer needed. (Later
reports speculated that the plane’s howitzer, if there had been an attempt to
fire it, might not have been in working condition.)*

3The SEALSs killed in action at Paitilla airfield were Lt. John Connors, Chief Engineman
Donald McFaul, Torpedoman’s Mate 2d Class Isaac Rodriguez, and Boatswain’s Mate 1st Class
Christopher Tilghman. Connors received the Silver Star posthumously. For PDF casualties, see
Los Angeles Times, 27 Jan 1990.

3* After the fact, a debate developed over what impact the AC-130H might have had on
the battle at Paitilla if the ground element had been able to contact it. Some have argued that
the gunship’s weapons would have made quick work of the PDF defenses. Others, apparently
including the AC-130’s fire-control officer, questioned whether the Spectre would have been able
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Soon after the first SEALs were hit, Toohey had sent an urgent message
requesting medical evacuation (MEDEVAC) helicopters to extract the
wounded. The message reached the 214th Medical Detachment at Howard
Air Force Base at 0115. There, medics in one of two Black Hawk crews
dedicated to the Special Operations Forces in Just CAUSE took off at 0130,
arriving at Paitilla eight miles away around 0200. After ten minutes on the
ground, during which time the eight wounded SEALs were squeezed aboard,
the helicopter departed and flew at maximum speed to the Joint Casualty
Collection Point at Howard, arriving there at 0225. All of the wounded
survived the flight.*

The fact that fifteen minutes elapsed before the MEDEVAC helicopter
departed Howard after receiving Task Unit Papa’s urgent request for help
became another point of controversy after the operation, as did the fact
that it took the pilots almost half an hour to fly the short distance from
the Air Force base to Paitilla. In their defense, the pilots later stated that
the initial message did not include coordinates for the airfield’s location,
which they did not know, nor did it apprise them of the radio frequency
employed by the task unit’s communications equipment. A power outage
in the medical detachment’s operations section prevented them from
acquiring this essential information. Once they boarded their Black Hawk,
the dense air traffic at Howard further delayed their departure until they
were finally told they could take off “at their own risk.” As for the length
of the flight to the battle area, several reasons were advanced by way of
explanation. These included the crew members’ lack of familiarity with the
terrain around Paitilla; the lack of communications with Task Unit Papa;
the blacked-out conditions under which they had to fly, which increased
the risk of a collision with other friendly aircraft; and the need to fly a
“circuitous route” over the ocean because of the combat operations taking
place at Flamenco Island and Fort Amador. When the helicopter arrived at
Paitilla, the pilots “landed next to a burning building and were guided in
by a strobe light which they hoped was friendly.”®

Once the wounded were en route to Howard, the remainder of Task
Unit Papa began setting up “a more defendable perimeter on the southeast
side of the airfield.” A reaction platoon from Rodman arrived sometime

to use its weapons at all, given the proximity of the SEALs to the PDF defenders in the hangars.
For an overview of the debate, see Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 119,
and McConnell, Just Cause, pp. 64—65, 72-73. For more information on the problem of com-
municating with the AC-130, see Interv, Partin with Williams, n.d.; Reeves, “Navy SEALSs,” pp.
95-96. Reeves, p. 95, indicates that, “to comply with last minute changes to the communications
plan,” the Spectre had switched frequencies, in the process failing to notify the air controller
with Task Unit Papa.

3 Interv, SOCOM Inspector General Team with Medical Operation—Punta Paitilla
Airfield, 14 Feb 1990, Howard Air Force Base, Panama. Being interviewed were the two medi-
cal evacuation (MEDEVAC) pilots who flew the Paitilla mission, CWO2 Robert Eugene Lowe
and WO1 Michael Paul Premo.

36Ibid. For a systematic account of the medical treatment received by the wounded SEALs,
see Lt. Cdr. James J. Mucciarone, Col. Craig H. Llewellyn, and Lt. Col. John M. Wightman,
“Tactical Combat Casualty Care in the Assault on Punta Paitilla Airfield,” Journal of Special
Operations Medicine 8, no.1 (Winter 2008): 106-10.
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Noriega’s disabled Learjet

after 0315, and, by 0330, Paitilla was considered secured. At dawn, “a
patrol conducted a reconnaissance of the hangars,” while, according
to plan, “other SEALs dragged airplanes onto the runway to block its
use.” During the fighting, an AT4 rocket had rendered Noriega’s Learjet
inoperable, thus accomplishing the ground force’s mission, although at a
high price. The next day, the SEALs departed Paitilla, to be replaced by a
ranger company.’’

Both at the outset of the planning process and following the invasion,
there were officers in the special operations community who argued that
the mission to seize Paitilla airfield should have been assigned to a ranger
company or battalion. For starters, the Rangers trained for such missions,
the SEALs did not. Furthermore, SEALs were used to operating in
small groups of from two to sixteen men, not in actions that required the
coordinated efforts of three platoons. At one point, a SEAL officer had
recommended three alternatives to the larger force, with each alternative
involving only two or eight men, but Sandoz had rejected them. As one
assessment concluded, “The middle ground was taken in the form of a
unit too large for a clandestine strike, but not large enough to handle a
straightforward direct action mission.” Both General Lindsay and General
Stiner disagreed, maintaining that the assignment called for blocking a
runway that ran along a waterline, not for seizing an airfield. That being the
case, the use of the SEALs was appropriate. Whatever the merits of either
side of the argument, no party to the controversy could deny that Task
Unit Papa’s casualties “made that brief action the deadliest for the SEALs
in the nearly thirty years since the Sea, Air, Land teams were formed.”
They also contributed to the conclusion that among “the dozens of actions

37U.S. Special Operations Command, History, 1987-2007, p. 39.
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of Just CAusE, the Paitilla mission may be the most controversial among
the military,” with everything from planning, leadership, weaponry, and
tactics being called into question.3®

THE RESCUE OF KURT MUSE

If the Paitilla mission generated the most controversy, another special
operations undertaking, the rescue of American citizen Kurt Muse from a
PDF prison, the Carcel Modelo, became one of the most publicized. The
Panama Defense Forces had arrested Muse in April for “subversive” activities
and accused him of crimes against state security, charges that, under the
Panama Canal Treaty, did not require the Panamanian government to turn him
over to the United States. After Muse admitted that, in advance of the May
presidential elections in Panama, he had set up a clandestine communications
network to jam regime-operated frequencies and broadcast his own messages
against Noriega’s hand-picked candidates, he was placed in the Carcel Modelo,
across the street from the main PDF headquarters, the Comandancia, in
Panama City. Although allowed regular visits from an officer, doctor, and
lawyer representing U.S. Forces, he had little hope for a quick release. Nor
was his experience pleasant. As he languished for months in a crude 8-foot-
by-12-foot cell, he witnessed, both visually and audibly, the torture of fellow
prisoners, especially after the incarceration of opposition members during
the postelection violence in May. He was also informed after the 3 October
coup attempt that, should the United States invade Panama or in any way try
to rescue him militarily, he would be shot on the spot. A guard stood watch
outside his cell, ready to make good on the threat.*

Muse’s arrest and detention garnered more attention within the Bush
administration than would normally have been the case. Muse belonged to a
group of conspirators—the others having escaped after hearing of his arrest—
that at one point in its underground activities had agreed to accept support
from the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency. For this reason, CIA Director

3 First quote from Bahmanyar with Osman, SEALs, p. 84. Second quote from Kelly, Brave
Men, Dark Waters, pp. 2-3. For Lindsay’s and Stiner’s position, the debate in general, and the
third quote, see Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 119-20. See also The
SEAL assault on Patilla [sic] Airfield during Operation Just Cause, n.d.; Los Angeles Times,
27 Jan 1990; James W. Collins, “Blue and Purple: Optimizing the Command and Control of
Forward Deployed Naval Special Warfare” (Master’s thesis, U.S. Army Command and General
Staff College, 1997), pp. 71-74. Besides the issues raised in the text, critics also questioned the
initial plans; the last-minute change in command and control arrangements; the tactics em-
ployed in which the one SEAL squad stood up in line, thus providing an ideal target for the PDF
guards; and the weapons carried by the SEALS, in the sense that the M203 grenade launchers
did not deliver enough punch to overcome a well-entrenched enemy.

¥ Muse’s account of his clandestine activities and his incarceration are in Kurt Muse and
John Gilstrap, Six Minutes to Freedom (New York: Citadel Press, 2006). A summary of these
events placed into the broader context of the U.S.-Panama crisis is in Yates, U.S. Military
Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 158-61. See also Thomas B. Hunter,
“Operation Acid Gambit: The Rescue of Kurt Muse,” http://www.specialoperations.com/
Operations/Just_Cause/Acid_Gambit/default2.html.
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William H. Webster reportedly “pressed [Secretary of Defense] Cheney to have
the military draw up a rescue plan for Muse that would be ready for execution
on short notice.” That the president, himself a former director of central
intelligence, also expressed concern about Muse’s situation, especially after he
received a personal letter from the prisoner smuggled out of the Carcel Modelo

\%.

The Carcel Modelo compound, with the jail at lower left
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in a book, lent weight to Webster’s entreaties. As a result, staff personnel in
special operations began planning a rescue mission that would involve one of
the country’s most elite counterterrorist units. Code-named Acip GAMBIT, the
plan could be executed if the president judged Muse’s safety to be in jeopardy.
By the time Thurman convened a BLUE Spoon planning session with Stiner
and others in Panama after the failed coup, Acip Gamsit had acquired the
status of an “unwritten but high-priority mission from Washington.” On 16
October, Maj. Gen. Gary Luck, then the special operations commander, gave
a half-hour briefing to Bush on the contingency plan, using a scale model of
the prison to cover every phase of the rescue operation in minute detail. At
the time of the briefing, Acip GamBiT was still regarded as a contingency that
could be executed independently or as a part of BLUE SpooN. But Secretary
Cheney, among others, drew the logical conclusion that the execution of the
rescue mission by itself, even if successful, could result in dire consequences
because Noriega might make other American nationals living in Panama pay
dearly for the humiliation he would suffer. As for whether the rescue mission
should be executed simultaneously with BLUE SpooN, Thurman believed that it
should, stipulating that freeing Muse would precede the other planned actions.
“It became clear to me,” Thurman would say, “that he’d be dead if we didn’t
get him fast.” Thus, when Thurman, Stiner, and Luck sought the Joint Chiefs’
approval of JTF-South Operation Plan 90-2 in their 3 November briefings at
the Pentagon, they presented Acib GAMBIT as a mission that would most likely
be executed as an integral part of BLUE Spoon.*

At the tactical level, only one of three squadrons within the Army’s elite
special missions unit would be needed for the operation; which one it would
be depended on the timing of a presidential order to execute BLUE Spoon.
Since no one knew if or when that would occur, all three squadrons visited
Panama separately, in part to reconnoiter the prison and its surroundings and
in part to meet with the commander and key staff officers of the mechanized
battalion over which JTF-Panama had operational control. The coordination
was essential because that battalion would form the core of Task Force Gator,
a task-organized unit that, under the latest versions of BLUE Spoon, would
mount an H-hour assault against the Comandancia compound adjacent to
the Carcel Modelo (Map 5). Of necessity, the special operation to free Muse
would have to occur simultaneously with the attack on the PDF headquarters.
To have the conventional attack begin before the rescue mission would cost
the commandos the element of surprise and, more than likely, Muse his
life. To begin Acipb GamsIT before the conventional attack would leave the
commandos vulnerable to the firepower of Panamanian forces defending
the Comandancia. For both attacks to begin at the same time and to achieve
maximum effect, arrangements needed to be made in advance so that the two
forces would not be working at cross purposes. But there was more involved
than just staying out of each other’s way. If the rescue mission went badly, the

4 First quote from Woodward, The Commanders, pp. 91, 135-39. Second quote from
Clancy with Stiner and Koltz, Shadow Warriors, p. 314. Third quote from Interv, Partin with
Thurman, 12 Apr 1990.
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MH-6 Little Bird

commandos might require support from Task Force Gator, probably in the
form of several M 113 armored personnel carriers.*!

Along with members of the commando squadrons, elements of the 160th
Aviation Group, known as the Night Stalkers, arrived in Panama from Fort
Campbell, Kentucky, in early October to get a better assessment of the role
they would play in a rescue mission. The 160th had a company of MH-6 Little
Bird helicopters that could be modified with outboard benches to hold up to
three commandos on each side. There was also a company of AH-6 Little
Bird gunships that could escort and provide covering fire for the troop carriers.
Finally, the unit had Black Hawk helicopters that could be used to ferry troops,
furnish protective fires, or conduct armed reconnaissance. Once in Panama,
160th pilots flew training missions, sometimes with the commandos if they
happened to be in the country, and gathered all the visual intelligence they
could. One means of accomplishing the latter task was to board helicopters
making routine medical flights to Gorgas Army Hospital near the Carcel
Modelo. As one author has noted, “Medevac helos bringing ‘injured’ troops
to the hospital were often carrying pilots and commandos scribbling furiously
on notepads.” The deception paid off, with the resulting intelligence revealing,
among other things, that a communications antenna on the roof of the Carcel
Modelo would prohibit any Black Hawks from landing there. An alternative
was to have the commandos fast-rope onto the roof, but that would leave them
exposed to gunfire from enemy troops nearby. The responsibility for getting the
assault force to the target therefore fell to the unarmed and smaller MH-6s.
Once that decision was made, the Little Bird crews began “an intense training

“ntervs, Wright with Lt Col James W. Reed, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama;
with Maj Terry Freeze, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama.
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regimen” with the commandos, “working long nights assaulting an elementary
school at Howard that closely resembled the prison structure.”*

In early December, the pilots, crews, and support personnel from the 160th
returned from Panama to the United States in time to participate with other
Special Operations Forces in the full rehearsal of the JSOTF portion of the
BLUE Spoon plan. As was the case with Task Unit Papa, the Acip GAMBIT
rehearsal took place at Eglin Air Force Base, where a three-story mock-up
of the four-story Carcel Modelo had been constructed. (A four-story replica
was not essential since the only course of action called for the assault team to
move from the roof of the real prison downward to Muse’s cell on the second
floor.) The specific features of the mock-up, according to one account, were
continuously being “updated by reports from those military personnel who
were permitted to visit Muse in his cell.”*

The plan for the rescue mission, though not complex, did require quick
action and precise timing. Four MH-6s covered by AH-6s and Black
Hawks would fly the commandos to the target, placing them on the roof.
The aircraft would then fly to a concrete-covered water reservoir at Quarry
Heights and await word to return and pick up the assault team. Meanwhile,
as two additional AH-6s, two AC-130 gunships from the Air Force’s 1st
Special Operations Wing, and SOF snipers engaged enemy forces in the
area, one group of commandos would blow open a rooftop door into
the prison and proceed downstairs to Muse’s cell. In their descent, they
would deal with any PDF resistance by whatever means they deemed
appropriate. Another group would stay on the roof and knock down the
communications antenna, thus making room for a Black Hawk to land if
needed. Once Muse was freed, his rescuers would retrace their steps back
to the roof, board the returning MH-6s, and spirit their “precious cargo”
to a predetermined rendezvous point.*

When, just a few days after the rehearsal, Bush ordered military action,
the assault force and aviators returned to Panama. Folded up and loaded
aboard C-5 Galaxy transport planes at Fort Campbell, the MH-6s, AH-
6s, and Black Hawks made the return trip as well. In Panama, on Monday
morning, Lt. Col. James W. Reed, who as commander of the mechanized
battalion was the Task Force Gator commander as well, met with special
operations personnel at Howard Air Force Base to update and coordinate
plans for the simultaneous assaults on the Comandancia and Carcel Modelo.
As Reed knew, for the duration of the rescue mission, Task Force Gator,
composed of conventional units, would come under the operational control
of Downing’s Joint Special Operations Task Force. Reed’s highest priority
would still be the battle for the Comandancia, but one consequence of
being under Downing was the directive he received to deploy three of his
M113 armored personnel carriers—designated Team King after the Army

#Michael J. Durant and Steven Hartov with Lt. Col. Robert L. Johnson (Ret.), The Night
Stalkers (New York: G. P. Putnam’s Sons, 2006), pp. 124-25.

Y Woodward, The Commanders, p. 145; Durant and Hartov with Johnson, The Night
Stalkers, p. 125. Quote from Hunter, “Operation Acid Gambit.”

“Hunter, “Operation Acid Gambit”; Durant and Hartov with Johnson, The Night Stalkers,
pp. 124-59 passim.
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lieutenant who was in charge of them—near the Carcel Modelo in case they
were needed to help evacuate the assault force. With that mission in mind,
the M113s were to be positioned with their ramps down. There would only
be a driver and vehicle commander in each, and a special operations liaison
officer in one of the three.*

On Monday and Tuesday, when General Stiner talked with commanders
and staff officers cleared to be briefed on the full range of Just CAuUSE
operations, many in his audience heard for the first time about the rescue
mission. Most paid it little heed because it did not conflict or impinge upon
their own operational assignments and responsibilities. Some, though, did
wonder about the wisdom of the undertaking. General Cisneros was one. In
his view, the decision to attack the Comandancia instead of simply isolating it
(as originally planned under General Woerner) was in part a consequence of
the requirement to rescue Muse. While Cisneros did not oppose the mission,
he lamented that the Comandancia operation would now require troops who
could have been used in downtown Panama City to maintain law and order,
prevent looting, and possibly locate Noriega. “The battle,” Cisneros said at the
time—meaning the critical battle that would determine the long-term success
of Just CAause—was “going to be in the city.” Furthermore, he reasoned,
focusing on the Comandancia “because we had one American in jail” ignored
that “we have also a lot of Americans that live downtown,” who, without
the proper number of forces to protect them, would find their lives placed in
jeopardy. “In fact, one of them was kidnapped and one was killed,” he later
related, and “it was because we had nobody downtown.”4

For the Carcel Modelo assault force and the special operations pilots
and crews who would transport and protect them, the two days leading up to
Just Causk afforded them a last chance to go over the plans, receive updated
intelligence briefings, and, in the case of pre-positioned snipers at Quarry
Heights as well as several commandos walking the area in civilian clothes,
directly observe the prison and headquarters compound adjacent to it. The
units also reviewed their execution checklists, procedures, rules of engagement,
and communications. As for Kurt Muse, the central character in all this, on
the morning of 19 December, around 1100, he received a visit from Lt. Col.
Robert Perry, the Southern Command’s treaty affairs officer and a man Muse
had not seen since being arrested nine months earlier. The meeting took place
in the visitors’ area of the Carcel Modelo, and several journalists, prison
guards, and PDF officers were in close proximity. Soon after Muse and Perry
began talking, the noise of U.S. helicopters circling the prison filled the room.
Then, raising his voice to be heard, Perry declared dramatically, “I want you
to know that if anything happens to you,” alluding to Noriega’s public threats
to execute Muse, “no one will walk out of this prison alive.” The lieutenant

For the C-5A airlift of the 160th’s helicopters, see Durant and Hartov with Johnson, The
Night Stalkers, p. 126. For Reed’s meetings with special operations personnel at Howard, see
Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990; and Chapter 6 of this volume.

“Interv, Partin with Maj Gen Marc A. Cisneros, U.S. Army, 2 Mar 1990, Fort Clayton,
Panama.
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colonel then rose, shook Muse’s hand, and left the room. The message he had
delivered, according to Muse, had not been lost on its intended audience.?’
That night, shortly before H-hour, many of the aircraft supporting U.S.
special operations in Just CAUSE began assembling “into their various assault
elements on the blacked-out runways of Howard.” When word reached them
that H-hour had been advanced by fifteen minutes, the commandos strapped
themselves onto the outboard benches of the MH—-6s, and the air flotilla took
off for the Carcel Modelo. The formation for the ten-minute flight included
the four troop carriers and four AH-6s, two of which peeled off as the target
came into sight and headed for their attack positions above the Comandancia.
According to plan, the first two MH-6s landed on the prison roof, off-loaded
their passengers, and took off. As the second pair of Little Birds prepared
to land, the commandos sitting on the benches opened fire on Panamanian
soldiers crossing a walkway between the Comandancia and the Carcel
Modelo. The sniper team positioned at Quarry Heights also picked off targets,
so that bullets from both sources resulted in several PDF guards being killed
or wounded. By this time, the helicopters were under fire and the attack on the
PDF headquarters was about to begin. Once all members of the assault team
were on the roof, they blew open the door as planned, and several of them
descended the stairs, making their way to Muse’s second-floor cell. On the way
down, they encountered one PDF guard, who quickly surrendered, was flex-
cuffed, and left behind on the floor. When the commandos reached Muse, the
guard outside his cell had fled and locked himself inside an office close by. As
two of the rescue team blew the door’s lock and killed the guard, two others,
one with a twelve-gauge shotgun, shot the lock off Muse’s cell. Once they had
Muse in their possession, they adorned him with a Kevlar helmet and body
armor, hustled him up to the roof, and called for the MH-6s to return. When
the first Little Bird touched down for the pickup, Muse was stuffed inside the
tiny craft, while six of his rescuers settled onto the benches. All this had been
accomplished in just six minutes following the team’s landing on the prison.*
So far, the operation had proceeded exactly as planned and with no U.S.
casualties. Muse had been rescued and, surrounded by commandos, was on
a helicopter ready to take off from the prison’s roof. Another MH-6 with six
commandos was also preparing to take off, and two more Little Birds were
seconds away from landing and extracting the remainder of the assault force.
At that precise moment, when all seemed to be going so well, the fog and
friction of war intruded. Pre—Just CAuUsE intelligence briefings indicated there
were no power lines near the roof of the prison. That information turned out
to be wrong. As the Little Bird with Muse took off under intense fire, one
of the two pilots noticed power lines right in front of him. The other pilot

“Hunter, “Operation Acid Gambit”; Durant and Hartov with Johnson, The Night Stalkers,
pp. 126-27. For Muse’s account of the meeting with Perry and Perry’s quote, see Muse and
Gilstrap, Six Minutes to Freedom, p. 266, and see also pp. 26265, 267.

# The account of the rescue mission thus far is based on the following sources: Hunter,
“Operation Acid Gambit.” Quote from Durant and Hartov with Johnson, The Night Stalkers,
p- 128, and see also pp. 129-31, 148-49. Muse and Gilstrap, Six Minutes to Freedom, pp. 277-89.
Durant and Hartov with Johnson provide a detailed account of the helicopter operations, while
Muse and Gilstrap do the same for the rescue team’s actions.
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The Little Bird that crashed during the Muse rescue mission

pulled up over the wires, but, because of the stress the maneuver placed on
the overloaded craft, the helicopter quickly lost altitude. Enemy bullets did
the rest, as the MH-6 took direct hits. Despite the pilot’s efforts to keep the
Little Bird airborne, it crashed into the street about a block and a half from
the prison. At almost the same time, as the second pair of MH-6s approached
the Carcel Modelo’s roof, an enemy round pierced the window of one, severely
wounding one of the pilots. The helicopter still managed to land, but, when it
took off, only five, not six, commandos were on the benches. That left seven
team members for the last Little Bird to extract, but they proved too much
of a load. Three of the seven, including the commander of the team, jumped
back onto the roof and, while the helicopter departed, continued to shoot at
enemy positions around them. Fortunately for the stranded men, the rescue
plan called for a Black Hawk to be on-call in the area, and the pilot, once
apprised of the situation, headed for the prison. With the communications
antenna having been removed, he was able to land the helicopter, its gunners
firing the whole time, pick up the last three commandos, and head back to
Howard.*

Reports that the helicopter with Muse aboard had crashed quickly
made their way up the chain of command. When word reached Downing’s
headquarters at Howard, “everybody just kind of sucked in a breath,”
according to the general. “We were all just sick to our stomachs.” Several

4 Durant and Hartov with Johnson, The Night Stalkers, pp. 150-53; Hunter, “Operation
Acid Gambit”; Muse and Gilstrap, Six Minutes to Freedom, pp. 292-94. In the account by Muse
and Gilstrap, the Little Bird carrying Muse crashed solely as the result of enemy fire. In the ver-
sions presented by Hunter and by Durant and Hartov with Johnson, the unanticipated presence
of the utility wire was a contributing factor to the crash. The authors of both accounts talked
with the commandos and air crews who participated in the mission.
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minutes later, Downing received an index card containing the names of those
aboard the downed MH-6. “I just thought I had read the death list,” he
revealed afterward. From Howard, the bad news worked its way up to Stiner’s
and Thurman’s respective headquarters, with the latter informing General
Powell in Washington. According to Bob Woodward, “Disappointment was
written all over Powell’s face. Muse was the guy they were going to rescue for
the President, and now his helicopter had gone down.” The assumption in
Washington was the same as in Panama: Muse was most likely dead.®

To the contrary, there had been no fatalities at the crash site, although
everyone, with the exception of Muse, had been injured by the impact, wounded
by enemy fire, or both, some severely. With difficulty, the commandos who
were mobile moved Muse to the safety of an apartment building, established
a defensive perimeter around an abandoned jeep, and waited. So that friendly
forces could locate the position, the team activated an infrared strobe light.
A Black Hawk pilot flying overhead saw the light, signaled the commandos
by “wiggling” his fuel pods, and transmitted the information back to
headquarters. Team King, with its three M113 armored personnel carriers,
was waiting in the vicinity for just such a development. The team leader had
seen the Little Bird go down and, once informed of its location, moved out to
extract its crew and passengers. Arriving about fifteen minutes after the crash,
he got the mangled troops and Muse aboard his vehicles and headed toward
an intermediate rendezvous point between two schools in the Balboa district
near the Comandancia. From there, Muse and the more severely wounded
commandos were taken by helicopter to Howard.*!

As with reports of the crash, the news that Muse was alive and safe made
its way up each link of the chain from Downing in Hangar 3 at Howard to
Washington. “God, did we feel good,” Downing related. The report also
changed the mood in the Pentagon, where Powell received the good news.>
Yet, exhilarating as it was, Muse’s rescue could not compensate for the SEAL
fatalities at Paitilla. On balance, however, the H-hour missions performed by
Special Operations Forces had all been accomplished, though not without
cost. There was still much to do, however. By the time the canal had been
shut down, the airfield at Paitilla secured, Noriega’s patrol boat destroyed,
and Muse rescued, Operation Just CAUSE was still in its initial stages. As
the commandos who rescued Muse left the Carcel Modelo behind them, the
night-long battle for the Comandancia across the street, the centerpiece of the
invasion, was still only minutes old.

%0 First, second, and third quotes from Interv, Partin with Downing, 6 Jan 1990. Interv,
Wright with Stiner, 2, 7,27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990. Last quote from Woodward, The Commanders,
p. 184.

SIPlatoon/Headquarters and Headquarters Company (HHC), “Team King,” in Nemmers,
United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 57-58; Hunter, “Operation Acid Gambit”; Durant
and Hartov with Johnson, The Night Stalkers, pp. 153-54; Muse and Gilstrap, Six Minutes to
Freedom, pp. 294-307.

2Quote from Interv, Partin with Downing, 6 Jan 1990. Woodward, The Commanders, p. 185.
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TASK FORCE GATOR AND
THE COMANDANCIA

WO W

he detonation of the entry charge that allowed the assault force on the

roof of the Carcel Modelo access to Kurt Muse also served as a signal
to launch the U.S. attack on the Comandancia. One participant called the
battle that followed “the toughest mission in Panama.” It was certainly one of
the most complex and involved some of the fiercest fighting.!

PLANS AND PREPARATIONS

Back in March and April 1988, a key sentence in the first contingency
plans for U.S. offensive operations in Panama targeted “key PDF leadership,
command and control facilities, military and civilian airfields, and other
critical nodes within the Republic of Panama.” As the “Pentagon” of the
Panama Defense Forces, the Comandancia clearly met the first criterion, and,
as was the case with most offensive operations planned early in the crisis, the
mission for isolating the facility and, if necessary, neutralizing enemy troops
located there was assigned to Special Operations Forces, specifically U.S.
Army Rangers. In the concept of operations that evolved over the succeeding
months, a ranger battalion under the operational control of the Joint Special
Operations Task Force would fly from the United States to Howard Air Force
Base, board waiting helicopters, and launch an air assault on the Comandancia
complex. Once the mission had been accomplished, the Rangers would turn
over security of the site to conventional units under JTF-Panama. In terms
of command and control, both the Joint Special Operations Task Force and
JTF-Panama would answer directly to the commander in chief, U.S. Southern
Command.’

Plans for a ranger air assault on the Comandancia appeared in successive
drafts of BLUE SpooN supporting plans well into 1989. Then, following the

' Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 134. Quote from Flanagan, Battle
for Panama, p. 101.

2 Msg, CINCSO to JCS, 0422557 Mar 1988.

3 Interv, author with Lt Col Robert Pantier, U.S. Army, 13 Jun 1990, Fort Clayton,
Panama. For most of 1988 and all of 1989, Pantier was the senior planner for U.S. Army, South,
and JTF-Panama.
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failed coup d’état against Noriega on 3 October, a number of considerations
caused U.S. planners to reexamine portions of the operation order that
pertained to the Pacific Ocean side of the country. To begin with, the role that
certain Panamanian forces had played in rescuing Noriega from his captors
prompted a new look at what measures needed to be taken against units such
as the 6th and 7th Infantry Companies and Battalion 2000. Also in need of
evaluation were changes Noriega made within the Panama Defense Forces
after his narrow escape. Some units, such as the UESAT, were relocated,
while some of the command and control functions formerly centralized at
the Comandancia were dispersed to other headquarters. As a clearer picture
of the post-3 October Panamanian military began to emerge, certain BLUE
SpooN objectives theretofore regarded as peripheral—Rio Hato, Las Tinajitas,
and Fort Cimarrén, for example—acquired a much higher priority. The
Comandancia retained its status as a priority-one target, but questions arose as
to which U.S. force could best be employed to subdue the facility. Some officers
argued that the ranger battalion originally designated for the mission could be
used more productively elsewhere, while the Comandancia assignment could
be entrusted to conventional units.

That idea was a logical extension of the BLUE SpooN fragmentary order,
code-named HicH ANXIETY, drafted earlier in the crisis to cover a no-alert, or
reactive, scenario in which the Panama Defense Forces moved without warning
against U.S. units and sites. In this contingency, as stated in the 20 June 1989
version of the order, the situation would “warrant an immediate execution” of
BLUE SpooN before forces from the United States had arrived in Panama. The
burden of holding the line would fall on JTF-Panama, which would conduct
“economy-of-force joint offensive operations with in-place forces to neutralize
and ultimately disarm the PDF and any other combatants within the Panama
City and Colon areas.” These operations, in turn, would give “sufficient time
for augmenting forces from [the United States] to close in order to continue
possible extended operations.” Under this and a subsequent version of HigH
AnxieTy, U.S. Air Force elements under JTF-Panama had responsibility for
any military action against the Comandancia. Following the coup attempt of 3
October, however, the no-alert Comandancia mission was transferred from the
Air Force to Task Force Bayonet, a grouping of ground forces task-organized
under JTF-Panama and led by the commander of U.S. Army, South’s 193d
Infantry Brigade, headquartered at Fort Clayton. According to an 11 October
draft of Hicn Anxiety, Task Force Bayonet shouldered the responsibility
for isolating the PDF headquarters. If deemed necessary, the troops could be
ordered to seize and secure the facility as well.*

Once Task Force Bayonet acquired the Comandancia mission under
the no-notice fragmentary order, JSOTF planners saw no reason why that
conventional headquarters could not take action against the same target
should BLue Spoon be executed in the way the Pentagon and the Southern
Command preferred: as a “deliberate” undertaking in which the U.S. military,
in responding with force to a regime provocation, would have ample time to

4 Ibid.; FRAGOs (HigH ANXIETY) to JTF-Panama OPORD 7-88 (BLUE SpooN), 20 Jun
1989, 20 Aug 1989, and 11 Oct 1989; Briefing Slides, BLUE Spoon: The Evolution of the Plan for
JusTt CAUSE, n.d.
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marshal the necessary troops and supplies before launching a coordinated
attack at a time determined by the White House, not the enemy. After JTF-
Panama and the X VIII Airborne Corps agreed to revising the unit assignments,
the substitution of Task Force Bayonet for Special Operations Forces at the
Comandancia appeared in the late-October revisions of the CINCSO and
JTF-South versions of the BLUE SpooN operation orders. The ranger battalion

-
Eomias N«A

The Comandancia compound, with the PDF headquarters in the foreground

affected by the change quickly picked up responsibility for operations against
Panamanian units at Rio Hato.

The switch meant that Task Force Bayonet, under either the reactive or
deliberate contingency, would have to isolate the Comandancia by occupying
a number of defensive positions in the target’s vicinity. The task force might
also have to launch a ground attack to accomplish what the Rangers had
planned to do through an air assault: neutralize the Panamanian forces in and
around a compound that enclosed the PDF headquarters and over a dozen
other buildings, including troop barracks for two enemy companies. This
more decisive action, in turn, would require a robust force in which technology
would have to overcome what planners calculated to be a friendly-to-enemy
troop ratio of one to one—approximately 350 U.S. soldiers to an estimated 390
Panamanian soldiers—at the target, far short of the traditional and doctrinally
sound three-to-one ratio of attacker to defender (or the higher four-to-one,
even six-to-one, ratio desired in urban operations). In bringing together units
that would maximize the assault force’s capabilities, Colonel Snell, the 193d
Brigade commander, regarded the mechanized battalion placed under Task
Force Bayonet during NiMmroD DANCER as the logical unit to spearhead an
operation against a fortified position in a built-up urban area.
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At the time Snell picked up the Comandancia mission, the mechanized
battalion in Panama was the 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry, from the parent 5th
Infantry Division (Mechanized) at Fort Polk, Louisiana. The unit had rotated
into the country on 19 September, replacing the original NiIMROD DANCER
mechanized force, the 5th Battalion, 6th Infantry, also from the 5th Division.
The 4th Battalion deployed with its four line companies and only six dozen or
so M 113 armored personnel carriers, a shortfall that resulted in each maneuver
platoon having only three of the vehicles instead of four. The battalion’s fifth
company, an antitank unit, did not deploy but provided the Panama-bound
force with three tube-launched, optically tracked, wire command-link-guided
(TOW) missile vehicles and crews, which were attached to the battalion’s scout
platoons. Once in Panama, the battalion headquarters, support units, and one
of its companies moved to Camp Rousseau (later nicknamed Camp Gator) on
the west side of the canal next to Rodman Naval Station. (The camp would also
serve as the secret “motor pool” for the M551 Sheridans flown into Panama
in November.) Another mechanized company from the 4th was located just
north of Rousseau on the Army’s Empire Range, a training area. A third,
which served as JTF-Panama’s quick reaction force, went to the east side at
Corozal, and the fourth stood in support near Albrook Air Station. About
once a week, the four companies changed these locations with one another.

That the 4th Battalion, as well as the battalion that had preceded it in the
NIMROD DANCER rotation, arrived in Panama with M113s instead of newer
Bradley fighting vehicles was no accident. The 5th Division was not scheduled
to replace the older armored personnel carriers for another year, a timetable
that planners for both Post TiME and BLUE SpooN took into account when
drawing up their respective troop lists. The M 113 was smaller than the Bradley
but could hold more people, thus making it a more practical vehicle for
negotiating the very narrow streets of Panama City and for evacuating civilians
or taking troops into combat. So strongly did the planners favor deployment
of the M113s that urgings from the Pentagon during NiMROD DANCER to have
Bradley-equipped mechanized battalions sent to Panama met with no success.’

The suitability of the M113s to urban operations created a demand for
mechanized units at targets other than the Comandancia. Consequently, only
two of the 4th Battalion’s four line companies, B and D, would mount the
attack on the PDF headquarters. Snell needed the battalion’s Company A and
its vehicles for another mission, while Company C (minus) would serve as Task
Force Bayonet’s reserve force. As partial compensation for withholding these
two companies from a main attack, Snell cross-attached Company C from
his Panama-based brigade’s 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry (Airborne), to the
Comandancia assault force. Company D also received a platoon from the 4th’s
Company C, as well as a number of engineers for specific missions involving
explosives. From the 82d Airborne Division, the force also acquired operational
control over the platoon of four M551A1 Sheridan armored reconnaissance
vehicles under wraps at Camp Rousseau. When married up with a platoon of

5 Intervs, Robert K. Wright Jr. with Lt Col James W. Reed, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Fort
Clayton, Panama; with Maj Terry Freeze, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama; author
with Pantier, 13 Jun 1990; Telephone Intervs, author with 1st Lt Douglas L. Rubin, U.S. Army,
5,6, 11 Apr 1990.
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the Marines’ light armored vehicles—LAV-25s—from Task Force Semper
Fi’s light amphibious infantry company, the Sheridans became part of “Team
Armor,” commanded by the airborne company commander (and later his
replacement) who had flown to Panama as part of the M551 command and
control element. Rounding out the ground forces that would take part in the
Comandancia operation were two platoons of military police, a platoon of
engineers, medics, and some other personnel. Organized as Task Force Gator
and led by the mechanized battalion commander, the major conventional
units listed for offensive operations at the Comandancia appeared as follows
on the eve of Operation Just Cause: Company B, 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry,
Sth Infantry Division; Company D (plus), 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry, 5th
Infantry Division; Company C, 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry, 193d Infantry
Brigade; the M551 platoon, Company C, 3d Battalion, 73d Armor, 82d
Airborne Division; 2d Platoon, Company D, 2d Light Amphibious Infantry
Battalion, U.S. Marine Corps; Headquarters and Headquarters Company
(minus), 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry, 5th Infantry Division; Ist and 3d
Platoons, 988th Military Police Company; and 1st Platoon, Company A, 7th
Engineer Battalion.

Between mid-October and mid-December, as the order of battle for
Task Force Gator was being finalized, commanders and planners were also
developing a concept of operations to replace the ranger air assault at the
Comandancia. To facilitate the process, the mechanized battalion’s Company
B and D commanders, Capt. Joseph D. Goss and Capt. Matthew R. Ethridge,
respectively, were issued interim top secret clearances that would allow them
access to the plans, and, soon thereafter, their platoon leaders received special
permission to be brought into the deliberations as well. The same arrangement
held true for Capt. Timothy John Flynn, the new commander of Company C,
Ist Battalion, 508th Infantry, and his platoon leaders. Throughout the process,
officers at all levels made observations and offered suggestions, although, in
general, the tactical commanders were restricted to selecting which of their
platoons and squads would carry out the specific tasks contained in the
evolving plan. The basic blueprint for the assault was in place by late October,
with planners continuing to revise it over the next two months. In the midst of
all this, Lt. Col. James Reed took command of the mechanized battalion on 1
December, making him Task Force Gator’s new commander as well.

Reed was quickly subjected to a ten-day barrage of briefings from his
staff and company commanders to acquaint him with the complexities of the
plan. In general terms, the newly developed concept of operations called for
Task Force Gator, either in response to hostile actions by the Panama Defense
Forces or as part of the deliberate execution of the BLUE SpooN operation
order, to isolate the Comandancia compound and the adjacent Carcel Modelo
in Panama City. If Panamanian forces in the area ignored a broadcasted

¢ Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, p. 47. A more detailed order of battle
for Task Force Gator is in Memo, Lt Col James W. Reed for CG, U.S. Army Forces Command
(FORSCOM), and Cdr, Center for Army Lessons Learned (CALL), 27 Mar 1990. Attached
to the memo is the Just Cause After Action Report of the 4th Battalion (Mechanized), 6th
Infantry. The U.S. Army, South, staff ride cited above provides a chronological timeline for each
of the principal units in Task Force Gator, as well as a summary of the operations.
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entreaty to surrender, Reed was to order his forces to open fire. The Americans’
advantage in firepower, the planners assumed, would inflict a heavy toll on
Panamanian defenses and defenders. Once resistance had subsided, U.S. troops
were to enter each of the two compounds and clear the buildings therein.’
Command and control arrangements would depend on the circumstances
under which the operation was executed. If Colonel Reed conducted the attack
as a reactive measure under the revised no-alert HIGH ANXIETY fragmentary
order, Task Force Gator would remain attached to Colonel Snell’s Task Force
Bayonet, which, in turn, would remain under JTF-Panama’s operational
control.® If, on the other hand, the attack occurred under the deliberate BLUE
Spoon plan and in conjunction with the special operations raid on the Carcel
Modelo to rescue Kurt Muse, Gator would go under the operational control
of the Joint Special Operations Task Force for an indeterminate time. This

AC-130 Spectre gunship

second possibility, considered the most desirable and the most likely scenario,
meant that AH-6 attack helicopters and at least one AC—130 gunship would be
employed over the Comandancia, thus increasing tremendously the firepower
that U.S. commanders and planners sought to concentrate on the target.

The deliberate scenario incorporating the Comandancia and Carcel
Modelo missions also necessitated coordination between the mechanized
battalion and the squadron-size special operations assault force. As noted

7 Intervs, Wright with Col Michael G. Snell, U.S. Army, 1 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama;
with Capt Joseph D. Goss, U.S. Army, 13 Jan 1990, Corozal Barracks Building, Panama (draft
transcript); with Capt Matthew R. Ethridge, U.S. Army, 10 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama;
with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990; with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author with Capt William R. Reagan, Capt
Robert Zebrowski, and Capt Timothy John Flynn, all U.S. Army, 21 Jun 1990, Fort Clayton,

Panama.
§ Draft, FRAGO (HigH ANXIETY) to JTF-Panama OPORD 7-88 (BLUE Spoon), 11 Oct

1989.
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in the previous chapter, the rescue of Muse would fall to one of the three
commando squadrons eligible to execute it. Prudence therefore dictated that
officers from all three travel at various times to Panama where, working out of
Hangar 3 at Howard Air Force Base, they could meet with Task Force Gator
personnel—usually the commander and his operations, intelligence, and fire
support officers—for the purpose of examining and adjusting the two sets of
highly sensitive operation orders. During these sessions, the special operations—
conventional interaction was professional but not free from disagreement. As
the mechanized battalion’s executive officer later explained, the revisions the
special operations personnel made to the plan at each meeting often caused
the battalion staff to play “a twenty questions game”: “Well, why did we do
this, how come we did that, . . . we’ve had this for three months, why are we
just now changing it?”

When Reed assumed command of Task Force Gator, he was reluctant to
urge major changes to a plan he knew had already received General Stiner’s
blessings and perhaps General Thurman’s as well. Yet, with respect to one
provision inserted by the special operations people, the lieutenant colonel
listened to the objections of his subordinates and then strongly suggested
an adjustment be made. The issue concerned the JSOTF’s insistence that,
during the attack, a platoon from the mechanized force crash through the
southeast gate of the Comandancia in order to set up an overwatch position,
designated Point E, inside the compound itself. The position would certainly
give the platoon a clearer field of fire at any vehicular movement in or out of
the compound or on a street nearby. The problem was that an estimated one
hundred Panamanian defenders would likely be occupying a building located
right next to the platoon. To Captain Ethridge and the battalion staft, “It was
kind of putting our guys out on a limb.” Reed agreed and recommended that
the overwatch position be established outside the compound, arguing that the
.50-caliber machine gun on an M113 was capable of firing over the wall. The
recommendation was accepted up the chain of command."

There was a second issue related to Point E on which Reed again asked for
changes to the plan. The agreement to relocate the overwatch position outside
the compound placed the mechanized platoon farther from the building in
question but still within firing range of its Panamanian occupants. Given this
ongoing albeit diminished threat, Reed’s staff was unhappy that the fire support
plan it received had removed those enemy troops as targets for the AC-130s
because of a fuel storage point located near the building. According to Reed’s
executive officer, the planners “were afraid they would hit the fuel tanks on
the ground there and set off a big fireball explosion, and do more collateral
damage than they were led to believe was necessary.” Reed, on the other hand,
wanted his men protected and requested that the building be reinstated as a
target. The result was a compromise, in which the Air Force agreed to have the
AC-130 use its .40-mm. guns rather than its powerful 105-mm. howitzer to fire
on the structure.!!

° Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.

10 Interv, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990. Quote from Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.
Interv, Wright with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990.

1 Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.
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Between mid-October and mid-December, while Reed and his predecessor
were working with the special operators to formulate and refine Task Force
Gator’s role in the event of hostilities, the ground units that would actually
mount an attack on the Comandancia were preparing and rehearsing for the
mission as best they could. Because the task force was already in Panama,
it could not construct without detection the elaborate mock-ups available to
BLUE Spoon forces in the United States. Working in Gator’s favor, though,
were the maneuvers and exercises that U.S. forces had conducted as a part of
Operation NiMROD DANCER to assert American treaty rights in the country.
More specifically, in the two months following the October coup attempt, JTF-
Panama adapted its Sand Fleas, contingency readiness exercises, and Purple
Storms to the evolving plan as it pertained to the Comandancia. Mechanized
units in M113s passed closer to the headquarters, in the process becoming
familiar with the streets in the vicinity and conducting various timing and
communications tests. There were limits on just how close to the PDF complex
the armored personnel carriers could get, with Fourth of July Avenue, a main
street a few blocks west of the compound—the Panamanians knew it as the
Avenue of the Martyrs—representing a boundary that U.S. troops could not
cross as part of their movements. To offset this restriction, the Company B
and Company D commanders, Captains Goss and Ethridge, donned civilian
clothes and, in their own cars, reconnoitered the streets off-limits to U.S.
military vehicles. During their forays, they looked for routes whose use by their
mounted soldiers would be permitted during routine exercises.'?

The nonmechanized units in Task Force Gator did not enjoy this kind of
proximity to the Comandancia. In the case of Company C, 1st Battalion, 508th
Infantry, located adjacent to Howard Air Force Base at Fort Kobbe, Captain
Flynn was not able to alter the routes of his Sand Fleas and readiness exercises
without jeopardizing operations security. Prior to 3 October, his company’s
BLUE Spoon target had been Fort Amador, and the unit had conducted its
day-to-day maneuvers in that area. To change the truck routes suddenly and
drastically would almost certainly raise PDF suspicions. The best Flynn could
do was to have his platoons and squads assume the order of march he intended
to employ in the event there was an attack on the Comandancia. Even farther
removed from the PDF headquarters than Flynn were the Marine light
armored vehicles that would be attached to Gator if BLUE SPooN were executed.
Located with Task Force Semper Fi on the west side of the canal, they had
no credible reason for passing anywhere near the Comandancia in the course
of a routine Sand Flea. At a greater disadvantage, the four M551 Sheridans,
the other half of Gator’s Team Armor, were not only on the same side of
the canal as the LAVs, but their presence still remained a closely held secret.
Consequently, the only movement training allowed the Sheridan crews was
once a week between 2200 and 0200, when they took the “vehicles out of their
concealed locations and drove them around the motor pool.” During daylight,
the crews compensated for these security restrictions by riding in high mobility,
multipurpose wheeled vehicles (HMMWYVs) through the streets of Panama

12 Intervs, Wright with Snell, 1 Jan 1990; with Goss, 13 Jan 1990; with Ethridge, 10 Jan
1990; with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990; with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and
Flynn, 21 Jun 1990.
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City, acquainting themselves with the various routes that the M551s might
use in wartime. Although a new team commander took over on 8 December,
both the outgoing and incoming captains, together with the Sheridan platoon
leader and the LAV platoon leader, “conducted reconnaissance of the area of
operation and gathered intelligence” and coordinated “routes and plans for
link-up, frequencies and call signs.”"

In further preparation for the Comandancia mission, some Gator units
sought to hone their skills in military operations on urbanized terrain (MOUT).
In August, prior to deploying to Panama, each company in the 4th Battalion
(Mechanized) had already finished a week of training in the urban operations
layout at Fort Hood, Texas. The units had also conducted roadblock drills,
Ethridge later related, in anticipation of “the missions that we saw mostly likely
that we’'d be performing down here.” Once in Panama, where they acquired
the Comandancia assignment after 3 October, the battalion’s Companies B
and D were able to rehearse the assault on a handful of occasions, employing
a demolished housing area at Rodman Naval Station that in many respects
resembled the layout of the real target. At the platoon and squad levels, the
battalion also conducted live-fire exercises and “mini-mechanized gunnery”
on the Army’s Empire Range. These activities allowed the soldiers to fire their
weapons under control of a squad leader, even though the confined area of the
range imposed limitations on what the units could do.™

Mixed in with the troop exercises and training were a slew of other
measures designed to enhance a unit’s familiarity with the plan. Each Gator
infantry company prepared a battle book to have ready for subordinate units
in the event of war. The books contained the pertinent operation order,
specific guidance for subordinate units, critical intelligence, and relevant maps
and photographs. (While the maps received high praise, there was, according
to some users, a dearth of photographs of the target area.) Officers also
conducted jeep exercises, map exercises, and “oral rehearsals” of the plan.
All of this created a frenetic operational tempo that left many of the troops
frustrated. Flynn later observed that official prohibitions on various off-duty
social activities, combined with the feeling there was no end to the crisis in
sight, also contributed to a decline in morale as the holidays approached. The
mechanized battalion’s executive officer, Maj. Terry Freeze, added that levels
of frustration grew when a company rotating into the role of JTF-Panama’s
quick reaction force was too often being sent into the field as the result of
false alarms and unconfirmed reports. Over time, some staff officers started

13 Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Col. Frank Akers,
comp., “Discipline on Ancon Hill,” Operation Just Causg, The Warriors. Quotes from Capt.
Kevin J. Hammond and Capt. Frank Sherman, “Sheridans in Panama,” Armor 99 (March-April
1990): 8.

?4 Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990. Quote from Interv,
Wright with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990. Interv, Wright with Goss, 13 Jan 1990. Captain Flynn, whose
Company C, 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry, also engaged in live-fire training, noted that, at the
urging of General Cisneros and Colonel Snell, “no-shoot” targets were added to the training
to approximate better the urban environment in which combat operations might be conducted.
Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990.
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referring to “reverse Sand Fleas,” Freeze indicated, because the PDF was
“harassing us more than we were harassing the PDF, we thought.”"

Perhaps the holidays would provide a respite. Reinforcing the conventional
wisdom that, in Panama, crises did not heat up during festive occasions were
intelligence reports that Panamanian forces were “taking oft” for Christmas
and New Year’s Day. Aware of this assessment, Reed decided that, once
his Companies B and D had run a “confidence building” exercise on 14-15
December, he would “reduce the OPTEMPO a little bit over about a week-
long period.” At that point in mid-December, he and his staff had nailed
down the details of the Comandancia plan, having repeatedly discussed and
run through them with the special operations people at Howard. Yet, as the
lieutenant colonel later acknowledged, “Just the overall complexity of the plan
was of some concern to me.” Also worrisome was the fact that, despite the
flurry of small-unit exercises and operations by U.S. forces in Panama after the
3 October coup attempt, the demands of the crisis, the dictates of operations
security, and the absence of large U.S. training areas in-country combined to
prevent Task Force Gator from coming together as a whole to rehearse its BLUE
SpoonN mission. Still, Reed believed the troops had earned a respite, no matter
how brief. Before they could get it, however, the shooting at the Comandancia
checkpoint and the death of Lieutenant Paz changed everything.'s

News of the incident spread quickly through the chain of command, with
most of the ranking U.S. officers in Panama being notified while attending
unit and organizational Christmas parties that Saturday night. The festivities
ended abruptly, as commanders and staff officers departed for their respective
headquarters. For several hours, the Southern Command and JTF-Panama
gathered as much information as they could. Air reconnaissance platforms
were launched to determine if there were any Panamanian troop movements,
if there was another coup attempt in progress, or if the shooting was part of
some broader threat. At 2150, less than an hour after receiving an order to
muster, units under Task Force Bayonet were directed to mount a contingency
readiness exercise that, among other things, called for the two mechanized
companies located on the west side of the canal to cross over the swing bridge
to the east side, thus placing them in a more advantageous position should
they have to execute their HIGH ANXIETY or BLUE SpooN contingency plans.
Colonel Snell also issued a directive for the units under his operational control
to begin task organizing in accordance with JTF-South Operation Plan 90-2.""

Of the three infantry companies constituting the core of Task Force Gator,
Sunday morning found the soldiers and M113s of Company D relocated from

15 Intervs, Wright with Snell, 1 Jan 1990; with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990;
with Goss, 13 Jan 1990; author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. Quote from

Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.
16 Quotes from Interv, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990. Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan

1990. One platoon leader in Company D noted after Just Causk the difficulties created during
the operation by the fact that a variety of units—airborne, Rangers, marines, mechanized forc-
es, and light infantry—had not had a chance to work together prior to the invasion. Telephone

Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990.
17 A brief chronology of the unit movements on the night of 16-17 December is in Nemmers,

United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 47, 52; and Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and
Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990.
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Camp Rousseau across the canal to the Fort Clayton gymnasium. As for
Company B, its rotation status as the quick reaction force on one-hour alert
meant that it was already located on the east side of the canal at Corozal. After
deploying to Fort Amador and then to Quarry Heights during the readiness
exercise, the company returned to Corozal for the remainder of the day. In the
case of Company C, Ist Battalion, 508th Infantry, Captain Flynn had initially
moved it from its barracks at Fort Kobbe across the canal into the Balboa area
on the east bank. It was the first time an exercise had placed his unit near the
Comandancia, prompting some of the men to speculate that their objective in
combat might not be Fort Amador, as previous exercises had suggested. Shortly
after his troops reached Balboa, Flynn received word to take the company to
Fort Clayton. At some point, he also learned that, in accordance with Snell’s
task-organizing directive, the company had gone under the operational control
of the mechanized battalion. Flynn made contact with Captain Ethridge’s
Company D at Clayton but later Sunday afternoon returned with his men
to Fort Kobbe, a part of General Cisneros’ desire to give the appearance of
business as usual. Even so, deception had its limits. Colonel Reed, for example,
learned at a JTF-Panama meeting that the mechanized companies that had
crossed the swing bridge were not to return to their bases but were to remain
on the east bank of the canal indefinitely. The measure was highly visible but
also prudent and precautionary, given the possibility of war.'s

The next day, well before dawn, Reed and his operations officer, Ma;.
James M. Donivan, were summoned to Howard Air Force Base to meet
with the special operations personnel who would conduct the Muse rescue
mission. Reed later recalled that this was the first indication he had that BLUE
SpooN would, in fact, be executed. For the remainder of the day, the group
updated plans for the assault on the Carcel Modelo and the deliberate attack
on the Comandancia. Reed also received from the Joint Special Operations
Task Force liaison personnel for the three M113s constituting Team King,
a communications team including a satellite communications operator, and
a combat coordination team. Meanwhile, rumors began circulating within
the battalion that war was imminent. For Task Force Gator’s company
commanders who, unlike their counterparts assigned to other BLUE SpoonN
missions, had been involved in the planning process since mid-October, the
rumors were confirmed Monday evening, almost twenty-four hours before
company commanders in other task forces would be told by their superiors."

For Reed and his staff, the anxiety generated by impending combat was
aggravated by the ambiguity surrounding command and control relationships
in the hours leading up to hostilities. According to the deliberate attack scenario
in BLUue Spoon, Task Force Gator would be placed under the operational
control of the special operations commander on the scene until the Muse rescue
mission and possibly certain other SOF objectives had been accomplished.

18 Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, p. 47; Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM,
and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990; Intervs, Wright with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990; with Goss, 13 Jan

1990; author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990.
1 Intervs, author with Lt Col James W. Reed, U.S. Army, 29 Jan 1990, Camp Gator,

Panama; with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM,
and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990.

115



116

U.S. MILITARY INTERVENTION IN PANAMA: OPERATION JUST CAUSE

All the commanders and planners involved agreed on this arrangement. What
was not at all clear, however, was when the transfer of operational control of
Gator from Snell’s Task Force Bayonet to Downing’s joint task force would
take place. The mechanized battalion’s after action report listed noon on 19
December as the time of the transfer, but that entry simply represented an
after-the-fact convenience. At the time, no one really knew, least of all Reed. In
the inevitable flurry of preinvasion activity on Monday and Tuesday, there was
an extended period in which JTF-Panama and Task Force Bayonet, on the one
hand, and Downing’s headquarters, on the other, simultaneously believed that
Task Force Gator was working for them. Reed’s attempt to seek a definitive
decision on the issue met with conflicting answers or genuine professions of
ignorance.”

The confusion surrounding the issue would have been merely academic
were it not for the fact that, during those two days, the mechanized battalion’s
commander and staft received contradictory or competing guidance from the
two separate chains of command. In one instance, General Cisneros, the JTF-
Panama commander, ordered a low-level Sand Flea exercise as another ploy
to impart a business-as-usual fagade. Downing, however, was concerned that
the proposed troop movement would tip off enemy forces as to the coming
hostilities. Reed found himself caught in the middle. Unable to obtain a definite
answer as to whom he worked for, he went ahead and conducted the exercise,
using the Sand Flea to allow his Company D to recalculate the time it would
require to reach its H-hour line of departure from its new starting position at
Fort Clayton.”!

The uncertainty of the command arrangements continued into Tuesday,
the day of the Sand Flea, with Reed and his staff asking, “Who are we
listening to?” “Who’s in charge?” As Major Freeze recounted, “Colonel Snell
would come down . . . and say, “Well, you need to do this, this and this.” And
in some cases it would conflict with what the JSOTF individuals were saying.”
At some point on Tuesday, Reed received the information he had been seeking:
he was working for Downing. This raised what Freeze referred to as “the other
problem,” in that Reed now had to convince Colonel Snell “that, no, 'm
not working for you as of this point in time, . . . so you need to quit coming
down here and telling me what it is that you want me to do, because the task
organization is in effect.” Overall, the confusion was a source of frustration for
all concerned, but at no point did it seriously interfere with preparations for
the H-hour mission. Still, as Freeze summarized, “all the time prior [to being
told we would execute the plan], we were still being jerked around between
whose control are we actually under.”?

Determining the command and control relationships in effect was but
one of many issues that Task Force Gator had to address in the twenty-four
hours preceding its attack on the Comandancia. In two early Tuesday morning
meetings, Reed reviewed a checklist for the assault with special operations

2 Intervs, author with Reed, 29 Jan 1990; Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990; Memo, Reed for
CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990.

2! Interv, author with Reed, 29 Jan 1990; Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride,
p- 48.
2 Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.
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personnel. Afterward, he gathered his own staff and, in the course of the
discussion, informed his company commanders that at 0900 they could tell
their platoon leaders that BLUE SpooN would be executed and that combat
operations were imminent. At 1300, he held another meeting, this one a
comprehensive briefing for his staff, commanders, and other key personnel
attached to Task Force Gator on their portion of the BLUE SpooN operation
order. Around the same time, the troops themselves were locked down and
prohibited from making or receiving telephone calls. At 1700, platoon leaders
formally briefed the men on the mission and informed them that H-hour
would be 0100. In one case, this platoon-level briefing took place prematurely.
Company C, 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry, had spent most of the day in a
gradual movement—one 2'>-ton truck every hour or so—from Fort Kobbe
over the Bridge of the Americas to the elementary school in Curundu, from
which it would move to its attack position shortly before H-hour. Around
1600, when Captain Flynn arrived at the school after the 1300 meeting with
Reed, one of his platoon leaders was already in the process of discussing the
contents of the company’s battle book with his unit. Not happy at this security
violation, Flynn told the platoon that, if the operation was canceled for any
reason, they would have to be locked up indefinitely, in that they now knew
the details of a top secret plan. He then accepted the fait accompli and had the
book distributed to the other platoons as well.?

After the soldiers and marines of Task Force Gator had received formal
notification late Tuesday afternoon that they were about to go to war, fewer
than eight hours remained for them to get ready. During that short time,
platoon leaders briefed the plan, and each squad examined its specific role
in detail. There was also a plethora of information concerning complex
communication arrangements, detailed rules of engagement, vehicle and
uniform identification, call signs, near and far recognition signals, challenges,
hand signals, and running passwords to memorize. Furthermore, the troops
had to be thoroughly hydrated for combat in a tropical climate; glint tape had
to be affixed to helmets and vehicles so that friendly forces could be identified;
and the M113s and other vehicles had to be checked one last time. There was
still equipment to distribute, together with ammunition that the troops had not
yet been issued. Against the PDF’s AK47s, rocket-propelled grenades [RPGs],
sniper rifles, and 90-mm. cannon mounted on V300 Cadillac Gage armored
reconnaissance vehicles, the U.S. ground force would amass .50-caliber
and M60 machine guns, M16 and sniper rifles, hand grenades and grenade
launchers, light antiarmor weapons [LAWs], TOW miissiles, and rounds fired
from the Sheridans and light armored vehicles. Both sides had riot control
gas, although the Americans fervently hoped it would not be employed, since
donning chemical masks would reduce further what would already be limited
nighttime vision. Given all that had to be accomplished in the few hours before
Operation Just CAuUsSE, corners were often cut. For example, even though
Company D’s 2d Platoon would be required to breech the Comandancia wall
with explosive charges, constraints on money and time had not allowed the
soldiers to train with such devices in Panama. Shortly before midnight with

2 Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990; Intervs, author with
Reed, 29 Jan 1990; Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.
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H-hour looming, their platoon leader hurriedly gave them a cursory overview
of the explosives to be used.*

For some units, final preinvasion preparations on the night of the
nineteenth also meant moving from one location to another to link up with
troops who would accompany them to their H-hour lines of departure. Thus,
the Team King armored personnel carriers and the military police platoons
attached to Task Force Gator made the journey from Fort Clayton to Corozal,
where the mechanized battalion’s Company B was situated. In the meantime,
two platoons from Company C, 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry, boarded 2'2-ton
trucks at the Curundu elementary school in order to join Company D, 4th
Battalion, 6th Infantry, at the Fort Clayton gymnasium. Special operations
personnel made the trip to Clayton as well. The Marine LAV platoon at
Rodman also had to link up with the Sheridan platoon at Camp Rousseau
before Team Armor would be ready to cross to the east side of the canal. All
these and other last-minute troop movements were completed without incident
around 2200, but the time they required further depleted precious minutes
that could have been used to acquaint the soldiers further with their combat
missions, the specifics of which they had learned only a short while before.

That evening, Reed called one last meeting with his staff and troop
commanders to give them an intelligence update; to drive home the point
that, once they crossed their lines of departure, they needed to keep moving,
regardless of the obstacles and opposition they encountered en route to their
objectives; and to discuss various courses of action they might adopt should
circumstances require them to deviate from the plan.

The plan itself, while intricate in terms of the precise timing it required and
the number of small-unit activities it contained, was, in conceptual terms, very
straightforward. Basically, the target was divided into two sectors: Area A, which
included the Carcel Modelo, and Area B, which contained the Comandancia
compound. Reed’s Company B and the military police accompanying it would
move from Quarry Heights across Fourth of July Avenue “to secure Area
A and to isolate the prison area.” At the same time, his Company D would
take a route through Balboa, then across Fourth of July Avenue to isolate the
Comandancia and secure Area B. The troops from Panama-based Company
C would move dismounted behind the two mechanized companies to secure an
area of operations, labeled AO Spear, in the vicinity of a high-rise apartment
building overlooking the Comandancia from the west.

While the three key maneuver companies were thus engaged, the four
Sheridans and four LAV-25s of Team Armor would be taking up positions,
Bull I and Bull IT, on Ancon Hill, looking directly down into the Comandancia
compound (Map 6). Besides providing supporting fires, the crews were to engage
any Cadillac Gage armored vehicles the Panamanian defenders attempted to
deploy, either from the Comandancia or as part of a reinforcement column
from some other PDF base in the vicinity. A military loudspeaker team would
also set up its equipment on Ancon Hill in order to broadcast appeals for the
Panamanian defenders in the area to surrender. To monitor these deployments
and the subsequent battle, Reed and one of his platoons would establish the

2+ On the lack of training with explosives and the problems that that created the night of
the operation, see Telephone Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990.
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Task Force Gator command post at Point G on the operations map, a street
intersection that would offer him “the best vantage point” from which to
observe the Comandancia directly, and thus “the fires into it.” Located with
him, elements from an attached engineer platoon would run a collection
point for Panamanian prisoners. Nearby, just to the west of Fourth of July
Avenue, there would be an intermediate casualty collection and transfer point
at which wounded troops could be removed from M113s employed for medical
evacuation and put in wheeled ambulances, which would then proceed to the
task force’s main aid station at Balboa High School. By using the intermediate
facility, the M113s would be able to return expeditiously to the battle area to
pick up additional casualties.”

Following Reed’s final meeting with his staff and commanders, the
participating units continued their last-minute preparations for the coming
battle. Right after midnight on 20 December, the news that had already
reached higher headquarters that the Panamanian military knew about the
attack and were taking defensive measures began circulating among the
troops. Task Force Gator, in other words, should expect a fight en route to its
objectives. As the implications of this development were sinking in, word also
arrived of the advance in H-hour from 0100 to 0045. Adjusting to the changed
time, the M113s of Company B and Team King began moving as a column
out of a parking lot at Corozal at 0021 en route to the target area. When
they passed the entrance to Albrook Air Station, Panamanians in a police car
opened fire on the lead elements with automatic weapons, and a U.S. gunner
returned fire with an M60 machine gun. The incident was inconsequential
but had its effect on the troops. In the words of Captain Goss, Company B’s
commander, the PDF “knew we were coming, so we were kind of expecting
the worst at that point.” When the column reached Quarry Heights, it stopped
for five to ten minutes, allowing the Company D column from Fort Clayton
to reach Balboa High School. That column, its attached units, and the task
force commander had left the fort by the front gate at 0033. When it arrived
at the high school, it, too, paused briefly to synchronize times with Company
B. Company C (minus), meanwhile, had followed Company D out of Clayton.
When it reached the vicinity of the high school, the soldiers climbed out of
the deuce-and-a-half trucks, which, unlike the M 113s, offered little protection
from hostile fire. After some initial confusion, the platoons fell in line for the
foot march ahead of them. Team Armor made up the rear of Gator’s advance.
The Sheridans and LAVs had departed Camp Gator for the swing bridge at
0027, the crews thankful in the knowledge that the bridge, located across from
Fort Clayton, had opened in time to obviate taking the backup route over the
Bridge of the Americas, which the Panamanians had reportedly blocked.?

% The overview of the plan of attack and the quotes are from Interv, Wright with Reed, 6

Jan 1990.
2 Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 48, 53, 57-59, 60b; Memo, Reed for

CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990. Quote from Interv, Wright with Goss, 13 Jan
1990. Intervs, Wright with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990; author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn,
21 Jun 1990. Company C, 5th Battalion, 87th Infantry, also fell in behind the Company D col-
umn. The unit was part of Task Force Wildcat and had missions near the Task Force Gator line
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Minutes after staging and coordinating, the three main maneuver elements
moved out toward their respective lines of departure. The Company B column
crossed its line at 0045. The Company D column, with 1st Lt. Douglas L.
Rubin’s 2d Platoon in the lead, met armed resistance before reaching its line
when Panamanians in three cars trying to block the intersection of Fourth of
July Avenue and Avenue A opened fire with AK47 assault rifles. The platoon
returned fire with its .50-caliber machine guns and, after crushing one of the
vehicles under an M113’s tracks, moved through the intersection at 0044. A
minute later, the soldiers of Company C heard a series of explosions as the
AC-130s over the Comandancia began their attack. The troops, themselves,
took some AK47 fire from a water tower and wood line in Balboa as they
walked to the corner of Morgan Avenue and Balboa Street and began to
negotiate the hill separating them from AO Spear. As they reached the crest of
the hill, they looked in awe upon the fiery sight below them. The battle for the
Comandancia was under way.”

THE ATTACK

As Panamanian riflemen and snipers on the perimeter of the Comandancia
began firing on the advancing U.S. mechanized and dismounted infantry
companies, the PDF headquarters itself came under intense fire from the air.
Just before H-hour, two AH—6 attack helicopters flew by the sixteen-story high-
rise building west of the Comandancia checking for snipers. Because the rules
of engagement for Operation Just CAUSE emphasized the use of minimum
force and then only when an unmistakably hostile target presented itself, the
helicopters’ crews made no attempt to engage Panamanian forces they could
see inside the building but did use their miniguns to drive enemy snipers off
the rooftops. Both Little Birds then turned to attack the Comandancia with
2.75-inch rockets. In the process, one of the helicopters was hit by hostile fire
and began falling to the ground. The two-man crew, Capt. George Kunkel and
CW3 Fred Horsley, spied an open spot below them and managed to guide the
craft to a hard landing. The AH-6 burst into flames, but both men were able
to exit safely. Whatever relief they experienced for having survived the crash
dissipated when they realized they had come down within the Comandancia
compound. They immediately tried to contact friendly forces via their PRC-90
radios, but, failing that, they moved along a nearby wall, using various buildings
in the compound for cover. More than the threat of enemy fire alarmed them.
Knowing that the AC-130 attack on the compound was imminent, they began
looking for a secure position from which to survive the coming inferno.*

of departure. For the duration of the movement to its area of operations, however, Company C

was placed under Gator’s operational control. See Chapter 6.
27 Telephone Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990; Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski,

and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 48, 53, 60b; Memo,

Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990.
2 Col. Frank Akers, comp., “A Night in the Comandancia,” Operation Just CAUsE, The

Warriors; Interv, author with Maj Charles G. McMillan, U.S. Air Force, 31 May 1995, Fort
Leavenworth, Kans. McMillan was a pilot in one of the two AC-130s over the Comandancia
during the U.S. attack.
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The crew of the other Little Bird, not realizing that Kunkel and Horsley
had crashed, cleared the two AC-130s circling overhead to begin firing. For
the first time in combat, the gunships used a new tactic, called Top Hat, in
which one flew at a higher altitude and in a smaller circle than the one below
it, a configuration ideally suited to allowing two Spectres to bring all their
firepower to bear on a small, highly concentrated target. At thirty seconds
after H-hour, the higher plane started firing its 105-mm. howitzer at the two
enemy barracks in the compound. Joining in, the lower gunship began to level
a devastating fusillade at its targets. After several minutes, the first AC-130
prepared to leave the airspace of the Comandancia to assist Special Operations
Forces elsewhere in the search for Noriega. If Panama’s dictator was discovered
trying to escape in his private jet at Paitilla, the Spectre crew was supposed to
interdict him. Noriega would be given a chance to turn back and surrender,
but, if he ignored the appeal, the crew had orders to shoot down his plane. As
the AC-130 was on the verge of departing the Comandancia area, however,
the pilot received word from the assault force at the Carcel Modelo that it was
taking fire from across the street. He responded by having his gunners rake the
PDF headquarters building with the plane’s 40-mm. Bofors gun, after which
the gunship left the scene to perform its other missions.

The second AC-130 stayed behind to provide close air support for the
ground assault, firing its 105-mm. howitzer into the main headquarters
building. A videotape of the assault taken from the plane’s camera showed
a series of rapid explosions, as volumes of smoke and debris ascended into
the night sky. At ground level, the AC-130 onslaught produced the fiery sight
witnessed by the U.S. troops en route to their objectives. In reality, though,
the attack on the three-story headquarters building wreaked havoc on the top
floor only, leaving defenses on the lower two floors largely intact. The howitzer
rounds, it turned out, were not designed to penetrate reinforced concrete—
they would go through the unreinforced roof but not the floors of the building.
Even so, the Spectre preparation fires, while not reducing the target to rubble,
caused much damage within the compound and served to suppress the fire of
enemy soldiers situated therein.”

The main problem facing Task Force Gator in attempting to surround
the Carcel Modelo and Comandancia was fire coming not from the two
compounds, but from the scores of defenders who had vacated the premises
well before H-hour to set up roadblocks, strongpoints, and sniper positions in
the streets and within the buildings along the principal avenues the American
forces needed to negotiate before they could set up their own series of blocking
points. As Reed recollected, the PDF had done a professional job in ensuring
that each roadblock or defensive position called for in the operation plan
was well covered by machine guns, rocket-propelled grenades, and AK47s.
Even with the American advantage in firepower, he anticipated that his task
force would suffer around three dozen fatalities. It certainly helped that his
troops knew in advance where many of the enemy obstacles were located,
thanks largely to the reports of special operations personnel observing the

¥ Intervs, author with McMillan, 31 May 1995; Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; Thomas B.
Hunter, “Operation Acid Gambit: The Rescue of Kurt Muse,” at http://www.specialoperations.
com/Operations/Just_Cause/Acid_Gambit/default2.html.




Task FORCE GATOR AND THE COMANDANCIA

Comandancia throughout the day from positions on Ancon Hill. But the
intelligence, while accurate, was not comprehensive; it could not cover what
the observers could not see. Also, knowing what to expect and where to expect
it did not preclude a fierce battle. As each U.S. maneuver company crossed its
line of departure, the soldiers immediately encountered heavy resistance.

In Area A, the northern sector of the battlefield, the column of armored
personnel carriers from Captain Goss’ Company B moved down Fourth of
July toward Avenue B, a maneuver that meant exposing the vehicles’ flanks to
the high volume of sniper and small-arms fire from defenders in the buildings
along the route. As a countermeasure, the drivers increased their speed, up to
thirty or thirty-five miles per hour—*“those 113s were just howling,” recalled
one observer. When the column made a left turn onto Avenue B at those high
speeds, though, it literally ran into a roadblock that the special operations
observers on Ancon Hill had not been able to see. The obstacle consisted of
two dump trucks stretched across the street, and the first M 113 in the Company
B column could not avoid hitting one of them. While the next three personnel
carriers stopped or swerved to miss ramming the first one, the vehicles that
followed collided in a chain reaction, putting one M113 out of action and
causing one passenger to break his ribs when he was propelled forward from
the rear into the crew’s compartment. The scene reminded Captain Goss of
“a California freeway smashup.” As soon as the column stopped, it received
concentrated AK47 and automatic weapons fire, together with some RPGs,
from the buildings and apartments nearby, especially from a multistoried
building at the intersection of Fourth of July Avenue and Avenue B. Goss’
men began returning fire and, in the captain’s judgment, gained fire superiority
within a matter of minutes. The pileup of M 113s, in this respect, actually worked
to the Americans’ advantage, for, although it created the kill zone the enemy
wanted, it also, in Goss’ words, “helped because we had so much firepower in
that small area and we were able to suppress every window that they had in
[the large building].” After a couple of minutes, the shooting began to subside,
but the column remained stalled at the roadblock. It had been a well-planned
but poorly executed ambush because of the poor marksmanship of the enemy,
who persisted in shooting high. Still, surviving this initial encounter had been
costly for the Americans: Company B received its first fatality, Cpl. Ivan Perez,
an M113 commander killed while trying to provide suppressing fire with his
.50-caliber machine gun.

The advance of Captain Ethridge’s Company D fared only slightly better.
After crossing Fourth of July Avenue and moving down Avenue A, the armored
column needed to turn right onto 26th Street. As was the case with Company
B, the lead element encountered dump trucks blocking the route at the point
where 27th and 26th Streets intersected. In this instance, the 2d Platoon’s
M113s were able to circumvent the obstacles by driving partly on the sidewalk.
But as they sped down 26th Street, they experienced what Lieutenant Rubin
termed the Gauntlet, where machine gun and AK47 fire and a few RPGs fell

0 Interv, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990.
31 First quote from Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990. Other quotes from Interv, Wright

with Goss, 13 Jan 1990. Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author with Reed, 29 Jan 1990;
Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 145-46.
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M113 armored personnel carrier in position near the Comandancia compound

on the column from the sixteen-story high-rise in AO Spear and from the two-
and three-story buildings on each side of the street. The second M 113 in line
was struck by an RPG, but the angle was bad and the round did not penetrate
the vehicle. Rubin, himself, was hit by a bullet in the shoulder, but, with his
adrenaline flowing from the sounds of combat and the “Star Wars” images of
green and red tracers all around him, he did not immediately realize he was
wounded. His main concern was to keep moving and reach his objective, Point
E. Behind him, the 2d Platoon from the mechanized battalion’s Company
C—the platoon attached to Company D as reinforcement—followed in his
wake, with Company D’s own 3d Platoon after that. In the meantime, Ethridge
pulled out of the formation and, with his 1st Platoon and engineers in tow,
headed to set up his command post near Point G.

After turning left onto Poets Avenue (Avenida de los Poetas), Rubin’s
platoon reached Point Q, in the process exchanging fire with the crews of two
PDF 75-mm. recoilless rifles positioned farther down the avenue. His M 113s
then crashed through a chain-link fence and moved toward Point E, where, in
a brief engagement, the men killed four Panamanian defenders. Meanwhile,
the 3d Platoon, after pausing at Point P during the first round of AC-130
preparation fires on the Comandancia, moved with two squads into its
positions at Point F. For its part, the 2d Platoon from Company C prepared
to maneuver to its objective, Point M, near the baseball field just east of the
compound.*

As the mechanized platoons under Ethridge were running the Gauntlet
on 26th Street, the men of Company C, st Battalion, 508th Infantry, were
working their way along 27th Street—and down alleyways—toward AO
Spear. As they fought past each building on their route, they, like Companies B

32 Interv, Wright with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990. Quote from Telephone Interv, author with
Rubin, 6 Apr 1990. Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990.
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and D, received heavy fire, especially from the sixteen-story high-rise. Captain
Flynn briefly pulled his men back and called for fire support, only to be told to
keep moving and return fire. Being on foot, the light infantry found its ability
to comply with the directive restricted by the number of civilians crossing
through its ranks, mainly refugees trying to flee the fighting that had suddenly
engulfed the poor neighborhoods of El Chorrillo, the district in which the
Comandancia was situated. As one account related the scene, “The main avenue
was a flood of fear, streaming with Panamanians, most of them barefoot and
crying.” Also a problem was the fact that most of the PDF defenders had
shed their uniforms for civilian attire, thus making it difficult for U.S. forces
to determine who exactly was shooting at them. Despite these impediments,
the company managed to occupy its objective around the high-rise apartment
building shortly after 0100, using whatever cover it could, including a ditch
running parallel to the main street, to conceal the troops’ movements and
positions from the snipers above them. Once in place, Flynn’s men awaited the
engineers who were to provide them the explosives and expertise for blowing a
hole in the Comandancia’s west wall.*

Meanwhile, Company B’s efforts to break through or bypass the roadblock
on Avenue B finally paid off. For one thing, the Team King M113s and the 3d
Platoon simply pulled out of the column and headed for Avenue A, an alternate
route to their objectives. Captain Goss thought about sending the rest of the
company after them, but when his troops’ fire superiority forced a lull in the
fighting, he decided instead “to bust through where we were and continue on
with the normal plan,” rather than risk further confusion and possible friendly
fire by rerouting the remaining two platoons. In front of him, an armored
personnel carrier rammed one of the dump trucks four times in a futile attempt
to move it. Then, in an effort to tow the obstacle out of the column’s path, two
soldiers dismounted from an M 113 and attached a hook and cable to the ten-
ton truck. The vehicle barely budged, but what small movement there was
created just enough space between the dump truck and the building next it to
allow the American vehicles through. A lieutenant in the first M 113 proceeded
to bypass the obstacle, scraping both truck and building in the process. The
second track contained the body of Corporal Perez, so it pulled back and
ultimately made its way back to Quarry Heights to deliver his remains there.
With some difficulty and several minutes after the first personnel carrier had
successfully negotiated the barrier, Goss’ 1st Platoon finally slipped past the
dump truck. Goss himself followed and then the 2d Platoon. After a brief
mix-up concerning the correct location of the Ist Platoon’s final positions,
all the units in the Company B column arrived at their objectives. The troops
unloaded wire and other material and set up roadblocks, while Goss radioed
Reed and told him that Area A surrounding the Carcel Modelo compound
was secured. The time was 0145.%

3 Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Nemmers, United States
Army South Staff Ride, pp. 60b, 60d. Quote from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just

Cause, p. 147.
3* Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 145-46; Memo, Reed for CG,

FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990; Interv, Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990. Quote from
Interv, Wright with Goss, 13 Jan 1990.
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Once his men were in place, Goss had them dismount and take up positions
that would prevent any Panamanian defenders from escaping the ring closing
around them. To this end, he also sent several squads into the cemetery across
from the Carcel Modelo. The problem, again, was that most of the Panamanian
forces were fighting in civilian clothes—Reed could not remember seeing many
uniformed enemy soldiers at all—while members of the Dignity Battalions
present were, in many cases, civilians to begin with. Thus, whenever a defender
determined that the time had come to put down his weapon and steal away, he
had little to do but mingle with the throngs of innocent civilians trying to flee
both the fighting and the fires that were beginning to spread in the area. Since
there was no effective and expeditious way to separate the fighters from the
noncombatants, U.S. troops allowed most unarmed persons in civilian clothes
attempting to leave the area to do so. The Americans could only hope that they
would be able to round up the departing enemy combatants in the days ahead.
As for those hostiles who did surrender or who were caught, they were taken
to a prisoner-of-war collection area near Point G and turned over to engineers
not otherwise involved in the fighting; from Point G, they were escorted to
Albrook Air Station for processing.*

At the time Company B was moving to secure its positions in Area A,
Company D was still encountering problems in Area B. This was particularly
true for the 2d Platoon after it reached Point E. Lieutenant Rubin and his men
had just exited the platoon’s three M113s and were advancing to place explosive
charges near the southeast corner of the wall surrounding the Comandancia
when they were hit with about twenty rounds of indirect fire. Of the three
M113s in the platoon, the first in line, in which Rubin was riding, was disabled,
while the second burst into flames. Miraculously, no soldiers were killed, but
several were wounded. Rubin got the most serious casualties into the third
M113, which was still intact, and sent them to the medical aid station in the
rear. Then, he, the remaining wounded, and those who were unscathed pulled
back to a seawall near them, leaving behind the damaged and the burnt-out
M113s. When Rubin reported his casualties to Captain Ethridge, the company
commander contacted the 2d Platoon, Company C, and stopped its advance
toward Point M, ordering the men instead to set up a “support by fire position”
to cover Rubin’s platoon, which was “pretty strung out.”3¢

Meanwhile, Rubin and his men headed back toward Fourth of July Avenue,
regrouped, and then moved forward again, this time behind the seawall,
determined to retrieve the one possibly operable M 113 they had abandoned
at Point E. What was left of the platoon crossed a road near the personnel
carrier shortly before 0200, at which time a second barrage of indirect fire
engulfed them. Soon thereafter, a medical M 113 arrived, and Rubin was able to
evacuate all of the wounded. With the remaining five members of his platoon,
he retrieved the damaged personnel carrier and drove it to Point M, where it
stayed the rest of the night, providing security. At some point, the 2d Platoon,
Company C, arrived, took up its assigned positions, and began clearing the

35 Intervs, Wright with Goss, 13 Jan 1990; with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author with Reed, 29 Jan
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area around Point N. The platoon leader also detached one of his squads to
reinforce Rubin’s depleted ranks.”

The two instances of indirect fire had devastated 2d Platoon, Company
D. During the first episode, Rubin had assumed that the shelling came from
enemy mortars or RPGs and reported this up his chain of command, through
Ethridge to Reed. When Reed heard the news, he directed his antimortar
radar crews to locate the weapons responsible. Some men in the 2d Platoon,
however, were not so sure they had been the object of enemy mortars, thinking
instead that the lethal fire might have come from the AC-130 that was still
circling overhead to provide air cover for the task force. The second attack
pretty much removed any doubt about the source: it was the 40-mm. gun of
the Spectre gunship. The aircraft used television and infrared sensor systems to
locate and identify targets on the ground, and, during the fighting around the
Comandancia, the sensor operators switched back and forth between the two
systems, depending on the degree to which the smoke and debris emanating
from the battlefield below obscured their view. After one switch over, the
sensors picked up a target, Rubin’s three M 113s, that, given reports the Spectre
crew was receiving from ground communication elements, were believed to
be enemy V300 Cadillac Gage vehicles. The result was friendly fire. After the
second attack on the target, the Spectre crew received word to cease firing over
Points Q, M, and E, but by then the damage had been done.?

With Company B still receiving sporadic fire in Area A, and with Company
D still facing heavy fighting in Area B, Reed decided to bolster the firepower
available to Goss and Ethridge by providing each of them one LAV and one
Sheridan from Team Armor. In part, the decision was driven by his desire to
get some use out of a unit that had yet to fire a single round in the battle. There
were several reasons for this inaction, although Reed only became aware of
some of them in the days to follow. To begin with, the team had been divided
into two groups, each with two Sheridans and two LAVs. Both groups were
to occupy positions on Ancon Hill overlooking the Comandancia area, with
one group going to Bull I and the other, below it, to Bull II. The difficulties
started prior to H-hour when Panama Canal Commission regulations forced
the team to cross the swing bridge one vehicle at a time, with the subsequent
delay causing the column to reach its positions on Ancon Hill only after the
battle had begun. By the time the crews were ready to engage the enemy, smoke
and flames obscured their view of the target, making friendly fire a distinct
possibility given the Sheridan’s lack of a nighttime acquisition and fire control
system. “We didn’t fire because we couldn’t see the Comandancia clearly, and
we didn’t want to cause collateral damage,” one gunner later related. Further
complicating the situation, the four vehicles at Bull I were positioned behind
three mammoth trees. Engineers at the site were supposed to blow down the
obstacles but managed to fell only one. With Reed’s decision to reinforce
Companies B and D, at least half of Team Armor would participate in the
street fighting that night. In Reed’s words, “It was clear to me that those guys

37 Telephone Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990.
3 Tbid.; Intervs, author with McMillan, 31 May 1995; Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990;

Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 150-52; Nemmers, United States Army
South Staff Ride, p. 49.

127



128

U.S. MILITARY INTERVENTION IN PANAMA: OPERATION JUST CAUSE

just weren’t doing much for us up in that position, so I decided that I'd bring
them down.”

Reed was not certain that Company B really needed a LAV and Sheridan,
but he knew that Company D did. When Ethridge received word that the two
vehicles were heading to his position, he directed them to Point E, where he
knew Rubin’s platoon was in trouble. Moments later, Rubin saw them coming
toward him and, not realizing they were for his use, moved to commandeer
them. “Now I'm truly combined arms,” he thought. In the hour or so that
followed, he had the Sheridan fire two 152-mm. rounds at the Comandancia
wall and then ram a hole in it. Leaving the LAV and its marines to hold Point
E, he moved to the baseball diamond, where he acquired some additional
M113s from the Company C platoon and sent them toward another end of
the field. There he left the tracks in a defensive position and returned to his
own men, whom he had dropped off at Point M. The next task was to build
a sandbagged defensive position between Points M and E, which Rubin used
as his command center. With that accomplished, all of Area B was deemed
secured around 0330.%

Either shortly before or right after Rubin’s platoon received friendly fire for
the second time, there was one of several pauses in the AC-130’s bombardment
of the Comandancia. Inside the compound, the two downed AH-6 pilots
decided the time had come to depart the enemy’s enclave and make their way
to friendly lines. Winding their way through a maze of buildings, Kunkel
and Horsley reached the outer wall and were preparing to scale it when a
Panamanian soldier, his hands raised, stepped out from behind some bushes
and surrendered to them. His comrades, he explained, were either dead or had
fled. Kunkel then threw his flak jacket over the concertina wire on top of the
wall and climbed over it, dropping into the street below. Shouting the running
password, “Bulldog”—or, as some recollect, words that sounded more like
a string of profanity—he made contact with American troops and returned
for Horsley and the prisoner. The three were escorted to Ethridge’s position,
where the Panamanian was taken to the prisoner-of-war site and Kunkel and
Horsley found haven in the back of the company commander’s M 113, their
ordeal finally over.*

During the remainder of the night, Companies B and D would engage
in sporadic fighting, with Goss’ men in one instance using their .50-caliber
machine guns to repel a V300 Cadillac Gage coming toward them. In the
sequence of events since H-hour, Company B had first experienced the
heaviest fighting; then Company D had come under an onslaught of enemy
and friendly fire. Finally, around the time Ethridge’s platoons were establishing
their positions and isolating the Comandancia in Area B, it became Company
C, 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry’s turn to take the brunt of enemy resistance.
Spread out around the high-rise in AO Spear, the men waited while the squad
of engineers who had arrived in an M113 set a 40-pound cratering charge

% First quote from Akers, “Discipline on Ancon Hill.” Second quote from Interv, Wright
with Reed, 6 Jan 1990. Intervs, author with Reed, 29 Jan 1990; Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990.
4 Interv, Wright with Ethridge, 10 Jan 1990. Quote from Telephone Interv, author with
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against the Comandancia’s west wall. Flynn was supposed to give the order to
set off the charge, but the engineer’s squad leader blew it prematurely. Flynn
then radioed Reed that his soldiers were ready to move inside the compound.
Reed told the captain to hold his position. Flynn repeatedly tried to get Reed to
reverse the decision, but to no avail. The battalion commander’s intention was
to have troops clear the buildings in the compound only after they had been
reduced to rubble. Given the ineffectual performance of Team Armor and the
nonpenetrating rounds of the AC-130s, that had not happened. Under the
circumstances, clearing operations would have to wait until daylight.*

That left most of Company C’s men outside the wall with their “butts
out in the wind,” to use Flynn’s phrasing, receiving small-arms and automatic
weapons fire from the high-rise and other buildings. The soldiers sought cover,
hugged the sides of buildings, and traded shots with the defenders, firing
grenades from M203 launchers when an enemy sniper position could be clearly
identified. The Panamanians also had grenades, and one thrown from the high-
rise knocked an American soldier unconscious and severely wounded another.
As the fighting continued, civilians streamed out of the apartment building. To
prevent armed PDF and Dignity Battalion members from mingling with the
throng and escaping, U.S. troops positioned at the doors ordered adult males
to leave the building wearing only pants and shoes. After four hours of this,
Flynn told his men shortly after dawn that they would probably remain in the
area for a while and to clear nearby buildings that would provide them better
cover. During the process, enemy grenades took an additional toll, killing two
Americans, Sgt. Michael DeBlois and Pfc. Troy Coats, and wounding several
others. It had been a very rough morning for Company C.#

Flynn later received another explanation for why he was not allowed to
move his men inside the wall after it had been breached. The compound’s
southern end, he was told, had not been secured because U.S. special
operations forces had taken some of Task Force Gator’s M113s to go hunting
for Noriega in Panama City. This was a dubious assessment. The difficulty
in sealing off the compound stemmed mainly from the friendly fire episodes.
But it was true that, while Company D was still struggling to isolate the
Comandancia, General Downing had called on Reed to provide him with
six M113s to be deployed to the U.S. Embassy in Panama City. Reed readily
complied, taking Team King’s three vehicles and three more, each with a
driver and commander, from Company B. Captain Goss further supported
the excursion with two squads from his 3d Platoon. Since intelligence reports
indicated that the column could meet resistance along the ten-minute trip to
the embassy, Reed also provided two LAVs and a Sheridan from Team Armor
for additional security. The vehicles moved out under the leadership of the
mechanized battalion’s operations officer, Major Donivan. Reed expected they
would be returned to him within a few hours. To his surprise, the next time
he saw them was several days later. Labeled Team Donivan and nicknamed

4 Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21
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“Panzergruppen,” the column first secured the U.S. Embassy, rescuing some
employees in the process, and then joined the search for Noriega around
Panama City. Following that, it spent several days engaged in a number of
special operations and security missions.*

About two hours after parting with the M 113s, LAVs, and Sheridan, Reed’s
task force went back under the operational control of Task Force Bayonet and
its commander, Colonel Snell. A couple of hours after that, the units remaining
as part of Task Force Gator began preparations for the final assault on the
Comandancia. They were not prepared, however, for the torrent of refugees
that confronted them. Throughout the night, several hundred Panamanians had
fled the area, to get away from both the fighting and the fires spreading through
the shantytown that constituted the adjacent neighborhood. After dawn, the
hundreds increased rapidly to thousands, as flames engulfed virtually all of
El Chorrillo. The source of the conflagration was not immediately known but
initially was assumed to have been stray rounds igniting the highly flammable
materials used in the construction of many of the neighborhood’s houses. Later
reports indicated that the most damaging blazes had been deliberately set by
the Panama Defense Forces and Dignity Battalion members in retaliation
for El Chorrillo’s failure to support Noriega’s candidates in the May 1989
presidential election. Whatever the cause, the fires left U.S. troops surrounding
the Comandancia wondering how to handle the unexpected influx of so many
civilians into their lines. As Reed later observed, “I frankly don’t think we
had anticipated as well as we probably should have the extent of the refugee
evacuation problem and the impact that would have on military operations.”*

It was not that the refugee issue had been ignored during the planning
phase. BLinD Locic, the Southern Command’s operation order for the
reconstruction of Panama in the wake of a U.S. invasion, contained an annex
with information on the handling of refugees and the proposed locations for
several refugee centers. But no one had anticipated the execution of BLUE
Spoon during the holiday season in December. At midmonth, BLinp Logic
was thus bouncing back and forth between Quarry Heights and Fort Clayton
to determine whether the Southern Command or U.S. Army, South, would
be in charge of implementing the plan should the occasion arise. In the
process, officers reviewing the document identified several gaps that needed
to be filled with more detailed planning. That requirement became urgent
once President Bush made the decision to take military action in Panama.

# Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; with Goss, 13 Jan 1990; John Partin with Maj Gen
Wayne A. Downing, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Howard Air Force Base, Panama; Memo, Reed
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Thus, on Tuesday, 19 December, the acting U.S. Army, South, chief of staff
directed Col. William J. Connolly, USARSO’s deputy chief of staff for
resource management, to go to Quarry Heights to help fix the BLinp Locic
operation order. Once Connolly and others began working on the plan,
they decided to focus on the refugee issue, assuming that it would be one of
the first problems with which the military would have to cope as the result
of combat operations. From a work station in the Tunnel at the Southern
Command headquarters, Connolly wrestled with the issue all Tuesday night.
Little did he realize that his presence, his work, and his physical proximity
to General Thurman would ensure that, when the refugee issue surfaced, he
would find himself in the forefront of dealing with it.*

His new duties were not long in coming. As several thousand Panamanians
made their way through Task Force Gator’s area of operations, Colonel
Reed gathered some Spanish-speaking U.S. soldiers to intercept them and
direct them to Balboa High School nearby. Military police positioned at two
roadblocks near Fourth of July Avenue did the same. At the school, Reed had
established a battalion administration and logistics center to support him. As
part of that role, the facility also served as his medical aid station. When the
refugees started to arrive, the medical platoon leader and noncommissioned
officers at the site responded by setting up what would become the U.S. Army,
South, Refugee Center. The medical staff, while continuing to treat wounded
U.S. soldiers, began ministering to injured Panamanians as well. Someone
sent word to Fort Clayton of what was transpiring, which led to Maj. Les
Knoblock, an Army psychological operations officer, being dispatched to the
scene. Knoblock, in turn, contacted Connolly, who also made his way to the
school, a short distance from the Tunnel at Quarry Heights.’

At some point during the day, the number of refugees at the high school
approached ten thousand, a figure far in excess of what BLinD LogGic planners
had estimated. Chaos prevailed as all involved realized that the ad hoc center
was not set up to handle the variety of problems, both immediate and looming,
caused by this unexpected horde of humanity. There was no organization.
There were no ground rules in place. There was either a shortage or a complete
lack of urgently needed goods and supplies. The school and its athletic field
quickly filled to capacity, with those crowded together finding themselves
confronted with backed up toilets and an insufficient food supply. Aggravating
the situation, mothers, children, and old people were intermingling with drug
dealers, armed criminals, and PDF members who had shed their uniforms.
Establishing order and security in the midst of the bedlam would not be easy.

4 Intervs, author with Col William J. Connolly, 29 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama;
Dolores De Mena with Connolly, 20 Feb 1991, Fort Clayton, Panama. The latter oral history
interview is one in a series conducted by U.S. Army, South’s command historians before and
after Operation Just Cause. Under command historian Dolores De Mena, the interviews were
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The fact that most U.S. troops were committed to combat operations and thus
unavailable to assist on the first day did not help matters.*

Back at the Comandancia, the disruption created by the refugees did
not deflect attention from the most pressing matter at hand: securing all of
the battlefield. Snell and Reed met after dawn to discuss the next steps to be
taken. Both the prison and the headquarters compounds remained isolated,
but there were holes in Company B’s northern cordon as a result of the loss
of the six M113s and two squads to Downing. Snell decided to bring in
the Task Force Bayonet reserve force—a company headquarters and two
platoons from Company C, 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry (Mechanized)—
to fill the gaps. Furthermore, knowing that General Stiner wanted the
operation around the Comandancia wrapped up as soon as possible, Snell
and Reed determined that clearing the PDF headquarters, the largest
building in the main compound, could best be performed by U.S. Rangers,
who had trained for such an operation. Company C, 1st Battalion, 508th
Infantry, would clear the remaining buildings. As a result of this decision,
Reed received operational control of Company C, 3d Battalion, 75th
Ranger Regiment, a reinforced unit commanded by Capt. Al Dochnal. The
Rangers received word of their new assignment while en route to Howard
Air Force Base after having secured the main terminal at Omar Torrijos
International Airport.*

While waiting for the ranger company to arrive, U.S. troops around
the Comandancia strengthened their positions. Medical teams, meanwhile,
picked up wounded soldiers who could not make it to the ambulance
exchange site near Point G and collected the remains of the dead
Panamanian defenders they could reach. As the fires in El Chorrillo raged
out of control, some of the residents began to loot the stores that remained
standing, taking food, televisions, liquor, and other items. Elements of
Task Force Gator tried to discourage the looters or keep them at bay, but
there was little that could be done to stop the lawless behavior while the
American troops continued to receive small-arms and sniper fire. As one
countermeasure to the continuing resistance, vehicles from what remained
of Team Armor reoccupied Ancon Hill and, with daylight restoring their
line of sight, began firing rounds into the Comandancia whenever a target
could be positively identified. U.S. snipers also inflicted casualties among
the remaining Panamanian defenders.*

Around midmorning, about forty PDF members emerged from the Carcel
Modelo compound and surrendered to the only remaining squad of Company
B’s 3d Platoon. Once these prisoners of war were cuffed and led off to the
collection point, between a hundred and two hundred men who had been
incarcerated in the prison emerged. Kept separated from their jail keepers,
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AH-64 Apache helicopter

they, too, were taken to the prisoner center to be sorted out. Once everyone
had left the facility, Captain Goss’ men entered the arms room and began
removing weapons, which were put onto a truck and taken out of the area.
Shortly before noon, the Carcel Modelo compound was considered secured.’!

The Rangers arrived soon thereafter and began coordinating clearing
operations for the Comandancia complex with the task force commander and
the Task Force Gator units that would be working inside the compound with
them. The final assault was set to begin at 1500, to be preceded by preparation
fires from the remnants of Team Armor and two Apache attack helicopters.
In order to have more supporting fires for the impending operation, the
Rangers also placed one of their squads on top of a gymnasium overlooking
the Comandancia. The plan was to wait for the preparation fires and then
have the Rangers enter the headquarters, while Company C tended to the
other buildings. At the same time, one ranger platoon would recheck the
Carcel Modelo.*

The Team Armor elements started shelling the compound at 1445, with the
LAVs firing 25-mm. rounds through Comandancia windows with remarkable
precision, and the Sheridans placing rounds from their 152-mm. gun-launchers
near where the building’s arms room was reportedly located. One round fell
dead on target, resulting in a fire that, in Reed’s opinion, probably helped to
clear the headquarters of any remaining defenders. The two Apaches were
late in arriving, not appearing on the scene until 1545. They quickly began
their attack, firing Hellfire missiles and 2.75-inch rockets at the headquarters
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The final phase of the Comandancia battle

building, the latter causing some collateral damage, including the wounding of
an American soldier outside the compound.®

Once the Apaches had finished their work, the ranger company (minus)
and Captain Flynn’s Company C began clearing operations shortly before
1600. Some of the Rangers had, in fact, rehearsed the mission over the past
year, when, prior to the 3 October failed coup, the Comandancia had been
considered one of their targets. Thus, although Reed tried to get them to
enter the compound from the side, they walked straight through the main
gate on Avenue A as had been rehearsed. The choice turned out to make
little difference. Using assorted weapons including grenades, LAWSs, and their
assault rifles and employing rules of engagement that allowed them to shoot
first at any hostile target they identified, the Rangers reached the headquarters
building without incident and began the laborious process of clearing each
floor, room by room. Except for the bodies of several Panamanian defenders,
the building was empty.*

Meanwhile, Captain Flynn’s men, still in AO Spear, had fired two 90-mm.
recoilless rifle rounds for “psychological effect” into the hole they had blown
in the west wall earlier in the operation, several hours before dawn. His troops
also fired or lobbed a few grenades in as well. Then they entered the compound
and began clearing the assorted buildings. Company C’s operation was still
in progress when the Rangers finished their portion of the task, thus placing
Reed under some pressure to send them to their next assignment, something
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1990; author with Reed, 29 Jan 1990; Wright with Freeze, 6 Jan 1990; Donnelly, Roth, and

Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 157.
3 Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990, and author with Reed, 29 Jan 1990; Donnelly,

Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 158-59.



Task FORCE GATOR AND THE COMANDANCIA

he would not do until Flynn’s men were ready to relieve them. Flynn felt the
pressure in the form of a directive to expedite the clearing process, a prospect
that made him uneasy, especially since his soldiers would probably spend the
night in the compound, potential targets for any undetected defenders. The
captain successfully stalled for time, and after his men had wrapped up the
operation to his satisfaction, he joined Captain Dochnal to inspect the whole
compound. In the process, a remaining defender emerged with a .38-caliber
pistol in hand. After a U.S. soldier shot and killed the man, the compound
stood ready to be pronounced secured.*

For the Task Force Gator units that would move inside the two compounds
that night and for those that continued to man roadblocks and other positions
outside, sniper fire would persist as a problem into the next day. But the battle
of the Comandancia was essentially over by Wednesday evening. For the
Americans, casualties included three killed—a figure remarkably lower than
Reed had anticipated in the close and deadly confines of urban combat—
and thirty-four wounded. The number of Panamanian defenders killed and
wounded could not—and still cannot—Dbe accurately stated because most
fought in civilian clothes in an area in which a number of innocent bystanders
were also killed and wounded. It is clear, however, that the defenders suffered
casualties well in excess of those they inflicted on the U.S. troops. In this
particular case, the advantage had not gone, as doctrine would have it, to the
defender enjoying a one-to-one ratio in troop strength. The American troops,
together with the weapons they employed, simply constituted the better force.
Reed wondered, though, at what price the inevitable U.S. victory would have
been purchased had the Panama Defense Forces been a more professional
military organization. “Had we fought a more disciplined, better-trained
force,” he mused, “the fighting would have been a good deal more intense, it
would have gone on longer, and we would have taken a lot more casualties.”

Soon after Task Force Gator’s success on D-day, Colonel Reed and others
took stock of what they had learned from the experience.”’ To begin with, the
task force commander praised the weeks, in some cases months, of training and
rehearsals the troops had conducted in preparation for going to war in Panama.
He similarly touted the suitability of mechanized infantry for fighting in cities,
although doctrine at the time for urban combat favored light infantry for street
fighting, thus providing little information geared specifically to mechanized
units. The mechanized battalion’s after action report called for the Army to
“develop and refine” such doctrinal guidance, as well as to analyze the way
mechanized and light infantry might interact in urban combat. Reed was not
altogether pleased with the way his battalion had been task-organized and, at
one point, parceled out piecemeal to other task forces. As one platoon leader in
the 4th Battalion (Mechanized) observed, the dispersal of Task Force Gator’s
assets paid little attention to the system in place for meeting the requirements
of a mechanized unit’s logistics. Breaking up the battalion also deprived Reed
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of the scout platoon he needed for reconnaissance. In summarizing the “lesson
learned,” the battalion’s after action report stated, “When cross-attaching
heavy forces to light forces, task organizing below company level adversely
affects the ability of heavy companies to sustain themselves.”

Reed did single out for special praise the performance of the M113
armored personnel carrier. BLUE SpooN planners had been right in believing
that the vehicle would be well suited to the narrow streets of Panama City.
But the .50-caliber machine gun mounted on each of the infantry carriers had
proved an even greater asset, a godsend even, when confronting sniper and
small-arms fire from high-rise buildings. The .50-caliber could fire at much
higher angles than the turret cannon of the Bradley fighting vehicle that was
replacing the M113. Furthermore, while the .50-caliber provided cover to the
M113’s front, an M60 machine gunner and riflemen inside could cover the
flanks, something that would not have been possible in a Bradley traversing its
turret gun. In short, the battalion’s after action report recommended that the
U.S. Army retain the M113 “in war reserve stocks for use in a low intensity
conflict or MOUT environment.” In one cautionary note, however, Lieutenant
Rubin, alluding to the more protective armor of the Bradley, observed that a
direct RPG hit on any one of the M113s in column along the narrow streets
near the Comandancia would not only have put the vehicle out of action but
would have blocked the M113s behind it as well.*®

Regarding the other major weapons used to furnish fire support for Task
Force Gator, the after action report gave high marks to the accuracy of the
AC-130s, the Sheridans, and the LAVs, while noting the inability of the latter
two to fire when their nighttime line of sight was obstructed by smoke and
debris. The report termed the Spectre gunship “the most effective means of
fire support in the MOUT environment,” although Reed and certainly Rubin
could testify to its inability under certain conditions to determine enemy from
friendly targets. One group of weapons that was positioned near Albrook Air
Station, ready to be employed as fire support for Task Force Gator, was not
used: the battalion’s 107-mm. mortars. As the after action report summarized,
“Given concerns over collateral damage and troop safety . . . it was understood
that they would only be used if all other fire assets were not available.” The
report recommended retaining the mortar as an urban-combat weapon
because of the immediate support it could provide, if needed.”

As with many commanders in combat, Reed believed that the intelligence
he needed before and during the battle, while generally “adequate,” was “not
consistently collected and disseminated to lower echelons.” One example he
cited afterward was the failure to discover the dump trucks blocking Company
B’s route until Captain Goss’ lead M 113 had literally run into one of them. That
situation, in turn, uncovered another shortcoming: the task force lacked a combat
engineer vehicle (CEV) with which to remove formidable roadblocks. Such a
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author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990. Quotes from Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr,

CALL, 27 Mar 1990. JTF-Panama Input, 4 Feb 1990, to AAR, JTF-South.
% Quotes from Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990. JTF-

Panama Input, 4 Feb 1990, to AAR JTF-South; Intervs, Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author
with Reed, 29 Jan 1990.
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vehicle, the after action report contended, could have used its blade to force
the dump trucks aside, thus allowing the column to maintain its momentum.
Furthermore, “the 165mm shape charge from the CEV’s main gun would have
been very effective breaching several walls that required Engineers to breach
while exposed to hostile fire.”*

There were shortages in manpower as well. The two platoons from the
988th Military Police Company, although having arrived in Panama just days
before Just CAusk, provided enough personnel to man the roadblocks they set
up on Fourth of July Avenue but not enough to handle the mass of refugees that
began to appear soon after the operation at the Comandancia commenced and
that turned into a flood of people after dawn. The mechanized battalion’s after
action report cited the necessity to “plan for—and allocate forces for—control
of civilian refugees.” To that recommendation, Colonel Connolly added from
firsthand experience the need in the planning phase for some group to rehearse
the roles and missions required to run a refugee camp. Besides wishing they had
more military police participating in the operation, many officers also said they
could have used more snipers, mainly for use against enemy snipers. The report
recommended that one sniper be included in each infantry platoon, although
some platoon leaders such as Rubin called for more. The report suggested
that the rules of engagement for the snipers who were on the scene might have
been too restrictive, limiting their effectiveness in protecting friendly units who
found their positions exposed to hostile fire.”!

On the topic of command, control, and communications, Reed reiterated
that the time and circumstances determining the transfer of operational control
of Task Force Gator from the 193d Brigade to the Joint Special Operations
Task Force had never been clearly identified, even after the transfer took
place just one day before Just Cause. Moreover, the timing of the transfer
of the task force back to Colonel Snell’s brigade was determined while the
Comandancia battle was still being fought. “This never resulted in a major
adverse operational impact,” the report conceded, although it did cause Reed
a good deal of frustration and “created the potential for adverse operational
consequences to occur.” Similarly, once Gator had been “chopped” back to
Task Force Bayonet, Reed found himself unable to communicate with the six
M113s, two LAVs, and the Sheridan of Team Donivan that he had turned over
to the special operations commander, nor with an AC-130 that was supposed
to come under the battalion’s fire support officer. Again, the impact in both
instances was mostly one of frustration.®

For many in Task Force Gator, the overwhelming lesson was the experience
itself. The after action report praised the “judgment, aggressiveness, and initiative
of junior leaders” in “a fight that was played out largely at squad and platoon
level.” While addressing the human element in the battle, this conclusion did
not capture, nor did it try, the emotions and actions triggered by the sights and
sounds of combat in a built-up, congested, dark, frenetic, and confusing arena.

% Quotes from Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990. Telephone
Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990.

1 Quotes from Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990. Telephone
Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990; Interv, author with Connolly, 29 Jan 1990.

2 Memo, Reed for CG, FORSCOM, and Cdr, CALL, 27 Mar 1990.
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The Comandancia headquarters after the battle

This was a setting in which enemy forces could deliver large volumes of fire from
unseen locations overlooking the battleground, in which innocent civilians were
intermingled with Panamanian defenders, and in which friendly units were packed
together tightly in such a way as to make several incidents of friendly fire virtually
inevitable. One officer tried to describe the horror that engulfed him when his
M113 ran over an automobile in the confusion and uncertainty of the opening
assault, and he realized that innocent civilians were inside the car. And while most
soldiers maintained fire discipline called for in the strict rules of engagement, there
were those who simply sprayed bullets indiscriminately into suspected enemy
positions inside homes and apartment buildings. Lieutenant Rubin, in describing
the critical impressions he took away from the fight, talked about how under fire
it was the simplest things that worked. Soldiers remembered running passwords
but not more complicated means of oral and visual communication, such as hand
signals. Moreover, when being shot at, the troops would not do anything that
might obstruct their vision, such as donning night-vision goggles, or even sighting
their rifles before firing. In his opinion, the principal attribute required of junior
leaders was the ability to assess and adapt. He, himself, had demonstrated that
ability in doing what was necessary to accomplish his mission at Point E.*

In the days after 20 December, the Task Force Gator units taking part in
the battle for the Comandancia would pursue a variety of follow-on missions.
For a short time, however, they were able to take advantage of the brief yet
dangerous respite their efforts had earned them. As they rested in and around
the Comandancia, they received news on the progress of other critical battles
throughout the country.

% Quotes from ibid.; Telephone Interv, author with Rubin, 5 Apr 1990. Other officers dis-
cussed some of the more negative aspects of combat around the Comandancia only on the
condition of anonymity.
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n the hours before Task Force Gator launched its attack against the

Comandancia, its commander considered all the things that could go
wrong. Among those uppermost in his mind was the prospect of the Panama
Defense Forces sending reinforcements to defend its main headquarters. Given
the undesirable one-to-one ratio of attacker to defender that Colonel Reed already
faced, his troops could find themselves in a very precarious situation should
additional enemy units arrive on the scene. “I had no ability within my own
resources to fight the deep battle,” Reed readily admitted.! Moreover, he had no
reserve to commit; that force was controlled by Task Force Bayonet and consisted
of just one mechanized infantry company (minus). Whether the reserve would be
available if needed or, if available, adequate to defeat a major enemy counterattack
was problematic. Gator’s superior firepower would give Reed some advantage
should enemy reinforcements appear: the Sheridans and LAVs—or at least what
was left of them after Team Donivan departed—could dispatch any reasonable
number of V150 Cadillac Gage armored cars and V300 armored reconnaissance
vehicles. But superior weaponry alone might not be able to repel a large and well-
disciplined force such as Battalion 2000, which could reach the Comandancia from
Fort Cimarron in just over an hour. There were several other PDF troop bases and
units even closer than that, including the 5th Infantry Company at Fort Amador,
within sight of Task Force Gator’s area of operations. If these forces were not as
formidable as Battalion 2000, they could still create a disruption serious enough
to prolong the battle and increase the casualty figures among combatants and
civilian bystanders alike. Given these possibilities, BLUE SPooN planners repeatedly
considered steps that would prevent enemy units in and around Panama City from
joining the battle to defend or reclaim their headquarters.

Shortly after the fighting in Just Cause had come to an end, one observer
suggested to a group of staff officers from the X VIII Airborne Corps that, on amap,
those preventive measures resembled the geometric pattern of a circular shooting
target. At the bulls-eye was the Comandancia, the enemy’s critical command and
control node, surrounded by a series of concentric rings, each containing hostile
elements that could influence the Comandancia battle. One of the staff officers

'Interv, Robert K. Wright Jr. with Lt Col James W. Reed, U.S. Army, 6 Jan 1990, Fort
Clayton, Panama.
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replied, “I don’t know if it was as deliberate as that,” although he acknowledged
the importance of the Comandancia as a target and “a commensurate need” to
“take out or neutralize” PDF installations nearby, especially those in which troops
were garrisoned.’

The concept of concentric rings, even though an after-the-fact construct, still
serves as a useful framework for visualizing U.S. combat operations in Panama
City and the surrounding areas. The configuration would have the Comandancia
located at the center; the first ring containing Fort Amador, enemy facilities on
Ancon Hill, the Bridge of the Americas, and the west bank of the canal; the
second ring including PDF garrisons at Las Tinajitas and Panama Viejo; the
third ring covering the Torrijos-Tocumen airport complex and Fort Cimarrén;
and the outermost ring pulling in the two infantry companies billeted at Rio
Hato, nearly forty miles from the capital. Within the first ring, most of the
targets listed were the responsibility of Task Force Semper Fi and units in Task
Force Bayonet not committed to the Comandancia mission.

TASK FORCE SEMPER FI

On the eve of Just Causk, Task Force Semper Fi was the Marine Forces
component of JTF-Panama, responsible for overseeing and executing crisis-
related U.S. military activities on the west bank of the Panama Canal in the
southern half of the country. Headquartered at Rodman Naval Station, the two
largest combat elements under its control were a Marine infantry rifle company,
the latest one to rotate in as a continuation of the security enhancement troop
buildup started in 1988, and a light amphibious company, part of the NiMrRoD
DANCER unit rotations.’ The latter brought with it light armored vehicles that,
ideally suited for operations in the waters of the Panama Canal and the land
bordering it, helped to transform Semper Fi “from a reinforced security force
into a maneuver force.” Bearing 25-mm. Bushmaster chain guns and 7.62-mm.
machine guns, the LAVs could also be intimidating, an image the Southern
Command and JTF-Panama often sought to project when conducting
contingency readiness exercises, Sand Fleas, and Purple Storms.*

2Quotes from Interv, Wright with G-3 Plans Section, XVIII Abn Corps, 30 Mar 1990, Fort
Bragg, N.C. While interviewing Lt. Gen. Carl W. Stiner, the JTF-South commander, Robert
Wright observed, “It appears to me that it was essentially a concentric circles type of tactical
plan. Is that correct?” Stiner replied, “Yes. Well, in a way. The main criterion that we used was—
dates back to the 3 October coup. We watched the units that influenced that [counterattack]—
what they did. And then we took a look at the other units that could influence the Panama
Canal and that could threaten the safety of the US civilians there (we had almost 15,000 US
civilians that we had to protect). And then we had to ‘get’ Noriega, neutralize the Panamanian
command and control; we had to control the minds of the people, so we had to take or override
or disable certain radio and TV stations. So that dictated what the target list would be.” Interv,
Wright with Lt Gen Carl W. Stiner, 2, 7, 27 Mar and 11 Jun 1990, Fort Bragg, N.C.

30f 17 light armored vehicles (LAVs), 14 were light assault LAV-25s; 2 were logistics variants,
or LAV-Ls; and 1 was a command and control variant, or LAV-C2. Col. Robert P. Mauskapf and
Maj. Earl W. Powers, “LAVs in Action,” Marine Corps Gazette 74 (September 1990): 51.

4 For the use of LAVs in JTF-Panama exercises and operations and the quote, see the
Marine Corps’ official history of the Panama crisis, Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 15, and also pp.
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A Marine light armored vehicle (LAV) on patrol in Panama prior to Just CAUSE

In command of Task Force Semper Fiwas Col. Charles E. Richardson, who
had arrived in Panama in September 1989. He came at what was in some ways a
propitious time. For well over a year, there had been significant friction between
the commander and staff of JTF-Panama, on the one hand, and their Marine
Forces component, on the other. The firefight on the Arraijan Tank Farm in
April 1988 and subsequent developments had led General Loeffke and his people
to question whether combat-oriented marines with their warrior ethos possessed
the discipline and savvy to deal with the subtleties and nuances of a politico-
military crisis. The marines, for their part, protested having their professional
competency questioned and charged JTF-Panama with promulgating restrictive
rules of engagement that abridged the Leathernecks’ inherent right of self-
defense.’ By the time Richardson arrived, however, the bureaucratic battles
caused by these two opposing perspectives had begun to subside. Loeffke and his
staff were gone, the tank farm had ceased to be a major concern once NIMROD
DANCER began, and Cisneros as the new JTF-Panama commander was inclined
to allow the marines more leeway, especially after NSD-17 went into effect. Thus,
looking back at the period between his becoming the Task Force Semper Fi
commander on 17 September and the eve of Operation Just Causk, Richardson
could speak of the rapport that existed between him and his immediate superiors
on what had theretofore been divisive issues. Not that the colonel found his new
command free from problems. The portion of the canal’s west bank for which he
bore responsibility contained no major Panamanian combat units. As a result,
the Marine task force often stood at a disadvantage vis-a-vis other JTF-Panama
components in the recurring competition for manpower and materiel.

16-18, as well as Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” pp. 51-54; and Yates, U.S. Military
Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, p. 234.

SFor a detailed account of the incidents on the Arraijan Tank Farm and the friction be-
tween the JTF-Panama headquarters and its Marine Force component, see Yates, U.S. Military
Intervention in Panama, June 1987—December 1989, pp. 66-77, 118-27.

®Interv, author with Col Charles E. Richardson, U.S. Marine Corps (USMC), 25 Jan 1990,
Rodman Naval Station, Panama.
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Richardson’s concern over Task Force Semper Fi’s assets grew after the failed
coup of 3 October resulted in significant changes in the BLUE SpooN operation
order. As the XVIII Airborne Corps reworked the plan, Semper Fi received more
missions that significantly expanded its projected wartime area of operations on
the west bank. To acquire the increase in manpower deemed necessary to cover
the additional missions and terrain, Richardson, his operations officer Lt. Col.
Michael J. Franks, and the Marine liaison officer with JTF-Panama and the
XVIII Airborne Corps, Maj. Brod N. Madrigan, appealed to Stiner to deploy
more Marine units. The general refused, offering instead to place a battalion of
the 82d Airborne Division—Ilater changed to a battalion from the 7th Infantry
Division (Light)—under the Marine task force’s operational control within two
days after the beginning of hostilities. Stiner’s planners also approved a similar
arrangement for the 534th Military Police Company and the 536th Engineer
Battalion, although both of these units were to come under Richardson’s
operational control at or before H-hour.’

As a result of these decisions in the weeks preceding Just CAuUsE, the order
of battle for Task Force Semper Fi at H-hour included the following forces:
an infantry rifle company, a light amphibious infantry company, a Brigade
Service Support Group detachment, a Marine Corps Security Force Company-
Panama detachment, a Fleet Anti-Terrorist Security Team (FAST) platoon, a
military police company, and an engineer battalion.®

During October, the two infantry companies forming the core of Task
Force Semper Fi’s fighting capabilities underwent unit rotations. On 8
October, Company K, 3d Battalion, 6th Marines, took over as Task Force
Semper Fi’s infantry rifle company, while Company D, 2d Light Amphibious
Infantry Battalion, 2d Marine Division, arrived later in the month with
seventeen LAVs. A few weeks later, twelve of the light armored vehicles and
crews were employed in Operation RouGH RIDER, an excursion into several
populated areas west of Howard Air Force Base that, before it was over, turned
confrontational. Designed to familiarize Company D with the towns of Nuevo
Emperador, Nuevo Guararé, Vista Alegre, and Arraijan, the operation also
included an Army psychological operations detachment, two U.S. treaty affairs
officers, and a helicopter for aerial observation. During the approach to Vista
Alegre, the assembled force encountered a roadblock on Thatcher Highway
surrounded by a crowd of mostly hostile Panamanians. Following a heated
but futile attempt to negotiate a way through the obstacles, Company D’s
commander, Capt. Gerald H. Gaskins, requested and received headquarters’
permission to breach the roadblock with his LAVs. As the vehicles moved
forward, one demonstrator was knocked to the ground, after which others in
the startled crowd began beating on the vehicles. As Gaskins’ men quickly put
the crowd behind them and proceeded back to Rodman Naval Station, they
had to breach a second roadblock and, following that, persuade a farmer who
had single-handedly set up a third to remove his pickup truck from the road.
When it was over, RougH RIDER had proved an instructive initiation to the

"Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 17.
8The list of units is from JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989.
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crisis for Company D and, for Task Force Semper Fi as a whole, a source of
several tactical lessons in crowd control and the art of removing roadblocks.’

In general, Richardson found the Sand Fleas, contingency readiness exercises,
and Purple Storms to be of tremendous value. Through these, the recently arrived
forces under his command gained a working knowledge of the west bank’s terrain,
its road networks, its towns and cities, as well as the people who lived in them,
to include the location of ranking political and administrative officials in the
Noriega regime who would have to be apprehended in the event of hostilities. The
exercises and operations also gave the troops an idea of the tactics the Panama
Defense Forces and Dignity Battalions would use against them. Most important,
perhaps, was the information, including human intelligence, the marines were able
to acquire and process as they increased the database that ideally would enable
Task Force Semper Fi to achieve its objectives more proficiently and with fewer
casualties in the event of war.!

Following the 3 October coup attempt, as the likelihood increased of a
U.S.-Panamanian military confrontation and as JTF-Panama exercises and
operations like RouGH RIDER began more and more to approximate BLUE
Spoon rehearsals, this interaction between intelligence collection and activities
in the field became even more crucial, as described in the Marine’s official
history of the crisis.

Marine counterintelligence operatives and interrogator-translators continued
to collect data on potential threats and targets of all kinds, including specific
buildings and individual defense force personalities. . . . With that knowledge
in hand, they were able to conduct realistic planning exercises and prepare for
operations against a range of potential targets. As part of the process, opera-
tions officers drafted sets of orders, written for both offensive and defensive
scenarios, which were distributed to all companies.!!

Other means the marines used to prepare for hostilities included map
exercises, sand table exercises, and live-fire demonstrations. In addition, company
commanders briefed their troops weekly on developments in the crisis and the
effect those might have on the wartime missions the Marine task force might
receive. Aside from the antiterrorist platoon, few of the Marine units had extensive
training in urban operations, especially room clearing, although Company D tried
to gain what experience it could on the limited facilities available to it at Rodman.
Ever aware of the manpower shortage he could anticipate on D-day, Richardson,
in ameasure reminiscent of General Loeftke’s approach to JTF-Panama units early
in the crisis, prepared his administrative and combat service support personnel for
combat. “They practiced basic combat skills and virtually fired their weapons day
and night until he was satisfied with their proficiency.”?

Except for a handful of officers, none of the marines knew precisely what
they would be directed to do should war come. Richardson, as a participant in the
planning process, was aware that his missions and objectives had pretty much been

°Reynolds, Just Cause, pp. 18, 43; Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” pp. 53-54.
¥Interv, author with Richardson, 25 Jan 1990.

"Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 18.

12Quote from ibid., pp. 18-19. Interv, author with Richardson, 25 Jan 1990.
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finalized by the end of October. In general, Task Force Semper Fi’s role under the
deliberate BLUE Spoon scenario was to conduct defensive and offensive operations
to secure the area west of Panama City and the canal. (See Map 7.) Defensive
operations included establishing external security for Howard Air Force Base,
Fort Kobbe, and the Rodman Naval Station (“organic assets” at those facilities
would provide internal security), perimeter security at the Arraijan Tank Farm
and the Rodman Ammunition Supply Point just north of it, and roadblocks at
the Bridge of the Americas and other transit points on the west bank. Offensive
operations involved seizing the Directorate of Traffic and Transportation (the
Spanish acronym DNTT) Station 2; the PDF substation and the regime’s political
headquarters in Arraijan; PDF stations and substations in Veracruz, Rio Potrero,
Vista Alegre, and Nuevo Emperador; a Dignity Battalion training facility; a port
facility; and a radio tower. A key objective common to several of these operations
(and certainly one consonant with the concentric circle model) was to “block
the western approach to Panama City to prevent Panama Defense Forces . . .
reinforcement.”"3

Astheholidayseasonencroached on thecrisisin Panama, themarines welcomed
the brief respite afforded by the decreased operational tempo for U.S. forces. Then,
on Saturday night, 16 December, word circulated that Panamanian guards had
shot and killed an American officer at a checkpoint near the Comandancia. Given
the comparatively small number of Marine officers in Panama, few Leathernecks
were prepared for the news that it was one of their own who had died. Richardson
later described the sadness that descended over his headquarters. At some point,
JTF-Panama directed him to place his forces on a higher state of alert, although,
unlike several of the units under Task Force Bayonet, Task Force Semper Fi forces
remained in place that night.!*

Over the next three days, Richardson attended JTF-Panama and JTF-South
meetings, learning from General Cisneros Monday night that President Bush had
decided to execute the BLUE SpooN operation order. Faithful to the guidelines
disseminated by General Stiner the next day, Richardson did not reveal this
information even to his principal staft’ officers until 1800 Tuesday evening, the
authorized time. Before then, though, he did tell them that Lieutenant Paz had
not died in vain and asked them to review Task Force Semper Fi’s operation plan
to “get the cobwebs out.” He also instructed them to go over their ammunition
requirements and other needs and to “start prestaging” various assets for any
contingencies or exercises that might be conducted. In assigning these tasks,
Richardson knew that he was signaling his staff that something significant was
likely to happen.®

For Marine units at Rodman Naval Station, Tuesday, 19 December, became
“a maintenance and logistics day,” with platoon leaders being told that their
place of duty was the maintenance ramp, where they were to work on essential

13 The list of missions and the quotes are from JTF-Panama Input, 4 Feb 1990, to After
Action Report, Operation Just Causg, 20 Dec 1989-12 Jan 1990, JTF-South, 19 Mar 1990
(hereafter cited as JTF-South AAR), an. D. Task Force Semper Fi’s missions and targets can
also be found in JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989.

“Interv, author with Richardson, 25 Jan 1990.

S Quotes from ibid. Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 20; Maj Brod N. Madrigan, How I Spent the
Holidays, unpublished article, n.d.
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equipment as though “their lives depended on it.” The task was completed by
1800. As for Major Madrigan, his duties as liaison officer with JTF-South took
him to a series of meetings at Fort Clayton with the XVIII Airborne Corps staff,
General Thurman, and the JTF-South commanders and staff. Madrigan later
noted how many loose ends were tied up at these last-minute sessions, even as new
problems arose. [llustrative of the latter, Task Force Semper Fifound itself fighting
to retain the engineer and military police units Stiner had promised would come
under Richardson’s operational control by H-hour. Madrigan’s efforts to this end
were only partly successful. At 2230, just two and a half hours before the start of
Operation Just Causg, General Downing’s Joint Special Operations Task Force
took one of the military police platoons in question. The JTF-South operations
officer present during the switch commented that the marines were being hung out
to dry. When Madrigan informed Richardson, the colonel simply saw the move as
another manpower setback that amplified the uncertainty already surrounding his
plans for the impending fight.'®

Task Force Semper Fi unit commanders briefed their troops on Just CAUSE
at 2100 Tuesday, going over the orders and missions they were about to execute.
Richardson briefed the operation as well that night, emphasizing the use of
minimal force, the need to avoid unnecessary destruction of historical sites and
public works, and the fact that the Panamanian people were not the enemy.
Following this, the commanders, staffs, and troops made their final preparations
for combat."’

Operations began shortly before H-hour when reports reached Rodman around
0040 that a number of enemy V300 armored vehicles were in the area, presumably
en route to Panama City. Captain Gaskins, the Company D commander, ordered
his troops to establish their assigned blocking positions. Ten minutes later, thirteen
LAVs carrying his 1st and 3d Platoons, seventeen marines from the antiterrorist
team, and a scout platoon (which brought with it 14 squad automatic weapons
[SAWs], 4 shoulder-launched multipurpose assault weapons, and 10 rifle grenade
launchers) began their movement along Thatcher Highway from Rodman toward
Arraijan. Accompanying them was a U.S. Army psychological operations team
in an unarmored HMMWYV. As the column approached DNTT Station 2, one of
Semper Fi’s objectives, the troops received fire, a prelude to the marines’ first and
deadliest battle of Just CAUSE.'®

The mission of seizing the DNTT facility and neutralizing any defenders
belonged to 3d Platoon, the lead element in the Company D column.” As the
remainder of the convoy continued toward Arraijan, three of the platoon’s
LAVs made a left turn into the transportation directorate’s driveway and
crashed through the outer gate. As the vehicles approached the building,

16 First quoted words from Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 20. Second quoted words from
Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” p. 54. Madrigan, How I Spent the Holidays; Interv,
author with Richardson, 25 Jan 1990.

7Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 22.

18 Ibid.; Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” p. 57; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker,
Operation Just Cause, p. 185. As noted in Chapter 4, Gaskins’ 2d Platoon with its four LAVs
had been “chopped” to Task Force Gator.

This brief account of Marine operations at the DNTT Station 2 is from Reynolds, Just
Cause, pp. 22-23; Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” p. 57; and Maj. Brod N. Madrigan,
USMC, “The Attack on the DNTT Station,” Marine Corps Gazette 74 (April 1990): 9-10.
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Marine gunners fired the M60 coaxial machine gun mounted on each LAV to
suppress fire from the defenders. (To minimize collateral damage and to avoid
destroying PDF radio equipment that the marines could use to monitor enemy
transmissions once the station was taken, the LAVs’ 25-mm. guns were not
employed.) Two of the three vehicles moved to within a short distance of the
building so that eight scouts could dismount and seek cover in its entranceway.
Once Sgt. Thomas P. Bernius and Cpl. Garreth C. Isaak breached the door with
buckshot from their rifle grenade launchers, the scouts entered the DNTT and
began exchanging fire with a handful of Panamanians inside. Outgunned, the
defenders moved down a central corridor away from the action. The marines
followed and, with their rifles and SAWs, began to clear each room along the
hallway. Corporal Isaak was the first marine to enter the final room and was
hit by several bullets. The reaction of his comrades was immediate. After they
sprayed the room with automatic weapons fire, Sergeant Bernius ordered one
of the men to toss in a fragmentation grenade, even though Task Force Semper
Fi had been told not to use such devices for room-clearing purposes. With the
shooting of Corporal Isaak, as one writer later noted, the “Marines learned
a costly mistake by interpreting what judicial application of force means. It
would not be repeated.”?

After clearing the last room, the marines took Isaak from the building to have
him airlifted to the rear, although it seemed to all that he was dead. Minutes later,
one of the makeshift units of administrators, cooks, armorers, and mechanics that
Colonel Richardson had cobbled together as an operational force arrived to relieve
the 3d Platoon, and the scouts departed to rejoin the column heading for Arraijan.
As the small and inexperienced relief force attempted to occupy the DNTT, the
men were surprised to find one defender still alive, wounded but ready to resist.
Once the defiant soldier had been killed, the station was pronounced secured. The
operation had left one marine dead—the only marine killed in Operation Just
Cause—and one wounded. In addition to the dead Panamanian, three defenders
had been wounded and three taken prisoner.”!

The initial assault on DNTT Station 2 had taken about ten minutes. Soon
afterward, the scouts in the 3d Platoon’s light armored vehicles caught up with
the main column, only to find that it had been stopped on Thatcher Highway
outside of Arraijan by a roadblock of two gasoline tank trucks covered by an
undetermined number of enemy gunmen. Captain Gaskins kept his vehicles,
especially the unarmored HMMW Vs, at a safe distance, outside the range of any
rocket-propelled grenades the defenders might have. He also sent scouts forward
to reconnoiter the situation. When they returned, they reported there were ten
to twenty enemy personnel in the area, at which time Gaskins established an
overwatch position with 360-degree security. As the standoff approached fifty
minutes, the captain realized he could not remain stationary. He thus had no
choice but to fire on the gas trucks, regardless of the inferno that might result.
With approval from the Task Force Semper Fi headquarters, he ordered the LAVs
to use their 25-mm. guns. To his relief, the trucks turned out to be empty, and once

% Madrigan, How I Spent the Holidays.
2 Tbid.
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the marines destroyed them, the defenders fled. The Company D column then
resumed its movement into Arraijan.?

There were two principal targets in the town: a PDF substation and the local
headquarters of one of Noriega’s top political supporters, Rigoberto Paredes. At
the substation, scouts used only the weapons they carried in attempting to breach
the two-story building and the wall that surrounded it. When their efforts failed,
they pulled back and let the LAVs’ 25-mm. guns create the openings for them. A
Marine FAST close-quarters battle team then entered the building and exchanged
fire with the defenders, all of whom fled after offering only token resistance. Not
wanting to risk another fatality in the process of entering rooms they had to clear,
the team again used fragmentation grenades to accomplish the task. This prudent
approach had an unintended consequence, for the building caught fire and burned
to the ground. At the next target, the political headquarters, the scouts again could
not force an entry through iron bars bolted into place, so the antiterrorist team
used its shotguns to destroy the locks. They then employed the psychological
operations team to broadcast a message in Spanish, urging any defenders inside
to surrender. When no one responded, the marines threw a stun grenade inside
the one-story edifice, after which a dazed Panamanian emerged. The team moved
inside the headquarters, where it cleared the building without incident, taking five
prisoners in the process. When more defenders found hiding in a nearby trailer
surrendered, the detainees in custody numbered over seventeen, all of whom had
to be taken back to Rodman for interrogation. (Most of them, it turned out, were
members of Noriega’s paramilitary Dignity Battalions.)*

Once the targets were secured, elements of Company D blocked off all the
ground approaches to and from Arraijan. Twice, cars packed with Panamanian
military personnel tried to run the roadblocks but were stopped when the
marines opened fire. In one of the cars, the driver was killed and some of the
passengers wounded. A marine was also seriously wounded and transferred to
the DNTT building, which had become the company aid station. Throughout
the night, rumors circulated that the Dignity Battalions were planning an attack
on the Marine positions, but, aside from the two unsuccessful attempts to run
the roadblocks, the night passed uneventfully. Shortly after dawn, the marines
began searching the homes of key Noriega supporters in Arraijan but found the
residences vacated.*

While Company D, the antiterrorist team, and the psychological operations
personnel were conducting operations along the highway from Rodman to
Arraijan, other marines were performing security missions throughout the Task
Force Semper Fi area of operations.”® Between the Arraijan Tank Farm and the
town of Arraijan, elements from the in-country Marine security force, assisted
by U.S. Army engineers, used heavy earth-moving equipment to block Thatcher
Highway. At the same time, a task force of about twenty-five marines and Army
engineers employed almost identical methods to assert their control over the Bridge

2Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 23; Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” p. 57.

21bid.; Interv, author with Richardson, 25 Jan 1990.

#Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” p. 57; Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 24.

2 The following two paragraphs are from Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 24; 1st Lt. Kenneth
M. DeTreux, “Infantry in Low-Intensity Conflict: Observations From Operation Just CAUSE,”
Marine Corps Gazette 74 (September 1990): 64-65.
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of the Americas minutes after H-hour. As the fighting in the capital intensified,
hundreds, then thousands, of refugees fled the city westward over the bridge; no
Panamanian military units, however, sought to enter the city by moving eastward
over the structure.

At the Arraijan Tank Farm, security force marines relieved Company K from
its defensive positions, thereby freeing the unit’s 1st and 3d Platoons to begin
squad-size patrols in the jungle west of Howard Air Force Base, a critical area
and one with which the company was very familiar thanks to the exercises and
operations mounted by JTF-Panama after 3 October. With thirteen thousand
U.S. troops scheduled to fly into Howard during the course of the invasion,
providing security around the air base was an essential requirement. While the
success of American arms in Just CAUSE was a virtual certainty, only one or two
Panamanian soldiers armed with shoulder-fired surface-to-air missiles in the
vicinity of Howard could make it a costly victory. The intensive patrols mounted
by the bulk of Company K hoped to prevent such an occurrence. Meanwhile, the
company’s 2d Platoon moved to secure the town of Veracruz and the PDF station
located there. Anticipating a tough fight, the marines instead found evidence—a
half-eaten meal, for example—that the building had been hastily abandoned.
The platoon consequently pulled back to the outskirts of the town, established
blocking positions, and began patrolling the area.

On Wednesday morning, 20 December, Task Force Semper Fi, having
accomplished its H-hour missions, received an unexpected order to seize and
secure the PDF 10th Military Zone headquarters in La Chorrera, a city of eighty
thousand, outside the western edge of the marines’ original area of operations.
Richardson passed the mission to Company D and the FAST marines attached to
it, with Gaskins and his command moving out along the Inter-American Highway
around 1530. Fifteen minutes later, the column ran into an enemy roadblock,

Marines wait to attack the PDF headquarters in La Chorrera.
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this one composed of buses and small-arms fire from defenders placed among
the vehicles and on a hill nearby. Gaskins saw no reason to stop this time and
ordered the lead LLAVs to advance while firing their main guns. The shock effect
was immediate, as the bus drivers drove off, followed on foot by enemy gunmen
in the area.”

In the meantime, the pilot of an OH-58 hovering over Company D flew off
to reconnoiter the block-long compound of four buildings and a six-foot-high
wall that constituted the PDF 10th Military Zone headquarters. Under fire from
the ground, he observed what appeared to be a formidable defensive position that
could inflict significant casualties on Gaskins’ convoy. He thus radioed back to
Rodman, requesting close air support. Task Force Semper Fi, in turn, passed the
request to officers at JTF-South who had the authority to approve or deny the use
of close air support in a built-up area. The request was denied. At that point, Major
Madrigan, located in the JTF-South operations center at Fort Clayton, personally
took the request to General Stiner’s operations officer, Col. Thomas H. Needham,
who approved the air attack on the condition that it did not violate the rules of
engagement for air support. Madrigan returned to the officers who had originally
denied the request only to have them do so again, despite Needham’s intercession.
Undeterred, the major next went to Stiner himself, who quickly approved the
mission. Still, Air Force Brig. Gen. Robin Tornow, Madrigan’s next interlocutor,
questioned the wisdom of the attack because of the collateral damage it might
cause. Of his exchange with the general, Madrigan later wrote, “I forcefully told
him that the mission was essential and that Marine lives were at stake and that
he had better approve it because LtGen Stiner had.” Tornow relented, and about
an hour later, an OA-37 Dragonfly marked the target, after which two Virginia
National Guard A—7 Corsairs flew in for the attack, strafing the target with their
20-mm. cannon. The pinpoint accuracy of the close air support was confirmed
later with the discovery that none of the civilian homes near the headquarters had
been damaged.?”

As soon as the A-7s departed, Company D’s light armored vehicles entered
the compound firing their Bushmaster chain guns. With the exception of a few
snipers, the defenders fled, leaving the scouts and FAST marines to search the
buildings and to seize documents and weapons. With those tasks accomplished
and the headquarters building on fire, the marines pulled out of the compound
and headed back to Arraijan. Colonel Richardson’s concerns during the planning
process about manpower shortages now came into play. As Madrigan observed,
“The lack of available forces precluded us from maintaining a presence in La
Chorrera.” Richardson would acquire that capability only later, after he had
assumed operational control of the units the XVIII Airborne Corps planners had
promised he would receive a day or two after the invasion began.?

In assessing Task Force Semper Fi’s performance on the first day
of Just Causg, Richardson later praised the manner in which his light
armored vehicles, the antiterrorist team, and the psychological operations

»%Reynolds, Just Cause, p. 25.

71bid., p. 26; Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” pp. 57-58. Quote from Madrigan,
How I Spent the Holidays.

BReynolds, Just Cause, p. 25; Mauskapf and Powers, “LAVs in Action,” pp. 57-58. Quote
from Madrigan, How I Spent the Holidays.
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team had worked together as “a versatile and potent force, particularly for
offensive operations.” The interaction of these elements had “saved many
lives on both sides,” and the example the integrated force set deserved
further conceptual consideration by the Marine Corps. Less gratifying, in
his assessment, was the hour-long delay in getting close air support at La

Marines of Company D, 2d Light Amphibious Infantry Battalion, outside the damaged PDF
headquarters in La Chorrera

A marine escorts one of many Panamanian detainees taken in Task Force Semper Fi’s area
of operations.
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Chorrera, despite the fact that the mission had been approved by General
Stiner.” Still, in looking over what they had accomplished by the early
evening of 20 December, members of the task force had reason to feel
satisfied: they had effectively executed their principal mission by securing
the west bank of the canal on the Pacific Ocean side of the country. The
resistance they had encountered in the process had been dispatched,
although at the price of one Marine fatality.

TASK FORCE BLACK DEVIL

The marines and Army engineers manning the roadblock at the western
end of the Bridge of the Americas had a clear view of the battles on the east
bank of the canal, including the one at Fort Amador, where U.S. troops were
engaging Panamanian forces sporadically in close-quarters fighting. Of the
onlookers, many, if not most, understood how important U.S. control of the
fort was for a speedy and decisive outcome to Operation Just CAUSE (Map 8).
To begin with, the installation was in the first concentric ring around the
Comandancia, with the PDF 5th Infantry Company being billeted there. Not
only would the company be just minutes from Task Force Gator’s operations at
the main PDF headquarters, and thus a threat to intervene in that battle, but,
on the fort itself, the troops’ barracks were located just across a golf course
from a row of houses in which U.S. military personnel and their families lived.
If 5th Company infantrymen chose to avoid the firestorm that was engulfing
the Comandancia—a conflagration that was easily seen from practically any
point on Fort Amador—they could still demonstrate their patriotism and
loyalty to Noriega by wreaking havoc on the defenseless residences just yards
away or by seizing civilian hostages. Such a possibility had to be taken seriously,
given two facts. First, after the 3 October coup attempt, the Sth Company had
constructed new defensive positions from which rifle and machine gun fire
could be aimed directly at the American housing area. Second, well before Just
Causk, U.S. military intelligence had learned of Noriega’s plans, code-named
GenEesis and Exopus, to resort to hostage taking and guerrilla warfare in the
event of war with the United States. In addition to these concerns over what
the 5th Company (and a small number of Panamanian naval infantry troops
located on the same grounds) might do, Fort Amador also claimed the attention
of American planners because it lay along the route the PDF’s UESAT forces
would have to take into Panama City from their training areas on four islands
at the end of a causeway extending from the peninsula on which the fort was
situated.*

Given its importance, Fort Amador had been an ELABORATE MAZE, then
BLUE SpooN, objective since the beginning of contingency planning in early
1988. From the outset, securing the installation had been a task relegated to
conventional forces under JTF-Panama, although, during the nearly two years
of planning that followed, different units had been assigned the mission. On

¥ JTF-Panama Input, 4 Feb 1990, to JTF-South AAR, an. D.
3 Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 164-65.
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the eve of Just CausE, the responsibility resided with a force task-organized
around the 1st Battalion, 508th Infantry (Airborne), at Fort Kobbe. Under
Task Force Bayonet’s operational control, the group would conduct an
infiltration and, at H-hour, mount an air assault into Fort Amador.

Since July 1989, Lt. Col. Billy Ray Fitzgerald had commanded the airborne
battalion. In his previous assignment, Fitzgerald had served in U.S. Army,
South’s operations shop. As with most other USARSO staft officers, he was
“dual-hatted” in the corresponding JTF-Panama directorate as well, where he
had become acquainted with the BLUE SpooN operation order for conventional
forces. Moreover, by the time he assumed command of the 1st Battalion,
JTF-Panama had been conducting freedom of movement and other NiMroOD
DaANCER exercises, training events, and operations for almost two months.
Air assault exercises into Fort Amador had become an integral part of these
maneuvers, which, besides asserting U.S. treaty rights in Panama, accustomed
PDF infantrymen on the scene to the sight of troop-carrying American
helicopters landing within sight of 5th Company’s barracks. To keep the
Panamanians from knowing exactly what would happen in an actual combat
assault, the helicopters employed deception, rarely if ever setting down in the
landing zones identified in the contingency war plans. After the failed coup
of 3 October, the practice air assaults, as with so many other JTF-Panama
activities in the field, increasingly became formal rehearsals for the real thing.

In common with most other units slated for combat in BLUE Spoon,
Fitzgerald’s 1st Battalion supplemented its rehearsals with map and sand
table exercises—the precision of the Fort Amador table model at battalion
headquarters was impressive—intelligence updates, tactical exercises without
troops (TEWTs), room-clearing training using rolled up socks as grenades,
live-fire exercises, weekly briefings as to how current events might affect the
unit’s likely wartime missions, and the compilation of detailed battle books.
Opportunities for direct observation also abounded. The 29th Military
Intelligence Battalion in Panama had three observation and listening posts
on the Amador peninsula from which intelligence personnel could acquire
information on the number of Panamanian troops based there, as well as
on their comings and goings, daily activities, and morale. The 29th also had
the capability of monitoring messages the 5Sth Company commander, Maj.
Moisés Cortizo, received from his superiors. U.S. military policemen and their
PDF counterparts manned guard stations at the gates to Fort Amador, thus
affording the MPs a vantage point from which to observe troop and vehicular
movements, engage the Panamanian guards in conversation, and pick up
assorted facts, rumors, and gossip. And, of course, there were the U.S. military
officers who lived on Amador with their families—this included the USARSO
commander, whose house was near the southern end of the fort near the officers’
club. And if the 5th Company had a clear view of the American houses across
from its base, nothing prevented the inhabitants of those homes from looking
back or from using a game of golf or a casual stroll around the installation’s
grounds to gain an even closer glimpse at Sth Company activities. As the 1st
Battalion, 508th Infantry, made its final preparations for Just CAusk, it had
an abundance of information concerning PDF weapons, troop locations, and
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/'3 =L /¢ L B AR s 2B 2 A & AR 5 T AL ,“'
Part of a sand table model used by Task Force Black Devil in preparing for its mission at Fort
Amador. The row of red-roofed structures on the right is mostly PDF buildings; the row on the
left is American housing. (North is at the bottom of the photo.)

AR
b

even intentions. In one of the final messages Fitzgerald would receive from the
29th before H-hour, he learned that the task force going into Fort Amador
under his command might be facing slightly over five hundred armed enemy
troops.?!

That task force was named Black Devil and, in the JTF-South Operation
Plan 90-2, its mission read, “Seize and secure FT AMADOR. Isolate,
neutralize, and/or destroy PDF units at FT AMADOR.”* In contrast to this
simple statement, the tasks required to accomplish the mission were numerous
and complex. Task Force Black Devil had to defeat the Sth Company before
it and other enemy elements at Amador could move to reinforce Panamanian
defenders at the Comandancia. This meant, among other things, clearing and

3bid., pp. 161-62, 165, 167, 168; Intervs, author with Lt Col Billy Ray Fitzgerald, U.S.
Army, 27 Jan 1990, Fort Kobbe, Panama; with Capt William R. Reagan, Capt Robert Zebrowski,
and Capt Timothy John Flynn, all U.S. Army, 21 Jun 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama; Wright with
Col Michael G. Snell, U.S. Army, 1 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama.

32Quote from JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989. The st Battalion, 508th Infantry, was
known as the Red Devils, but since the 82d Airborne Division was slated to field a battalion with
an identical nickname, the task force led by Colonel Fitzgerald’s battalion became Task Force
Black Devil during Just Cause. CD-ROM, Operation Just Cause: Task Force Bayonet, Dec
1989—Jan 1990 (XVIII Airborne Corps, June 2000). The CD-ROM, which contains interviews
and other material on the invasion, was issued by the XVIII Airborne Corps historian.
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securing the row of 5th Company buildings and other PDF facilities; closing
the front gate to the fort, with U.S. military policemen capturing or killing
any Panamanian guards on duty; sealing off the causeway connecting the
peninsula with the island-based UESAT forces (themselves a target of U.S.
Special Operations Forces); and handling enemy wounded and prisoners.
Additionally, Black Devil had to protect the American housing area on post
and, if possible, evacuate the inhabitants before H-hour to avoid a hostage
situation and civilian casualties.

To accomplish these and other tasks, Fitzgerald had available to him two
of his airborne infantry companies, A and B (with C, the third, scheduled to
become part of Task Force Gator prior to H-hour). Each company had its
rifle platoons, weapons platoon, fire support teams, and medics. The battalion
headquarters company contributed snipers, scouts, mortar men, and antitank
missile crews, with the headquarters company commander, according to one
account, controlling three elements. “One was a makeshift combination . . .
consisting of the scout platoon and a platoon equipped with TOW antitank
missiles, the result being two scout/antitank platoons,” with the arrangement
giving the scouts greater mobility. The second was the headquarters mortar
platoon, and the third was “a scout detachment of eight M113s” and two
improved TOW vehicles taken from Colonel Reed’s mechanized battalion and
attached to Black Devil. Rounding out the task force, Fitzgerald received a
squad from the 193d Infantry Brigade’s 59th Engineer Company; a towed
105-mm. howitzer from Battery D, 320th Field Artillery (the crew that
accompanied the artillery piece had conducted live-fire exercises with the 1st
Battalion, employing the howitzer in a direct-fire mode); and, as a last-minute
attachment, a military police platoon. Three AH-1 Cobra attack helicopters
and an OH-58 were available to support the air assault, and an AC-130 could
be called if necessary.*

The Task Force Black Devil plan, briefed up the BLuE Spoon/90-2 chain
of command, called for a phased operation. The first phase would have the
two scout-antitank platoons close oft Fort Amador’s main gates—the front
entrance in the Balboa district and the rear gate by the causeway at the
southeastern tip of the fort. The headquarters mortar platoon would then go
house to house on the American side of the fort, alerting the civilian residents
and offering to take them to safety. The second phase would be the air assault,
with the lead element, Company B, arriving on six UH-60 Black Hawk
helicopters and securing the southern end of the fort. Company A would
follow behind on eight Black Hawks and secure the northern end, including

3 Quotes from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 166. See also Intervs,
Wright with 7th Howitzer Section, Battery D, 320th Field Arty, 9 Jan 1990, Fort Kobbe, Panama;
Sgt Dan Wagner with M Sgt Christopher Hinman, U.S. Army, 18 Oct 1990, Fort Sherman,
Panama; Wright with Reed, 6 Jan 1990; author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990. Concerning the
last-minute attachment of the military police platoon to Black Devil, the platoon leader knew
next to nothing about the impending operation. Consequently, battalion officers tried to force-
feed him the information he needed, so much of it, in fact, that a company commander later
quipped, “We tried to get him to take a drink of water from a fire hydrant.” Intervs, author with
Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Capt Joseph M. Nemmers with Maj Robert Pote
and Capt Ted W. Mauzey, both U.S. Army, 18 Oct 1990, Fort Sherman, Panama.
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the American housing area and some U.S. naval buildings; if required, the
company could also seize and clear a PDF housing area in its sector, dubbed
Objective Cortizo after the Sth Company commander. Broadcast teams would
offer Panamanian troops a chance to surrender. If they refused, their various
facilities and defensive positions—Ilabeled Objective Pifia—Tlocated along a
north-south axis on the western side of the fort would be softened up, starting
with .50-caliber machine guns and, if resistance continued, escalating to M60
machine guns, 90-mm. recoilless rifle fire, and antitank rounds. The 105-mm.
howitzer would be used to blow large holes in the buildings, presumably
traumatizing the inhabitants while providing openings through which U.S.
forces could enter. The Ist Battalion’s Company B would lead the assault,
capturing the PDF motor pool and other structures clustered near it at the
southern extreme of Pifia and then moving northward up a row of numbered
5th Company buildings parallel to the canal. Once the fort was pronounced
secured, Task Force Black Devil would begin its follow-on missions.*

The event that set this plan in motion, the shooting of Lieutenant Paz,
occurred while Fitzgerald, like many other Army officers, was attending
USARSO’s Christmas formal at the U.S. officers’ club on Fort Amador. His
immediate superior, Colonel Snell, told him to put his quick-reaction company
on heightened alert, a status that the whole battalion assumed as the evening
wore on. As part of the precautionary measures directed by JTF-Panama
later that night, the mechanized platoon slated to come under Fitzgerald’s
operational control deployed to Fort Amador. Over the next three days leading
up to the invasion, the platoon would remain there, its M113s concealed
among the golf carts in the course’s caddie shack. The military police platoon
that would be attached to Task Force Black Devil was also present at the fort,
carrying out its normal duties.*

On Monday, 18 December, Snell told Fitzgerald to be sure that his units
were prepared “if something were to occur.” On Tuesday, around noon, the
colonel informed him, “This is it,” a message Fitzgerald passed on informally
to his company commanders an hour later. (The formal notifications and
briefings for Task Force Black Devil took place as directed by General Stiner—
at 1800 for the commanders, 2100 for the troops.) On both days, Fitzgerald met
with the company commanders who would participate in the Amador mission,
going over different scenarios and anticipating the orders they might receive
if BLUE SpooN were executed. Once Fitzgerald learned that the operation had
been approved, he made arrangements, starting mid-Tuesday afternoon, to
insert the headquarters’ scout-antitank and mortar platoons onto Amador,
where they conducted routine security operations to keep from tipping off
the Panamanians about what was to come. Later that night, the soldiers of
Companies A and B received their briefings and began their final preparations
for the air assault. As they were doing so, Fitzgerald and some of his staff left
Fort Kobbe, crossed the Bridge of the Americas, and entered Fort Amador

#*Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 166; Intervs, author with Fitzgerald,
27 Jan 1990; with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Nemmers with Pote and Mauzey,
18 Oct 1990.

3 Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Nemmers, United States Army South Staff
Ride, p. 38; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 169.
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around 2200, heading for the task force command post in the basement of
Quarters 20. At some point prior to H-hour, he was joined by General Cisneros
and his entourage, who would remain at Amador through much of the night.*

One problem that arose during Black Devil’s preparatory activities
concerned ammunition, which most of the task force’s troops drew from
the Rodman Ammunition Supply Point north of Howard Air Force Base
and the Arraijan Tank Farm. To Fitzgerald’s consternation, the process of
distributing the ammunition accorded no priority to infantry about to go
into combat. Equally perplexing, he doubted whether his men really needed
the TOW and AT4 rounds being issued to them. “TOW Weapon systems,”
he maintained, were not needed for his low-intensity mission, while LAWs
could cause the same damage as AT4s and were much less cumbersome for
airborne and dismounted infantry to carry. “If you talk with our soldiers,”
he later stated, “they’ll tell you, ‘Give us the 90mms [recoilless rifles] or the
LAWSs.”” Once the ammunition was issued, couriers from the headquarters
company under Capt. John Hort had to deliver rounds and weapons to the
scout-antitank and mortar platoons already in position at Amador. The
trucks transporting the grenades, rockets, and machine gun rounds, however,
did not begin arriving until 2100. For the next two and a half hours they
entered the fort in a clearly visible supply line with some of the ammunition
crates wide open. Remarkably, the sight occasioned no reaction from the
Panamanian police and soldiers looking on.?’

If the problems with ammunition bothered Fitzgerald, other developments
did little to improve his disposition. Over a half hour before his air assault
was scheduled to begin, he and others could hear shots being fired from the
vicinity of the Balboa district, just north of Amador. Equally troubling, he
learned that at least a couple dozen uniformed and armed Panamanians
were boarding a bus behind one of the PDF buildings at the fort. Whether
they were planning to head for the Comandancia or just trying to escape the
coming battle, Fitzgerald had no way of knowing. What he did know was that
he could not let the men depart. After conferring with Snell and Cisneros,
with the latter being in direct contact with the JTF-South operations center at
Fort Clayton, Fitzgerald at 0025 ordered Captain Hort to have the two cross-
attached scout-antitank platoons set up prefabricated barriers to close down
Amador’s front and back gates.™

The platoon responsible for blocking the front gate, Team Recon, was
still unloading ammunition trucks when it received Fitzgerald’s order.
Consequently, the scouts and TOW personnel did not arrive at the gate until
after 0032, just in time to help two military policemen at the guard station

% Quotes from Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990. See also Interv, Nemmers with
Pote and Mauzey, 18 Oct 1990; Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 37, 39;
Flanagan, Battle for Panama, p. 111.

37 Fitzgerald’s frustrations over the ammunition issues are from Interv, author with
Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990. Quotes from Interv, Capt John Hollins with Fitzgerald, 20 Jun 1990,
Fort Clayton, Panama. The story of the trucks carrying the ammunition is from Donnelly,
Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 169.

3 Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just
Cause, pp. 169-70.
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Three cars (right) are lined up at the front gate of Fort Amador.

subdue their Panamanian counterparts. A minute or so later, as the scouts
were stringing concertina wire, the bus carrying the two dozen armed men
came speeding straight at the Americans, its headlights turned off. Four
snipers protecting the scouts opened fire on the bus, after which its passengers,
their weapons sticking through the windows, returned the fire. Team Recon
joined the fight, which ended only a few seconds later after the driver received
a fatal wound. The bus careened through the front gate out of control, hit and
“beheaded” a fire hydrant, and then smashed into a tree about three hundred
yards farther on. By that time, it was no longer visible to the U.S. soldiers
at the gate, even through night-vision goggles and the TOW’s thermal sights.
Sometime later it became obvious that the survivors had fled, leaving their
weapons, equipment, and uniforms behind. There had been no U.S. casualties
during the fight, but shots from the bus killed a PDF guard whom the scouts
had just placed in custody.*

Within minutes of the bus episode, a sedan with six armed Panamanians
inside also tried to run the roadblock at the front gate, which had just been
strengthened by positioning three HMMWVs there as obstacles. Again, a
shootout ensued, with the driver of the car being killed almost immediately.
The vehicle then crashed into one of the HMMW Vs, nearly severing the leg of

ntervs, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Wagner with Hinman, 18 Oct 1990; Nemmers,
United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 37-38; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just
Cause, pp. 170-71; Flanagan, Battle for Panama, p. 114.
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one of the passengers. Two of the remaining occupants continued to fire, and
U.S. troops replied with their M16s. When the shooting stopped, three of the
Panamanians were dead, including the one with the lacerated leg; the other
three were soon in custody.*

Word that Team TOW had secured the back gate to the causeway without
incident came as good news but did not alter the fact that, with the firefights at
the front gate, Task Force Black Devil had lost the element of surprise. Driving
home this point, the battle at the Comandancia began minutes thereafter,
with the fighting there taking place in full view of the fort across the bay.
With hostilities clearly under way, Task Force Black Devil’s headquarters and
headquarters company and the families in the American housing areas were
now at risk and would remain so until the two companies of airborne infantry
arrived via helicopters from Fort Kobbe. Knowing this, Fitzgerald had been
trying since the shooting started to get higher headquarters to authorize an
earlier time for the air assault, but his pleas were in vain. Further changes in
the timing of the plan, JTF-South officers at Fort Clayton reasoned, would
only increase the possibility of friendly fire incidents or midair collisions in
the densely packed airspace over what amounted to a very small portion of
southwestern Panama City. The Black Hawks would take off on schedule at
0047, and the airborne assault would begin at 0100, as planned.*!

One change to the Task Force Black Devil plan that Fitzgerald authorized
on his own as a result of the early commencement of combat operations in
and around Fort Amador concerned the American families residing on the
installation. The plan had originally called for the mortar platoon of the
headquarters company to knock on the back door of each home facing the
5th Company and evacuate the inhabitants. With exchanges of gunfire taking
place at the fort for over thirty minutes prior to H-hour and with errant rounds
and ricochets from the Comandancia fight landing inside the fort, Fitzgerald
and his staff, according to the battalion’s executive officer, “made the decision
on the spot that it was not safe to bring civilians out of their quarters and into
that fire.” Other considerations affecting the decision included the possibility
that, in a last, brutal act of defiance, enemy troops might deliberately target
any exposed group of American civilians or that the UESAT units on the
nearby islands to the south might, if they fired their mortars at the fort, kill
or wound noncombatants huddled in the open. Hence, when soldiers from the
mortar platoon began their door-to-door trek in the housing areas, they did
offer to evacuate the residents who wanted to leave but discouraged this course
of action by pointing out the great risks involved. It would be better, they
advised, to move to the rear of the concrete-reinforced homes, away from the
fighting that was almost certainly going to get much worse. Only in the U.S.

“ Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Nemmers, United States Army South Staff
Ride, pp. 37-38; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 171-72; Flanagan, Battle
for Panama, pp. 114-15.

#'Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just
Cause, pp. 172-73.
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Navy housing area, which Fitzgerald knew would be directly in the line of fire,
did his soldiers insist on evacuating the Americans living there.*

An enemy attack at Fort Amador prior to H-hour never materialized.
Meanwhile, at Fort Kobbe, Capt. Robert Zebrowski, the commander of
Company B, Ist Battalion, 508th Infantry, and Capt. William R. Reagan, the
Company A commander, loaded their men and supplies onto Black Hawks
manned by crews from the 7th Infantry Division. The seats had been removed
from the helicopters to get more troops aboard—up to seventeen per aircraft,
as opposed to the normal eleven or twelve—as well as their heavy rucksacks,
several crammed with up to three times a soldier’s basic load. Some of the
helicopters also carried cumbersome antitank rounds and crates of hand
grenades, although Zebrowski refused to load the Dragon rockets offered
him on the grounds that the company did not have the sights needed to fire
them. As for the four men who would man the task force’s 105-mm. howitzer,
they were scheduled to fly to the objective in the second wave, which would
include the artillery piece slung under one of the Black Hawks. On schedule at
0047, the pilots began lifting oft, aware that fierce fighting was already under
way at several locations in Panama City. According to plan, the Black Hawks
transporting Company B took the lead, followed by those with Company A.
The flight route was circuitous, with the blacked-out helicopters flying very
low out over the canal and Bay of Panama to avoid detection and antiaircraft
fire by UESAT and any other hostile units in the vicinity of Fort Amador.*

As the Black Hawks approached their landing zones in the fort, many of the
soldiers aboard could see the explosions, fire, and smoke at the Comandancia.
More unsettling, they could also see tracer rounds coming straight at them.
Some of the rounds were being fired by enemy forces on Fort Amador; others
were stray ordnance or ricochets from the Comandancia, where, depending
on “the angle of the dangle,” as Reagan phrased it, rounds fired by U.S. forces
skipped off enemy targets and ended up across that narrow section of the
Bay of Panama separating the fort from the southernmost portion of Panama
City. To Zebrowski, this had been a major flaw in the plan for Company B.
The landing zone for his men was a wide ditch behind the row of American
houses, out of sight of the 5th Company barracks but fully exposed to the
Comandancia and within range of the weapons being employed there. Now,
his worst fears seemed about to be realized as the pilots informed him and
Reagan that the landing zones were “hot.” Besides the danger to the troops,
the situation dictated that the Black Hawks not linger for more than several
seconds while the men aboard dismounted. As Reagan described the scene, the
Black Hawks landed, rolled for about ten feet, and then took off. If you had
not gotten out of the helicopters at that point, it was too late. Some soldiers
had to jump eight to ten feet to the ground in making their exit. At least a
couple of men were left stranded on board. While several of the Black Hawks

“Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990. Quote from Interv, Nemmers with Pote and
Mauzey, 18 Oct 1990.

“Intervs, Nemmers with Pote and Mauzey, 18 Oct 1990; author with Reagan, Zebrowski,
and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Wright with 7th Howitzer Section, Battery D, 320th Field Arty, 9 Jan
1990.
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were hit by the ground fire, none suffered serious damage. Nor were there any
casualties among the crews and the troops who had been crowded inside.*

As soon as the first wave of Black Hawks departed, Zebrowski moved
Company B into position at the southern end of Fort Amador. One infantry
platoon established itself behind the row of houses that included General
Cisneros’; a second platoon took up positions by American housing near the
Amador chapel. Both platoons had a clear view of the PDF motor pool and
the buildings next to it. Zebrowski’s third infantry platoon gathered in an
assembly area by the officers’ club, while the weapons platoon set up a prisoner
collection point in the club’s parking lot and prepared the unit’s recoilless rifles
for firing. With Company B on the ground, the headquarters company’s Team
TOW, which a half-hour earlier had closed the back gate, was free to move
out onto the causeway where it had orders to search three buildings next to
the fort, the so-called witches” houses, where Noriega was rumored to lodge
his unorthodox consultants on the spiritual and supernatural. The clearing
process would take over an hour.*

Company A followed Company B into Fort Amador. Captain Reagan
quickly established contact with Fitzgerald and then moved his three infantry
platoons into position at the northern end of the fort, with one of the platoons
linking up with the scouts at the front gate. The maneuver proceeded without
incident, although some U.S. military police, unaware that one of Reagan’s
platoons was heading into their area, came close to opening fire on the unit.
Once in place, Company B held its positions until shortly before dawn,
providing flank security while closely monitoring the situation.*

As Reagan and Zebrowski oversaw the disposition of their troops, the
pilot and copilot of the OH-58 Kiowa helicopter, which, together with three
AH-1 Cobras, had accompanied the troop carriers in the air assault, observed
from above. At one point, they received a radio message directing them to
pinpoint the location of an enemy ZPU4 antiaircraft gun that, before the
assault, intelligence officers had reported as being hidden somewhere behind
the row of 5th Company buildings. As the Kiowa’s pilot, Capt. Timothy Jones
from the 7th Infantry Division, flew toward the area suspected of concealing
the weapon, the helicopter came under heavy ground fire, was hit, and crashed
into the canal. Jones freed himself from the wreckage but was unable to find his
copilot, CWO2 Andrew P. Porter, who, it was later discovered, had drowned.
Over the next half hour, Jones tried to swim to shore, only to hear a group of
men speaking Spanish once he managed to reach land. Slipping back into the
water, he swam south until he arrived in the vicinity of the U.S. officers’ club.
Once again coming ashore, he encountered another group of Spanish-speaking

# Quote from Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. Nemmers,
United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 39—43; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just
Cause, pp. 172-74; Flanagan, Battle for Panama, pp. 111-12.

#1Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990; Nemmers, United States
Army South Staff Ride, pp. 38-39, 43.

“TInterv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. In this interview, Reagan
attributed the near miss by the military police to the fact that they had been brought into the
operation at the last minute and were not fully aware of all the details of Task Force Black
Devil’s plan.
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men, this time shouting at him. Thinking he had run into more Panamanian
soldiers, he scurried back into the water. The troops, in fact, were from the
scout-antitank platoon near the causeway, speaking Spanish because they
were certain Jones was an enemy soldier. Then Jones heard the men speaking
in English, so he called out, “Don’t shoot, I'm American.” Unfortunately, he
did not provide the proper password when challenged, and the ranking U.S.
officer on the scene ordered warning shots fired. Frightened and angry, Jones
unleashed a torrent of expletives that managed to convince the men he was
who he said he was. His ordeal had come to an end.’

Around 0200, while Company A held its positions at the northern end of
the fort, Company B began to move on its targets at the southern end. Unable
to hear the PSYOP appeals being broadcast from the task force command
post, Zebrowski’s 2d Platoon used its own bullhorns to demand the surrender
of anyone inside the PDF motor pool, the unit’s first objective. Four mechanics
complied. Meanwhile, from his operations center, Fitzgerald extended the
twenty minutes he had planned to allow for the battalion’s psychological
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After the battle, U.S. troops inspect the ZPU4 antiaircraft gun at Fort Amador.

47 Quote from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, pp. 174-76. There was
some speculation that the OH-58C had been shot down by ground fire from the Comandancia,
but Zebrowski, for one, believed that the helicopter’s position behind the PDF barracks, out
of sight and range of the PDF headquarters, made that an unlikely possibility. Probably, Jones
and Porter had been hit by ground fire from Panamanian soldiers at Fort Amador. See Interv,
author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. One official log contained the follow-
ing entry: “200218 OH-58 Down in the Canal Vic Ft Amador Pilot Swam Ashore. Co-Pilot
Unknown.” This would support the pilot’s account, which placed the crash within the first thirty
minutes after H-hour.
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operations to sixty-two minutes, mainly because the people with Cisneros
were telling the general that they had Major Cortizo on the telephone and
that the 5th Company commander wanted to surrender, a development that
could dramatically reduce the prospects for further violence. Fitzgerald also
hoped he could coax the cooks in Building 5, the PDF mess hall, to capitulate.
Knowing that they had been told American soldiers would kill them if they
gave up, he reasoned that “if I could get that first group to come out with their
hands up and show that we weren’t going to massacre them, there was a very
good possibility that there were others that would follow.” When none of these
initiatives paid off, Company B’s 1st and 3d Platoons began their preparatory
fires on three PDF buildings, using an antitank rocket followed by .50-caliber
machine guns. When Zebrowski received word to start clearing operations,
a squad from the 2d Platoon used grenades to enter two structures near the
motor pool. When the men encountered no resistance, they began securing the
buildings, eschewing the further use of grenades as they went room to room.
At some point, operations stopped for about an hour because of reports that a
U.S. military policeman was “lost” somewhere on Amador. Once the missing
person was found, Company B returned to its task.*

Before Fitzgerald ordered the main attack on the 5th Company
headquarters and the row of PDF buildings along the fort’s western edge,
he wanted to be sure that the ZPU4 and two V300s, the largest and most
sophisticated weapons in the enemy’s inventory at Amador, had been knocked
out of action. Accordingly, he directed the two Cobras still flying over the fort
to locate the targets, after which he had his Air Force liaison officer request
that the on-call AC-130 destroy them. The Spectre arrived around 0430, but its
crew initially refused to fire into the congested area below, even when told that
Task Force Black Devil could actually see the two V300s. After some heated
exchanges, the gunship did engage the vehicles, claiming that one of them
had been reduced to a burning hulk of twisted metal. Satisfied that the threat
posed by these weapons had been eliminated, Fitzgerald ordered Company B
to begin the main attack, starting with Building 9 at the southernmost end of
the long row. Not until later did the colonel learn that all three AC-130 targets
were still intact, virtually untouched by the Spectre’s rounds. As his executive
officer, Maj. Robert Pote, summarized the episode, the AC-130 crew had been
“uncooperative.” “We were under more danger from the Spectre gunship,” he
went on to say, “than [from] the enemy.” Another battalion staff officer was
more succinct in describing the AC-130: “It was worthless.”#

Shortly before dawn, the headquarters company provided more preparation
fires while Zebrowski’s 1st Platoon, which had been in its assembly area at the
officers’ club, readied to clear its assigned half of Objective Pifia, Buildings 9,
8, and 7 as viewed from the south. The general pattern was for each building to
be raked by .50-caliber and M60 machine guns and then hit with two AT4 high-
explosive, antitank rounds and one round from the 105-mm. howitzer used in a

®First quote from Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990. Second quoted word from
Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. Nemmers, United States Army
South Staff Ride, pp. 41-44.

“Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 41-42; Interv, author with Fitzgerald,
27 Jan 1990. Quotes from Interv, Nemmers with Pote and Mauzey, 18 Oct 1990.
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Building 9 after the battle at Fort Amador

direct-fire mode. Other weapons and explosives, such as bangalore torpedoes,
the 90-mm. recoilless rifles, and C4 charges, were to be used as required. As
gunners began directing this formidable array of firepower at each target,
they managed to hold collateral damage to a minimum, an achievement that
became a point of pride, especially in connection with one symbolic structure,
the mausoleum of former Panamanian leader, General Omar Torrijos, located
in front of the main PDF barracks. SOUTHCOM and JTF-South officers
feared that damaging the monument could have a negative impact on the large
number of Panamanians who still considered the general a hero. After Fort
Amador was pronounced secured later in the day, the monument was found to
be virtually unscathed, with only a slight, almost imperceptible chip on one of
its bricks. More important, Company B had avoided any friendly fire incidents.
In one close call, though, the .50-caliber machine gunners aiming at Building
9 had to stop their preparatory fires when ricochets from the weapons began
landing dangerously close to one Company B platoon in its assault position.*

Starting at 0607 and for three hours thereafter, Company B’s 1st Platoon
moved in sequence into Buildings 9, §, and 7. The troops methodically searched
the rooms inside, took some prisoners, and seized a variety of weapons. Despite
the sighting of several armed Panamanian troops in the area, the attackers
quickly realized that the number of defenders in no way approached the
estimated five hundred plus—admittedly a maximum, worst-case projection—

S0Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 41-44; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker,
Operation Just Cause, p. 179; Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990.
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Torrijos mausoleum

Fitzgerald had been told to expect. The morning’s operations proceeded without
incident. Thanks to some timely adjustments made by Captain Reagan, the
same could be said of Company A’s progress in Objective Cortizo. Reagan had
not anticipated having to clear the PDF housing area near his positions, nor
was he pleased when he received the mission. “What am I supposed to do with
these civilians? Just stroll up to their door and say, ‘I'd like to come through your
house now?”” Eventually, he formulated a plan that began with a psychological
operations team broadcasting instructions for anyone still in the residences to
show themselves to the U.S. forces outside. Following these broadcasts, members
of his 3d Platoon entered the houses, while the 2d Platoon assumed an overwatch
position. During the course of the searches, the troops discovered the makings
of a bomb in Major Cortizo’s home and a few weapons in other dwellings. But
neither Cortizo nor any other enemy personnel were to be found. According
to Panamanian civilians in the area, the Sth Company commander had fled an
hour or two before the arrival of the American troops. This account was verified
later by a PDF medic, the only commissioned Panamanian officer to be found
at Fort Amador. Left to defend the fort in the absence of their superiors were a
number of enlisted men, some under the threat of death from noncommissioned
officers who stayed behind with them, others motivated by a sense of personal,
national, and organizational honor.”!

STQuote from Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. Intervs, au-
thor with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Wright with Snell, 1 Jan 1990; Nemmers, United States Army
South Staff Ride, pp. 39-41.
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By early afternoon, Task Force Black Devil seemed close to completing its
mission with few casualties and little resistance. At Objective Cortizo, Reagan’s
men continued to inspect the PDF housing area without incident. From his
position there, the captain could see the progress being made by Zebrowski’s
platoons and thought with relief that at least his own men would not have to
get involved in “that mess” of going through the Sth Company buildings room
by room. At that moment, Company B’s 3d Platoon was in the process of
securing Building 4, the PDF headquarters. There was some apprehension on
the part of the senior officers present that the men might be letting down their
guard. If there was a sense of complacency, it ended abruptly when a couple of
defenders fired an antitank round at Colonel Snell and Colonel Fitzgerald as
they inspected the V300s the AC-130 had failed to destroy. Neither officer was
injured. Soon after that, Reagan’s 1st Platoon got into a firefight that spilled
over into Company B’s positions as well, even as Zebrowski’s men were also
receiving fire from a nearby gymnasium. The enemy troops soon slipped away,
presumably into the Amador yacht club, but Fitzgerald had seen enough.
After ordering Zebrowski to pull his men back, he directed Reagan to have
Company A attack the PDF buildings from the north, starting with the three-
story structure, Building 1, to be followed by the gym next door to it. Reagan’s
men had now become part of the mess the captain had hoped to avoid.>

At 1500, Company A moved through Building 1 and then the gym, taking
its time to search the numerous rooms, many of them locked. During all this,
Fitzgerald found himself under enormous pressure from higher headquarters
to speed up the operation, so that his troops would be available to begin follow-
on missions. He passed this sentiment along to the two infantry company
commanders but refused to order them to hurry. Only when Reagan informed
him that Company A wanted to go after any remaining defenders in the yacht
club did Fitzgerald, on orders from Cisneros, say no. Reagan, while later
admitting to being “pissed” at Fitzgerald’s negative response to his request,
was told that he would be allowed to enter the club the next day. With the other
buildings already cleared and the American housing area well protected, Fort
Amador was pronounced secured at 1800 on Wednesday, 20 December. The
Americans had suffered 2 fatalities and 6 wounded during the operation; the
PDF had 6 confirmed fatalities and 4 wounded, while 141 were taken prisoner.
Fitzgerald’s men had also captured a substantial number of weapons.>

The Task Force Black Devil after action reports contained a number
of observations and recommendations, among them the need for better
cooperation and coordination with the Air Force, for adequate time before
an operation to engage in troop-leading preparations, and for better ways to
handle prisoners and detainees. There was also a good deal written on how the
90-mm. recoilless rifle had proved a superb weapon for low-intensity conflict
in an urban setting and how, instead of being phased out of the Army’s

52 Quoted words from Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990.
Interv, author with Fitzgerald, 27 Jan 1990; Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause,
pp- 180-81.

33 Quoted word from Interv, author with Reagan, Zebrowski, and Flynn, 21 Jun 1990. The
figures are from Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 44-45.
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inventory, it should be ranked ahead of the cumbersome Dragons and AT4s
as the weapon of choice for certain operations.*

One observation did not make it into the official reports. During the
Fort Amador operation, firefights and explosions from antitank weapons,
howitzer shells, and (however ineffectual) rounds from an AC-130 occurred
right in front of houses that the families of American service personnel had
not had time to vacate. Once the fighting started, spouses and children found
what safety they could in their own dwellings—in closets, under beds, and in
bathtubs—and then prayed for the best, while fearing the worst. As the wife
of one U.S. Army, South, officer related, “I was certain I was going to die.”
Her two sources of consolation: foot-thick concrete walls and, at some point,
a telephone. Once Amador was secure, fear gave way to anger and, in several
cases, marital discord, as some civilians who had heard a cannon being fired
in what amounted to their front yards refused to talk to their spouses, whom
they blamed for knowingly putting them at risk. Rationalizations claiming
operations security did little to assuage the bitterness. The most disturbing
aspect of this friction, according to several observers, was that the Southern
Command, JTF-Panama, and JTF-South had not anticipated the problem;
they therefore failed to provide the needed professional counseling as soon as
possible after the fighting had stopped.*

On the positive side for U.S. forces, the enemy at Fort Amador, a vital target
within the first concentric ring around the Comandancia, had been defeated
in a battle far short of the bloodbath anticipated in the worst-case scenarios.
The west bank of the canal area was also inside that ring, and it, too, had been
secured with low casualty figures for both friendly and enemy forces, thanks
to the efforts of Task Force Semper Fi. As for the third target area within
the ring, Ancon Hill, that was the responsibility of Task Force Wildcat. The
outcome there would follow the pattern set at Amador and on the west bank.

3 A number of Task Force Black Devil’s observations can be found in Nemmers, United
States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 44-45. See also Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just
Cause, p. 163.

53 Quote from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 163. The problem of
marital discord following the fight at Fort Amador (and attacks at other locations near where
American families lived) was brought to the author’s attention by a former USARSO/JTF-
Panama staff officer.
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From almost any location in Panama City, one could see Ancon Hill
rising up over six hundred feet, bordered on the west by the canal and
in the south by the Bay of Panama. Atop the hill was a large but tattered
Panamanian flag. It had been new when Panama’s government raised it there
as a symbol of sovereignty on 1 October 1979, the day much—but not all—of
the hill transferred from American to Panamanian control as a consequence of
the canal treaties. Looking down on the northeastern slope, an observer could
see Gorgas Army Hospital near the base of the hill. On the reverse slope and
somewhat higher up were two man-made terraces known as Quarry Heights,
home to the U.S. Southern Command.! From this location overlooking the
capital, U.S. military personnel enjoyed a beautiful panorama of the city and a

Ancon Hill (right) as seen from the vicinity of Fort Clayton, the location of JTF-South’s
operations center

'On 1 October 1979, some areas of Quarry Heights were included in the portions of Ancon
Hill transferred to the government of Panama. As a result of the change, one of SOUTHCOM’s
two main gates was moved from the foot of the hill farther up the slope. Under the treaty, the
Southern Command, itself, was not required to turn over its facilities until 31 December 1999.
In fact, the headquarters relocated from Panama to Miami, Florida, in September 1997.
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utilitarian line of sight into PDF facilities such as the Comandancia. The latter
had proved valuable during the 3 October failed coup, when SOUTHCOM
personnel had gained some insight as to what was transpiring simply by going
outside and peering down into Noriega’s headquarters.

If being located at Quarry Heights offered the unified command
certain advantages during the crisis with Panama’s dictatorship, these
could possibly be supplanted by certain vulnerabilities in the event of war.
There were, for example, no large U.S. combat units stationed on Ancon
Hill, while Panamanian infantry companies at the Comandancia and Fort
Amador were within quick striking distance of the SOUTHCOM complex.
Additionally, there were several PDF facilities ringing Ancon Hill. Although
the policemen and military engineers who manned those sites were not
trained for combat, that fact alone would not preclude their initiating
any number of disruptive activities that could threaten noncombatants,
SOUTHCOM installations, and U.S. military operations in the vicinity.
In response to these potential threats, the JTF-South Operation Plan 90-2
for deliberate U.S. offensive operations in Panama, as well as the series
of HicH ANXIETY fragmentary orders covering a no-notice attack by the
PDF, directed Task Force Bayonet to “secure QUARRY HEIGHTS and
GORGAS HOSPITAL,” “control and demilitarize the area between FT
CLAYTON and FT AMADOR,” and “secure the ANCON HILL and
BALBOA areas of PANAMA CITY.”?

Colonel Snell, as Task Force Bayonet’s commander on the eve of Just
CAusE, passed almost all of these missions to Task Force Wildcat, a subordinate
command he had task-organized around the 5th Battalion, 87th Infantry, 193d
Infantry Brigade, headquartered at Fort Clayton and commanded by Lt. Col.
William Huff III. Besides the battalion’s three infantry companies—A, B, and
C—Huff would have operational control over Company A—dubbed Team
Track—from Colonel Reed’s mechanized battalion. In addition, Wildcat’s
headquarters and headquarters company included an antitank platoon, a
scout platoon, a mortar platoon, and combat service support elements. Also
attached to the task force was a platoon of military police.’

On battle maps, Huff’s principal targets were in a sector labeled
Area of Operations Antietam (Map 9). Beginning at the southwest base
of Ancon Hill and moving clockwise, the battalion’s Company B was
responsible for the entire Balboa district, including the PDF’s Balboa
National Investigation Department (DENTI) station that was located along
Task Force Gator’s route to the Comandancia and a portion of the route
taken by Task Force Black Devil’s ground elements into Fort Amador.
North of that, Company C was assigned the main DNTT building and
the Ancon DENI station, the latter situated at a critical intersection where
two main avenues merged into the eastern edge of Gaillard Highway as

2FRAGOs (HigH ANXIETY) to JTF-Panama OPORD 7-88 (BLUE Spoon), 20 Jun 1989, 20
Aug 1989, and 11 Oct 1989. Quotes from JTF-South OPLAN 90-2, 3 Nov 1989, but are con-
tained virtually word for word in the HicH ANXIETY fragmentary orders.

3The task-organization for Task Force Wildcat is an Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf,
for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE
CRUSH.
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it ran alongside the northeast base of the hill. Company A was given
responsibility for the PDF engineer compound farther off to the northeast,
mainly because the company commander, Capt. William C. Flynt III, lived
near the target and knew the terrain. For its part, the mechanized company
attached to Wildcat was to set up five roadblocks at key intersections on
the eastern edge of Antietam to isolate the battlefield and block any PDF
reinforcements—either from the Ancon Hill area or from Las Tinajitas,
Panama Viejo, and Fort Cimarron—that might attempt to join in the
fighting at the Comandancia. Finally, the military police were assigned
to secure Gorgas Army Hospital, while an infantry platoon would do the
same for the Panama Canal Commission (PCC) administration building
and several power and communications facilities on the hill itself.

PREPARATIONS AND INITIAL MOVEMENTS

Prior to assuming command of the 5th Battalion, 87th Infantry, in June
1988, Huft had been in the SOUTHCOM Policy, Strategy, and Programs (J-5)
Directorate. As a result of both assignments, he had been well positioned to
witness the evolution of the crisis, for a year at the strategic and operational
levels, then a year and a half at the tactical level. Because part of this
experience involved the PRAYER Book, he had participated in a simulation
of the initial BLUE SpooN operation orders while at Quarry Heights, briefing
General Woerner on projections for battlefield and collateral damage, and he
had helped analyze plans for the follow-on civil-military operations. After he
took command of the 5th Battalion at U.S. Army, South, he continued to
be involved in the planning process once BLUE SpooN was passed down for
battalion-level scrutiny in August 1988. Fleshing out the contingency plan for
combat accelerated during Operation NiMRoD DANCER following the arrival
in May 1989 of the mechanized battalion from Fort Polk and the decision
to place one of that battalion’s companies under Huff’s operational control
in the event of war. By the time planners were making their final revisions
to BLUE Spoon in the weeks after the 3 October coup attempt, Task Force
Wildcat’s targets had been clearly identified and the tactics for dealing with
them formulated and, as much as practicable, rehearsed.

The “trickiest part” of the plan, according to Colonel Snell, was if defensive
operations detailed in the HiGH ANXIETY fragmentary orders and in Phases I
and II of the JTF-South operation order preceded offensive operations. In
that case, the mechanized battalion would initially occupy defensive positions
to secure Quarry Heights and Balboa. Once combat operations began, the
mechanized companies assigned to Task Force Gator and the Comandancia
mission would have to vacate these positions, which soon thereafter would
be reoccupied by Task Force Wildcat as it set up to attack its targets around
Ancon Hill. Snell was concerned that complications during the changeover
might impede the launching of Gator’s attack on the Comandancia or leave
American citizens and U.S. facilities on Ancon unprotected for an unspecified
interval. This apprehension subsided only after he and Huff learned that they
would not be executing the defensive phases of BLUE Spoon. On a lighter note,
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at some point during the planning process, the operations assigned to Huft’s
task force acquired the code name PiNeappLE CRUSH, a play on the derisive
nickname—La Pifia—Noriega had acquired because of his pockmarked face.*

To increase the readiness of the troops to execute their assigned missions,
Huft’s battalion received training similar to that of other Panama-based and
NiMRroD DANCER units operating in the country. Since May, the Sth Battalion had
been conducting its share of Purple Storm, Sand Flea, contingency readiness
exercises, and other operations, several of which had taken Huff’s troops into
the Ancon area. For the most part, the maneuvers had proved uneventful.
After the 3 October failed coup, the training and other preparations in which
Huft’s soldiers participated intensified. There were more security missions and
show-of-force operations to run, many of them tantamount to BLUE Spoon
rehearsals, as was the case with other JTF-Panama forces. As part of the
accelerated training program, the 5th Battalion used the Empire Range on
the west side of the canal to improve its ability to conduct military operations
on urbanized terrain. As one staff officer recalled, “We actually constructed
wooden buildings, and we conducted live-fire raids, clearing room by room,
until every soldier knew exactly what he needed to do for MOUT operations.”
Another officer, one of Huff’s company commanders, praised the “extensive
and realistic MOUT live fires including the bounding of fire teams, squads, and
platoons.” The simple “SOPs developed during these live fires were followed
by the men and leaders,” he added in the wake of Just Cause. While the limited
training area did not permit calling in close air support and indirect fire and
while not all the ground maneuver elements had the opportunity to hone their
MOUT skills at night, the program did allow “the live fire employment of
almost every weapon system.” The result was that each of the units acquired
the status of trained at the end of the course.’

Since Task Force Wildcat units executing BLUE SpooN would be scattered
throughout the Balboa and Ancon districts on terrain featuring a large hill
and several built-up urban areas, Huff, his staff, and commanders had to pay
special attention to communications. Beginning in October, the battalion’s

“For Huff’s involvement with BLUE SpooN planning and his and Snell’s concerns about the
plan, see Intervs, author with Col William H. Huff III, U.S. Army, 29 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton,
Panama; Robert K. Wright Jr. with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf
Bde, 5 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama. Quoted words from Interv, Wright with Col Michael G.
Snell, U.S. Army, 1 Jan 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama. See also Task Force Wildcat’s version of
the BLUE Spoon operation order, OPLAN 90-1 (PmveappLE CRUSH), 17 Oct 1989, for a description
of Phases I through I'V operations. In Wright’s lengthy and invaluable interview with Task Force
Wildcat personnel, the officers on the battalion staff joining Colonel Huff were the executive
officer, Maj. Carter Thomas; the operations officer, Maj. James Woods; the intelligence officer,
Ist Lt. Kevin Huggens; the S—4, Capt. Robert Colon; the adjutant, 1st Lt. Robert E. Vikander;
Chaplain (Capt.) William E. Knight; and Cmd. Sgt. Maj. Eric L. Haney. Also present were
Capt. Robert W. Jones Jr., the commander, Headquarters and Headquarters Company; Capt.
Mark Conley, commander, Company B; and Capt. Donald S. Currie, commander, Company C.

S First quote from Interv, Capt Joseph Nemmers with Capt Robert E. Vikander, Sth Bn,
87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 16 Oct 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama. Last quote from AAR, Task Force
Wildcat, and second and third quotes from AAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, both Encls to Memo,
Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat
Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.
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communications officer started reconnoitering the task force’s projected
target areas to determine what locations would best allow Huff and his
subordinates to stay in contact with each other and with higher headquarters,
meaning Snell’s Task Force Bayonet. In a related measure, the officer and
others also established several brigade and battalion retransmission stations.
To test the results, Wildcat units employed the officer’s recommendations
and arrangements during Sand Flea exercises, in the process confirming or
modifying where BLUE SPooN company and task force command posts could
best be located.®

Besides urban combat training, communications planning, and ongoing
exercises, the lengthy list of activities constituting the 5th Battalion’s BLUE
SpooN preparations between early October and mid-December also included
the creation of detailed unit battle books; a variety of live-fire exercises geared
to each echelon; briefings up the chain from company commanders to their
battalion and brigade superiors; a battalion-level war game that approximated
the plan; a jeep exercise and a “van mounted TEWT with commanders”;
“several alerts, marshalling, and deploying exercises”; map exercises; and a
number of “walk-thrus” and “talk-thrus.” Not on the list of formal activities
was the simple function of just being conscious of one’s daily environment. As
one sergeant in the battalion recalled, “You know, you drive by this place every
morning that you know is going to be a target, on the way to work. You just
pass the same place every day. . . . Although [an] actual rehearsal wasn’t done,
we almost did it every day. No problem taking a look at this stuff.””’

In the opinion of Huff and his subordinates, the battalion was ready to
perform its BLUE SPooN/90-2 combat missions. The soldiers had been well
trained and morale was high, the latter in part due to the prospect at long last of
putting a stop to the intimidation and coercion leveled at them by the Noriega
regime. Since 3 October, U.S. military personnel had experienced increased
levels of police harassment, verbal abuse and obscene gestures, and, in general,
a more belligerent environment. The troops were “tired of all this,” according
to one staff officer, and wanted a chance to respond. As a noncommissioned
officer put it, “So when this thing finally started to kick off, everybody was
pretty happy just to get it going. Everybody was up for it. Let’s just do it and
get it over with, so we can get back to some kind of normal life around here.”
Helping to keep morale high were intelligence reports indicating that most
Panamanian units would not fight and that a U.S. victory was foreordained.?

¢Interv, Nemmers with Vikander, 16 Oct 1990.

"The list of preparatory activities and the first through fourth quotes are from AAR, Task
Force Wildcat, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub:
After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINeapPLE CrusH. Interv, author with Huff, 29 Jan
1990. Last quote from Interv, Sgt Daniel C. Wagner and Dolores De Mena with Sfc Gerald
Stewart, U.S. Army, 16 Oct 1990, U.S. Army, South, Panama.

$For the morale issue and the first quote, see Interv, Nemmers with Vikander, 16 Oct 1990.
Second quote from Interv, Wagner and De Mena with Stewart, 16 Oct 1990. Interv, Wagner
with 2d Lt Paul H. Fredenburgh and 1st Lt Robert M. Mundell, both U.S. Army, 18 Oct 1990,
Fort Davis, Panama; AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr,
193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.



Task ForcE WILDCAT

As with so many other Army officers in Panama, Huff was enjoying
himself at the USARSO Christmas formal when he received word about the
Paz shooting. Right after Cisneros canceled the remainder of the celebration,
the colonel went to his headquarters on Fort Clayton. As an alert went out to
all JTF-Panama units, Huff activated his battalion’s tactical operations center
and awaited further developments. For the next three days, the battalion was
confined to the fort. On Monday, once Colonel Snell learned of the impending
operation, he called in his battalion commanders and, mindful that they were
not to be officially informed until the next day, wrote on a piece of paper,
“We’re going to war.” According to Huff, Snell then shredded the note.’

On Tuesday at the authorized time, Huff disclosed the secret to his
company commanders, telling them to inform their platoon leaders at 1800
that evening. As was the case in other units, some officers later complained
that company commanders and platoon leaders would have been better able
to conduct a final round of reconnaissance and surveillance and to prepare
their troops for battle had they been given a 24-hour heads-up rather than
only a few hours’ notice before Just Causk was scheduled to begin. Supporting
this point was the plight of several company-grade officers, who in trying to
use what precious minutes they had before 1800 to write the operation orders
they would distribute to their soldiers, were often interrupted to attend critical
meetings and tend to other tasks, thus delaying completion of the orders.
This, in turn, meant that the troops would have even less time to receive the
necessary briefings and complete their preparation checklists. Serving to
complicate matters further was the realization that the joint communications-
electronics operating instructions provided by the XVIII Airborne Corps
contained several duplicate frequencies that, once identified, had to be altered
at the last minute.'

Although morale remained high as H-hour approached, a “real serious
atmosphere” pervaded the barracks. The troops had to attend briefings, acquire
ammunition and essential equipment, and review and discuss procedures and
numerous other details. Having trained in urban operations, the men knew how
complicated and potentially deadly clearing buildings could be. Yet they also
knew that the professionalism and firepower they would bring to the coming
battle far outweighed anything their adversary possessed. With between 650
and 700 troops in the 5th Battalion, riflemen would begin the operation with
their M16s and about 240 rounds per soldier. Each squad would have two or
more LAWSs, and grenades were handed out to squad and team leaders. Each

°Interv, author with Huff, 29 Jan 1990.

" Intervs, Nemmers with Vikander, 16 Oct 1990; Wagner with Fredenburgh and Mundell,
18 Oct 1990; Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan
1990; Nemmers with Capt Stephen A. Smith, U.S. Army, 18 Oct 1990, Fort Davis, Panama;
AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan
1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiNeappLE CrRUsH. Commenting after
Just CAUSE in the interview with Wright on the communications-electronics operating instruc-
tions (CEOI) problem, Huff gave an illustrative example: “The CEOI that we thought was all
going to be set up for this thing then got dicked up as we got new frequencies. . . . We found that
the battalion command [frequency] was the same as some MP platoon [frequency]—unbeliev-
able screw-ups at the last minute.”

177



178

U.S. MILITARY INTERVENTION IN PANAMA: OPERATION JUST CAUSE

combat company in the task force would have a sniper team using the M24
sniper system. Also in the task force’s inventory were .50-caliber machine guns
mounted on M113s and other vehicles, M60 machine guns, 90-mm. recoilless
rifles, AT4 portable antitank weapons, M203 grenade launchers, and TOW
II antitank missiles. Each company from the 5th Battalion had two 60-mm.
mortars, while the battalion’s four 81-mm. mortars would be infiltrated onto
the athletic field at Albrook Air Station to provide on-call fire support. Finally,
Huff could request artillery and close air support if he believed a situation
required such assistance.!!

During the morning and afternoon of the nineteenth, the colonel and his
principal staff officers joined other task force commanders and their staffs at
the various meetings and briefings held throughout the day. Then, at 1800,
Huff helped brief platoon leaders on their roles in the upcoming conflict.
After he had finished speaking to one group, Cisneros arrived, himself making
the rounds from unit to unit and talking to officers on the brotherhood of
war. A few hours later, Huff visited each company in Task Force Wildcat,
including Company A from the mechanized battalion, seeing as many soldiers
as possible, reviewing their missions with them, and, in general, helping to keep
morale high. During the course of what he later called his Patton speech, he
also reminded the troops of the long-term consequences of the action in which
they were soon to be engaged, a point that Snell had emphasized to him and
Task Force Bayonet’s other commanders. Once the enemy was defeated, Huff
stated emphatically, there would be the nation-building phase, the Panama
Defense Forces would be reconstructed in one form or another, and the U.S.
military would continue to be stationed in Panama well into the 1990s. “We’re
going to have to pat these guys on the back and say, ‘All is forgiven,” after
we do this thing,” he told the troops, instructing them on the importance of
treating prisoners and the enemy dead with respect and leaving Panamanian
flags flying.!?

Shortly after the talks and briefings, elements of Task Force Wildcat began
their initial movements. At 2200, the mortar platoon boarded HMMW Vs and,
with its 81-mm. mortars and ammunition aboard, left Fort Clayton by the back
gate and made its way into Albrook Air Station next door, stopping briefly
while the platoon leader and a reconnaissance party checked out the primary
mortar firing position on the facility’s baseball field. Given that the platoon
was on a fenced-in U.S. installation with Air Force policemen to guard and, if
necessary, defend the athletic field, the site selected for the mortars seemed safe
enough. The only problem the platoon encountered once it arrived related to
operations security: the mortar crews could not properly adjust the base plates

"Quote from Interv, Wagner with Fredenburgh and Mundell, 18 Oct 1990. Intervs,
Nemmers with Vikander, 16 Oct 1990; with Smith, 18 Oct 1990; AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl
to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report,
TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

12Quote from Interv, author with Huff, 29 Jan 1990. Intervs, Nemmers with Vikander, 16
Oct 1990; Capt John Hollins with Huff, 20 Jun 1990, Fort Clayton, Panama.



Task ForcE WILDCAT

of their weapons without firing registration rounds, something that was out of
the question.!?

About thirty minutes later, two platoons from the 5th Battalion’s Company
A—mnicknamed the “Jaguars”—also departed Fort Clayton to rendezvous with
the company’s third infantry platoon, which was conducting roving patrols in
the Curundu housing area. Having been responsible for security in Curundu
for a couple of months, Company A was familiar with the area, which allowed
its officers to pick a guardhouse located there as an ideal assembly point if
needed. By moving in staggered intervals on single trucks, the troops en route
to the point late on 19 December sought to convince any observer who had
become familiar with the unit’s routine movements in the area that they were
engaged in changing the guard or bringing in supplies. Once all the trucks
arrived and the company assembled, the guardhouse provided superb cover for
the soldiers and vehicles. Captain Flynt, the company commander, “thought
the troops were entirely too noisy off loading the trucks” but found the issue
to be “academic” in that “the trucks were much louder than the soldiers.” It
would have been better, he realized, had the transport stopped “about 500
meters away down the road,” allowing the troops to walk to the guardhouse.
In any case, he concluded that the commotion had not jeopardized tactical
surprise. As for those troops who now had up to a two-hour wait before
moving to their attack positions, the time passed uneventfully, with plenty in
the way of additional preparations to keep them busy.'

As H-hour approached, Huff wanted up-to-the-minute intelligence on the
targets in Task Force Wildcat’s area of operations, as well as the status of the
roadways leading into it. The scout platoon of his headquarters company had
surveillance assets, while the company’s antitank platoon had transportation.
Sometime between midnight and 0030, the two units left through the back gate
at Fort Clayton to reconnoiter the Ancon-Balboa area. So as not to attract
unwanted attention, the soldiers wore soft caps and placed their weapons on
the floor boards of their vehicles. At first, the reconnaissance was routine,
with the scouts reporting that the route to the PDF engineering compound
was clear, although the compound itself was blacked out, the entrances were
blocked by vehicles, and armed men in civilian clothes could be seen in firing
positions. Almost identical reports described conditions at the transportation
building and the Ancon DENI. The scouts proceeded to Gorgas Army
Hospital, reported on the situation there, then retraced their route back to the
blacked-out Ancon DENI station, where a group of ten men dressed in civilian
clothes and armed with AK47s “zeroed in on the convoy” just as the vehicles
approached a stoplight that had turned red. The platoon leader considered

B Intervs, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5
Jan 1990; Nemmers with Smith, 18 Oct 1990; Dolores De Mena with Spec William Anthony
Martin, U.S. Army, 27 Sep 1991, Fort Clayton, Panama; AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl to
Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF
Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

“Quotes from AAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr,
193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.
Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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running the light but then decided to “play it cool,” as though his presence was
“normal business.” To his relief, the armed men held their fire.!?

Within a few minutes of passing the Ancon DENI, a sense of déja vu
swept the reconnaissance group as armed men approached the convoy while it
waited at a second stoplight. “Light changes thank God!” the platoon leader
later recorded in his unit’s chronology. The feeling of relief, once again, was
short-lived. Right after the light changed, the scout and the antitank platoons
became distressingly aware of U.S. military police “rousting” the Pier 18 area
of Balboa Harbor, arresting PDF administration personnel at the location.
Although the policemen secured the area, their actions were premature, part
of a misunderstanding rooted in the attempts by JTF-South to change H-hour.
The ensuing ruckus caught the attention of Panamanian forces around the
harbor and piers, the area Wildcat’s reconnaissance group was just entering.
PDF and Dignity Battalion members in the vicinity began locking and loading
their weapons and pointing them at the Americans, who tried to appear calm.
Then, believing that their “cover was blown,” they prepared to “run the
gauntlet” but were spared that ordeal when the armed Panamanians chose not
to open fire. Several minutes later, right after the battle for the Comandancia
commenced, the scouts concluded their patrol and proceeded immediately
to their assembly areas, where they sought cover from the heavy indirect fire
passing over their heads. Later, they would move onto Ancon Hill to provide
security for Huff’s jump tactical operations center and to serve as the task
force’s only reserve. From Huff’s perspective, the reconnaissance mission had
been a huge success. The reports relayed by the platoons contained what he
considered to be the most valuable intelligence he received prior to hostilities.
But he also realized, as one officer later observed, that the whole effort “could
have gone very bad very quickly.”

As Huft scrutinized the information he was receiving from the scout and
antitank platoons, Task Force Wildcat units still located at Fort Clayton began
moving to their assembly areas. At 0040, Company A from the mechanized
battalion left Clayton by the back gate and headed to the Curundu Elementary

S Intervs, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5
Jan 1990; author with Huff, 29 Jan 1990. Quoted words from AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl
to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report,
TF Wildcat Operation PineappLE CRUSH. Videocassette tape, Sth of the 87th After Action Just
CAUSE, 1990. Colonel Huff and his subordinates video-recorded the VHS tape shortly after Just
Causk. The recording features statements from Huff, his company commanders, and their pla-
toon leaders and noncommissioned officers, as well as video footage of the targets and a brief
narrative on how each was neutralized.

19 First through fourth quoted words from AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl to Memo, Cdr,
Sth Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat
Operation PINeEAPPLE CRUsH. While the Task Force Wildcat tactical operations center remained
at Huff’s battalion headquarters on Fort Clayton, his mobile or “jump” tactical operations
center allowed him to go to Ancon Hill where he could direct the task force’s actions from a
better vantage point. For brevity in the remainder of this chapter, the term operations center will
refer to the jump tactical operations center. Last quote from Lawrence A. Yates, “Operation
JUST CAUSE in Panama City, December 1989,” in Block by Block: The Challenges of Urban
Operations, ed. William G. Robertson and Lawrence A. Yates (Fort Leavenworth, Kans.: U.S.
Army Command and General Staff College Press, 2003), p. 348.
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School, a location that would put the troops in position, once the shooting
started, to move quickly down Curundu Road and past the PDF engineer
compound before the battle there got under way. They would then maneuver to
set up the five roadblocks assigned to them on the stretch of Gaillard Highway
beginning north of the Ancon DENI and veering south to Fourth of July
Avenue. As Company A departed Clayton, Task Force Wildcat’s Company
C and a platoon from Company B left by the front gate, turning onto the
segment of Gaillard Highway running past the fort. For movement purposes
only, these units headed south in the wake of Task Force Gator, briefly coming
under the operational control of Colonel Reed. Minutes later, the situation,
according to Huff, “turned to s——t.” At 0045, Wildcat units began to hear
mortar fire and other explosions and to see tracer rounds in the vicinity of
the harbor and the Comandancia. Similar to the reconnaissance group, the
troops leaving Clayton and those still preparing for departure realized that
within minutes they would encounter PDF and Dignity Battalion elements in
the Ancon-Balboa area that would have had time to prepare for the arrival of
U.S. forces.!”

With Operation Just Caust now officially under way, Snell quickly radioed
Huff, telling him to “go ahead and jump.” The remaining troop trucks of
Company B immediately moved out Clayton’s front gate onto Gaillard,
with four military police vehicles, Huff’s operations center composed of two
HMMWYVs, and a support platoon from Company C behind them. At this
point, all the main elements of Task Force Wildcat were en route to their lines
of departure, with Company A and the Team Track mechanized company
traveling toward the area of operations via Curundu Road, Company C and
the Company B platoon following in the wake of Task Force Gator, and the
column led by Huff’s Company B (minus) bringing up the rear. As the troops
of Company C drove past Albrook Air Station, they noticed three PDF police
cars. If there were trdnsitos inside, they chose not to open fire, and the company
convoy proceeded to Ancon Hill."®

When Company B attempted to move through the same area, an intense
firefight erupted. Armed Panamanians inside a bus also traveling south down
Gaillard Highway, but in the northbound lane, opened fire on the column
parallel to them and then tried to maneuver the vehicle into the southbound
lane in such a way as to block Company B’s progress. The occupants of one or
two of the PDF police cars in the vicinity also joined in the shootout. Unable
to avoid an engagement, U.S. troops at the head of the column returned fire.
Soon thereafter, Air Force security police at Albrook, believing that they were
under attack, began shooting as well. Behind Company B, the military police

7Quoted words from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf,
193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990. AARs, Task Force Wildcat, and Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, both Encls to
Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF
Wildcat Operation PINeappLE CrUSH; Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 29-32.
For information on Task Force Gator, see Chapter 4.

8 Quote from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf
Bde, 5 Jan 1990. AARs, Task Force Wildcat, and Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, both Encls to Memo,
Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat
Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.
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and the men in Huff’s HMMWYVs found themselves coming under intense
fire, with no idea if it was the enemy or the Air Force police shooting at
them. According to Huff, the firefight could have been disastrous save for the
fact that the bullets flying into his column’s “kill zone” seemed to be hitting
everything—rifle butts, stocks, and sites; swivels; squad automatic weapons;
equipment; and the vehicles—except the soldiers themselves, three of whom
were wounded. He used terms such as “unbelievable” and “miraculous” to
describe the phenomenon in which “people just escape[d] with their lives by
flukes.” The ambush came to an abrupt end when Company B pushed past the
bus, which went off the highway and crashed. Three of the men inside were
killed, either during the fighting or in the crash. Although there had been no
U.S. fatalities in the convoy, a Department of Defense Dependent Schools
schoolteacher, Gertrude Kandi Helin, was caught in the sudden crossfire and
killed outside the gate at Albrook, her death being the first reported American
civilian casualty of Just CAUSE."

Toward the end of Huff’s column, the battalion support platoon heard the
shooting and pulled off to the side of the highway to assess the situation. With
tracer rounds flying about, the platoon leader, 1st Lt. Robert M. Mundell,
expressed some concerns about entering Albrook, where the plan called for
him to establish a first aid station and facilities for resupplying Task Force
Wildcat with water, fuel, and ammunition. He was “apprehensive” because
“we did not know that the Air Force understood what our friendly signs were
and we didn’t understand what their friendly signs were.” His anxiety might
have increased had he known that, in the shootout just yards ahead of him, the
U.S. convoy suspected friendly fire from the air station as the source of some
of the rounds impacting around it. The support platoon finally began moving
again, with Mundell’s worst fears being allayed after his men entered Albrook
without incident.?

The remainder of the column continued to its objectives, with Huff’s
operations center making its way up Ancon Hill to a clearing just below Quarry
Heights and above the PCC administration building. As Huff approached the
position, he could see that it was being shelled by mortars, although by the
time he arrived, the firing had subsided. With him were the 5th Battalion’s
operations officer, its fire support officer, an air liaison officer, a communications
officer, two radio telephone operators, and the battalion sergeant major. From
this select location, Huff could keep in contact with higher headquarters and
with the four scattered companies constituting the bulk of his task force. He
also could easily visit each company’s area of operations if he required more
information or believed his presence to be necessary.”!

1 Quoted words and quote from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th
Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990. Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp.
26-28; AARs, Task Force Wildcat, and Co B, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, both Encls to Memo, Cdr, 5th
Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation
PiNEAPPLE CRUSH.

2 Quote from Interv, Wagner with Fredenburgh and Mundell, 18 Oct 1990. AAR, Task
Force Wildcat, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub:
After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

2 Intervs, author with Huff, 29 Jan 1990; Nemmers with Smith, 18 Oct 1990.
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Around and below him, these units were preparing to carry out their
assignments—the mechanized company, to install roadblocks; the three rifle
companies, to isolate four hard targets and two large neighborhoods. At each
of the targets, the tactics to be used mirrored those employed at most JusT
CAusE objectives. A heavy broadcast team would issue appeals for Panamanian
defenders to surrender, accompanied by warnings of dire consequences should
the entreaties be ignored. Against any enemy forces choosing to resist, U.S.
units would conduct what was termed a carefully orchestrated firepower
demonstration designed to convey the devastating effects of their weapons.
Following the demonstration, there would be a new round of surrender
broadcasts. Only if alternating the carrot and the stick became an exercise in
futility would American troops actually launch an attack to seize an objective.
The proximity of civilian residences to targets in the Ancon-Balboa districts
dictated such a patient approach, as did the long-term considerations, including
nation building, that Huff had earlier voiced to his troops. Also, as Snell later
remarked, “We did not want to kill unnecessarily a lot of soldiers because we
knew the PDF were there to put bread on the table, and many, we suspected,
were not strong supporters of Noriega.”?

TEAM TRACK AND COMPANY C

Around the northern and eastern slopes of Ancon Hill were three of Task
Force Wildcat’s hard targets: the PDF engineer compound, the DNTT building
housing the PDF’s main trdnsito and transportation headquarters, and the
Ancon DENI station. Company C, 5th Battalion, bore responsibility for fixing
and, on order, neutralizing the latter two targets. If necessary, the company
commander, Capt. Donald S. Currie, could request assistance from Company
A, 4th Battalion, 6th Infantry—Team Track—whose principal mission was to
isolate the battlefield, both at the Comandancia and around Ancon Hill, by
establishing five roadblocks on Currie’s right flank.

Having moved from Fort Clayton into the Curundu area twenty minutes
earlier, Team Track crossed its line of departure at 0100 and started heading
down Curundu Road on a route that would take the M113s past the PDF
engineer compound and the DNTT on their right flank to the intersection
with that segment of Gaillard Highway running around the northeastern
base of Ancon Hill. The foray would not go unopposed. Just seconds into the
column’s movement, three or four Panamanians lying in ambush opened fire
with machine guns. The team’s 2d and 3d Platoons were best positioned to
return fire, while the entire convoy accelerated to twenty-five miles per hour. A
second ambush occurred as Company A passed the front gate of the engineer
compound. Again, only two or three enemy personnel were involved, and, as
a few minutes before, U.S. troops returned fire without stopping. When the
vehicles reached Gaillard Highway, they made a left turn and proceeded east

21bid. Firepower demonstration was the term employed by U.S. commanders in Just CAUSE
to describe the employment of various weapons to show their destructive effects, not so much
to inflict casualties, but to intimidate enemy defenders at several locations into surrendering.
Quote from Donnelly, Roth, and Baker, Operation Just Cause, p. 153.
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past the Ancon DENI station and then south to positions where the 1st Platoon
would erect the first two roadblocks—numbers 8 and 18—at the intersection
of Gorgas Avenue and Fourth of July Avenue. The 2d Platoon at some point
would turn back north and establish roadblock number 17 at the intersection
of Gaillard and Calle 9 de Enero. The 3d Platoon would set up the last two
roadblocks (numbers 16 and 15) at two intersections along Gaillard right next
to the Ancon DENI, but only after the 1st Platoon from the 5th Battalion’s
Company C had seized the station. Similarly, the mechanized company
commander, Capt. Isadore Bowers Jr., could not set up his command post
at the Palace of Justice while the DENI station next door was still in enemy
hands. Huff later observed without elaboration that making the completion of
Team Track’s mission contingent on seizing the Ancon DENI was “probably
a screwed-up tactical plan.” Yet, given the layout of the objectives, the road
network around them, and the Comandancia’s location to the southeast, an
alternative plan had not readily presented itself.?*

As soon as the lead elements of Bowers’ mechanized company reached
the southernmost point on their route, two Panamanians with AK47s started
firing at the troops from a three-story building. According to the unit’s after
action report, elements from the headquarters and from the 2d and 3d Platoons
“pounded the area with M16s, M60s, and 50 cal fire.” The two men stopped
shooting, and the mechanized Ist Platoon, with the help of engineers from
Huft’s battalion, prepared to set up roadblocks 8 and 18. Before they could
get started, though, someone detected movement in a window over the nearby
Ancon Inn. Bowers responded to the potential threat by directing his troops
to remain in their M113s until the location of any additional enemy snipers
had been identified. Although a scan of the floors and rooftops of adjacent
buildings revealed nothing, the captain decided to keep the company moving
along Gorgas Avenue to a point closer to the U.S. Army hospital complex. He
then sent the 1st Platoon back to set up roadblocks 8 and 18 and to occupy the
area around them. Meanwhile, a few blocks to the north, at Calle 9 de Enero,
the 2d Platoon set up roadblock 17. At 0137, Captain Bowers reported that the
three roadblocks were in place. Meanwhile, the 3d Platoon awaited word of
developments at the Ancon DENI. Once the units responsible for seizing the
station reported it was secured, the platoon would retrace its movements along
the march route, cross Phase Line Red that separated Task Force Wildcat’s
infantry and mechanized companies, and establish the final two roadblocks
behind the facility. If needed, the soldiers of the 3d Platoon could also serve as
reinforcements in the DENI operation.*

Across Phase Line Red, while Team Track was defending its position and
setting up checkpoints, the 1st Platoon of Captain Currie’s Company C had
been making its way from the northwest to the northeast side of Ancon Hill.

B AAR, Co A, 4th Bn, 6th Inf (Mech), Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d
Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEaPPLE CRUSH. Quote
from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan
1990. Videocassette tape, Sth of the 87th After Action Just Causk, 1990.

2 Quote from AAR, Co A, 4th Bn, 6th Inf (Mech), Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf,
for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE
CrusH. Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, pp. 31-33.
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Moving across Avenida Ancon from the vicinity of the canal commission
administration building, the infantrymen arrived at a position from which
they could get out of their trucks and approach the DENI station from the
south. As with the company’s other platoons, the 1st had an antitank team and
a medic attached to it. In addition, it had a forward observer, a sniper team
from the headquarters company, and an eighteen-wheel tractor-trailer. Given
its attack positions on the northeast slope of the hill, the 1st Platoon was the
farthest removed from the Company C command post near the PCC building
and was thus well beyond Captain Currie’s line of sight. Currie would have to
rely on radio transmissions to keep him abreast of developments at the Ancon
DENI. Yet, when he initially tried to contact the platoon, he discovered to his
dismay that he had lost communications with the unit. For almost an hour, he
tried unsuccessfully to radio the platoon leader.”

When Currie finally reestablished contact with his 1st Platoon, he learned
that, as soon as the troops had arrived in the vicinity of the Ancon DENI,
they had come under what he later described as “a heavy volume of fire,
probably the heaviest of the first day.” The news came as something of a
surprise because intelligence reports available to Huff and his subordinates
had indicated most PDF units, including the special police at the DENI, would
not fight. Whether that assumption was incorrect or whether some other, more
motivated Panamanian force was in control of the station seemed a moot
point at the moment. Of greater consequence to the Ist Platoon leader was
the fact that just two of his three squads were in their assigned positions when
the shooting commenced. Consequently, instead of surrounding the station,
he could only cover it from three directions, with one squad located to the
south of the DENI, and the other having maneuvered to higher ground on
the east side. The west side, in effect, was blocked by the whole of Task Force
Wildcat, just by being located on Ancon Hill, but positions on the north side
were still unoccupied. Seven or eight defenders, realizing that they would be
safer elsewhere and seeing no threat north of them, took advantage of the
situation by exiting the station on that side and crossing Gaillard Highway into
a business area, from which they began firing at the Americans. The company
snipers Currie had placed with the 1st Platoon responded, killing up to seven
men during the night. Before any other defenders could leave the station, the
third squad finally arrived and moved into position, using a bus and tractor-
trailer it brought with it to block the northern escape route.?

Since the platoon was still under heavy fire from defenders in the station,
the Ist Platoon leader turned to Captain Currie for support, prompting Currie
to radio Bowers at his Team Track command post and request execution of a
contingency plan that the two had worked out in advance. The arrangement
called for the mechanized unit to send one or two of its armored personnel

3 AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiINeapPLE CrusH; Interv, Wright
with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.

26 AARs, Task Force Wildcat, and Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn,
87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation
PineaPPLE CrRUSH. Quote from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the Sth Bn, 87th
Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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carriers to join the fight at the Ancon DENI. In an area where mortars could
not be employed because of the target’s proximity to civilian residences, the
M113’s mounted .50-caliber machine gun could be used to devastating effect
in any firepower demonstration and would augment the Ist Platoon’s LAWs
and formidable 90-mm. recoilless rifles. Bowers readily agreed to Currie’s
request and dispatched one armored personnel carrier to the scene. It took
over thirty minutes for the linkup to occur, during which time Currie asked
the Task Force Wildcat operations center to telephone the Ancon DENI with
a demand to surrender. Several minutes later, he was informed that no one
inside the station had picked up the phone. When the M 113 eventually arrived,
its crew members learned that they could not immediately engage the enemy.
In front of their position, troops from the 1st Platoon’s 3d Squad who had
been located north of the station were moving to the higher ground to the
east. Given the potential for friendly fire, the M 113 remained stationary and
its gunner refrained from shooting until the squad in motion had completed
its maneuver. Meanwhile, Currie, thinking that the delays at the Ancon DENI
might portend a “loss of momentum” on the part of the Ist Platoon, sent his
executive officer to “energize” the unit.”’

During this period, when the platoon was making its last-minute
adjustments prior to employing more than small arms against the DENI
station, Task Force Wildcat suffered its only fatality, the result of an exchange
of gunfire in the vicinity of the mechanized company’s 2d Platoon, which was
manning the number 17 roadblock position. Following three single shots from

7 AAR, Co A, 4th Bn, 6th Inf (Mech), and quoted words from AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th
Inf, both Encls to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After
Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CrRusH. Nemmers, United States Army South
Staff Ride, pp. 29-33; Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, §7th Inf, 193d
Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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The DNTT compound

a high-powered rifle fired from the fifth floor of a nearby building, bursts from
two AK47s raked the platoon’s M113 directly below. The bullets wounded
two U.S. soldiers and killed another, Pfc. Kenneth D. Scott. Muzzle flashes
from the weapons gave away the snipers’ positions, and the platoon pounded
them with a variety of munitions. In short order, the three U.S. casualties were
evacuated to Gorgas Army Hospital just a very short distance away, while the
2d Platoon moved across Gaillard Highway to a more secure position from
which to guard the roadblock.?®

Back at the Ancon DENI station, Team Track’s M 113 was finally able
to begin its firepower demonstration, shooting 1,200 .50-caliber rounds into
the target in two bursts of 600 rounds each. Twenty minutes later, Company
C’s 1st Platoon joined in, using a 90-mm. recoilless rifle against the building’s
entrance. By 0330, the platoon was ready to assault the objective and clear
the station room by room, with elements of the 3d Platoon from Captain
Bowers’ mechanized company establishing a “support by fire” position
outside, then moving onto Gaillard Highway to set up the company’s last
two roadblocks, numbers 15 and 16. By 0445, the operation was over and the
Ancon DENI cleared without incident, thus neutralizing one of Company
C’s two hard targets.”

Efforts to subdue the other, the DNTT, were still in progress, and, as had
been the case with the Ancon DENI, the rifle units involved—Company C’s 2d

B AAR, Co A, 4th Bn, 6th Inf (Mech), Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d
Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

¥ AAR, Co A, 4th Bn, 6th Inf (Mech), and quoted words from AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th
Inf, both Encls to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After
Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEaPPLE CrRusH; Nemmers, United States Army South
Staff Ride, pp. 29-33; Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, §7th Inf, 193d
Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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and 3d Platoons—had come under enemy fire from the outset of the operation.
The first to arrive at the target was the 2d Platoon, having turned off Gaillard
Highway onto the road leading up to the PCC administration building, and
then proceeding along Roosevelt Avenue, which ran parallel to Gaillard but
at a higher elevation, to a release point just southwest of the target. As soon
as the first vehicle stopped, it and those behind it encountered automatic
weapons fire from the nearby Explansa building, causing the troops to vacate
their trucks in disarray. “I’ve never seen people de-truck so quickly in my
life,” Captain Currie later exclaimed. “I mean there was stuff everywhere, and
people were just jumping over one another; going over the cab.” The platoon
leader, 2d Lt. Paul H. Fredenburgh, called the scene “a chaotic mess in the
road on the ground.” “Thank God the bullets were high and no one got hit,”
he added. Arriving just minutes later, soldiers in the 3d Platoon positioned
their vehicles right next to the Explansa building, exited, and returned fire.
The threat from that location subsided but, in quick succession, both platoons
received fire from a bunker and guard shack on the PDF side of Albrook Air
Station. Again, the 3d Platoon, this time employing its 90-mm. recoilless rifle,
silenced the shooters. In the meantime, the remainder of the lengthy Company
C convoy moved into an area west of the administration building. The task
force’s antitank team and two roadblock personnel provided security for the
company positions by covering the Gaillard Highway approaches and by
setting up a roadblock on Roosevelt Avenue to prevent any hostile force from
advancing from the rear.*

Once the initial shooting stopped, Fredenburgh prepared to deploy his
men to two fixed positions across from the DNTT and just south of Gaillard.
He would lead part of his platoon into a lengthy ditch or gutter about a
hundred fifty to two hundred yards from the building near railroad tracks
running parallel to the highway, while the remainder of the unit would occupy
a position farther down the ditch on his right flank. As the troops began to
move, however, they once again came under fire, this time from inside the
transportation headquarters. According to Fredenburgh, “That’s when the
soldiers got scared. When the real bullets were fired at them and cracking over
their heads, that’s when I saw fear in the faces of my soldiers.” To keep the
troops moving into their positions required, in his words, “a little kicking in
the ass,” but, after about five minutes, “the initial shock was over,” as the troops
calmed down and began to carry out their platoon’s portion of the plan.’!

With the soldiers in the 2d Platoon facing the front of the DNTT, the
3d Platoon moved into position next to a group of buildings from which it
could make a flanking attack from the west to clear the target. Before that,
though, the platoon would wait for the cycle of surrender appeals and
firepower demonstrations intended to persuade the defenders to give up and
avoid bloodshed. The process, which would take over four hours, began as

30 Currie quotes from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th
Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990. Fredenburgh quotes from Interv, Wagner with Fredenburgh and
Mundell, 18 Oct 1990. Videocassette tape, Sth of the 87th After Action Just Causg, 1990; AAR,
Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990,
sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

3 nterv, Wagner with Fredenburgh and Mundell, 18 Oct 1990.
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soon as both platoons were in position. In issuing the first “verbal warning,’
the attached heavy broadcast team told whoever was inside the transportation
building that they had five minutes to come out. If they did so, they would
not be harmed; if they disregarded the ultimatum, they would be fired
on. In the absence of a public address system, the team used bullhorns to
broadcast the message, the result being that a number of defenders, as U.S.
officers learned later, could not hear it. Once the five minutes passed without
compliance, Captain Currie ordered the 2d Platoon to begin its first firepower
demonstration, which was limited to small arms (M60s, M16s, and squad
automatic weapons). Soon thereafter, a second surrender appeal was made,
again without positive results, followed by a second firepower demonstration,
this time with 90-mm. recoilless rifles, LAWSs, and small arms. One hour into
the standoff, Currie requested that the 5Sth Battalion operations center at Fort
Clayton contact the defenders directly by telephoning the DNTT to deliver
the warnings. The call was placed, but whoever answered the phone hung up.*

When PSYOP broadcasts failed to achieve the desired response, Currie
concentrated on intensifying the firepower demonstrations. At one point,
an AC-130 became available, and he gave it directions for firing down into
the DNTT. The first marking round hit near the target, and Currie provided
information for adjusting the fire. But the second round went even farther
astray, exploding in one of the buildings around which his 3d Platoon had
assembled. “We’re very lucky that nobody was killed in that one,” he later
commented. He also noted that “despite glint tape and light signals which
I used, Spectre seemed to have a difficult time locating the target and the
friendlies.” After-the-fact explanations for the near disaster tended to focus
on the communications setup in effect at the time of the AC-130’s arrival
over the DNTT. One problem, according to a 5th Battalion staff officer,
was that there was no ground liaison officer aboard the gunship, someone
familiar enough with the array of structures in the area of operations to
help the Spectre’s gunners identify the proper targets. There was, to be sure,
an Air Force ground liaison officer at Huff’s operations center, but the
communications equipment connecting him with the aircraft was not working
properly. Furthermore, in the opinion of the 5th Battalion fire support officer,
Capt. Stephen A. Smith, proximity—or the lack thereof—was a problem, in
that Currie’s command post and Huff’s operations center where Smith was
positioned were not collocated. Also, because the noncommissioned officer
serving as Currie’s own Air Force liaison for fire support was at that moment
with the antitank platoon, Smith, who in his own words “should have been
controlling aircraft for [Currie’s] fire support NCO,” was not even in touch
with that individual. That left Currie providing directions to the gunship,
said Smith, “in a manner that was not exactly correct. It was confusing. . . .
You cannot give a left-right, add-drop correction as you do [with] artillery
and mortar fire.” The noncommissioned Air Force liaison officer, Smith

32Quoted words from AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf,
for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE
CrusH. Intervs, Wagner with Fredenburgh and Mundell, 18 Oct 1990; Wright with Huff and
Senior Officers of the Sth Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990; Videocassette tape, Sth of the
87th After Action Just CAUSE, 1990.
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argued, should have been located with the company commander. By the time
Currie was able to contact the man and get him to the company command
post for better coordination, the Spectre, which had been flying overhead
for about five minutes, had been pulled off to perform another mission—a
development that Currie, having just witnessed a near tragedy, found little
cause to regret.?

Having had no success with the AC-130, Currie around 0245, turned
for support to the battalion’s 81-mm. mortar platoon located in the Albrook
Air Station baseball diamond. Members of the unit were busy digging and
fortifying their mortar pits, filling sandbags that would protect them from
random PDF mortar rounds that occasionally landed in the area surrounding
the athletic field. Currie had to wait for higher headquarters to authorize
employment of the mortars, but, once that occurred, the platoon at Albrook
fired a couple of spotter rounds. After Currie communicated the adjustments
needed to hit the target, twelve more were fired for effect. These rounds, in
the captain’s opinion, “did a fairly decent job on the eastern section of the
objective,” so he asked the platoon to shift its fire in order to hit the western
side. But when the second barrage came in, the rounds landed farther to the
east, not west, in an area between the company’s 1st and 2d Platoons. After
checking to be sure that the explosions had not caused any friendly casualties,
Currie decided to dispense with further support from the §1-mm. mortars. For
the next firepower demonstration against the DNTT, he turned instead to the
60-mm. mortar section attached to Company C. A spotter round from one of
the two mortars landed far from the target mainly because the weapons’ base
plates had not been settled. Adjustments were made, after which three rounds
fired for effect scored direct hits inside the transportation building.**

Currie next contacted Captain Bowers and, impressed by the M113’s
performance at the Ancon DENI, requested an armored personnel carrier
to execute the last firepower demonstration prior to an infantry assault on
the DNTT. Currie had to wait over an hour for the vehicle to arrive. In
the meantime, he ordered his 3d Platoon into its attack position, a move
that took it from the vicinity of the Explansa building to a large furniture
warehouse across the street. By this time, the target had gone cold; no
hostile fire was coming from the transportation headquarters, although
U.S. troops could see movement inside the building. At one point during

3 First quote from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf,
193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990. Second quote from AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo,
Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat
Operation PiNeappLE CRuUsH. Interv, Nemmers with Vikander, 16 Oct 1990. Remaining quotes
from Interv, Nemmers with Smith, 18 Oct 1990.

#Intervs, De Mena with Martin, 27 Sep 1991; author with Huff, 29 Jan 1990. Currie quote
from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan
1990. AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiNneappLE CRUSH. In the mortar
platoon’s contribution to the Task Force Wildcat after action report, the platoon leader listed as
a lesson learned the fact that “throughout the operation, my FDC [Fire Direction Center] did
not receive one correct call for fire.” See AAR, Task Force Wildcat, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn,
87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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the night, an automobile with two people inside had tried to enter the
parking lot in front of the target, but the defenders’ own barricades slowed
its movement, allowing U.S. forces to fire on it, killing the driver and
wounding his passenger. Sometime after that, U.S. troops severely wounded
a motorcycle rider trying to enter the parking lot. Currie later noted with
irony how the defensive barricades at the entrances to the DNTT actually
worked to Company C’s benefit by keeping the defenders from escaping
and reinforcements from entering.®

The M113 Currie requested arrived around 0430. Once it reached its
firing position in front of the DNTT, Currie climbed on top, and, with his
hand on the .50-caliber machine gunner, “we basically raked the objective
from right to left or east to west about four or five times,” in the process
expending hundreds of rounds of ammunition. When the preparatory fire
stopped, the 3d Platoon began its attack around 0512. Thinking that the
defenders expected to be hit from the south, the platoon instead breached a
fence on the building’s west side and cleared a small building en route to the
main headquarters. In the process, the soldiers suffered two casualties, one
hit in the knee from a friendly fire ricochet, the other suffering a severe hand
cut from a piece of glass. With the outer building secured, the platoon moved
on to the DNTT.*

Currie likened the front facade of the main building to a triangle. “It’s got
single floors on the sides, then it goes up to two floors and then three floors at the
top.” Doctrine directed that the edifice should be cleared from the top down, but
the 3d Platoon had no means to get to the roof. The troops therefore advanced
from the bottom floors upward. Initially, they encountered no resistance and
managed to clear about a quarter of the building without incident. Then, three
or more snipers who were concealed inside opened fire, pinning the men down
and halting their progress. For twenty minutes, the platoon leader tried to
determine the source of the shots, but, in the dark and complex interior of the
large building, that proved impossible. Outside, Currie guessed that the snipers
had to be on the east side of the structure and, knowing the 3d Platoon had not
advanced that far, ordered a recoilless rifle round fired into that area. “We didn’t
hear any more snipers,” he recounted. Soon thereafter, three men in sniper gear
surrendered in the parking lot.*’

The 3d Platoon secured the DNTT around 0800 after methodically
searching what Currie likened to a “bee’s nest” with “so many little catacombs.”
Colonel Huff made reference to the movie Aliens, a science-fiction thriller,
when discussing the sensory experience the troops shared during the clearing

3 AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiINearPLE CrusH; Interv, Wright
with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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process. Electrical power to the building had been cut, so the lights were out.
Using flashlights, the soldiers could see steam escaping from pipes, and they
could hear the hissing, an eerie sound in the near dark, compounded by the
noise of various heavy objects crashing to the floor in the battered building.
As the platoon moved from hallway to hallway, the flashlights cast bizarre
shadows. The cumulative effect of all this was a dark, hot, and surreal ambience
that elevated one’s sense of fear, which, in turn, made the troops even more
cautious, causing them to slow down. The men were determined to be safe
but thorough, as they shone their flashlights into corners, down hallways,
and around doorways to see if the light would draw fire. When it did, they
answered by lobbing grenades toward the source, waiting, and then resuming
their movement once the sniping stopped. After three hours of this activity,
Currie observed that the men were, understandably, “completely exhausted.”?®

According to plan, once the DNTT had been secured, the 2d Platoon
began clearing two small buildings nearby, finishing the task around 0900.
The remainder of the day was spent improving defenses around the complex,
seizing and securing an air traffic control building and a radio station in
the area, and examining official papers and other material discovered while
clearing the target. The troops took turns being search teams and security
teams, with the former turning up large sums of money (nearly a half-million
dollars, according to one account), weapons caches, and, in Currie’s words, “a
veritable motherload of intelligence information from video tapes, to safes, to
confidential and secret documents.” U.S. troops at the Ancon DENI had made

The PDF engineering compound

3 Parts of this paragraph are taken almost verbatim from Yates, “Operation JUST CAUSE
in Panama City,” pp. 350-51. See also Interv, author with Huff, 29 Jan 1990, for the reference to
Aliens. Quotes from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d
Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990. AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr,
193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.



Task ForcE WILDCAT

similar discoveries, with the addition of drugs, “sex-oriented objects,” and the
accoutrements of an illegal passport and immigration operation. Huff visited
each site to evaluate the findings and determine how to handle the material. At
the same time, he was concerned about the linkup that would occur between
Company C and Company A once the latter finished its mission at the PDF
engineer compound, just north of the DNTT and northwest of the Ancon
DENI. To eliminate the chances of friendly fire occurring as the two units
and the mechanized company converged, Huff instituted certain fire control
measures that “worked very well.”** By that time, two of Task Force Wildcat’s
hard targets had been secured, and 5th Battalion’s Company A was on the
verge of securing a third.

COMPANY A, 5STH BATTALION, 87TH INFANTRY

The headquarters for a PDF engineer battalion was in a compound
containing fourteen main buildings of various sizes, including two large
aircraft hangars. Consequently, as Huff was quick to point out concerning
Task Force Wildcat’s mission, “A Company was probably the most detailed
clearing operation of the three companies, because [it] had the longest—the
engineer compound was very, very large, a couple of football fields.” Captain
Flynt, the Company A commander, offered a more precise measurement:
1,100 yards long and 550 yards wide. Because, in Huff’s words, “we owned
Curundu,” a residential area overlooking the complex from the north, Flynt
possessed highly detailed maps and photographs of the objective, as well
as intelligence obtained from around-the-clock observation (and from
coordination with the 470th Military Intelligence Brigade). Curundu also
offered Company A a relatively secure assembly area and, farther south past
the junior high school, positions from which two of the company’s platoons
could launch their attacks to clear most of the compound’s buildings should
the broadcast appeals to surrender fail.*

Flynt’s concept of the operation was straightforward. His 1st Platoon,
reinforced by M60 machine guns and two 90-mm. recoilless rifle teams,
would move into an overwatch position east of the compound. Meanwhile,
the 2d and 3d Platoons would take up positions to the north. The 2d
Platoon, at the northwest corner of the complex, would also be able to bring
under direct fire an airfield west of the buildings, a facility also covered by
the task force’s mortars at Albrook. Flynt had no units at the southern end
of the compound; there he would rely on Company C’s DNTT and DENI
operations across the company phase line to seal off potential escape routes

¥ First quote from AAR, Co C, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf,
for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE
CrusH. Second quote from Interv, Nemmers with Smith, 18 Oct 1990. Interv, Wagner with
Fredenburgh and Mundell, 18 Oct 1990. Last quote from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior
Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.

4 Quotes from Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d
Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990. Videocassette tape, Sth of the 8§7th After Action Just CAusE, 1990.
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for any defenders. As his concept statement succinctly directed, “Nobody
leaves or enters the engineer complex.”*!

Around 0040, Flynt ordered the three rifle platoons to begin moving
out of the Curundu assembly area. “I modified the time as [ saw fit,” he
later reported, “due in part to my eagerness to ‘get on with it,” and also [due
to] new calculations of estimated travel time to the attack positions.” The
initial movement did not go smoothly, with personnel from the different
platoons intermingling, but, as Flynt observed, “the soldiers knew at night
who their squad leader was and there were no lost soldiers.” Almost as
soon as the troops left the assembly area, they came under small-arms
and sniper fire, but not with sufficient volume or accuracy to disrupt their
advance. To the east of the compound, in the overwatch position, the 1st
Platoon leader placed two squads up front, each with two M60 machine
guns, and his third squad in the rear for security. At the northwest corner
of the compound, in front of a stretch of cuna grass, the 2d Platoon leader
sent one squad at a time to its assigned position, placing an M60 machine
gun between his Ist and 2d Squads. The 3d Platoon also moved without
incident into its attack position.*

At this point in the operation and for the next four hours, the mission
was only to fix the engineer compound. For some soldiers, most of this time
was spent in a prone position near the objective. For others, the period was
more eventful. On three separate occasions, automobiles trying to enter the
compound were stopped by the 1st Platoon’s accurate and deadly machine
gun fire. (As was the case at the DNTT, barriers around the buildings meant
to keep attackers out also obstructed entry to individuals trying to assist the
defenders.) As soon as Flynt’s men were in position, the process of alternating
surrender appeals with firepower demonstrations began. In Company A’s
sector, the loudspeaker broadcasts informed the defenders that they were
surrounded and urged them to give up. Once an appeal had been made, a five-
minute countdown began, after which, if there had been no response, the st
Platoon opened fire on selected buildings. The first broadcast, indeed, failed
to produce any prisoners, and the platoon’s first firepower demonstration
included a hundred rounds from each of the M60s and a 90-mm. recoilless
rifle round fired into the engineer battalion’s headquarters building. A second
broadcast also proved unsuccessful, and another firepower demonstration
ensued.*

Soon afterward, Flynt, like Currie, sought to intensify the demonstrations
by calling in additional firepower. But this proved difficult. He was aware of

4 AAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf
Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiNEaPPLE CRUSH. Quote from
Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, p. 24, and see also p. 25.

“Nemmers, United States Army South Staff Ride, p. 22. Quotes from AAR, Co A, 5th Bn,
87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After
Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiNeapPLE CrUSH. Videocassette tape, Sth of the 87th
After Action Just CAUSE, 1990.

“AAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PineappLE CRUSH; Videocassette
tape, Sth of the 87th After Action Just CAUSE, 1990.
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Company C’s misfortunes in communicating with the AC-130 gunship, so
he ruled out that option. He knew that demands were “not heavy” for fire
support from the 81-mm. mortars at Albrook, but Huff told him that those
tubes had not been entirely accurate in supporting Company C’s actions
earlier at the DNTT. “Due to the proximity of my soldiers to the desired
impact area,” Flynt explained, “I didn’t feel confident in calling in the 8 lmm
mortars on a non-registered TRP [target reference point].” He also expressed
disappointment that there were no attack helicopters he could summon,
especially since in his opinion the engineer battalion was “particularly suited
to accommodating the splash effects” of an attack helicopter’s guns. “In the
final analysis,” he later observed, “the only fire support asset that worked for
Co A was the organic 60mm mortar section.” One of the section’s members
monitored both the company command communications network and the
company mortar network, which was essential to imparting “the tactical
situation as it unfolded, increasing [the section’s] understanding of why fire
missions were called for.” Given this setup, Flynt chose to employ fires from
the mortars just before he issued orders to his three rifle platoons to begin
seizing and clearing the compound’s fourteen buildings.*

The first of those orders went to the 2d Platoon between 0530 and 0600,
directing it to seize what had been designated on Company A’s photographs
and maps as Building 1, in the northwest corner of the complex. With the st
Platoon laying down suppressing fire, the 3d Squad, 2d Platoon, moved into a
long ditch or gutter, headed south in it to the target, then entered and cleared
the building. The platoon’s other two rifle squads followed behind, joining up
with the 3d Squad to lay down suppressive fire for the 3d Platoon as it moved
out to seize Buildings 2 and 3 on the northeast corner of the compound.
For the first of these, the 3d Platoon leader had one squad make the assault,
while keeping two squads in support and a fourth squad composed of nine
engineers in reserve. Preparatory fires employing an AT4 projectile, a LAW
rocket (to knock the door to the building off its hinges), and M16 and M203
rounds against guard posts in the vicinity lasted a little over a minute prior
to the attack, which began when the designated squad “lined up on the door”
and a team leader threw several fragmentary grenades inside. The troops then
cleared the building, after which they moved without significant opposition
into Building 3, the PDF engineer battalion headquarters, finding seventy to
eighty weapons inside, along with a large amount of ammunition. With the
headquarters building secured, the 2d Platoon received orders to seize the
first of the large hangars, labeled on the maps as Building 4.4

This pattern of attack continued into the early daylight hours. Flynt
described the tactic as “leapfrogging” his platoons, “always keeping
the platoon that just finished clearing a building in reserve, resting and
redistributing ammunition” and other supplies received throughout the
operation from the company’s supply trains at Curundu and the task force

“AAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

Videocassette tape, 5th of the 87th After Action Just Causk, 1990. In this videotape, each
rifle platoon leader provides a narrative overview of the actions his platoon took during the
night of 20 December.
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support platoon at Albrook. “This way,” he explained, “there was always a
rested, prepared platoon for the next mission.”#¢

During the 2d Platoon’s sweep of the Building 4 hangar, the troops
uncovered a major arms cache consisting of grenades, several hundred
AK47s, LAWs, Uzi submachine guns, thousands of rounds of ammunition,
and other ordnance. They also took three prisoners, followed by twelve more
who arrived from Building 5, the adjacent hangar, with their hands raised.
In accordance with standard procedures in effect for Task Force Wildcat,
the fifteen men were processed and then moved to the prisoner-of-war site
at Albrook. Before being sent back, they were questioned as to any useful
information they might impart. Most interrogations revealed little of value,
but, in one exception, that of a wounded and cooperative lieutenant, Flynt
learned that there were around seventy engineers left in the compound, along
with an unspecified number of infantry, perhaps special operations troops,
from one or more PDF combat units.*’

Up to the time when the 2d Platoon secured Building 4 and 3d Platoon
cleared Building 5, 1st Platoon’s role had been to lay down suppressive fire.
Then, once the second hangar had been taken, the platoon leader received
orders to seize Buildings 6 and 7, with suppressive fire being provided by the
2d Platoon. In keeping with the leapfrog tactic, once those two building were
secured, the 2d Platoon moved through them to advance on Buildings 9 and
10. The last building to be cleared was number 14, again the work of the 2d
Platoon. The entire attack had taken several hours mainly because of the size
of the objective but also because, at some locations, resistance was significant,
if not particularly heavy. As Huft observed,

It seemed like people would not give up. They would literally wait till [U.S.
troops] came into the building, and then spring up, either with their hands up
or, in one case, with a rifle in his hands, not particularly to shoot at anybody,
but I don’t know what they were thinking of. One guy kept hopping around
like a rabbit; hid underneath a wood pile like a rabbit, and they had to take
the plywood out to drag this guy out. Just scared; thought he was going to die;
did not want to particularly fight, but wanted to hide. And that’s the way a lot
of these guys were—hard to talk them out.*

Despite the resistance, the number of defenders, and the dangers inherent
in seizing and securing fourteen buildings of various sizes and configurations,
Company A suffered no casualties on 20 December. After Building 14 was
cleared, some troops continued to move south to the company’s limit of
advance, while others shifted north and took up defensive positions. At 1240,

“AAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.

YAAR, Co A, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde,
5 Jan 1990, sub: After Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PiNeaPPLE CRUSH; Videocassette
tape, Sth of the 8§7th After Action Just CAusE, 1990; Interv, Wright with Huff and Senior Officers
of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990.
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Balboa DENI station

Captain Flynt reported up his chain of command that the PDF engineer
compound, the largest of Task Force Wildcat’s four hard targets, was secured.*

COMPANY B, STH BATTALION, 87TH INFANTRY

If Company A, 5th Battalion, 87th Infantry, drew the largest of the targets,
Company B—the “Jungle Cats”—confronted the busiest. The Balboa district
in the southern portion of Task Force Wildcat’s Antietam area of operations
had in previous decades been the unofficial capital of the Canal Zone and a
thriving commercial and residential area. In the north, the district ran from
the Panama Canal Commission administration building and housing in the
east to Cerro Sosa in the west. In the southwest, Balboa came up against the
western edge of El Chorrillo, which contained the Comandancia and Carcel
Modelo. Of special concern to U.S. planners looking at their maps prior to the
invasion was the Balboa DENI complex, home of the only significant PDF
element in the district, a police agency. Although a small organization, it was
located directly along the route Task Force Gator would take to the PDF main
headquarters. The station thus became another of the hard targets Huff’s
troops had to seize. Numerous other critical sites in the area had to be secured
as well, to include the Balboa Heights PCC housing area, a PCC electrical

¥ Videocassette tape, Sth of the 87th After Action Just Causk, 1990; Interv, Wright with
Huff and Senior Officers of the 5th Bn, 87th Inf, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990; AAR, Co A, 5th
Bn, 87th Inf, Encl to Memo, Cdr, 5th Bn, 87th Inf, for Cdr, 193d Inf Bde, 5 Jan 1990, sub: After
Action Report, TF Wildcat Operation PINEAPPLE CRUSH.
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substation, a water pump station, the canal commission’s telephone exchange,
a Marine Control Center, and certain facilities on Cerro Sosa.®

The plan that Company B’s commander, Capt. Mark Conley, carried
with him into the district on 20 December called for his executive officer and
Ist Platoon to occupy positions at the Balboa Elementary School, below the
canal commission’s administration building on its southwest side, while the 3d
Platoon would move to the commission’s electrical substation at the intersection
of Balboa Street and Roosevelt Avenue. An antitank section attached to the
platoon would initially close off a potential enemy escape route by securing a
roadblock position to the west on La Boca Road, an avenue running right by the
DENI station on one side and by St. Mary’s Church, the parking lot of which
contained Conley’s command post and a support element, on the other side.
The command post overlooked the DENI station from the northwest, while
the three squads in the 2d Platoon would fix the complex from positions to its
northeast, southeast, and southwest. Because two of these locations would be
close to Gaillard Highway, the 2d Platoon would move from Fort Clayton into
Balboa, with Company C under the operational control of Task Force Gator,
a means of orchestrating the two units’ deployment in such a way as not to
interfere with the mechanized convoy heading for the Comandancia. After the
platoon entered Balboa, however, it would link up with the rest of Company B
and operational control would revert back to Task Force Wildcat.*!

As the situation developed on 20 December, the advance of Company B
(minus) down Gaillard was disrupted only slightly, the cause being the brief
firefight with the occupants of the bus and police cars in front of Albrook Air
Station and, soon thereafter, some fire the company received, easily suppressed,
from the vicinity of the PDF engineer compound. Rushing through the
ambushes, most squads and other elements from the company’s three rifle
platoons arrived at their positions pretty much on schedule. The same was not
true of the maneuver group that included Conley, his headquarters, the Ist
Squad from the 2d Pl