
IN THE world of professional sports,
owners, and especially players, quickly 

lose faith in a coaching staff that is not de­
voted to improving play or not focused on 
winning. Before the game, coaches conduct 
practices and rehearsals to improve per­
formance. During the game, coaches pool all 
available information and direct it toward 
the field. Why? To win. After the game, 
coaches scrutinize each play and player to 
determine how the team can do even better 
the next time. 

Military leaders are analogous to sports 
coaches. Military leaders have to trai£1, di­
rect and critique their units. It has long Deen 
retognized in the military that after-action 
reports are invaluable and should be com­
pleted after every training exercise and 
combat mission. S. L. A. Marshall demon• 
strated that interviews conducted with sol­
diers and leaders immediately after battle 
are most beneficial. He wrote that, with 
such interviews, we can "uhderstand the es-
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sence of leadership and training in the 
many things we did right."' He continued 
by saying, "the whole army might be able 
to profit and other men's lives would be 
saved."2 

The information on which this article i� 
based was obtained during interviews con­
ducted by researchers from the Walter Reed 
Army Institute of Research. Members of 
seven mfantry battalions who participated 
in Operation Urgent Fury in Grenada were 
interviewed. Three battalions' members 
were interviewed in Grenada as soon after 
participating in combat as the situation per­
mitted. The soldiers of the other four battal­
ions were interviewed after redeployment to 
the United States. While some battalion 
commanders and brigade staff members 
were interviewed, a special effort was made 
to mterview the soldiers and company-level 
leaders who saw the most combat action. 

Here, the information g�thered from 
these interviews addresses only one of the! 
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qhestions growing out of the Grenada opera­
tion: What caused some soldiers to be physi­
cally overloaded? Two main items of interest 
emerged. The causes for soldier overloading, 
which Marshall presented more than 35 years 
ago, persist.' In addition, the causes Marshall 
identified are actually the effects ofa more ba­
sic c1use: a normal psychological reaction to 
an increase in uncertainty. 

Not all soldiers who fought in Grenada 
were overloaded. Some unit commanders 
cut their soldiers' load to the minimum, lim­
ited contingency equipment and eliminated 
all nonessential items. These commanders 
took some nsks, but they knew overloaded 
soldiers would reduce the unit's ability to 
fight and win. Unfortunately, too few com­
manders enforced load discipline. Consider 
this soldier's observat10n: 

We attacked tosecuretheazrhead. We were 
like s/ow-nwvmg turtles. My rucks'cu-h wP,gh<'d 
120 pounds. I would get up and rush for 10 
yards, throw myself down and couldn't get 
up. I'd rest for JO or 15 m111utes, struggle to 
get up.go JO more yards, and collapse. After 
a few rushes, I was phys,cally unable to 
move, and I am in great shape Fzna/ly, after 
I gotto theassemblyarea,l shucked my ruck­
sach and was abfr to fight, but I u·as totally 
drazned. 

Consider another soldier's tellmg com­
ment: "I was scarPd that I was going to get 
killed because I couldn't really run with 
that rucksack on." 

Even allowing for some exaggeration by 
the soldiers, no one can doubt they were 
overloaded. In the tropic heat of Grenada, 
excessive loads not only led to poor fightmg 
but, in some cases, to no fightmg at all. For 
example, m one day, 29 soldiers m one bat­
talion were mcapac1tated by the heat. An­
other battalion's aid stat10n treated 48 heat 
casualties, and a third battalion's aid sta­
t10n used its entire supply of intravenous 
i!V) solut10n on heat casualties . Certainly, 
some heat problems were due to poor cond1-
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tioning, no time to acclimatize and heavy 
uniforms. Equally certain, however, 1s that 
overloading contributed to the high number 
of heat casualties. Consider this soldier's 
comment: 

I thought the rucksacks u-e were tailing 
had too much in them . . . .  They were a little 
to9 heavy. It proved out once we got down 
there . . . .  There were all those guys szttmg 
on the side of the road a-1th IV tubes in them. 

In the tropic heat of Grenada, 
excessive loads not only led to poor 

fighting but, in some cases, to no fight-
ing at all . . . .  Certainly, some heat prob­
lems were due to poor conditioning, no 
time to acclimatize and heavy udiforms. 
Equally certain, however, is that over­
loading contributed to the high number 

of heat casualties. 

There's no way the guy,s could do it. We got 
most of those heat casualtzes wallnng up that 
one h1/l 

Another soldier said his unit had to, sit 
down about halfway up a hill to wait for the 
rest of his umt to catch up This soldier add­
ed, "Even the commanding officer fell out of 
that one. He was dead tlred; he also lost.all of 
his rad10-telephone operators." 

Why do commanders permit their sol­
diers to enter battle overloaded? Marshall 
claimed that three false beliefs are the cul­
prits. These false beliefs are: 

o Overloading with ammunition is 
good' for.battle morale.' Admittedly, be­
mg issued no ammumt10n would likely af ­
fect a soldier's morale in the most adverse 
way. But does more and more ammunition 
mean better and better morale? No. Morale 
is not a function of the amount of ammuni­
t10n a soldier carries; rather, according to 
Marshall: 

. . .  battle morale, w1/li11g11ess /to fight], 
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and efficiency [of fighting] are m the ratio of 
[their soldier's] knowledge of the man on 
whom they are depending for close support. 5 

By "close support," Marshall does not 
mean artillery or air support. He is talking 
about a soldier's trust and confidence in the 
reliability of those around him, in his imme­
diate leaders and in the chain of command. 
Those are the grounds for morale. Author 
John Ellis echoes Marshall's claim when he 
says: 

The fighting scldiers were sustamed by a 
regard for others in which self-respect and 
mutual esteem were so mextqcably inter­
twmed that courage was commonplace, self­
sacrifice the norm.' 

Marshall goes on to say that: 
. . .  the wdlmg fighter wzll spend his last 

round zf convznced that the tactzcal situation 
requires it. A7d he will then look around to 
see where he can get some more ammuni­
llon.1 

The action of the 101st Airborne Divis10n 
at Bastogne, Belgium, the British 1st Air­
borne Division at Arnhem, Netherlands, 
and the 1st Marine Division in Korea are 
three dramatic examples ofumts experienc­
ing ammumt10n shortages but retaining 
high levels of morale. 

The fighting in Grenada confirms Mar­
shall's claim. When platoons in heavy con­
tact were down to their last one and one-half 
magazines of ammunition, their morale did 
not suffer. Instead, they ri'distributed what 
ammumt10n they had and, despite several 
dead and wounded, continued the attack. At 
the end of one contact, a soldier reported 
that he "looked at [his] bandoleer and found 
(he] only had one round left.'' Marshall 
would take this as further evidence agamst 
the belief that overloading with ammum• 
tion is good for morale. Although this may 
not be an ironclad deduct10n m the Aristote­
lian sense, it is certainly clear that US units 
in Grenada paid a high price in heat casual­
ties and overall mobility for an unnecessary 
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and insufficient attempt to raise morale. 
• Ammunition shortages have often

been a cause oftactical disarrangements-­
that is, the unsettling or disordering of 
units-in past wars and are, therefore, to 
be avoided at all costs.' Marshall, however, 
asserted that, in the "conclifions of modern war­
fare, defeat because ofan ammunition shortage 

When platoons in heavy contact 
were down to their last one and one-half 
magazines of ammunition, their morale 
did not suffer. Instead, they redistrib­
uted what ammunition they had and, 

flespite several dead and wounded, con­
tinued the attack. At the end of one 
contact, a soldier reported that he 
'looked at [his] bandoleer and found 

[he/ only had one round left.' 

1s among the things least likely 'to happen.'� 
Themethodsofresupply,eveninperiodsofpoor 
weather, are simply too plentiful. 

Umts are disar:-ranged as a result of what 
Paddy Griffith identifies as "a number of 
psychological shocks, coming one after an­
other in qmck success10n."'" Griffith draws 
his conclusions initially from a close analy­
sis of the British and French battle at V1-

meiroon 21 August 1808.He thengoes on to 
demonstrate that the same conclusion is 
confirmed in both world wars, the Vietnam 
War and the 1973 Arab-Israeli War. Retired 
Major General John Frost provides further 
support when he describes several occasions 
in the Falklands when British paratroopers 
"disarranged" Argentine forces although 
the paratroopers were low on ammumt10n. u 

In Grenada, the best trained units carried 
only a basic load of ammunition, fought the 
hardest combat, ran low on ammumt10n, re­
distributed it and continued the attack. 
These units created a "series of psychologi-
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cal shocks" by their intense fire and relent­
less attacks, shocks whlch disarranged the 
Cu�an and Grenadian forces. Marshall 
stated that ammumtion shortages seldom if 
ever occur, and the belief that units invari­
ably fall apart when experiencing ammuni­
trnn shortagee is false The Grenada inter­
views showed that, although no units disen­
gaged because of ammunition shortages, 
more than a few had difficulty making and 
mamtainmg contact because of excessive 
loads. 

o '.l'he soldier should be prepared for 
every possible contingency that might 
confront him.'· Accordmgto Marshall, this 
false belief 1s one to which a staff usually 
succumbs. Ile says: 

. . .  when a staff is i{?noranton thzs sub1ect 
[ how much a soldzer should carry/, then woe 
to the fighting lllle 1 The damage u•ill not be 
undone, for a pnce wz/1 certaznly be pazd." 

[The best trained] units 
created a 'series of psychological 

shocks' by their intense fire and relent­
less attacks, shocks which disarrauged 
the Cuban and Grenadian forces. . . 

The Grenada interviews showed that, 
although no units disengaged because 
of ammunition shortages, more than a 

few had difficulty making and 
maintaining contact because of 

excessive loads. 

The most interesting example Marshall 
gives concerns the Omaha Beach landings 
of World War II: 

When I had concluded my uDrk u·zth the 
survzmrs of the cnmpanzes u•hzch had land­
ed dunng the znztzal Omaha assault, the zm­
prcsszon u·as 111escapable that zcezght and 
water---dzrectlv or zndzrect/v-u·crc the cause 
oft he greater part of our /o�ses at the beach. 
. . .  The fundamental errpr was a simple 
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one. We [the planning staffl overestimated 
the physical strength of men in the condi­
tzons of combat." 

In assessment, Marshall added: 
. . .  the troops [ assaulting Omaha 'Beach! 

found themselves 111 water often up to their 
necks, their burdensomeequzpment dragged 
them back down as they tried to wade free, 
bullets chopping away at them. with drown­
mg the? almcst certain fate of the wounded." 

Interviews with soldiers who fought 'm 
Grenada confirm Marshall's conclus10ns. It 
appears, though. that it is not just the staff 
but the soldier himself who is susceptible to 
this behef. Some soldiers-a minority-re­
ported that their umts set clear and unam­
biguous standards as to what each soldier 
would carry These soldiers reported that 
their commanders and staff were aware of 
the maximum load a soldier should carry in­
to combat. Other soldiers-the maJority­
said their leaders provided no guidance or 
that the gmdance was ambiguous' or ill­
enforced. Some soldiers related that they 
were allowed to go through the arms room 
and pick up extra weapons. They were also 
allowed to go through the ammumtion line 
as many times as they felt necessary. Many 
thought they needed a great deal of ammu­
mtrnn, and the lack of firm d1rect10ns re­

sulted in overloaded soldiers 
While leaders and staffs did not direct 

overloadmg, their lack of guidance and su­
pervis10n left soldiers, and some command­
ers, uncertain as to what to expect and 
how to prepare. Thus, these interviews sug­
gest that too httle guidance has the same 
result as wrong guidance-overloaded sol­
diers 

Marshall concludes that the three false 
beliefs cause the overloading of soldiers. 
The information obtained from leaders and 
soldiers who fought in Grenada suggests 
that Marshall's conclusions are incomplete. 
The three false beliefs he identifies do not 
constitute the final cause of soldier over-
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What should a commander do? 
• Avoid S. L. A Marshall's three false be­

liefs. 
o Know that excess weight kills your sol-

drnrs 
• Set and enforce specific weight stand-

ards ,l o Tram to carry weight fl 
o Build trust 

What is the optimal load? 
o The optimal tram mg load 1oone-th1rd of 

a �oldier's body \Ve1ght 
• Kno\11.,' that fear reduce�a soldier's phys1M 

cal stamina The optimal fighting load 1s 80 
percent of the trammg weight 

What should you carry? 
<> Know that considerations of METT-T 

1m1ss10n, enemy, terrain, troops and time 
available! will chanP,e somp of the reqmred 
items. 

o Use Field Manual 101 10-1, Staf(Of/i• 
cers' Fzeld 1\Janual Organuatwnal. Tn·hm­
cal and Logtstlcal Data V,1c/a.::.,�1f1ed Data. to 
idPnt1fy h1stoncJI nmmumt10n usagP ratf't-> 

How can you build trust? 
o Realize th3.t trl1:-.t J!:, tnp.1rtltf' trust 

\'nthm a umt, tru..,t betwet>n umt� and tru�t 
Jmong sf'I'\'lCf''-

o Establish ,md enforce h,gh rnmbat-sk11l 
"'tandards 

o Sh,.1re rc>ahst1c tr..immg \\. 1th umt.:-r with 
wh ich you ,,re hkel} to fight 

o U:::.e compe-t1t10n among suhordm.JtC' 
umb corrc>ctly, do not let compet1twn cuu ... p 
mistrust 

o Avoid building umt rohe:,10n by de­
creasmg confidt>neP 1n other umt:-

o Counter the tt>ndC'ncy to m1::.--tru:,t other 
srn·1ces-focus on trust, not mistrust. 

e u�c m1htan· h1storv to dC'monstr,ltt' 
that no :_..mg le un.1t 1or �Pr� ICl'· 1 wm� war� by 
1tselt 

How can you correctly control infor­
mation? 

e Get the mformat1on the umt needs to 
plan, coord1ndte and conduct its m1s-:,1on 
properly. 

o Realize you ne\el h,He dll the 1nforma­
tum you want, but do not gd romplacent 
always try to get more 
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o KPC'p mformatwn moving to thosP who 
need 1t' 

o Inform the friendly, dt>ny the enC>my 

Can ,ve learn from success? 
o Only 1fwl' arP hone�t and call thmg:, u:, 

WP see them 
o Only if \'"-e 1dent1fJ areas for improve­

ment 
o Only 1fwe care enouph for our tiold1ers 
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loading. The beliefs are actually the effects 
of a single, more basic cause-uncertainty. 
Waris, and always has been, a realm of dan­
ger and uncertainty. Now we add to this a 
simple, psychological truth of human na­
ture: people preparing to enter a personal-

Some soldiers related that 
they were allowed to go through the 

arms room and pick up extra weapons. 
They were also allowed to go through 
the ammunition line as many times as 

they felt necessary. Many thought they 
needed a great deal of ammunition, and 

the lack of firm directions resulted 
in overloaded soldiers. 

ly dangerous and uncertam situatwn base 
their plans on the worst possible outcome. 
The result is overloading. 

Interviews with soldiers and leaders who 
fought in Grenada support the clmm that 
overloadmg is a psychological response to 
loss of control m the face of uncertainty 
Further, these mterviews suggest that un­
certainty mcreases when soldiers do not 
know what they are up against; with whom 
they are fighting; or how, when and by 
whom they will be supported. Uncertainty 
further mcreases when soldiers do not trust 
themselves, the membersof their unit, their 
equipment, their chain of command. other 
umts with whom they will fight or the umts 
upon ;whom they will rely for support Here 
are some examples to support these state­
ments: 

e Dunng the planning and deployment 
phases of Grenada, the estimate of the ene­
my's strength and disposition constantly 
changed Many leaders and soldiers echoed 
this soldier's account: 

At first, ll'e Were told that a Colonel u·as 
simply gorng to talk to the Cubans n ho u·Pre 
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holding the students. Then we were told that 
there were 400 Grenadians . . . .  then we 
heard that there are some antiaircraft guns 
and we may run into a little trouble. All of 
this happened before we left. 

One commander stated: 
At first, we were told that there would be 

little, if any, resistance; a,, time went on, the 
reports indicated that we were to expect the 
exact opposite of what we had been told earli­
er . . . .  [Toward the end we were told] that 
every 100 meters 1s loaded with Cubans. 

o During neither the planning nor the 
early part of the execut10n phase did the ini­
tial assault units know whether they would 
be reinforced. One commander remarked 
how surprised he was when the 82d Air­
borne Division landed because he did not 
know that it ,vas participating in the opera­
tion. 

<> Critical details of the support plan, 
combat support and combat service support 
were not available during the planning 
phase. Commanders reported that they did 
not know what air or naval support was 
available, what the logistical plan was or 
who was providing logistical support. One 
physician said, "We didn't know anything 
about medevac I medical evacuation]. That 
was a critical lack of information." 

Constantly changmg mformation or lack 
of mformat10n creates uncertamty in the 
mmds of soldiers and leaders. Although 
some unit con,manders resisted the tempta­
tion to overload their soldiers, others suc­
cumbed. And who can blame them? One of 
the most important resp.onsibilities of a 
commander is to husband the lives of the 
soldiers entrusted to him. Under the condi­
t10ns ofuncettainty caused by lack ofor con­
flicting information, commanders and staffs 
will fall more easily to one of the false be­
liefs. 

Each of the examples given demonstrates 
that the fightmg units lacked vital informa­
tion ( needed to properly plan and coordinate 
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the operation). Operational security re­
quires the proper chntrol of information. 
However, proper control derues the informa­
tion to the enemy. Proper control does not 
prevent the information from being given to 
those people who need it most-those given 
the respons1b11Ity to fight and win. While 
too little secrecy allows the enemy to obtain 
information, too much secrecy keeps infor­
mation from those needing it. Marshall as­
serts that this is often the problem: 

It is a truth beyond argument that full and 
accurate znforrnatwn becomes most urtal at 
the po,nt of impact, for unless It is correctly 
applied there, the wisest of plans and the 
ablest general will likely fail. But the organi­
zation of tactical znformatwn durzng combat 
runs directly counter to thzs prmczple,almost 
as 1f1t followed an unwrztten law-the lower 
the rank of the commander, the less he is en­
titled to know about his own affairs." 

Imormation affects uncertainty, and so 
does trust. When soldiers do not trust them-
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selves, their buddies or the equipment and 
weapons they use. uncertainty increases. 
Fortunately, there are many positive re­
ports from Grenada. Soldiers trusted them­
selves, their buddies. their equipment and 
their weapons. One soldi�r said: 

Our trallllll/? and drsc7plzne helped us 
make 1t back. We trained with lwe rounds, 
that helped a lot. I knew my job. and I knew 
that none of[ my buddres] were gocng to shoot 
me 111 the back. 

This trust may be at least one of the major 
reasons why the soldiers did not hesitate to 
deploy and fight. The intervie\Vs reveal, 
however, that trust such as this was not uni-
versal. 

• 

Some soldiers, while knowing the units 
with whom they deployed, had not shared 
positive training experiences The units 
lacked a common respect. Fortunately, this 
lack ofrespect did not seem to senously ham­
per combat operations. However, it was suf­
ficient to sow a seed of doubt as to the reli-
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ability of adjacent units. One soldier re­
lated: "[One unit]shot ata target for SO min­
utes but only hit it once. We doubted their 
competence." Another soldier spoke of a pa­
trol his unit conducted forward of a defen­
sive position manned by soldiers of another 
umt. During the patrol, he said: 

We weren't worried about gettzng shot by 
our buddies; we had good traznzng . ... But, 
we took fire [ dunng the pa troll from an 1\160 
[ machznegun/ [ from the other unit's defen -
sive pos1t10n/. 

Certainly, these two examples do not be­
speak general mcompetence. However, sol­
diers who have these experiences do come 

Some soldiers, while knowing 
the units with whom they deployed, 

had not shared positive training 
experiences, The units Jacked a com­
mon respect. Fortunately, this Jack of 
respect did not seem to seriously ham-

per combat operations. However, it 
was sufficient to sow a seed of doubt as 

to the reliability of adjacent units. 

to douht the rehab1hty of other uruts. These 
doubts are not only difficult to allay. but 
they erode confidence Further, these 
doubts may well adversely affect operations 
the next time these units have to fiF,ht to­
gether. 

During contmgency operations, sevt>ral 
d1fferc•nt types of umts must work together. 
The mten·iews mdicated that US Army 
umts that had tramed together and devel­
oped common operatmg procedures trusted 
each other. One officer commented that his 
unit had: 

trowed repeatedly 1c1th some army 
m·,atwn Ulllts. /Wei u•orked out common 
SOPs [ standrng opcratrng procedures/, we 
had common expectatwns and ,ce dei·eloped 
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personal relationships. And when time was 
short, and complete coordi,nation impos­
sible, that [ workzng together] was the key. 

On the other hand, several interviews 
suggest the opposite. One soldier reported 
that: 

... the ... crews/ created] a h,gh level of 
stress. They dzdn't know what they were dg­
zng. They were Ill the way . ... They used 
casualties as cover . ... It really helped to 
get [them/ out. /When they left}, they didn't 
{ want to/ take any casualties wzth them, they 
kzcked them off to make room for themselves. 

This kind of experience, even ifrare, does 
not create trust and confidence between 
um ts-quite the opposite. 

Contingency operations are usually joint 
operat10ns with umts of different services 
working together. In Grenada, many jomt 
operations were successful: 

We felt good knowrng the AC130s were ,n 
support. We trarned wzth them; 1ne felt confi­
dence lll them 

when u:e were loading onto helos for a 
m1ss1011. we saw the ACI30s tax11ng to take 
off One pilot stuck h1s arm out of the window 
and gave a thumb:; ups,gn Morale soared. 

These kinds of experiences can only help 
in future operat10ns. Unfortunately, experi­
ences like these were not ubiquitous. 

In one case, an Army unit reported that 
pilots refused to deliver s0111e vehicles con­
taining equipment and ammumt10n. Conse­
quently, the umt fought its heaviest combat 
without its full complement of equipment. 
Another mterv1ew rev�aled that "the [per­
ceived] reason they could not get our equip­
ment m was crew rest. Peacetime safety reg­
ulat10ns would not permit the crew to fly 
any more." This report, even 1f merely sec­
ondhand hearsay, is most damaging to 
trust. 

Of course, any of the reports m the fore­
going examples may be misperceptions. We 
hope they are. However, Army units with 
such experiences may believ" that elements 
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they must deploy with are not trustworthy. 
This results in Army units trying to be more 
self-sufficient. Units may think they must 
carry in everything they need because they 
do not know if"sQ-and-so" is really going to 
get there. Lack of trust breeds overloading. 

The interviews with soldiers and leaders 
who fought in Grenada permit a minimal 
conclusion: when soldiers and leaders do not 
have all the information they should or 
when soldiers and leaders do not trust 
those with whom they fight, uncertamty in­
creases When uncertainty increases, the 
combat load increases. 

Like football, the military is a profession 
in which zero defects is impossible. The na­
ture of war ,i.nd the human beings who fight 
it preclude perfection But, also like foot-

. • •  when soldiers and leaders 
do not have all the information they 

should or when soldiers-and leaders do 
not trust those l'i(ith wbom they fight, 

uncertainty increases. 
When uncertainty increases, the 

combat toad increase,. 

ball, the profession demands contmuous 
striving toward that goal. You must im­
prove self and ''team" as much as possible so 
that victory results every time you set foot 
on the "field." Rather than put on the mask 
of zero defects and feign perfection, the Ar­
my should be proud of its commitment to the 
goals o{improvement and winning. � 
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