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MISFITS


There were 11 of them. They called themselves “The Misfits.” They weren’t Special Forces. They weren’t Rangers. They weren’t the cavalry or the infantry. They were just riggers, parachute packers.


But for four months beginning in November 2003, these 11 riggers volunteered for and carried out one of the Army’s most dangerous assignments.


In the Army, as the saying goes, everyone is a soldier first. Which means that no matter what a soldier’s military occupational specialty is, his primary job is to fight in combat and defend his country. The story of the rigger “Misfits” can be seen as an example of what it means to truly be a soldier first.


The Misfits were 11 of 90 soldiers from company E, 782nd Main Support Battalion, 82nd Airborne Division who were deployed in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom in September 2003. The Battallion was stationed at Forward Operating Base Ridgeway in Iraq.


When they arrived, FOB Ridgeway was a frenzy of activity. There were a hundred jobs to do and not enough soldiers to do them. E Co. was immediately put to work. Few riggers actually rigged. The rest got split up and tasked out to different units all over the base.


With no chutes to pack, the riggers helped the 782nd in other ways. They became welders, warehouse loaders, class-yard clerks, radio operators and sergeants of the guard.


Eleven riggers were also assigned to the Quick Reaction Force, a team tasked with protecting the 782nd for one month. This was the team that became the Misfits.


They were led by Sgt. Fredrick Kurz, a former infantryman who had re-enlisted in the Army after September 11, 2001.


Kurz and his men were given two gun trucks, weapons, radios and other equipment. Their job was to protect FOB Ridgeway and investigate anything suspicious in what they referred to as “outside the wire” - the unguarded area surrounding the base. 


As they began their new assignment, they encountered risks. Mortars rained down on the base two or three times a week, and there was the constant threat of assassins and suicide bombers.


According to Spc. Terry McKnight, a rigger who worked at FOB Ridgeway in a supply yard, it was all part of the job.


“Everyone who was there volunteered to go to war. We knew the risks,” said McKnight.


At the end of October 2003, another team was ready to take over for the riggers of the QRF.  The 11 team members had to find a new job. One possibility was pulling convoy security with the 1st Squadron, 17th Cavalry Regiment.


The riggers decided to volunteer for the dangerous assignment.


“We saw it (convoy security) as an opportunity. No soldier wants to go into combat, but every soldier wants to know how he would react in combat. These guys knew they would be doing something they might never get another chance to do. Every one of them wanted to take advantage of it,” said Kurz.


The men also knew that people might be expecting them to fail, and taking on the assignment was a way of proving their doubters wrong.


On November 17, 2003, Kurz and his men got their first assignment. The mission was to escort a convoy traveling from FOB Ridgeway to Baghdad International Airport. The team was to operate the front and rear gun trucks.


We were all a little nervous and excited. The adrenalin was really pumping,” said Spc. Tim Byrne, the driver in the rear gun truck.


In the end, the trip was uneventful and everyone breathed a sigh of relief.


However, one memorable thing did occur that day. Before the mission began, Kurz suddenly realized he needed to give his team a name. He decided to call them “The Misfits,” after the name of one of his favorite rock bands.


But there was another reason. The word “misfit” is defined as a person unsuited to his position or environment. Kurz thought the name was ironically appropriate because he and his men were riggers doing the jobs of infantrymen.


During the next several months, the Misfits put more than 20,000 miles on their trucks as they traversed Iraq’s roads and highways. They made sure ammunition, water, food, fuel and mail got to the units that needed them. 


“Whatever they needed, we gave them,” said Byrne.


Frayed nerves and sleep deprivation were constant enemies, said Spc. Anthony Prieto, the rear gun truck’s gunner. Land mines and improvised explosive devices in the road were a constant worry. Occasionally, they encountered small-arms fire.


In such instances, the Misfits had to react instinctively.


“There was no time to think, it was just hit the gas and return fire,” said Pfc. Chris Reamon, the driver of the front gun truck.


Several times the team passed convoys that had been hit five minutes before them or learned of convoys that had been hit five minutes after they passed. They saw the flames and smelled the burning tire rubber.


On the job, the Misfits were disciplined, alert and watchful, Kurz said. They were always ready to engage the enemy.


“We never relaxed when we were out there,” said Byrne.


“We always had our fingers on the trigger, and they (the enemy) knew it,” said Kurz.


Just before they left Iraq, the Misfits faced the ultimate test. On March 15, 2004 they were ambushed and forced to engage in a direct firefight with the enemy. It happened while they were protecting a convoy of Marines, who were replacing the 82nd in Iraq.


The quick reactions of the Misfits during the ambush ensured that everyone made it out of the fight alive, and damage to the convoy was kept to a bare minimum, said Kurz.


There were as many as 30 attackers firing machine guns, mortars and rocket propelled grenades, he said, but the accuracy of the Misfit gunners kept them from scoring a direct hit.


All the Misfits executed the combat skills they had trained for, showing no panic or hesitation, he said. 


After a few more missions, the Misfits returned to the U.S. By April, they were back on Fort Bragg doing their old jobs as riggers.


Still, they had accomplished something in Iraq that they could look back on proudly for the rest of their lives, said Kurz.


Each of the Misfits returned to the U.S. with the greatest knowledge a soldier can have: the knowledge that he had done what he had to do when it counted, Kurz said.


“In that ambush, when I looked up at the gunner in the turret, he was doing exactly what he was supposed to do,” said Kurz. “When I looked to my left, the driver had his foot on the gas, doing what he was supposed to do. Everyone was doing his job.”


The Misfits may be riggers today, but they will always be soldiers first.
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