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Overview
In August 1990, Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein 
invaded the tiny, neighboring, oil-rich country of 
Kuwait. In response, American president George 
H. W. Bush announced, “This will not stand, this 
aggression against Kuwait.”1 He quickly seized 
Iraqi assets in the United States, coordinated with 
Turkey and Syria to close Iraqi oil pipelines, and 
worked with the Soviet Union to put an arms 
embargo in place. President Bush sought and ob-
tained approval from the American Congress and 
the United Nations to forcibly eject Iraq from Ku-
wait as he organized and orchestrated the largest 
coalition of countries and their armed forces since 
the Second World War. Before the conflict ended, 
over thirty nations sent manpower and arms to 
force Iraq from Kuwait—although the heavy pre-
ponderance came from the United States. (See 
table 1.) It was also the first major American mil-
itary conflict in which the All-Volunteer military 
was put to the test.

The Gulf War (1990–91) was two consecutive 
military operations. The first, Operation Desert 
Shield, began August 7, 1990, and ended Janu-
ary 17, 1991.2 During Desert Shield, U.S. and co-
alition forces gathered in Saudi Arabia to protect 
that desert kingdom from Iraqi aggression and 
prepare for the initiation of offensive operations 
against Iraq. Operation Desert Storm (January 17, 
1991, to February 28, 1991) was the combat phase 

of the war—a punishing coalition air campaign 
that heavily bombed Baghdad, Iraq’s capital city, 
and Iraqi military units. Iraq’s infrastructure was 
shattered during the bombing. The destruction in 
Iraq was staggering—“electric power stations (92 
percent of installed capacity destroyed), refineries 
(80 percent of production capacity), petrochem-
ical complexes, telecommunications centers (in-
cluding 135 telephone networks), bridges (more 
than 100), roads, highways, railroads, hundreds of 
locomotives and boxcars full of goods, radio and 
television broadcasting stations, cement plants, 
and factories producing aluminum, textiles, elec-
tric cables, and medical supplies.”3 The bombing 
paved the way for a massive attack with ground 
troops. Coalition forces were so successful that 
Iraq retreated from Kuwait after just 100 hours of 
combat. President Bush declared Kuwait had been 
liberated and ordered an end to the fighting. (See 
the Gulf War timeline for additional details.)

It was a rapid victory. As the New York Times 
editorialized shortly after the conclusion of hos-
tilities, “The skill and coordination of the air war 
and then of the assaulting armies were as stunning 
as the speedy outcome. . . . The world that over-
estimated Saddam Hussein also underestimated 
George Bush. . . . His choices at treacherous junc-
tures proved as successful as they were bold.”4


