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Paul Tamburrino on “Tank Lizards,” Claustrophobia, and Desert Storm  

 
Paul Tamburrino is not G.I. Joe. 

 Although he served 13 years in the Army, eight years in the Armor Branch and five years 
in Special Operations, he never set out to be the quintessential American-hero action figure. Paul 
offers a different kind of message than the heroics and glory featured in fantasy-inspired, 
modern-day film adaptations of the military; he asserts that the most valuable (and underutilized) 
resource the military offers is job training.  
 Paul, a Miami native, knew since childhood that he wanted to be in the military, “but I 
knew I didn’t want to be G.I. Joe,” he says. I never wanted to be a cowboy.” Instead, he wanted 

to be a lawyer, and when his 
grandparents, who retired to 
Camden, South Carolina, told him 
about Camden Military Academy, 
Paul was quick to enroll.  
     In his senior year at Camden 
Military Academy, Paul and his 
classmates were applying to 
colleges. Paul got into the Air Force 
Academy, his first choice, but he 
decided to apply to The Citadel as a 

joke to see if he could get an acceptance letter before his buddy whose heart was set on the 
Military College of South Carolina. Paul was accepted into the Air Force Academy, Clemson, 
and The Citadel, but he soon realized the Air Force wanted him to be a pilot or an engineer, two 
professions in which Paul had no interest. Clemson, with its successful football team and 
campus-wide tailgating, presented a pleasant alternative to the restrictive Air Force Academy 
until Paul’s mother informed him that, if she was paying the bill, he was going to The Citadel.  
 Once at The Citadel (a school and campus Paul hadn’t seen until he showed up for move-
in day) Paul decided to join the Army, not the Air Force, ROTC. The same May Paul graduated 
from The Citadel, he learned he was part of an Armor Unit, and he was sent to Armor School in 
California, where he trained until the following September.  
 A year after Paul completed his training, the Desert Storm conflict began and Paul was 
told not only that he was going to be deployed, but also that he was going to be a Platoon Leader.  



2  

 In one tank, or Tank Unit, there are four men: the commander, the gunner, the loader, and 
the driver. There are four tanks per Platoon commanded by the Platoon Leader and his wingman, 
and the Platoon Sergeant and his wingman. In a Pure Tank Company there are three Platoons of 
tanks. Paul, a mere year out of college and training, found himself as a Tank Commander and a 
Platoon Leader, in charge of his own Tank Unit and three others.   
 Platoon Leader though he was, Paul wasn’t thrilled about being in the Armor Branch 
because he was claustrophobic. “I always joke about the Army’s humor,” Paul says, “I’m afraid 
of heights, deathly afraid of heights, so they threw me out of airplanes. I’m claustrophobic, so 
what’d they put me on? Tanks. Thank God I didn’t tell them I’m afraid of spiders or else that 
would have been a problem.”  

The most confining part of the tank was the driver’s seat, Paul says. The driver, with 
nothing but a handlebar and brake, lies nearly horizontal in the belly of the tank and relies on the 
Tank Commander to give him direction since he is unable to see anything but the metal 
surrounding him. Luckily, Paul, as the Tank Commander, spent most of his time balancing on a 
folded chair, sticking his head out of the top of the tank and giving the driver directions. Every 
now and then though, when Paul and the driver would get particularly frustrated with each other, 
they would switch; it is “a good way to get a respect for each other’s perspective,” Paul explains. 
However, the biggest problem with the tanks is not the confinement, but the maintenance.  

According to Paul, the tanks, as big as they are, are very sensitive. “The problem is,” Paul 
says, “you can’t drive up to a mechanic. The four person crew are the mechanics.” And when a 
tank has mechanical problems, the crew is occupied for hours. When the crew members aren’t 
driving or fixing their tank, Paul says, they liked to play Gameboys or tan on top of the tanks. As 
an officer, Paul never got to tan with the “tank lizards,” but he did participate in the occasional 
tennis match on the Gameboys. “We were high-class if we had a Gameboy,” especially in the 
early ‘90s, Paul says, “We’d all exchange games.” Levity and relaxation were two things Paul 
encouraged his men to enjoy when they could, driving thoughts about the dangers of serving out 
of their heads, at least for a little while. “We didn’t like to talk about it,” Paul says, “It’s always 
in the back of your mind, but you don’t really think about it. That’s how you survive day to day.”  

Although Paul didn’t tan on the tanks, he did sleep on them. “Tankers won’t sleep on the 
ground,” Paul explained, “Everyone else in the military sleeps in their sleeping bags on the 
ground, but we all sleep on our tanks. It’s like going into a dorm with bunk beds: This is where 
my stuff goes, and this is where I go.”  

Living in a world where men tan and sleep on their tanks, it’s no wonder that it was 
difficult adjusting back to civilian life. “We’re wired from the fact that, you know, I’ve been an 
officer and I’ve had to make decisions everyday and I’m accountable every five seconds,” Paul 
says. “There’s always somebody challenging me: ‘Make a decision, make a decision, make the 
right decision.’ You can’t really sit back and say, ‘You know, I don’t really want to think about 
that today, you decide.’”  

Paul also found that many employers associated a negative stigma with the military. “It’s 
held against me when people see it on my résumé,” Paul says. “They immediately take a 



3  

stereotypical view of the military. They assume I’m very rigid. They think it’s like the movies. 
They assume I think, ‘It’s my way or the highway,’ but it’s the exact opposite. I’m actually more 
flexible, but I’m a rule-follower. If you put a rule there, I’m enforcing it.” According to Paul, 
“People like to talk about how much they like the military, how much they support the military, 
but when they see it on your résumé, it pulls them back a little bit because they weren’t in the 
military. They think you’re going to come in and talk to the employees like they’re privates in 
basic training.” Despite these challenges, Paul has managed to turn use his military experience in 
his successful civilian career in Human Resources. 

Perhaps it is Paul’s military experience coupled with his profession in the Human 
Resources field that led him to give this advice to those currently serving: “Get a job skill.” Paul 
explains, “The military is great if, number one, you always realize it’s a job. The main thing to 
do in the military is to get a trade. If you want to be in the infantry and run around with a rifle, 
you need to understand when you go back to the civilian world, that does not translate to a job.” 
Take advantage of the free education, Paul stresses, and “keep yourself within your means, 
always be looking at what life is going to be like when you get out.” Paul claims, “The military 
is not all doom and gloom: It’s job training and you get to see the world.”  

As a former Citadel cadet, Paul, who recently moved back to the Charleston area, is ready 
to advise any and all students who are thinking about a career in the military. With his wealth of 
experience in the military and his knowledge of the Human Resources field, cadets (and non-
cadets) would do well to heed Paul’s advice and to focus on developing a skill-set that will allow 
them to succeed in today’s competitive job market.  

He may not be G.I. Joe, but Paul’s obvious appreciation for the men with which he 
served and his willingness to mentor both young Citadel cadets and soldiers makes him an 
American soldier worth emulating.   


