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This book is not about heroes….Nor is it about deeds, or lands, nor anything about glory, honour, might, majesty, dominion, or power, except War. Above all I am not concerned with Poetry. My subject is War, and the pity of War. The Poetry is in the pity.

WILFRED OWEN

The War Goes On

Life MAGAZINE COVER, FEBRUARY 11, 1966



The Last of the Light Brigade


There were thirty million English who talked of England’s might,

There were twenty broken troopers who lacked a bed for the night.

They had neither food nor money, they had neither service nor trade;

They were only shiftless soldiers, the last of the Light Brigade.

They felt that life was fleeting; they knew not that art was long,

That though they were dying of famine, they lived in deathless song.

They asked for a little money to keep the wolf from the door;

And the thirty million English sent twenty pounds and four!

They laid their heads together that were scarred and lined and grey;

Keen were the Russian sabres, but want was keener than they;

And an old Troop-Sergeant muttered, “Let us go to the man who writes

The things on Balaclava the kiddies at school recites.”

They went without bands or colours, a regiment ten-file strong,

To look for the Master-singer who had crowned them all in his song;

And, waiting his servant’s order, by the garden gate they stayed,

A desolate little cluster, the last of the Light Brigade.

They strove to stand to attention, to straighten the toil-bowed back;

They drilled on an empty stomach, the loose-knit files fell slack;

With stooping of weary shoulders, in garments tattered and frayed,

They shambled into his presence, the last of the Light Brigade.

The old Troop-Sergeant was spokesman, and “Beggin’ your pardon,” he said,

“You wrote o’ the Light Brigade, sir. Here’s all that isn’t dead.

An’ it’s all come true what you wrote, sir, regardin’ the mouth of hell;

For we’re all of us nigh to the workhouse, an’ we thought we’d call an’ tell.

“No, thank you, we don’t want food, sir; but couldn’t you take an’ write

A sort of ‘to be continued’ and ‘see next page’ o’ the fight?

We think that someone has blundered, an’ couldn’t you tell ’em how?

You wrote we were heroes once, sir. Please, write we are starving now.”

The poor little army departed, limping and lean and forlorn.

And the heart of the Master-singer grew hot with “the scorn of scorn.”

And he wrote for them wonderful verses that swept the land like flame,

Till the fatted souls of the English were scourged with the thing called Shame.

O thirty million English that babble of England’s might,

Behold there are twenty heroes who lack their food to-night;

Our children’s children are lisping to “honour the charge they made”

And we leave to the streets and the workhouse the charge of the Light Brigade!

RUDYARD KIPLING, 1890*





* In 1915, Rudyard Kipling’s only son, Second Lieutenant John Kipling, was killed in France during World War I at age eighteen.



I just ask Americans to stop and pause after they make their first stare.

RONNY “TONY” PORTA, U.S. MARINE, WIA

ANBAR PROVINCE, IRAQ, 2007


Preface

I first met Marine Corporal Aaron Mankin in Fallujah in early 2005, just before he lost most of his face in the Iraq War. The State Department had assigned me the prior summer to be the political adviser to the three-star Marine commanding general based there and to oversee the U.S. government’s strategy in the city and Anbar province. Aaron, a native of Rogers, Arkansas (home to the first Wal-Mart Discount City store, which opened in 1962), professional in bearing, with cobalt eyes, square jaw, high-and-tight haircut, showed maturity and possessed an eloquence that belied his youthful age.

A few months later, Aaron and a unit of Marines were traveling in a convoy when one of the largest roadside bombs to date detonated—an explosion killing four, wounding eleven, and disfiguring Aaron in an instant. His bones cracked and skin scorched. Ears, nose, and mouth ravaged. Only Aaron’s eyes were left unchanged, shielded by protective goggles as fire roared through his vehicle’s cramped rear compartment and ignited the Marines’ grenades, bullets, and flares. The blast lifted the twenty-six-ton transport vehicle nearly a dozen feet into the air, leaving a deep crater below. Aaron suffered severe burns to a quarter of his body, lost his right thumb and index finger. Doctors placed him on a ventilator in the intensive care unit at San Antonio’s Military Medical Center. Ultimately, he underwent over sixty surgeries to reconstruct his face and help heal his wounded body.

Marine Corporal Tony Porta was also badly wounded in Iraq’s Anbar province at age twenty. In a television interview, he described what happened after an IED blasted his convoy in 2007. “I saw my body just burned. I saw my skin melting. It was like a hot candle.” His two best friends were killed in the explosion.

Both are brutal stories, but Aaron’s and Tony’s are not the only ones. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have resulted in more than 1,100 major burn victims and 1,700 amputees among the 50,000-plus combat casualties—the total killed or injured among U.S. troops. In December 2014 the Congressional Budget Office reported 3,482 hostile deaths, plus another thousand from nonbattle injuries or accidents, and 31,947 U.S. military personnel wounded in the Iraq War, with over 2,300 dead and 20,000 wounded in Afghanistan. An additional estimated 400,000 have been diagnosed with post-traumatic stress, mild traumatic brain injury, or both. These numbers continue to rise for those with visible and invisible wounds, not to mention the cumulative toll on veterans’ families.

Iraqi and Afghan civilians have suffered on an even greater scale. Hundreds of thousands left dead and wounded, along with untold cases of psychological damage from unending warfare. Towns turned into battle zones and family compounds made of mud raided in darkness. Unlike U.S. troops and me, they could not redeploy. As we returned home, Iraqis and Afghans had no option but to remain amid persistent violence, caught in a truly forever war.

Some of the most grievously wounded veterans who survived the bombs and the bullets are cared for at Walter Reed National Military Medical Center, located just outside Washington, D.C. Where politicians commute to office suites in marble buildings and raise campaign money at invitation-only events far from the war fronts.

Staff Sergeant Brown of Sugar Land, Texas, lost three and a half limbs—both legs and much of his right arm—on his fourth combat tour. His genitals were shredded in the blast. “The new protective underwear came three weeks too late for me,” he said. And all of it recorded by his buddy’s headcam. During one visit, the Marine nonchalantly shared with me the images of his body disappearing in a cloud of Afghan dust and mist of his own blood, with his mom, Barbara, watchfully standing nearby in a Semper Fi Fund jacket.

“She likes to treat me like I am still a kid here.”

But his comment did not sound like a complaint. For some reason that day in Helmand province’s rutted valleys, the Marine added, he had not swept the ground with his metal detector as he had been trained to do, religiously, before starting out on another foot patrol. Staff Sergeant Brown had no idea it would be his last time standing, unaided.

Across the hall on the floor wounded Marines shared at Walter Reed, Corporal Lopez, a Californian, only remembered that a bomb had propelled him several feet into the air. In midflight, he turned and met the eyes of a fellow Marine crouched on the rooftop of an adjacent mud compound. He recalled floating, falling, landing, before passing out. Days later Lopez woke up after arriving in Germany’s Landstuhl Regional Medical Center—the halfway point home. I noticed the blanket on his bed had a two-foot section sunken in just below the knee. The blast had destroyed one of his legs, and badly damaged the other. Lopez said he wanted to get back to Afghanistan and rejoin his squad. Marines always said as much, and as I had learned over the years I spent with them, Marines always meant it.

Captain Brad Fultz, a friend of mine wounded by a child suicide bomber in Afghanistan’s Uruzgan province, met First Lady Michelle Obama on the fourth floor. Unlike other famous visitors and busy politicians, she lingered—before offering words of her own.

“We need to bring all of you back home from over there.”

“I think a lot of Americans would agree with you,” said Brad, one native Chicagoan to another. Michelle Obama soon departed, surrounded by a black-suited shell of Secret Service agents. Her husband, the commander in chief, began to draw down troops midway through his second term—before realities in Afghanistan, alongside a deteriorating security situation in Iraq, forced the timeline to be pushed back.

America’s longest wars would go on.

A Navy nurse at Bethesda described one Marine’s condition, her hardest case ever, she said, in a hospital ward built for pain. After stepping on a fertilizer-based bomb that severed both legs, the patient’s subsequent invasive fungal infection had spread so quickly, so stubbornly, that surgeons could not keep ahead of it with their scalpels. And antibiotics only destroy bacteria, not fungi, the nurse explained. Doctors term the diagnosis “gross contamination of wounds.”

Running out of places to cut, the medical team told the wounded young Marine and his parents that the decision to do more, to cut more—or not—was theirs: either remove portions at the waist, the highest bisection they had ever attempted, or he would certainly die. And even if they did perform the operation, the prognosis was very bad. Afghanistan’s dirt had become entombed in the Marine’s gut, invading and occupying his body at the cellular level. No medicine in the world could kill the foreign bugs with foreign names (zygomycetes such as Rhizopus spp., Apophysomyces spp., Mucor spp., Saksenaea spp., and Absidia spp.) killing him inside out. The Marine and his family had a final conversation. They decided not to go ahead with the surgery and instead to let go. Within days, he died.

For those fortunate enough to survive war like Aaron Mankin, Tony Porta, and other Bethesda patients, medical doctors in military burn care units who treat wounded veterans describe a key part in the recovery process. They call it “the mirror test.” In this defining moment, morphine is no longer necessary as treatment has progressed. IVs and catheters are removed. Bandages are peeled back. The disfigured patients must then contemplate a first look into a mirror at his or her new self. The most familiar image that once greeted them morning and night over a toothbrush or under a razor—their own face—is gone. Doctors pay close attention to this critical juncture. Will the patient’s gaze into the mirror signal one of recognition—horror, sadness, pity, surprise, resolve—or will the patient instead turn away? Will he or she begin to accept the same, but different, person now inhabiting the glass?

Medical staff let patients decide on their own when the time is right, as skin can be grafted but acceptance cannot. Days, weeks, months can pass.

Many wounded veterans delay this day for as long as possible. They might only choose to face the test before young family members arrive for their first hospital visit, fearful that a child’s reaction might be more difficult than their own.

In an interview with Best Life magazine, Mankin describes his own experience:


It was a month and a half before I was ready to look at myself in the mirror. Then one day I got out of my hospital bed to go to physical therapy, and I saw the mirror I’d passed countless times, refusing to see the truth about how hurt I was. I looked over my left shoulder, and there I was—this torn up, frail, thin individual with open wounds on his face that I barely recognized, and my worst imagination became my reality. I cried.

Being a Marine, you want to tell yourself you’re fine, just walk it off. But I couldn’t walk this one off. I covered the bottom half of my face with my elbow, and looking at my eyes and my forehead, I didn’t look any different. I knew inside I was still the same man. But not everyone would see that, and I was very concerned when Jake and Maggie, my little brother and sister, then eight and seven, came to see me in the hospital. I was their big brother. I was in the Marine Corps. I was invincible. That’s how they saw me, but I didn’t know if they would see me that way anymore.


Tony Porta, who would eventually undergo 128 surgeries, has recounted his own mirror moment: “I couldn’t recognize myself. I saw scars. I saw blood. I didn’t have any lips, my nose was missing, my ears were gone. That day I felt, ‘how can I live like this?’ ”

—

Fifteen years have passed since September 11, 2001. Like Aaron’s and Tony’s, a disfigured veteran’s mirror test should become our own: individual Americans reflecting on what it means when a country, but not a nation, goes to war—and is still at war.

It is past time for this kind of shared reckoning. More of us beginning to act conscientiously, indeed responsibly, as citizens—engaged citizens—seeking to better understand and learn from these 9/11 wars.

When we look into that mirror, let’s not turn away.




Bugles are calling from prairie to shore,

Sign up and fall in and march off to war.


ENNIO MORRICONE “THE STORY OF A SOLDIER”


PROLOGUE

Twentynine Palms, California

Toward the end of a long two-lane highway that joins Interstate 10, also named Sonny Bono Memorial Freeway, a massive wind farm becomes a whirring blur of bone-white blades. The sculpted mechanical arms, dozens deep and in the same arid valley as Cathedral City, are engineered to grab and transfer energy from the sky. When San Gorgonio Pass is quiet, they stand as a forest of giant, bent crosses suspended aloft against the Southern California horizon. These steel structures slice through the air in wide sweeps 300 days a year on average as high-pressure systems dominate. When viewed on a windless day from the San Jacinto Mountains that ring the Los Angeles Basin, the turbines, made for movement but left still, resemble a vast cemetery.

It is about as far away from the U.S. capital and its Establishment one can get without a passport or under sail. And where 2,650 miles to the east, New York City’s towering skyline, cut deepest on September 11, 2001, has been remade in lower Manhattan above a solemn memorial.

In this westernmost part of America, Marine Corps Base Twentynine Palms, all 590,000 acres, sits in California’s high desert next to Joshua Tree National Park. Gnarled cacti border run-down motels, backlit in deepening reds at dusk. Only infrequent tourists count the palm trees on Main Street, but they never can get them to add up to the right number. (I too tried.)

Marines have nicknamed the base “29 Stumps.” It is lunar and as remote as a town can feel despite being only an hour’s drive from Palm Springs. That recreational oasis started as a stagecoach stop well before becoming a geriatric golfing mecca and home to Bob Hope of USO fame and America’s first official “honorary veteran.” Hope’s last tour would be to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait in December 1990, visiting troops ordered to Operation Desert Shield—but not ordered all the way to Baghdad.

Extended cab 4x4 trucks steered by buff, tattooed, teenage Marines traverse the five-street military village. Corporals straddling chrome bullet bikes streak by—one-way blurs against asphalt and sagebrush. They challenge speed limits, or ignore them altogether, on the way in and out. Most people around 29 Stumps understand these adrenaline junkies.

Speed is a buzz, a deceptive and dangerous high, like war can be. For some, it is an escape. Perhaps the physics and physicality of motion enable Marines to put distance between them and their raw past in places named Ramadi, Fallujah, Rutbah, Hit, Now Zad, Marjah, Sangin, Kajaki, Taghaz. But it never lasts long. Or long enough.

Across Twentynine Palms, patriotism is overtly displayed as friends and brothers and fathers and mothers continually are ordered to the front lines. Marines sent to places like Helmand and back to Iraq’s Anbar province, which means “granaries” in Arabic but is now far more known for its violence. “Support Our Troops” and “Proud USMC Wife” stickers and yellow ribbon magnets adorn bumpers and the front windows of the base’s only grocery store. The Underground tattoo parlor and 29 Smoke Shop welcome customers next to the Potter’s House Christian Fellowship Church, all aligned along a small strip mall.

Barbershops open early, keep their lights on late, and remain the best, recession-proof industry in town. Standard fade haircuts are a bargain at $10, a weekly Marine ritual. The most junior Marines, not the bull colonels, leave the biggest tips. Across counters and in lines, conversations tend to begin and end with “sir” and “ma’am,” especially at the Warrior Club—an all-ranks dining facility that serves up “the finest in fast food,” including double cheeseburgers, chicken strips, fish sticks, fries, nachos, “and much more!”

This land is the Marines’ anchor, around which they train endlessly before being sent to battle. As America’s foremost legion and with the youngest recruits, the United States Marine Corps orders its tanks, infantrymen, helicopters, and fighter jets to “war-game” across the base’s 935 square miles in a mock operation first named Mojave Viper, then Enhanced Mojave Viper. Before 9/11 they were simply called CAX (pronounced “cacks”), Combined Arms Exercise.

If the business of the town and its combat training ranges were not so serious and deadly, and casualty counts on the real battlefields not so commonplace, one could imagine seeing Wile E. Coyote and the Road Runner zigzagging in their looping chases in the rearview mirror. Bugs Bunny himself once took on Hermann Göring (Herr Meets Hare) in World War II comic strips, prompting the Marine Corps to promote the rabbit to the rank of master sergeant. The two qualities innate among most Marines, strength and smart-ass humor, endure.

But Twentynine Palms is not a place of desert mirages or cartoon characters. It is where war’s realities sink in, what it means when a country finds itself stuck at war, year after year.

Their boys killing our boys killing their boys.

During one road trip into town, I noticed a billboard along Highway 62—a route three times as deadly as others in the state—that read: “FREE Reconstructive Surgery for Battle-Scarred Warriors of the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars.” Below was listed a phone number. In smaller print, it advertised a string of jarring postwar medical procedures:


Shrapnel Removal. Scar Revision. Laser for Facial Sandblast.


A decade and a half after September 11, 2001, Twentynine Palms remains one of the U.S. military’s main springboards into war. It is among the most trodden Marine bases to which worn-down veterans return to breathe, train, do an about-face, and then repeat the cycle. Deployment. Redeployment. Deployment. Redeployment. As such Twentynine Palms has a wartime conscience. It is forced to, with families waiting out yet another combat tour until their Marines come back home. Most do.

But for some U.S. troops, the return is as silent as it is final—KIA numbering in the thousands buried in communities, coast to coast, hundreds of miles away from the sunbaked yellow deserts of California. These other towns are well removed from Arlington National Cemetery as well, where the United States of America officially honors its war dead. And where commanders in chief dutifully cross the Potomac River each May over Memorial Day Weekend to pay respects to the men and women ordered to distant war fronts. These veterans include those interred in Section 60—called “America’s Saddest Acre”—and not far from Arlington’s Tomb of the Unknown Soldier: “Here rests in honored glory an American soldier known but to God.”

Newcastle, Wyoming, located far from Washington, D.C., is one such hometown, a Marine kind of town and my kind of town, where the local war dead from Iraq and Afghanistan, all known, are still mourned.

—

It took me eleven hours to get to the plains of eastern Wyoming by way of Denver and Fort Collins, winding my way north on I-70 and I-25 across a rugged state line shared by Colorado and Utah, hypnotic highways, half-paved county roads, and dirt ones. NPR affiliate signals—no better companion for a bumpy road trip complemented by Billy Idol and Johnny Cash tracks and Dairy Queen drive-thrus—had mostly faded out.

I passed one lonesome town, Lost Springs, with a sign declaring: “POP 4, ELEV 4,996.” Probably a single stubborn family. My aging Toyota Tacoma’s odometer hit just over 75,100 miles when I stopped to fill up in Newcastle, an hour or so beyond the 3 Sisters Truck Stop in Manville (pop. 97). As I pumped four-buck-a-gallon gas, a hawk circled overhead between low clouds. It reminded me of those that soared between terraced valleys in Afghanistan’s Qalandar District. Lots of hawks there, but never in Iraq. Above Fallujah’s forest of minarets, the only birds of prey were our surveillance drones, known as ScanEagles back then—before newer, more quiet, more expensive, and lethal models, called Predators and Reapers, peered with metallic eyes from the sky.

This was tough, historic terrain. Just over the border in Montana the brash and theatrical George Armstrong Custer had been killed in June 1876 atop a green hill, surrounded by a joint fighting force of Lakota, Northern Cheyenne, and Arapahoe. Newspaper headlines at the time exclaimed “Terrible Butchery by the Indians!” and “Poor Custer” while avoiding his real epitaph: the inveterate gambler and Civil War hero, no less by age twenty-three at Gettysburg, had gone to America’s frontier for gold, glory, and gore. In other words, Lieutenant Colonel Custer had ventured west as a veteran of one war seeking more war—and sure got it.

I myself learned in Iraq and Afghanistan that invasions and insurgencies—who did what, why, first, and to whom—differed in their historical details and settings. But the outcomes were the same. Revenge recycled, with no storybook ever-after endings.

No mythic last stands.

I arrived in Newcastle with almost 600 miles behind me and another 600 more to be retraced. The following morning while driving through the town, nestled along the rolling fringes of the Black Hills and Thunder Basin Grassland, I noticed folks getting up early for church. More than a few steeples rose above this burg of only 3,500 people. Theirs was a weekly ritual I found comforting, even though it had been a long time since I set foot into a chapel. Foxholes might or might not produce atheists, but agnostics aplenty.

Manhattan-born President Teddy Roosevelt—a cavalryman and veteran himself, Progressive movement leader, and protector of American wilderness—had visited this small Western prairie community during a whistle-stop tour in 1903, after camping in Yellowstone National Park. I could understand why. Newcastle still felt like the frontier.

It seemed fitting on this visit to the Cowboy State in late May that I was so close to the 900-foot-high Devils Tower in neighboring Crook County, where Lakota warriors fasted and prayed. They considered the serrated black volcanic formation to be the birthplace of wisdom, their place of renewal. Shamans led rituals there, including the sacred Sun Dance—a painful (pierced bodies and ripped flesh) but prized rite of passage among braves who would be expected to fight through more hostile encounters with more white men on horseback.

Custer’s “Last Stand” aside, native tribes lost more of these battles than they won, including against new diseases that spread with the arrival of new neighbors. Throughout the West, once fence-less lands shrank into fenced-in reservations, the legacy of more broken promises in Washington. One of them now marked Crow Agency on maps, headquarters of the Crow Reservation, is home to the Little Bighorn Battlefield National Monument. The National Park Service calls it “a place of reflection.”

A place where row upon row of headstones are etched with the names of U.S. Army dead from the “Indian Wars,” with one centrally located stone memorial, the Bear Paw Monument of 1881, declaring: TO THE OFFICERS AND SOLDIERS KILLED, OR WHO DIED OF WOUNDS RECEIVED IN ACTION IN THE TERRITORY OF MONTANA, WHILE CLEARING THE DISTRICT OF THE YELLOWSTONE OF HOSTILE INDIANS. Below which, a much smaller and much newer sign is posted in the soil: PLEASE NOTE: “HOSTILE INDIANS” IS IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT WITH A TERM USED FOR NATIVE AMERICAN ENEMIES OF THE UNITED STATES DURING THE 19TH CENTURY. THE HISTORIC STRUCTURE IS PROTECTED BY THE 1966 HISTORIC PRESERVATION ACT AND CANNOT BE CHANGED TO REFLECT MODERN SOCIAL NORMS.

Nearby, a separate Indian Memorial was dedicated in 2003, one full century and twenty-seven years after the U.S. cavalry’s unwise expedition on behalf of the unwise U.S. War Department. Its message: “In memory of all the tribes defending their way of life at the Battle.”

A red granite headstone amid prairie grass reads A’KAVEHE’ ONAHE, LIMBER BONES, A CHEYENNE WARRIOR FELL HERE ON JUNE 25, 1876 WHILE DEFENDING THE CHEYENNE WAY OF LIFE. A short downhill walk away, there is a separate quote inscribed on a gray granite wall: I WILL NEVER HARM THE CHEYENNE AGAIN. I WILL NEVER POINT MY GUN AT A CHEYENNE AGAIN. I WILL NEVER KILL ANOTHER CHEYENNE. A promise made by Custer (aka “Long Hair”) seven years before his final battle. 

These war monuments, older and newer, memorializing each side forced me to reflect on my own hard days, and years, among proud and war-hardened peoples. Many of them had fought us in defense of their own ways, their own lands.

In defense of their own tribes.

In defense of their own nations.

Now on native soil in wind-whipped Wyoming, I missed Afghanistan, but I did not miss Iraq. I never wanted to leave one, while the other I did not think I would survive. Two wars, seven years…a long list of Iraqi, Afghan, and American wounded and dead, including many friends.

How would we memorialize these wars?

When would we?

And which side, of the many in both wars, could claim any kind of victory in conflicts that had yet to end?

—

While I stirred Quaker Instant Oatmeal in the family-owned Sundowner Inn (“Convenience, Hospitality and Service with a smile”) filled with plastic plants and a front porch framed by wagon wheels, the photographer Richard Avedon came to mind. He captured the real West in his lauded collection of unforgiving portraits, In the American West. Drunks, drifters, Mormons, ranchers, oil field workers, waitresses, coal miners, hay haulers, the homeless. Outsiders all, with one outcast in Utah telling him, “A train whistle is the loneliest sound you’ll ever hear.” Avedon knew this kind of townspeople and so did I. They are family.

Two months before Avedon’s death at age eighty-one of a blood clot in the brain during a photo shoot in Texas of America’s war wounded, he told me in Boston, “I can see Iraq in your eyes.” I still think about his comment. His verdict. He must have seen the truth. How I knew from firsthand experience that war could orphan entire communities and take from adventurous U.S. Marines, many still teenagers, their lives or limbs in an instant—and by the hundreds.

The renowned photographer’s project for The New Yorker had been titled “Democracy.” It was left unfinished. Avedon’s final photographs chronicled war recruits and war survivors being treated in the burn unit at San Antonio’s Brooke Army Medical Center. Perhaps even his legendary eyes had finally seen too much as well. American soldiers of all people were Richard Avedon’s last testament. Not the famous, including the politicians, most often framed in his striking black-and-white pictures.

This somehow seemed the right postscript to his life and work, culminating in the storied literary magazine’s special November 2004 edition about the soul—at election time for a commander in chief—of a democratic nation, a constitutional republic that had rushed its troops, the few, to fight across two war fronts, over and over, on behalf of the many they left back home…and then mostly forgot about them, forgot about us, forgot about my friends, forgot about me.

Not to mention the countless Iraqi and Afghan families whose home fronts had become our war fronts. Both sides left scarred. But their wounds, those of Fallujans, Khostis, Helmandis, gouged deepest. Those “others” who had experienced America’s latest wars without relief and whose stories were largely unknown: Baghdad truckers, Fallujah police and city council members, Sunni tribal sheikhs and imams throughout Anbar province, Afghan madrassa, college, and girl students in Khost province, Pashtun tribal elders, provincial governors, even former Taliban fighters and Guantánamo prison detainees, as well as a young taxi driver in Afghanistan named Dilawar.

Across seven consecutive years, summer 2003 to summer 2010, I saw countries and cultures collide—Iraqi, Afghan, American. I witnessed the devastating human costs of both wars on all sides. Caught in a sort of no-man’s-land, the deaths of my Iraqi and Afghan friends meant just as much to me, hurt just as much, as when my Marine friends died. No distinction between “us” and “them” as the casualties mounted.

I had made my way to Wyoming to remember Marine Staff Sergeant Brian Bland, to keep a promise not to others but to myself. On January 26, 2005, he and thirty other American troops died in a helicopter crash in the middle of a remote and cold Anbar desert during a nighttime operation in support of an Iraqi election. Their deaths would remain the single largest casualty incident of both wars. I had basically ordered them on that mission.

At Newcastle’s Greenwood Cemetery, which overlooks the town’s U.S. 16 truck route and two rail lines, I stood next to Staff Sergeant Bland’s granite headstone. It is shaped like a mountain peak. Engraved on one side, “Semper Fidelis,” and on the other, a bullet bike and the words, “Beloved Son and Brother.”

And so with something to say and something to leave behind, I stepped forward to introduce myself to this dead Marine. Introduce myself to Brian. Thirty more introductions lay ahead, thirty more KIA, thirty more reckonings. Road trips to Cherokee, Iowa (pop. 5,253), and Menard, Texas (pop. 1,471), would follow, as well as to Leadville, Colorado (pop. 2,580).

Before sunrise I had set out from the Sundowner Inn and driven past Donna’s Main Street Diner, the Howdy Drive In, and a Pizza Hut, where I arrived on a hilltop. The eastern horizon beyond the South Dakota state line had begun to turn red, a wide crimson ribbon, above Newcastle’s Corpus Christi Church. Exiting my truck, I saw cottontail rabbits scampering amid damp grass in front of me, startled, while a dark bird (a crow? a raven?) watchfully sat overhead on the branch of an old tree, unperturbed. It was a fitting scene, almost surreal.

But everything before me, everything behind me, everything to come was real. Not imagined or to be imagined. That would have made the morning easier. Days easier. Nights easier. It would have made everything about the wars so much easier.

Wars, however, are anything but easy—and anything but easy to end.

By the time church doors in Newcastle opened, I had already left town.


[image: ][image: ]




PART I

The Wrong War


Could this be my own face, I wondered. My heart pounded at the idea, and the face in the mirror grew more and more unfamiliar.

MASUJI IBUSE, Black Rain




Think of the going out before you enter.

ARAB PROVERB


Quagmire

It was a smooth flight.

By summer 2003, massive and ongoing troop movements had outstripped the Pentagon’s ability to fly U.S. service members to Iraq using only military aircraft. Lucrative contracts were awarded for commercial and charter airlines to fill the gap. Soon Boeing 757s helped transport battalions of Marines and soldiers to Kuwait. From there the Pentagon’s workhorse C-130 flown by uniformed pilots—many National Guard units in effect federalized—made the final, corkscrew landing into Baghdad.

I was age thirty-one and headed to Iraq, to war, for the first time—not as a soldier but on behalf of the State Department. I had left the U.S. Mission to the United Nations in New York after diplomacy there failed, by design. The unnecessary war a commander in chief and the neoconservatives in Washington wanted, Iraqis got…and would keep getting for years to come. So did all of us who went over there, year after year after year.

Hearing that I worked for the State Department, the pilot guiding our flight invited me into the back part of the cockpit to observe our descent into the Middle East. The deserts below were dark, as was the sky. I did not see any stars. It was as if we were flying into a void, somewhere above us was Mars, the Red Planet, named, of course, after the Roman god of war. Compact, calm, and yet talkative, the pilot noted he was nearing retirement, but had volunteered for these special flights because he considered it to be an honor to fly troops to their last point before continuing into Baghdad, into the war. He said he was certain the U.S. needed to invade Iraq. The pilot believed Saddam Hussein was a threat and had hidden weapons of mass destruction.

Toward the end of our time in the air, with the copilot now flying the plane, the chief pilot gave me one of his business cards, embossed with his special designation as American Airlines’ “senior pilot.” I had no idea airlines had Number One pilots, rank ordered in seniority, but what an American notion: Top Dogs, even in commercial fleets.

With my first of two wars just beginning, it felt like an adventure. I was, oddly enough in retrospect, excited. I was also naive.

As I left the cockpit, he said he wanted to land in Baghdad one day. At Saddam’s old airport before any other commercial U.S. pilot, once civilian flights were cleared to fly beyond Kuwaiti skies.

“We’re American Airlines. We should be the first.”

I kept to myself that I doubted any passengers would be collecting frequent flier miles on their way to and from Iraq anytime soon.

—

A few days later I arrived in Baghdad from Kuwait via a sweltering C-130, then by armored convoy into the center of Iraq’s now occupied capital city. I suddenly represented the “Occupying Power” in the middle of Mesopotamia. I did not feel victorious. But I knew I wanted to show a less ugly or arrogant America, the kind that had lectured world leaders in the run-up to the war.

Few civilians had yet arrived in Iraq to staff the U.S.-led Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). Part of the first wave in—and probably the most anti–Iraq War member of the group—I recognized in myself a degree of self-congratulatory pride in that fact: being against the war, but volunteering for it. This stand had cachet tied to it, but also conviction. I was not the kind to complain about Iraq in another “March of Folly” fashion. That self-righteous phase of mine lasted about a week among friends, over many cups of coffee and a few beers. It got old fast, and they conveyed as much. Better to be in Baghdad, among Iraqis who could tell me what they thought—not what I might think they thought from thousands of safe miles away.

Everything about the place, the Coalition Provisional Authority, indeed felt provisional. Only about fifty State Department personnel had been assigned to help oversee Iraq’s occupation and none of us had an at-war roadmap handy. We were hugely outnumbered.

Based on sheer size, the U.S. military basically ran the country despite Ambassador L. Paul Bremer III’s being named by President George W. Bush as top envoy, or Iraq’s “administrator.” With such an anodyne-sounding title, he kept his pinstriped, dark suit attire, often adorned with red ties and white handkerchief. But Bremer also incorporated a different fashion protocol, soon mimicked by his inner circle: instead of State Department wingtips, he wore sand-colored canvas military boots. Granted, in a war zone, this sartorial combination looked odd yet seemed practical. It did not come across that way, however, to Iraqis. To them, boots were only made for stomping, not liberating.

We all were in way over our heads from the very beginning—a gut truth I felt from day one lasting all the way until I departed years later. All of us confronted the same dilemma. No matter what the reasons or the partisan insider connections that had brought us to Iraq as imperialists exported from America, we were linked by ignorance, unrealistic expectations (earnest idealism in some), and growing dangers. A Mission: Impossible.

I felt stir-crazy after just a week. To escape the palace intrigue and my more Machiavellian-minded colleagues, I ventured out as often and as far as I could, past towering date palm trees (a once famous Iraqi agricultural export) to explore Iraq beyond Saddam’s former home—its manicured lawns and yellow flowers could be mistaken for a Palm Springs resort, alongside a deep blue Olympic-sized swimming pool with two diving boards, and a barbecue pit. Despite the “shock and awe” bombing of Baghdad by U.S. warplanes, it somehow retained its dictatorially opulent look and feel.

When stuck in the palace I would seek out some of the cleaners hired to sweep the ever-present sand from our white marbled floors, who made sure our shoes did not crunch as we navigated the vast floor space. They commuted from Baghdad’s poorest Shia neighborhoods into the Green Zone, the ten-square-kilometer, heavily guarded enclave inhabited by coalition officials and military personnel that served as CPA headquarters. I tried to talk with them almost daily, their elementary English far surpassing my virtually nonexistent Arabic. The cleaning crew helped provide me with insights into life beyond the gates. At first, they were wary when I asked them questions, but eventually several opened up. One of the lead custodians, never seen inside without his broom or outside without cigarettes, offered memorable advice.

“Iraqis only respect and fear strength. Democracy won’t work in Iraq.”

He probably thought I would whisper his words into Bremer’s ear, but I thankfully was not part of the administrator’s closed inner circle. But what he said rang true. Iraqis knew all about survival, not voting booths.

The custodian asked me at one point why we had moved into Saddam’s grand palace. I said because it was easiest to secure and convenient. He seemed like he wanted to say something in response, challenge me perhaps, but did not. I guessed what must have been on his mind. Just what kind of message did America intend to send to the Iraqi people as we moved into countless ex-dictator palaces virtually in the first week of our arrival?

It took between two and three hours each morning for the custodian and other palace cleaning staff to pass through multiple checkpoints, barriers that said everything about our relationship with the Iraqis we professed to know and sought to help. Concrete blast walls. Rings of razor wire. Armed security contractors with black shades and big rifles.

And badges. Lots of badges, different colors and codes to differentiate us from them. Haves, have-nots—those of us inside our climate-controlled bubble versus those who had to sweat out the invasion and growing insurgency.

Over the next year, dozens of Iraqi day laborers would die from car bombs exploding at the front gates as they waited to enter the Green Zone for another day of work. Theirs was arguably the most deadly, daily commute in Iraq. While at night American expatriates would hold “Baghdad Idol” contests and “Pirate Day” poolside parties.

—

That same first week, I asked my new boss what part of Iraq’s imperial supervision would be mine. I did not want to have anything to do with oil. CPA life morphed into a power trip, temporarily infecting me as well. I confidently believed that I would be given a high-visibility assignment on a pressing political challenge—we had so many and all at once—given my prior work in New York in the Political Section at the U.S. Mission to the U.N.

Unexpectedly, however, top CPA management informed me that my new job would be as point man on a very different set of issues and characters: Iraq’s truckers. I was not excited. I was not reassured. The only truckers I knew in the U.S. were from movies, and they did not seem to be the most diplomatic of groups. Or friendly.

This would prove to be the best kind of assignment. I could not have known it then, but Iraq’s truckers would quickly become my first true link to the real Iraq. In many ways they comprised the lifeblood of a country in mounting disarray. If any goods needed to be transported from point A to B or all the way to Z, it was the truckers who would get them there. But they were on the verge of starting a mini-revolt over pay levels and requested an urgent meeting with me.

The truckers’ argument lay in a gray area. They claimed Saddam’s senior officials had promised them the funds prior to the invasion. As the new de facto government, teamster leaders argued that we were obligated to honor this commitment. So far Ambassador Bremer had vetoed any payout. Before the meeting, I did a bit of homework with our legal team and learned that our authorities under the guiding U.N. Security Council resolution were sweeping, but with limits—not all changes had to be made unilaterally by Ambassador Bremer via his signed orders. This gave me some degree of flexibility should I need it.

I had been warned that the head teamster, Mr. Bassam, was one of the most charismatic and intimidating Iraqis my colleagues had so far engaged in Baghdad. I thought he could not be a harder challenge than the Russian, Chinese, or French diplomats in New York, who sat alongside me on the U.N.’s Al Qaeda and Taliban Sanctions Committee. I had negotiated Security Council resolutions with these delegations and sparred over words that were binding upon governments under international law.

Bassam proved me wrong. Upon finally meeting him, I almost expected to hear a Jersey accent. He was pudgy, bearded, with thick baseball-mitt-sized hands. Tony Soprano would have found a kindred spirit. He smelled of cigarette smoke and liked eating three-foot-long Tigris River carp, the key ingredient in a traditional dish called Masgouf—a local bony delicacy also favored by Saddam and, it was rumored, enjoyed by former French president Jacques Chirac, who had the fish flown to Paris and prepared by his personal chefs.

A trained mechanic, Bassam had risen to be a chief representative of Iraq’s hundred-strong teamster high command, a group that controlled massive Volvo truck fleets crucial for stability in the country. He and his men moved food—tons of it, daily. Wheat flour, rice, sugar, beans, salt, cooking oil, tea. The staples a majority of Iraqis depended on to feed their families: any breakdown in Iraq’s food distribution network could lead to riots and political paralysis. And the teamsters, I realized, had the most leverage. Not us.

Over that afternoon, with the staid deputy trade minister in suit and tie seated next to me, we listened to the teamsters’ arguments. It turned out that Saddam functionaries had indeed promised them money. Some truckers were on the verge of revolting as a result of the lack of pay. We simply could not afford any disruption to the supply network, however brief. Finally, Bassam told me that the coalition needed more friends, not enemies, and truckers made good friends.

Touché, I thought.

The balding, elderly minister with his professor-like demeanor looked to me at the end of our session, but said nothing. I sat as an underdressed, decades-younger imperialist. His awkward silence signaled the decision was mine, not his. He handed me two official-looking memos in Arabic, noting one indicated approval, the other rejection. I signed the approval. Bassam reached out and shook my hand, his two-handed grip leaving indentations on my wrist. We both knew who was in charge.

I began to think how I would explain this unilateral decision of my own, contrary to Bremer’s guidance, back at the palace. But in a few days, growing instability across the country became the overriding focus. And Iraqi media reports that the food basket entitlement might be reduced or eliminated by the Americans had led to a growing public outcry—“introduction of free market forces” had been a CPA mantra among some hard-core capitalists while anathema to the more measured British contingent. We needed the truckers on our side, which we had now. I never heard from Ambassador Bremer on the matter.

The deputy trade minister estimated my deal with Bassam would cost the Iraqi treasury, which we controlled, several million dollars. Their money spent in our, the Occupying Power’s, interest—a pattern that would be replicated across other portfolios and amount to many hundreds of millions of dollars in expenditures with little oversight and even less transparency. An Australian colleague described arriving at Baghdad’s Central Bank just after the invasion and withdrawing tens of millions of dollars in currency on behalf of Iraqi farmers. He received a handwritten receipt before loading the stacked bills into the back of an SUV.

This first meeting with Bassam would lead to more before long. I enjoyed the truckers’ company, and they seemed to enjoy getting to know an American up close. So much so, bonding with Iraq’s teamsters soon morphed into the most important, and most rewarding, part of my job during Iraq’s official year-long occupation under the Coalition Provisional Authority. They became my rationale for regular trips outside the Green Zone and my link to the more vibrant and gritty Iraq. I visited their mechanic shops, ministry food warehouses, even a Sadr City slum truck lot in order to ensure that food movements proceeded despite mounting insurgent attacks across the country.

On one visit, mechanics showed me how they had learned during the decade-plus Iraq economic embargo to fix just about anything that had four or more wheels and a steering column. In those days, spare parts were very hard to get. All around me sat pieces of half-rebuilt trucks, vans, plus a few sedans arranged in jumbles. Bassam had managed to take advantage of his entrepreneurial side, post-invasion, likely pocketing significant sums. Who could blame him? I never asked where he found the parts or what he did with them as long as the food kept moving. And it did, even as the bombs proliferated along Iraq’s highways.

I had experienced a bit of the teamsters’ world, so I wanted to invite them to experience a bit of mine. I decided I would host Bassam and a half dozen mechanics in the Green Zone for dinner. With the palace tour date set, I was able to preapprove them for expedited entry. They arrived on time. As we passed through the last gate, with the manicured palatial splendor before us under unusually cloudy skies, one turned to me and said, under his breath, “This is not Iraq.”

Over the next hour, we walked the grounds, past the swimming pool where suntanned CPA staffers lounged about. Some attempted, badly, backflips off the diving board. Embarrassed but not surprised by the life of leisure displayed around us, I hurried my guests into the palace cafeteria for the meal. Many eyes looked our way. These were not the usual variety of Iraqis who visited. The visit was clearly not going well, so I cut it short. None of the other Americans acknowledged them. The truckers felt like aliens in their own country. Our abbreviated tour seemed to register their collective disbelief about the decadent lifestyle of the former regime—and the current one.

In a final conversation, I tried to convince one of the mechanics (who had worked hard to become a midlevel manager) that our commitment to Iraq would see us all through the growing violence. My case by then had become rote but remained sincere: There is no better long-term partner than the United States; just look at Japan and Germany. We went to war with both. We defeated both—granted, one with two nuclear bombs. “They are now two of the largest economies in the world and our allies,” I would say.

This logic worked at U.N. headquarters and in front of college students. It did not work in Iraq. The junior manager, an intense young man in his mid-twenties who always wore white button-down shirts and slacks even in the grimy truck repair shops, would have none of it. He reminded me that Americans had left southern Iraq unprotected after the Gulf War, even while encouraging the Shia population there to rise up against Saddam. Tens of thousands had been slaughtered by Iraqi government gunships following the U.S. troop withdrawal. His family. His tribe. President George Herbert Walker Bush and his secretary of defense, Dick Cheney, wanted no part in ordering the First Marine Division to march all the way to Baghdad, hence Bob Hope of the USO would only get as far as Kuwait on his final troop entertainment tour.

The young Iraqi’s final words to me: “I’m Shia.” Implicit message: we do not trust you.

Unwittingly, through the hollow palace tour, I had only reinforced his doubts—and my own. Bassam, uncharacteristically, looked dejected the entire time.

Only then did I begin to register that a growing Shia-Sunni divide, post our invasion, might unravel the country. These Iraqi truckers were not optimistic about Iraq’s future even in 2003 and 2004. They knew the sentiment of the streets best because they lived amid them, full-time, far from our gated palace and its ice cream bar. This imperious disconnect would never change. Five years later, for example, an American ambassador to Iraq—who conveyed to Iraqis that he disliked them—would approve a $150,000 carved mahogany bar (well stocked and well used) in the new billion-dollar U.S. embassy compound.

It too had a swimming pool—an indoor one, Olympic-size.

—

By the end of 2003 and into 2004, Iraq was completely coming apart. The Green Zone had been under direct attack from mortar fire and regular explosions at our checkpoints. We hunkered down. Blast waves from massive car bombs shook the palace. Insurgent munitions landed next to our housing trailers (called “pods”), in our parking lots, even in the swimming pool at one point. Sirens blared. Life inside our bubble had forever altered, leading some colleagues to leave Baghdad early out of fear for their personal safety even if other excuses for sudden departures were given. Staffing the Iraq War was no longer such an adventure, no matter the résumé distinction.

I had been issued a stiff green and black camouflage Vietnam-era flak jacket, in storage since Richard Nixon’s era as commander in chief. It was the exact model my dad said he had worn in Vietnam. While I needed a large, the only size they had left in stock was a medium. It did not even reach my belly button. This was the first indication of how under-equipped we all were, my one-size-too-small body armor matching the door-less Humvees we traveled in, feet dangling out and hands pressed to iron frames in order to prevent falling out.

Washington already believed “Mission Accomplished” even as the roadside bombs got bigger and more common and more deadly. A group of Marines I knew were among the first whose Humvee was blown up just outside Baghdad. All survived, mainly because insurgents were still learning their trade in how best to kill us. It did not take long, however, for them to perfect their violence.

Eventually, I did manage to escape the palace gates again for a final farewell lunch with Bassam at his favorite fish restaurant, located on the banks of the Tigris. A U.S. Army colonel from Indiana and good friend accompanied me with his pistol, because no Iraqi could be trusted one hundred percent in his view. Masgouf would be the featured dish, and as a seafood lover I could not wait to sample Iraq’s famous delicacy, even if it was, well, carp.

Bassam escorted us to a small cement container at the outdoor restaurant’s entrance. In it, several-meter-long greenish specimens sloshed about, aggressively competing for space. By tradition, we were asked by the chef to pick the one we wanted. I pointed to an especially lively carp, and we took our seats outside.

In half an hour it came out, flayed and roasted, black oily skin peeled from both sides. Charcoal permeated the air, mixed with the sweet smell of the whitish fish meat—covered completely by flies. Hundreds. The colonel, gastronomically wimping out, claimed that he had already eaten and was not feeling well. Bassam handed a large piece to me, with no attempt to wave away the swirl of black insects dive-bombing from all directions. It was my turn to smile. I graciously accepted and swallowed repeated mouthfuls.

He later said that I could depend on Iraq’s truckers for anything, in effect as my own mini-militia. I thought he was joking. He was not. Bassam explained that the official memo I had signed months earlier had enabled thousands of truckers to feed their families. Despite being charged with moving Iraq’s food basket, they had been suffering themselves, but most were too proud to admit just how much. His comments reinforced how distant the real Iraq remained from my own world of gated-community expats, still isolated in our self-imposed bubble a full twelve months into the war.

—

And yet there was a far bigger sort of charade under way at the same time than the posturing and partying in the Green Zone. It had its own twisted dynamic, centered in Washington, D.C.

From Baghdad, I watched a replay of President George W. Bush opening the annual black-tie Radio and Television Correspondents Association Dinner held March 24, 2004. Comedian A. J. Jamal, described in an introduction as the “entertainer of the evening,” hosted the event at the U.S. capital’s Hilton Hotel.

Bush had his own comedic role as the dinner’s guest of honor. Narrating a slide show spoof, he said aloud: “Those weapons of mass destruction have gotta be somewhere…”

Projected images showed him hunched over, arm outstretched, looking under a cabinet in the Oval Office. More footage depicted him ambling about his historic office, as the president continued to narrate. “Nope, no weapons over there. Maybe under here.”

The gathering’s high-profile media representatives and top politicians, appearing and acting like self-important D.C. glitterati, visibly loved the performance. Republican and Democratic congressional leaders (Senator Mitch McConnell, Congresswoman Nancy Pelosi) laughed aloud at the commander in chief’s futile search for WMD inside the White House. They further guffawed as the president made more jokes about having his dog, Barney, neutered and getting his own facial profile measured for Mount Rushmore.

While viewing the dinner video clip, I noticed President Bush concluded his prepared laugh-along-with-me remarks with “a few serious photos” and a tribute to a deployed Special Forces unit. He said they had sent him a group picture and wrote they carried with them a piece of World Trade Center rubble from Ground Zero—all the way to Afghanistan, where the soldiers buried it.

In Iraq earlier that day, far from the Hilton ballroom full of tuxedos and sequins, and far from the Hindu Kush Mountains of Afghanistan and Pakistan—Osama bin Laden and Al Qaeda terrain—U.S. Army Staff Sergeant Wentz Jerome Henry Shanaberger, age thirty-three, from Zephyrhills, Florida (pop. 13,288), died, the Sunshine State’s twenty-first KIA. The former Boy Scout and married father of five had been killed after being struck with three bullets. The next day, March 25, 2004, as Washingtonians went about their business, more service members died, alongside many more Iraqi civilians.

More dying followed the next week. And the next month. And the next year. And the next decade.

We of course, in Iraq, had yet to find any new stockpiles of WMD either.

Days later an all-hands urgent email message from the security office flashed across my computer screen, asking if anyone had recently traveled to Fallujah.

Fallujah?

I had barely heard of the place.




Hey there army,

Get in your tanks and follow me,

I am Marine Corps infantry.

Hey there navy,

Get in your ships and follow me,

I am Marine Corps infantry.

Hey there air force,

Get in your planes and follow me,

I am Marine Corps infantry.

Hey civilians,

Get off your butts and follow me,

We are the Marine Corps infantry.


MARINE CADENCE


Friends and Enemies

Scott Helvenston, Jerry Zovko, Wes Batalona, and Mike Teague were ambushed in two unarmored SUVs in the center of Fallujah a week after Washington’s elite gathered amid laughs and entertainment and good food at their invitation-only multi-course dinner. Shot dead and set aflame, the men’s charred remains were dragged through the streets and strung up on a bridge across the Euphrates River. Their mission that day? Escort a convoy to pick up kitchen equipment for a European food company doing work in Iraq.

Anbar was already Iraq’s most violent province, but now Fallujah filled television screens worldwide. With approximately 38,000 coalition troops stationed there, mostly Marines, the embassy wanted civilian “commissars” seated alongside generals to ensure military tactics matched policy and overall political strategy in key provinces. That was the intent, anyway. I volunteered for the job. The problem: it was just me and I soon would be the sole State Department official in the expanse of 53,000 square miles inhabited by a million and half angry, largely anti-U.S. Sunnis. We had, after all, removed them from power and without much of a “here is what’s next” plan.

It was more like “what do we do next?” with a collective head scratch.

Before leaving Baghdad, the recently arrived ambassador to Iraq (my new boss but the same one I had worked for in New York as well) John D. Negroponte, the future deputy secretary of state and first director of national intelligence, offered uncharacteristically blunt advice.

“Get out and do what you need to do, but be careful. When I was posted in Vietnam, we could walk around. Diplomats cannot do that here.”

I wanted to mention to him, but did not, that I had already told Marines I would recommend the Blackwater team assigned to protect me in Anbar be recalled or sent somewhere else. They worked for the large U.S.-based private security company, founded by a wealthy former U.S. Navy SEAL, and had been hired by the State Department in Iraq. After the attack, their fleets of armored, tinted-windowed BMW sedans only drew more attention. Plus, Blackwater’s attitude often alienated infantry corporals—not to mention Iraqis. Marines made a twentieth of the hired guns’ salaries, contracted at as much as a thousand dollars a day including weekends, and were getting shot at more frequently. Fights had broken out between them in gyms in Ramadi. An embassy colleague told me the Anbar-based Blackwater team cost over $10 million per year to maintain. Too much taxpayer money, way too much in my view, and not the introduction I wanted with Marines or Anbaris—an imposing steel shield and wrong first impression.

Negroponte continued with his second point.

“And when you get to Fallujah, make sure the Marine generals understand you work for me.” In other words, do not go rogue.

I was not in the military. I served in the State Department and knew my civilian chain of command, which went from me through the embassy’s political counselor to the ambassador, that is, Negroponte himself. I did not salute or shoot a rifle to kill. I did not answer to Marines or generals. I wrote diplomatic cables and negotiated U.N. Security Council resolutions—a profession all about preventing wars, not managing preemptive ones.

And yet, one part of the U.S. military stood out in Iraq for all the right reasons. Early on in Baghdad I met an Air Force officer, uniform always pressed, who said he was midway through a four-month “combat” tour—in the Green Zone. I did not know military stints in Iraq could be so short. The State Department minimum was one year. Marines, in contrast, were the grimiest, covered in Anbar sand. They also appeared to be the happiest of America’s service members. Though in the Marine way of war, and where they were sent, no one was ever really happy or for long, even amid some pranks and laughs. Confident and cocky, their strut stemmed from deployment in Iraq’s most dangerous areas and associated reputation as being the most aggressive U.S. military branch. I was beginning to realize they made the best company in the real combat zones, the bomb- and insurgent-filled western desert precincts well beyond the elaborate palace grounds along the Tigris River in the Iraqi capital.

—

By the time I arrived in Anbar province in a massive, dual rotor CH-47 Chinook helicopter well after midnight in early July 2004, insurgents had been targeting our forces almost every day. I was flying west on the so-called milk run, the regularly scheduled flights across the region. Unlike the U.S. Army’s sleek Black Hawk helicopter fleet (the ones our military always transported VIP senators in), Marines still proudly flew these lumbering, Vietnam-era workhorse Chinooks, which looked liked flying buses but were painted elephant gray and engineered to hover in the air hundreds of feet.

The morning after my arrival, a quick-paced young Marine escorted me around Camp Fallujah. Situated a mile east of the city of Fallujah, the expansive Marine base had originally been built by Saddam Hussein for the anti-Iran militia, the People’s Mujahedin of Iran (or MEK), during Iraq’s war with Iran (1980–88, a million dead). The MEK base, renamed Camp Fallujah on Pentagon maps, retained its military feel: physical separation from paved roads, perimeter fencing and thick walls, organized grid patterns, all amid pockets of palm trees. Following the Marines’ arrival, vast tent encampments had been set up. Infantry battalions and supporting units had congregated on the base’s outskirts, along with their war-making equipment, including howitzers and tanks. A dust cloud seemed to permanently hang above everything.

My sun-freckled and sunburnt Marine guide looked to be still a teenager, as so many deployed Marines were. He stopped to show me the official State Department SUV. Chunks of shrapnel from one of the many incoming mortar and rocket attacks had shredded the parked vehicle. Its windows were shattered, and the driver’s seat’s tan cushions had holes ripped into them, several inches wide. Its metal doors were punctured as well, like BB gun pellets—but much bigger—through a Coke can. The Marine said matter-of-factly, “Sir, I think you’re going to need a new one.” I sure did.

Due to its long-standing ties to the Islamic faith—and many mosques to prove as much—Fallujah had become known as Iraq’s “City of Mosques.” It lies almost midway between Baghdad (about forty miles from the capital) and Ramadi, along the winding Euphrates River. The city and its immediate surroundings comprised almost twenty-five square kilometers, the northern boundary marked by a nonfunctioning railway, with Fallujah’s southern edge bordered by open desert. In its tightly packed neighborhoods lived between 250,000 and 350,000 residents. In summer it is scorching hot. In winter, it can be cold with some intermittent rain. I would experience both, preferring the heat to the cold, but the rain to the dust.

Before the invasion Fallujah was a secure city, long known as a principal stopping point on a major trade route along the road between Baghdad and Amman in Jordan (a city of “traders and raiders” is how one Iraqi described it, or as another explained, a city of “mosques, mechanics and Saddam’s generals”). Most of the structures were single- or two-story, and its main street home to a row of mechanic shops, causing an omnipresent fog of diesel fumes to pollute the air. Baghdadis, I was told, considered Fallujans to have the best engine repair specialists. Their labor and parts offered at cheaper prices too compared to the capital. I would soon learn that Fallujans, like many Iraqis, made good capitalists. And not just after our arrival with a lot of our money distributed for them to spend.

Towering mosque domes and minarets filled Fallujah’s skyline. The winding greenish, brownish, and pungent Euphrates River borders the western edge of the city, with two bridges connecting it to verdant farmland and the city’s original hospital. One is old (the steel-girded “Blackwater Bridge” painted green was first built by the British during their imperial era) and a newer one, a concrete span that survived a laser-guided missile strike during the First Gulf War. The city’s markets were well stocked. Many students attended classes, while others commuted to Baghdad to attend university courses. Fallujah was a sizable and bustling town—the second largest in Anbar—surrounded by more rural communities.

That was then. Before we Americans arrived via our ground and air military invasion. Now U.S. tanks were parked at the edge of the city’s main street, providing ironclad over-watch. Massive, dirt-filled wire mesh containers stamped HESCO, sold by the Dubai-based conglomerate Hercules Engineering Solutions Consortium, comprised frontline berms. Rudimentary drones—unarmed in those days—flew overhead, with one particular model, named ScanEagle, buzzing like a flying lawn mower. Marine infantrymen, many still pimply, twitchy teenagers, positioned themselves nearby, chewing rainbow-colored MRE Skittles in between cleaning their rifles. (Superstitious, they avoided chalky Charms-brand candies.) To stay awake, grunts went through can after can of tobacco and drank gallon after gallon of coffee. Contrary to myth, none put Tabasco sauce in their eyes, which would have made them half blind and combat ineffective in an instant. The aged pepper-vinegar-mash concoction provided in MRE mini-bottles, however, did make the blandest food in any Anbar combat outpost taste better. A lot better.

Less known about Fallujah was its place in Jewish history. A Marine intelligence officer described how it had once been home to a temple, as well as a Jewish Academy centuries ago. Much of the Talmud had supposedly been written there in the Babylonian era. He said the last Jews reportedly left around 1948, but that in some ancient structures near the city, Hebrew writing could still be seen. I figured if Muslims and Jews could get along like they had long ago, perhaps Fallujah could regain some of its more harmonious past—not between Muslims and Jews but rather between Sunnis and Shia. Even by 2004, the frictions had begun to appear between national-level politicians and, ominously though quietly, within Iraqi security forces infected by sectarian leaders and agendas.

In this volatile environment filled with ancient history, Lieutenant General James T. Conway commanded a legion of Marines and soldiers. He had already attained legendary status in Marine circles. The Walnut Ridge, Arkansas, native was public-school-educated (Roosevelt High, Southeast Missouri State), like I had been, and said few but powerful words. He stood six-foot-five with a close-cropped haircut Marine style and had the square build and easy movement of a professional athlete. I had heard the general liked kayaking and fly-fishing in the Rocky Mountains—we just might get along, I thought. His deep voice, with the slight twang of his birthplace still present, seemed perfectly matched to a military man used to giving a lot of orders over many years. And then getting salutes and “yes, sir” and not the “let me think about it” reactions more typical in the U.S. government’s civilian agencies. He defined the notion of “command presence.” I was to be his adviser. Maybe even his confidant—that is, if he deemed me worthy of wartime confidences.

Conway had two sons also serving in the Marine Corps and a daughter married to a Marine Cobra helicopter pilot. The general had held several key positions prior to assuming charge of the San Diego–based 1st Marine Expeditionary Force (aka the Mighty MEF). I had been told by almost everyone on base that Conway would be Marine commandant one day.

The State Department had sent me to be his principal adviser on Iraqi political matters, though I did not answer to him. On questions of overall U.S. policy and strategy, I would have the final say among Marines, whatever their rank. This is what Ambassador Negroponte had meant when he reminded me that I worked for him, the top U.S. official in the country, not any U.S. military branch. In meetings, I spoke for Negroponte. All that said, I knew it would be far better to find ways to agree than to disagree with Marines whenever possible, particularly when seated next to Marine general officers. That was my goal, anyway, but unrealistic in practice on every occasion or in every internal political-military debate.

My main concern going in: the State Department representative before me had pissed off the commanding general. There was no ignoring it. Unbeknownst to General Conway, the diplomat had written a cable criticizing the Marine plan to establish a “Fallujah Brigade”—a force of Iraqis charged with quelling violence after the killing of the Blackwater security contractors. The cable then got leaked to The Washington Post, which put the general and Marines overall in an awkward position.

The White House wanted revenge for the killings. Marines, led by Conway, preferred to pursue a more measured response. They did not get the opportunity. President Bush ordered an attack in spring 2004, named Operation Vigilant Resolve. As civilians fled Fallujah, images on Al Jazeera both highlighted and exaggerated casualties. After a few days, the White House national security team reversed course. Iraqi leaders as well had told Ambassador Bremer in Baghdad they would quit their positions in the interim Iraqi government if the Fallujah offensive continued. Marines were thus first ordered to attack and then ordered to pull back within days—the worst combination, resulting in the un-textbook outcome. The hornet’s nest was shaken, not smashed. Not a course of action taught at the two Marine Schools of Infantry, either in North Carolina or the other in California. Conway and the Marines were left with only bad options now made worse, and the junior diplomat’s leaked cable left them exposed, even if it had raised legitimate policy questions.

This was the context when I walked into the Marine command deck for my inaugural State Department–Marine Corps meeting. Civilian-military relations were strained to say the least. As the general’s green political adviser, both to Marine ways and to the ways of the province, I preferred to be direct, telling his chief of staff, Colonel John Coleman, before my session with Conway: “I will not hit send on any reporting cable to the embassy and Washington that you and the generals have not seen first. We might agree to disagree in the end, but I will not go around anyone’s back.”

The chief—an intense Georgia native, with a severe haircut even by Marine standards, and thick gold ring marking him as a Virginia Military Institute man—replied swiftly, “You sure about that? If so, good, let’s go see the general.”

As I walked into Conway’s office, the plywood walls shook behind the general. We fired our outgoing artillery rounds, which insurgents followed with their own incoming, like mad clockwork. Boom! Boom!

The room vibrated, as did his office back door in its flimsy aluminum frame.

“Welcome to Fallujah,” Conway said, hardly looking up from his desk.

“Thanks, I think. It is a lot louder here than in the Green Zone. The security situation is getting bad in Baghdad too.”

“You know Marines prefer it this way. They call Anbar the Wild West of Iraq for good reason.”

I replied that I came from the western part of the U.S., adding, “Well, General, you’ll like to hear then that my great-great-uncle was friends with Robert LeRoy Parker.”

“Who?” Conway asked.

“That’s Butch Cassidy’s real name. My long-dead relative was a member of his gang that robbed plenty of banks and trains in Utah, Wyoming, and Colorado. Iraqi outlaws can’t be that different, but probably are better armed than with just a Colt .45.”

“I’m from a small town in Arkansas. We have some pretty tough folks there too, and Marines are pretty well armed, so don’t worry.”

So far, so good, the three-star commanding general seemed to be in a talking mood. No one else was in the room.

“Ambassador Negroponte gave me some advice before arriving. Seems everyone in Baghdad and some in Washington think that I am going to go native with you guys. But I know who protects me out here. It is not the State Department.”

“We probably have enough firepower to cover a civilian or two. We are glad you’re here. You might have heard about the State guy who just left,” he added.

“Yeah, your chief of staff briefed me on that. I promised him and promise you that all my cables and policy recommendations will go to you first to review and comment on. I will not backchannel anything to Baghdad or Washington. If we disagree on any issue, and we might, I will make that clear to the ambassador.”

Conway extended a handshake. “I think you will get along fine with us here.”

On my way out, I noticed a Marine’s desk in a small alcove. Above it, he had posted a quotation from Eleanor Roosevelt: “The Marines I have seen around the world have the cleanest bodies, the filthiest minds, the highest morale, and the lowest morals of any group of animals I have ever seen. Thank God for the United States Marine Corps.”

Now that was a character reference to brag about—even placed on an office wall in Fallujah, Iraq. The partner of a wartime commander in chief, niece of another U.S. president, mother of six children, and author of her own newspaper column, she had also written the foreword to an important but little-known book. One about another war and the scars it would leave on the American home front at the time—by Allen Eaton, published in 1952: Beauty Behind Barbed Wire: The Arts of the Japanese in Our War Relocation Camps.

The former first lady’s tribute reminded me of another U.S. leader’s loyalty to his USMC tribe. Senate majority leader from Montana and ambassador to Japan Mike Mansfield had only one title listed as his tombstone epitaph: “PVT U.S. Marine Corps.”

As I left the command deck, a member of the general’s staff asked me how the meeting had gone.

“Pretty good, I think. The CG did not boot me back to Baghdad.”

“General Conway wouldn’t do that, but speaking of which,” the Marine went on, “did you actually volunteer to come out here? I didn’t think the State Department would send someone else after that last guy who wrote that cable.”

“Well, I might be the last,” keeping to myself what I thought of the bad arithmetic of survival in Iraq’s westernmost desert badlands—the worst odds in Iraq.

—

Marine egos and war-fighting abilities would be further tested in Anbar, and soon. The USMC was about to begin round two of a battle that would be as intense as those they had endured in Vietnam. No Southeast Asia jungles this time, but rather dense urban combat in a mazelike warren of city streets inhabited by well-armed and well-bunkered insurgents. Al Qaeda terrorists had made Iraq’s City of Mosques their home. And they were ready to fight, not from a distance, but house-to-house and face-to-face.

In this violent and Richter scale environment, “calm” never lasted long. Two months after my arrival, the swooshing sound of a rocket overhead startled me. It passed so closely I ducked my head even though I was indoors. In only a second, a large explosion filled the dry desert air. I knew it had impacted not far away, and the blast wave meant it had to be a big one—not the usual mortars or other insurgent-launched ordnance that had been regularly landing on base. We had gotten used to those impacts, as much as one could. This impact sounded different, and a lot closer.

Contrary to my training—and knowing full well where I should not go—I hurried the short distance, less than 150 meters, to the regimental command building. I was tight with many Marines who worked there. While assigned to advise the generals, I spent a lot of time with the regiment and battalions because they were the units nearest to the street-level tactical fight and, more important, to the Iraqi people.

Just around the corner from my office, I could see waves of billowing smoke. It looked like a direct hit, and it looked bad. Several Marines gathered nearby. The new regimental commander had been badly injured. His name was Colonel Larry Nicholson. He had been rushed to the base hospital on the back of the military version of a John Deere Gator utility vehicle, along with Major Kevin Shea, who had been seated at Nicholson’s desk while trying to solve a computer password login problem. Right after Nicholson stepped away and reached down to put a plug into its socket, the room exploded, with jagged pieces of shrapnel spread in all directions instantaneously. Major Shea was killed right away.

A Marine who had been in an adjacent corridor described the immediate aftermath: “I got around to the doors that used to lead to the CO’s office, and all I could see was a gaping black hole, darkness and smoke. A female lieutenant was working on Colonel Nicholson like she really knew her business so everyone thought she was a corpsman and kept calling her ‘Doc’…they got him patched up and hustled on out while he was having a lot of serious difficulty breathing, very hoarse raspy breathing and was covered in blood.”

If there were an “X” on Camp Fallujah, insurgents had hit it. Dead-on. Only a few hours before, Nicholson had taken command of 1st Marines (RCT-1). Unbelievably, a rocket blasted right through his window into the middle of his office and on his first day as the regiment’s top officer.

The colonel was a “grunt’s grunt” with an addiction to instant coffee and hard candy. A compact Marine leader built like a fullback, he was already famous among Marines for his comment about the work ahead. “Full-spectrum counterinsurgency means we issue 5.56 rounds, Jolly Ranchers, and humanitarian assistance with equal enthusiasm and accuracy.”

After passing through medical facilities in Germany, Nicholson checked into Bethesda. He later recounted how following four weeks of stateside recovery and more surgeries, he walked for the first time. Catheters and bandages removed, a Navy nurse helped keep him steady. In the hallways, he limped, resembling the slow shuffle of a geriatric ravaged by decades of arthritis, not a Marine regimental commander and infantry officer decades younger.

He noticed an old-timer in a red USMC baseball cap sitting nearby with a few other Marine Vietnam veterans. They stared as he passed. He overheard one of them telling his buddies, in a poor and rather unmuted attempt at a whisper: “See that fehhllarrr? He was the commanding officer of First Marines in Fallujah. We must sure as hell be losing this damn war if they are starting to shoot our colonels.”

Nicholson went on to say, “That was the first time I laughed in a long, long time. It was a deep, honest laugh—guess they call it a belly laugh, as your gut starts to hurt—and it felt amazing, cleansing, and cathartic.”

After almost being killed by the rocket that landed in his office, he unexpectedly showed up in Anbar three and a half months later, on Christmas Eve 2004. Nicholson had not asked his doctors for permission. He arranged his own transportation on military aircraft after getting new gear. As a full-bird Marine colonel, no one ever inquired about his health record.

Once back in Iraq, several of us noticed a pool of blood that regularly accumulated on his uniform, near his left shoulder.

His wounds had yet to heal.



In the practical art of war, the best thing of all is to take the enemy’s country whole and intact; to shatter and destroy is not so good.

SUN TZU, THE ART OF WAR


Phantom Fury or New Dawn?

All of us who lived at Camp Fallujah through summer and early fall 2004 knew what was ahead: a lot more war.

Operation Vigilant Resolve had accomplished little, just more dangerous complications for frontline troops across Anbar amid Iraqi civilian casualties. It was intense fighting, but due to lack of coordination and short-lived resolve in the White House and in Baghdad, Marines were about to go back into Fallujah proper—this time for good.

The upcoming Iraqi election, set for January 2005, was one factor. The Bush administration hoped to show purple finger voters—indicating they had cast their ballots—in polling lines in Anbar, not just in the safer parts of Baghdad and elsewhere. That preferred picture would be an easier sell to the American public and Marines’ and soldiers’ parents—ballot boxes, not more bullets, in a war that seemed only to be getting worse and lasting longer than predicted. Than promised.

Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld had offered his own calculation before the invasion: “I can’t tell you if the use of force in Iraq today will last five days, five weeks, or five months, but it won’t last any longer than that.” This would be one of many wrong and misleading and flip statements he would make throughout the course of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. And unlike his equally controversial predecessor during the Vietnam War, Defense Secretary Robert McNamara—who had a real crisis of conscience eventually and said mea culpa to the families of American KIA, the Vietnamese people, and the world—Donald Rumsfeld would take nothing back in his public commentary.

With each passing day, I heard signs of the U.S. war machine ramping up: the thump above of helicopters and occasional sonic booms of jets; the mortar thuds and blasts of outgoing howitzer rounds that rang across our living areas. In our chow halls, we were eating MREs only, and limited portions at that because insurgents had attacked so many of our food convoys. Some of the most prized menus from this “MRE XXIV” era among Marines were Chicken with Salsa (my favorite), Beef Stew (mixed with jalapeño cheese), and Spaghetti with Meat Sauce. Pork Rib did not go over so well with anyone, on top of being a forbidden food among Muslims. We had stocked halal meals for them. Among other items, they contained raisins, sunflower seeds, a granola bar, and a small box of cereal, such as “they’re gr-r-eat!” Frosted Flakes. Marines often raided (aka “rat-fucked”)—as did I—those first, alongside other favorites (M&M’s, pound cake, fudge brownies) inside various MREs.

Wartime diet restrictions aside, I sensed the days for diplomacy had ended, and rather abruptly. A message reinforced by the silence I received from State Department counterparts in Baghdad about longer-term, post-battle U.S. strategy. If we had to destroy Fallujah in order to save it, well, I would be left to help oversee the city’s rebuilding. Where was our detailed, civilian-led plan? Marines had developed their own, to their credit, with promised coordination through Iraqi government ministries. The generals appeared more in charge in those days than the ambassadors. Perhaps because the embassy had mortars landing on its roof and car bombs blasting through perimeter gates, imagery that fit our nation-building predicament and counterinsurgency reality. The Iraq War was far from over.

How could Washington not see this, let alone not admit as much internally?

The American public was increasingly seeing the post-invasion “shock and awe” facade crumble.

When I received word to prepare for a VIP arriving via Black Hawk helicopter, I was not surprised. Ambassador Ronald Neumann’s October 2004 trip to Fallujah from Baghdad meant we were in final countdown-to-battle mode. A circumspect, soft-spoken senior Foreign Service Officer made Arab-wise from multiple tours in the region (former U.S. ambassador in Algeria and Bahrain, as well as earlier tours in Senegal, Yemen, and Iran—before the hostage taking), he represented the best tradition of career diplomacy.

Listen. Listen some more. Then talk—in Arabic. In Baghdad, Neumann acted as a chief deputy to Negroponte, focusing specifically on political-military matters.

John Sattler, an energetic native of Monroeville, Pennsylvania, with three stars on his shoulder, had replaced Conway. He was gregarious and politically savvy, and had once been the Marine Corps’ Senate liaison on Capitol Hill. In other words, he was a good fit for the critical job at a critical time. He and I met Neumann at the helicopter landing zone. We got into a Humvee and headed toward a final Hail Mary gathering with a delegation of leaders from Fallujah, led by a senior sheikh and the police chief. If the impending battle were to be avoided, that would depend on the outcome of this meeting.

The ambassador had one question for me.

“Do we need to do this, do we need to attack Fallujah?” 

Truth was I believed we did—after the outright failure of Vigilant Resolve, the city was on the brink of falling even deeper into Al Qaeda’s tentacled grip. We could not let that happen, at least in the period when our military’s instinctive twitch muscles still dominated.

“Yes,” I replied, while thinking we should not even be at war in Iraq in the first place.

Still, my honest answer bothered me. A lot of Marines were about to make huge sacrifices, losing limbs and, in many instances, their lives. I also knew Iraqi friends and their families would also be injured, or die, including one I had grown very close to in the preceding weeks.

—

Waleed was a son of Anbar who grew up amid date palm trees on the outskirts of Fallujah and swimming in the meandering muddy Euphrates River. We were about the same age, our early thirties. He was a charismatic lieutenant and officer in the local highway patrol whose powder blue uniform matched his eyes and the Anbar sky. Waleed could make a joke as quick and cutting as his political analysis. Like the teamsters in Baghdad, he did not hold a high-powered position in Iraqi society. As such, he had not lost touch with his community and everyday Iraqi society. He knew what was really going on in Anbar, unlike senior Iraqi officials who lived near senior U.S. officials in the luxurious Green Zone.

We spent hours discussing Iraq, the region, and what was ahead. Fluent in English, he liked to quiz me on American music, while I inquired about Iraqi history, particularly the British colonial era. In one of our first meetings, Waleed offered me memorable advice.

“This battle will come, Mr. Kael, but will not end when you Americans want it to. I know my people and they will fight as long as it takes to regain respect.”

“Our respect?”

“Well, yes, but it is more about the new government you are bringing with you. We do not trust them. Iran has already won the war, not your government.”

Waleed used to repeat a mantra in meetings and in email messages: “Remember, force and money equal a safe Iraq. It is not an easy mission, but it is not impossible”—pointedly and cleverly referencing President Bush’s aircraft carrier “Mission Accomplished” landing and overhead banner.

Once I had asked Waleed a blunt question. “How do you survive Fallujah?”

He smiled and replied right away, “My God, my Glock, and my Galant.”

Allah. His pistol. His car.

Despite this trifecta of protection, there was no way to be sure he could survive the coming battle.

—

With Waleed, Fallujans in general, and our Marines on my mind, Ambassador Neumann and I continued our short drive to a small compound right in the middle of the no-man’s-land between Fallujah proper and Camp Fallujah. This was “the neutral zone.” After our Humvee parked, we walked past massive HESCO barriers and razor wire along with several guard towers that formed the outermost perimeter of the compound. The courtyard was draped with giant spiderweb-like camouflage netting in various shades of tan, and the hum of diesel generators ensured a steady flow of power and sanity-saving air-conditioning as temperatures topped 110 degrees. Marines had hired local Iraqi contractors to build a fountain, which they painted light blue, and imported sod grass following an order by the 1st Marine Division commanding general, Jim Mattis. He wanted the welcoming center for Fallujans “to look better than Yosemite’s Visitor Center.” Not quite, but the general understood that even this small effort at greening one building’s courtyard would show Iraqis the Americans had at least tried to make the setting a bit more inviting. Particularly given the hard discussions that happened there, like the one about to begin.

Marine staff officers informed us the opposing delegation would arrive within minutes to this micro-oasis. Sheikh Khaled al-Jumaili of the influential Jumaili tribe, a religious leader known to speak for thousands of Fallujans, would head it. He would be joined by the local police chief, who represented the reconstituted—but failing—Fallujah police force. They were, impossibly, trying to police a city that was run by insurgents and Al Qaeda and not the rule of law, even Iraqi style.

We had an ultimatum to deliver, and they knew it. If we were to avoid an assault by almost 15,000 coalition troops into Fallujah, a mass of iron armor and wall of grunts, something big and something unexpected needed to happen, fast, and with nothing lost in translation between us.

Ambassador Neumann, in khakis, a sports jacket, and a tie (but not Bremer-style boots), huddled with General Sattler and Colonel Mike Shupp, the regimental commander who had replaced Larry Nicholson. The plain, fluorescent-lit room had a small contingent of senior Marine officers and a spirited embassy political section officer who had joined the trip from Baghdad. She was the only woman in the room. There was little eye contact between those who wore Marine uniforms and those who wore Iraqi tribal dress. We drank coffee in mugs. They drank lukewarm tea served in small glass cups. Few Marines knew that Neumann had served in Vietnam as an infantry officer, earning a Bronze Star and Combat Infantry Badge. The Iraqis we were about to meet had no idea whatsoever that the ambassador himself had seen war before, up close, and was not going to be a pushover. He spoke softly but knew how to deliver a hard message.

Glass ashtrays and large Aquafina water bottles lined the middle of the table, though no one smoked. Sheikh Khaled sat in the middle of their side of the table, first among unequals and thereby announcing his lead spokesperson role. If anyone had received talking points from Al Qaeda operatives it was he. Khaled had large black eyes under thick brows that constantly darted around the room and exuded charisma. In his hands, multicolored and ornate prayer beads glinted as he passed them between thick fingers. Dressed all in white, the senior sheikh drew a stark contrast with the suited Ambassador Neumann and row of Marine officers surrounding the three-star Sattler, who would speak first for our side, while I took notes that would be transmitted in a diplomatic cable to Washington.

The drama played out quickly, each of us seated in hard chairs to match hard stares.

Sattler opened, insisting the Iraqis do one thing right away. He grabbed a Coke can, placing it next to his coffee mug.

“Hand over all your weapons. You know that’s our request.”

Sheikh Khaled (who had opted for Sprite over tea by then) and the police chief handed over two weapons: a rusted old pistol and a rusted old machine gun.

“That’s it? That’s all you intend to turn in?”

“That’s everything,” said Khaled.

“What kind of fool do you take me for?” asked Sattler in a rising voice. “This is our last chance to avoid a big fight. The next time we see each other one of us will be dead, and I will be looking at you.”

The room fell silent. Sattler was voicing long-held Marine frustrations at the stalemated situation and spoke out as forcefully as I had ever heard him. Even I was taken aback by his comments, though justified.

After a while, Ambassador Neumann spoke and emphasized the political nature of events unfolding in Baghdad. Sunni citizens, including in insurgent- and terrorist-controlled Fallujah, could only be given the chance to vote in the upcoming election if the city became a lot safer. Polling day, as promised and promoted by President Bush—that anticipated purple finger moment—was set to occur across the province in only three months.

Sheikh Khaled acknowledged security challenges within Fallujah but offered no commitment to work toward a compromise and verifiable solution. He ignored any talk of Iraqi politics. Sunnis, by then, had announced their intention to boycott the upcoming American-imposed Election Day—rebelling against one-man, one-vote democracy forced upon them by Washington. The general and ambassador had tried with their words. Even so, I sensed that terrorists within Fallujah had ordered and intimidated the assembled Iraqis to hold firm. They were not there to negotiate with us. They were there to be defiant. And defiant they were.

“We have nothing more to say,” Khaled concluded.

“Neither do we,” replied Sattler, not usually a man, or general, of few words. He had delivered the ultimatum. Still, Neumann reached across the table to shake the hands of one of the silent members of the city delegation, a local engineer. And, to his credit, Sattler crossed his right arm over his chest, a sign of respect in Iraq. Khaled did not return the gesture.

The meeting broke up, and Sattler reported to his immediate boss, Lieutenant General Thomas Metz: “No deal.” The whole meeting must have lasted less than thirty minutes. I escorted Ambassador Neumann back to the convoy. He would report the same message to Ambassador Negroponte, who certainly would relay it to the secretary of state and White House.

In only days we would be fighting the biggest battle of the Iraq War. More Marines dead. More Iraqis dead.

And what about Waleed and his family? I knew they would be caught between both sides with nowhere safe to go.

Nowhere to run.

—

Upon my return to Camp Fallujah, Marines of all ranks did not hesitate to interrogate me. Some of the best interrogators were the PSD (personal security detail) who moved the generals around the battle space, and often me as well. These Marines had a wood sign painted green, with skulls on it, in front of their shared quarters that included thick black lettering:


ACHTUNG: P.S.D. ONLY. Violators will be killed, shot, murdered, stabbed, beaten, gassed, disemboweled, burned, hung, spanked, eviscerated, castrated, impaled, whipped, drowned, tarred and feathered, shanked, drawn and quartered, sodomized. And DEVIL-DOGGED.


Their questions were both telling and tough to answer:

“What’s our strategy here, Mr. Weston?”

“Do you think Iraqis give a rat’s ass about democracy or elections?”

“What do I tell my parents, sir—my best friend just got blown up?”

“We don’t do this, do we? Just invade another country because we can?”

“Why not let Basher waste this place and be done with it all?”

The “Basher” referred to was an AC-130 gunship. Its 20mm Vulcan cannon can fire up to 6,000 rounds a minute. The flying warship has bigger guns too: 40mm Bofors auto-cannon blasting forth copper-colored projectiles, elbow-to-fingertip in length. The modified plane even has a 105mm howitzer installed inside its metal belly. These largest of munitions measure arm length and are reloaded by hand. Once targeted, buildings implode, turning into rubble in seconds.

The first time I heard Basher above, it sounded as if demons had escaped from a deep hole in the Iraqi desert into the night sky over Fallujah. Thuds marked impacts in the industrial section of town, behind a row of mechanic shops and under a large water tower. The Basher airborne platform attacks from the left side of its fuselage, banking counterclockwise at an advantageous angle. Its trajectory piloted and pitched for killing. Thermal imaging enables the crew to see the fluorescent and warm 98.6-degree outlines of the “enemy” below—soon dead and turning cold, and only then disappearing from sight.

But Fallujah proved to be a battle of wills, not technology. And Iraqi will, Waleed had convinced me, should never be underestimated. Sheikh Khaled had made the same point in his defiant stand. And we would be fighting in their neighborhood, a longtime rebellious city of traders and raiders. Fallujah had seen war before.

Those good and fair questions among many more from other Marines did not result in satisfactory answers from me in the Marine infantry grunts’ view. Even so, we were friends and I escaped being devil-dogged.

—

Not long after Ambassador Neumann departed and only hours before the multi-prong Fallujah assault was to commence, an unusually wet cold front moved across the city. The weather matched the mood. The rain turned dust to mud. Virga cloud formations hung delicately, drapelike, over the skyline, affecting our infrared vision.

Some Marines would have to go in semiblind.

Just before kickoff, as Marines like to call it, an infantry platoon and I, along with a Fox News reporter, Greg Palkot, camped out a hundred meters away from Entry Control Point One (ECP-1), a barricaded rectangular fortress located just beyond the cloverleaf highway intersection. It was considered the most dangerous single location in Iraq, a place I would have preferred to avoid in a State Department career that had begun in more sedate surroundings.

Despite the violent setting, there was time for Marines to read. I noticed one had a pile of paperback books stacked near his cot, carefully placed around his rifle. He said he hoped his family did not watch the news, including any on-site reports from our guest reporter.

“They don’t need to see where I live and how dangerous it is. I lie to them when they ask about what it’s like over here. Don’t you?”

“I don’t send many emails, never talk to them by phone,” I replied. “But I do talk into a tape recorder and keep the tapes for my parents. They convinced me to send them, just like I had when I went away to college near Seattle.”

“Cool, but how honest are you about what’s going on here?”

I hesitated a bit. “Well, honest enough. I am not sure I will ever listen to them given everything we are seeing and what’s about to happen.”

In the city, a few muezzins began their calls to prayer, while the sounds of war ricocheted around us and dominated Fallujah’s audioscape.

The Marine picked up his used book.

“I kinda like the way those mosques sound, sir. I’m sorta used to it. And I don’t believe in anything.”

And with that he moved back onto his green, dirt-covered cot, crossed his legs, and opened his novel by Mary Higgins Clark—not a title on junior Marines’ recommended reading list per the commandant that has, at various times, included: Ender’s Game, Starship Troopers, The Ugly American, All Quiet on the Western Front, Rifleman Dodd, Marines in the Garden of Eden, The Forgotten Soldier…and the U.S. Constitution. If he stayed in the Corps and became an officer and made colonel or general rank, the list of to-read titles would be different, such as: Pentagon—How to Excel in a Bureaucracy, Decoding Clausewitz, Dereliction of Duty, Diplomacy, The Revenge of Geography, Another Bloody Century, How Wars End…and The Federalist Papers.

Below him was an open MRE labeled Menu No. 17, Beef Teriyaki. I was tempted to suggest he add another title in his Fallujah reading pile, Lord of the Flies, but instead only asked him if there were any Chicken and Salsa MREs left that I could steal.

“Doubt it, sir.”

Perhaps I should have mentioned to the bookish Marine rifleman that only by experiencing the Iraq War did I now truly understand why, in the final scene of William Golding’s classic book, my favorite character, Ralph, wept. (“Ralph wept for the end of innocence, the darkness of man’s heart, and the fall through the air of a true, wise friend called Piggy.” My English teacher in high school had assigned Lord of the Flies, the first war book I ever read.)

And why so many families across Iraq already were weeping—many having lost their innocence and seen the darkness of man’s heart as well—with more and more American families soon to follow. Perhaps this Marine’s own family too if he were to be in the wrong place at the wrong time in the fighting to follow.

Instead I kept these thoughts to myself, turned around, and walked away.

—

Fox’s Palkot embedded with us to broadcast live feature stories on the eve of battle. Fallujah made for great theater in a nation back home not yet weary of Iraq. We did not know it then, but Time magazine would soon put on its cover (November 22, 2004) one of the Marines who lived at ECP-1, under the heading “Street Fight: Inside the Battle for Fallujah.” (The Marine would later send me an autographed copy, which showed him yelling with an intense expression under the imposing overhang of a dun-colored Fallujah home compound. The cover story began with a staff sergeant screaming, “We are not going to die!”)

Former Marine Lieutenant Colonel Oliver North himself would show up soon enough, narrating a Fox program titled War Stories with Ollie North. My mission was different. Unlike both Fox television reporters, my audience was the U.S. government. I had gone to ECP-1 to write a cable as a window into Fallujah for Washington before the battle.

Inside the State Department, this job function serves a dual purpose: to inform Washington but also to influence Washington. The best political officers and diplomats weave a story line beyond he-said, she-said transcripts. This was my goal, so I focused in my writing on what Fallujah looked like from outside, with the main voice being that of Waleed. In most cables, the only time my voice came through—signed off by the embassy and ambassador—occurred in a “comment” section. Some colleagues opted to avoid commentary. I believed the comment section remained important, particularly when reporting for the government in a war zone. Besides, Washington remained half a world away from the front lines and needed an honest take, which I worked hard to provide.

In some ways my cable content wrote itself in those days. So much visceral stuff was happening, huge events with lasting strategic significance. Fallujah formed a political officer’s dream job albeit in a nightmarish setting. Days earlier, for example, the Iraqi prime minister ordered civilians to leave Fallujah. Marine Civil Affairs officers had been updating the generals and me about the steady flow of people leaving the city. Dozens and dozens fled daily. We received reports that certain neighborhoods in Baghdad had become “Little Fallujahs” as displaced families crammed themselves into relatives’ homes. During some convoys outside Camp Fallujah, I looked out on the roads and saw long lines of civilian vehicles headed in one direction: away from Fallujah.

Yet over earthen HESCO barriers beyond ECP-1, I could see a few kids walking in the distance. They did not look like insurgents to me. Farther down the street, I saw what looked like a toddler, wandering alone—quite a place to get lost, with dozens of Marines watching the child’s every move. I wondered how many other little kids had remained in the city. How many of them would soon be caught in our onslaught. The Marines around me were not much older than the two teens I first spotted, maybe by two or three years at most.

They would be trying to kill each other before long—war’s red cycle, once started, very hard to stop.

These firsthand observations became the basis for a cable titled “A Window into Fallujah”—never mind that my “windows” were largely limited to observations from atop HESCO barriers turned parapets behind Marine tanks.

As a degree of consolation, I took State Department challenge coins with me to this same barricaded checkpoint. They had our government’s eagle symbol on one side and a map of Iraq on the back. Troops collect them and, when at a bar, the coin from the highest-ranking officer trumps; the loser buys the beer. Marines liked the State Department version because they were rare—reflective of just how rare a sight a civilian was in the company of infantry Marines in Anbar, let alone Fallujah on the eve of battle. I told the corporals they were good luck coins, though I had no basis for that claim. While hardly superstitious myself, it felt good to give them out, since all of us knew the odds were that some would die in the days ahead. It was going to be bloody. It was going to be violent and loud. You could sense it in the air. You could see it in everyone’s eyes.

Then nothing happened.

The move into Fallujah would be pushed back, again.

Why?

I took a short trip to Baghdad where I saw Ambassador Negroponte eating dinner in the marble palace dining facility in the Green Zone, just around the corner from where the twin towers of the World Trade Center had been drawn and prominently displayed during Ambassador Bremer’s prior reign. A security detail stood close. Negroponte motioned me over, asking for an update on Fallujah. I provided him with what little I knew. He then remarked: “Not that I have any inside information, but I don’t think the White House wants Fallujah on the front pages before Election Day.”

There it was, nothing lost in translation whatsoever from the top American official in Iraq. The ultimate political maneuver in Washington that would keep an entire operation and thousands of U.S. troops in a deadly kind of limbo.

I began to realize then that U.S. elections, not Iraqi or Afghan ones, mattered most in both wars.

Meanwhile, Iraq’s prime minister, Ayad Allawi, said Operation Phantom Fury would not be a welcome name to Iraqi ears. He ordered a new one: Al Fajr, which means “new dawn” in Arabic.
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