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Praise for We Were One: Shoulder to Shoulder with the Marines Who Took Fallujah


“A magnificent tale of combat—mixing valor, grit, love, blood, and sacrifice.”

—BING WEST, author of The March Up and No True Glory


 



“O’Donnell brilliantly and compassionately recounts the story of our American sons called upon to fight, bleed, die, and survive in a hostile land.”

—CARLO D’ESTE, author of Patton: A Genius For War


 



“Here in these gripping pages is the Iraq War’s fiercest battle, seen from the adrenaline-charged vantage of a few Marine buddies, and feelingly narrated by an intrepid war historian who risked his own life to capture every raw minute.”

—HAMPTON SIDES, author of Blood and Thunder and Ghost Soldiers


 



“O’Donnell paints a picture of intense bravery….Read O’Donnell’s excellent book and you will know that they are indeed, as were each preceding generation, ‘The Greatest.’”

—New York Post

 



“O’Donnell depicts in graphic detail the sights and smells of urban combat and the bravery of young leathernecks.”

—Military Heritage

 



“A graphic account…portraying in the starkest terms the infantryman’s war.”

—Roanoke Times

 



“First-rate reading…admirably depicts the brutal realities of street-to-street, house-to-house fighting…We Were One, more than the others, captures the sensory details and emotional drama of good men killing and dying for one another and their country.”

—Marine Corps Times, Air Force Times, 
Navy Times, and Army Times


 



“O’Donnell takes the reader into the private world of a Marine infantry platoon…His descriptions of the Marines clearing houses, fighting the heavily doped-up insurgents, as well as the physical, mental, and emotional toll it takes on the Marines are among the most descriptive and heart-breaking accounts to come back from the Iraqi front…For those who want to begin to understand the deadly nature of fighting in an urban environment, the determination of the enemy, as well as the inherent problems in 4th Generation Warfare—as well to begin to understand the determination and dedication to their fellow Marines of those young men who are doing the fighting—then this is the book for you.”

—Leatherneck


 



“Cover[s] the war that the mainstream media neglects: the story of countless acts of courage and sacrifice among the young soldiers and Marines who tend to remain anonymous unless they make a mistake.”

—Military.com


 



“O’Donnell paints an authentic picture of our nation’s most precious assets—the Marine riflemen—engaged in one of their fiercest fights.”

—J.N. MATTIS, Lieutenant General, U.S. Marine Corps, 
Commanding General, I Marine Expeditionary Force

 



“Pat O’Donnell was with us on the ground in Fallujah—house to house. His story is historically accurate and describes the greatest personal and professional test of our lives. We Were One is destined to be a classic of urban close combat, and honors the memory of all who made the ultimate sacrifice for their brother Marines. I am deeply thankful that Pat kept his oath to Lima Company.”

—LT. COL WILLY BUHL, CO Task Force 3/1, 
Operation AL FAJR







This book is dedicated to America’s fallen in the war in Iraq, 
and the Marines of 1st Platoon who gave their lives for a cause 
greater than themselves. 
They fought with honor and for their brothers. 
They are the next “Greatest Generation.”







PREFACE

TEN MINUTES AFTER I HELPED DRAG A MORTALLY WOUNDED MARINE out of a firefight, I was crouching in the courtyard of a nondescript Fallujah house, watching two exhausted, grimy, visibly shaken Marines gently load the bloodstained body into a Humvee. The fallen man had been a close friend. Out of the blue, an angry gunnery sergeant confronted me: “Is this what you came here to see?”

“No,” I responded.

“What are you going to write about here?”

“That I was with a band of heroes and I am going to tell the truth about what happened here.”

“Good. That’s what these men deserve. People need to know what happened here, their courage, and the sacrifices these men made for each other and their country.”

 



I volunteered to go to Iraq to become one of the first civilian historians to accompany American men and women into combat, be present as the action unfolded, and then write the history of their war, allowing them to tell the story as much as possible in their own words through oral history. I also went to Iraq to find out whether it was true what several senior officers had told me, that our current crop of young warriors is a remarkable group that deserves to be called the next “Greatest Generation.”

After spending several weeks in combat with U.S. Army and Marine special operations units, doing everything from conducting raids in Baghdad to inserting Special Operations teams, I joined the Third Battalion, First Marine Regiment, one of the infantry units mounting the frontal assault into the city of Fallujah. Through fate, or as one Marine captain described it, “It was meant to be,” I was assigned to Lima Company’s 1st Platoon, the unit that saw some the worst of the battle of Fallujah. After twelve days of house to house, hand to hand urban combat, only fourteen of the platoon’s original complement of forty-six were still standing when Lima Company was withdrawn from the city.

First Platoon was more than just a fighting unit. The platoon was a closely knit family of men, best friends, who could and did lay down their lives for one another. The focus of this book is four pairs of best friends including the “heart and soul” of 1st Platoon—Lance Corporal Michael Hanks. Several of the more experienced men in the platoon didn’t even have to be in Iraq; they selflessly extended their tours of duty so that they could protect the younger Marines who hadn’t seen combat.

After the battle, the father of one of 1st Platoon’s fallen Marines, with tears in his eyes, gripped my hand and said, “Tell my son’s story.” I leave it to the reader to decide whether, in telling this story, they are the next “Greatest Generation.”





The world will little note nor long remember what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here . . . It is rather for us to be here dedicated to the great task remaining before us—that from these honored dead we take increased devotion to that cause for which they gave the last full measure of devotion.


 



—President Abraham Lincoln, The Gettysburg Address






PROLOGUE

OPERATION IRAQI FREEDOM I, SADR CITY, BAGHDAD, APRIL 2003: For Lance Corporal Michael Hanks and his best friend, Lance Corporal Bill Sojda, it was one more day in “paradise.” Their nostrils were assaulted by an “ungodly” stench of rotting garbage and the putrid stream of raw sewage trickling in the gutter along the worn cobblestone street. Flies swarmed everywhere, in numbers so vast you could hear their wings beating, affixing themselves to sweaty upper lips until they were swatted away. The people were dirty. Even the women’s faces were routinely smeared with dirt. Nearby, a young Iraqi child was swinging an IV bag full of bloody tissue. Thump! The child dropped the bag, spattering its gruesome contents all over the ground, making a bloody mess.

“This place is a hellhole,” observed Hanks with his signature “George Bush-like” smirk. Hanks and Sojda had been inseparable since meeting two years earlier in the Marine School of the Infantry (SOI), a training school for basic combat skills attended by all recruits after boot camp.

The two Marines belonged to 1st Platoon, Lima Company, of the 3rd Battalion, 1st Marine Regiment. Battalion 3/1 spearheaded the initial invasion of Iraq in March 2003, fighting its way through the crossroads town of Nasiriyah into Baghdad, and ending up in Baghdad’s worst ghetto, Sadr City. In the weeks following the capitulation  of Baghdad, the Shiite Muslim neighborhood became a haven for criminals, the remnants of Saddam’s army, and fanatical Islamist fighters from all over the Muslim world. For over a week, Hanks, Sojda and the rest of 3/1 had been patrolling the mean streets of Sadr City.

The Marines frequently encountered random potshots, and occasionally they faced full-scale ambushes. In one incident, the entire company was embroiled in a “hellacious” two-hour firefight. During the exchange, the barrels of their weapons grew white hot.

 



“Mount up,” barked one of 1st Platoon’s NCOs.

The men scrambled into three armored amphibious tracked vehicles, known variously as AAVs, amtracks, or tracks. Each track carried one of the platoon’s three rifle squads. First Platoon’s mission that day was routine: drop off medical supplies at a needy Iraqi clinic, pick up an informer who had intelligence on the enemy, and provide general security within Lima Company’s area of operation.

Two Iraqi interpreters, one a woman, were accompanying the Marines. The “terps,” often unarmed civilians, were needed to overcome the language barrier. Both translated this particular mission as an opportunity to get shot at. Sojda and Hanks brushed off the threat, claiming they enjoyed the adrenaline rush associated with combat.

Hanks, a burly, aggressive Marine, never missed an opportunity to get into a fight, either in a combat zone or in a bar. He always seemed to be in trouble, but at the same time, Hanks was a born leader who could get anyone to follow him, and would do anything to protect the people around him. He loved the Iraqi children, playing with them frequently, and handing out candy, water balloons, and squirt guns. Hanks loved to listen to himself talk. His sarcastic sense of humor, reminiscent of comedian Bill Murray, always seemed to keep everyone around him rolling with laughter.

In contrast, Bill Sojda, the quiet, decisive fire team leader,  reminded people of Clint Eastwood. Sojda was a no-nonsense Marine, “known for not liking bullshit,” and widely considered a “stud” on the battlefield. Both men were warriors. They didn’t fear combat.

Hanks and Sojda trotted into the lead track, along with a third man they had met at the Marine School of the Infantry (SOI), Lance Corporal Benjamin Bryan. Fondly nicknamed “Opossum” because he was “kind of pudgy and short” and loved to munch on pizza and drink beer while off-duty in the barracks. In contrast to the other Marines, who tended to be very assertive, Bryan was very easy going and took life day by day. He was known as a “giver,” someone who would give his friends the shirt off his back.

Gray smoke spewed from the tracks as they crunched through Baghdad’s trash-strewn streets. After delivering the medical supplies, the Marines moved deeper into Sadr City to pick up the informer. After about twenty minutes, the tracks ground to a halt in front of one of the neighborhood’s countless ramshackle apartment buildings. A four-man fire team hopped out of each track to provide security. Hank’s, Sojda’s, and Bryan’s heads swiveled, looking for trouble, even as they skipped over the raw sewage pooling in the gutter.

As the Marines were about to clamber back into the tracks with the informant, “a massive explosion, bigger than any I’ve ever heard before, a nine on the Richter scale, shook the ground,” remembered Sojda. Dust and debris flew through the air, as a massive mushroom cloud began to rise above a row of seedy apartment buildings several hundred meters away. Confusion reigned, as a stunned officer ordered the men first to mount, then to dismount, the tracks. “What do you want us to do? Is the mission still on?” thought Sojda. “Back in the tracks,” barked an NCO. The Marines piled into the tracks and the armored column rumbled forward toward the source of the  cloud. Sojda and Hanks drew “air security.” They poked their heads out of the track’s top hatch to watch for threats from above. After traveling about two hundred meters, the tracks began passing the bodies of blast victims lying in the street.

Nearly an entire block had been leveled by the blast. Terrorists had detonated an 18-wheeler loaded with crates of bullets, artillery shells, and at least one Scud missile. Both sides of the street were on fire, with burning ammunition thrown in every direction. As the tracks drew closer to the blaze, the Marines could see secondary explosions, as bullets and mortar rounds “cooked off” in a radius of about one hundred meters from the center of the explosion. Dead bodies littered the area. The tracks pulled up a couple of hundred meters from the blast crater, and the Marines dismounted.

Not much was left of the two-story houses in the neighborhood. Many had been reduced to rubble. Cars were flipped over up and down the street. One car had been hurled right through a building, creating a gaping hole in the building’s façade. Fires raged throughout the buildings and palm tree fronds burned bright crimson.

Suddenly the female interpreter pointed to a building not far from the center of the explosion. “My family is in that house!” If any of the terp’s family was still alive, they were facing imminent catastrophe. Five more tractor trailers loaded with Scud missiles and ammunition were parked along the street. Hanks and Sojda looked at each other. “We need to do something, there’s people in there,” said Hanks.

BOOM. More artillery rounds detonated. Fully aware of the danger, Hanks, Sojda, Bryan, and two other Marines took off for the house. They were running for their lives, braving the mortar blasts in a race against the clock to save any survivors in the building before another tractor trailer went up. “This is it. It’s pretty much up  the gut or get killed,” Sojda was thinking. They found nobody alive in the building, and ran back through the danger zone to the tracks. Then the interpreter spoke again.

“No, no. That house.” The interpreter pointed to another house across the street from the first.

Back into the danger zone. This time, the Marines made a beeline through the large crater created by the initial explosion. Hanks and Sojda moved side-by-side, with Bryan and the others trailing behind them.

Hanks led the Marines into the house. A plump Iraqi tottered out of the wreckage. His eyelids were gone, his left eye was hanging out, and his shin bone was exposed by a huge gash. “Got him,” said one of the Marines, who put an arm under the wounded man’s shoulder and helped him start walking toward the safety of the tracks. On their way back, they were bowled over by the concussion of an exploding mortar shell. Adrenaline flooded through the fat man’s body, enabling him to get up and run.

Screams from other people trapped inside the building filled the air. “You guys go next door,” barked Sojda. Lance Corporal Bryan went to the next house and led several badly shaken Iraqi teenagers to the safety of the tracks.

More civilians, blackened from the explosion, stumbled out of nearby apartments. The Marines helped the wounded Iraqis back to the tracks even as mortar rounds continued to detonate. The last person to emerge from the building was Michael Hanks, carrying a bleeding five-year-old girl. Hanks ran past the burning arty rounds and delivered the girl into the arms of the corpsman in the tracks.

Once the survivors had been moved to safety, Hanks, with his cocky grin, said, “If I’d known it would be that much trouble, I’d have let the dirty hajjis die.” It was a joke, of course. Michael Hanks  was a protector, “always had the backs of those around him.” It was a principle that Sojda and Hanks would preach incessantly—and put into practice—as they trained the “new” 1st Platoon back at Camp Pendleton.
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Boots


Privates, lance corporals, and sergeants are the tip of the spear. 



—Author





MARCH 2004, CAMP PENDLETON, CALIFORNIA: The “boots” finally arrived. The sun had already set when over two dozen newly minted Marines jumped off the massive seven-ton truck that had carried them up a winding mountain road to a bombed-out village. The Marines were mostly eighteen and nineteen years old, earned about thirteen thousand dollars, and hailed from all parts of the country. The Leathernecks had recently graduated from the School of Infantry (SOI), where Marines fresh from boot camp learn weapons handling and basic combat tactics, and emerge as infantrymen or “grunts.” According to one veteran Marine, “the whole platoon was nothing but boots, guys fresh out of SOI. These guys didn’t know nothing, not a damn thing. You can’t describe how green is green.”

As the men climbed off the truck they were greeted sternly by sandy-haired, blue-eyed, twenty-two-year-old Bill Sojda. “I’m Lance Corporal Sojda, your squad leader for 3rd Squad, 1st Platoon. Do you need anything? Chow?”

“No, lance corporal,” the new Marines responded in unison.

“Alright, get your sleeping bags, and dress warm; it gets cold around here at night. No smoking. Reveille is at 0430 sharp.”

After the brief introduction, Sojda and his pal from his own SOI days—the burly, outgoing Lance Corporal Michael Hanks—let the boots turn in. In an act of striking kindness, the senior men took turns at “firewatch,” guarding 3rd Squad’s temporary bivouac area while the new men slept. In the Marine Corps, boots are usually relegated to the unsavory duties, like posting firewatch, immediately upon arrival from basic training.

Nearly a year had passed since the daring rescue in Sadr City. Upon Lima Company’s return from Iraq, 1st Platoon had been turned into a shell of its former self. Most of the platoon’s sergeants shipped off to other units or out of the Corps. A Marine platoon at full strength numbers about forty-six, but for several months 1st Platoon had only a handful of men. Despite its diminutive size, the platoon continued to train, though the men also enjoyed long stretches of hanging out at the barracks, playing PlayStation and waiting for the “boot drop.” Sojda and Hanks were relieved when the platoon finally started to fill out.

First Platoon was broken down into three rifle squads. Each of these consisted of about thirteen Marines,1 led by a sergeant or by   the ranking Marine. Each squad was further divided into three fire teams. First Platoon was one of four platoons comprising Lima Company. Lima, India, and Kilo Companies were the three line companies in the Third Battalion, First Marine Regiment (3/1). Along with headquarters staff, administrative and supply troops, and attached combat specialists, 3rd Battalion had a complement of about one thousand Marines.

The core of each platoon was its most experienced Marines. In 1st Platoon, the core consisted of three lance corporals, all in 3rd Squad. The acting 3rd Squad leader was Bill Sojda, who was joined by Hanks and fellow Sadr City vet Mario Alavez.

The temperature had dipped below 40 degrees and the stars were at their brightest when the boots’ rest was interrupted by Hanks’s stentorian voice: “Get your asses up.” At exactly 0430 the men emerged from their sleeping bags and got their bearings. Their bivouac area, nestled in the hills of Camp Pendleton, California, is known as “Old MOUT Town.” MOUT is the acronym for Military Operations in Urban Terrain, the most dangerous form of infantry combat. Featuring several rundown buildings and a burned-out, Vietnam-era AAV, Old MOUT Town is used to teach Marines how to fight in city streets and buildings. After splashing water on their faces, the men folded their sleeping bags, straightened out their uniforms, and filed into formation.

“I don’t care where all of you come from, if you were in a gang or whatever. You are going to do what I tell you to do and how I tell you to do it,” barked Sojda. “We are going back to Iraq whether you like it or not. We have certain ways of doing things around here and that’s how they’re going to be done, period. In combat, there’s no time for what-ifs. You can what-if yourself to death. If you have time to think in combat, you are probably going to die. You have to make quick decisions.”

Then Hanks introduced himself. “I’m Lance Corporal Hanks, 1st Team Leader. I’ve been through two combat deployments. First at Failaka Island, Kuwait, where fucking terrorists gunned down Corporal Tony Sledd of this platoon in cold blood; later in OIF (Operation Iraqi Freedom), when we made the drive to Baghdad and we were shot at practically the entire time. If you guys think you know everything, you don’t. If you are really looking forward to combat, you are going to change your mind as soon as you get there, and you aren’t going to want to be there.”

Next, Sojda started the process of forging the platoon into a fighting unit, by “first building trust, then creating a family, followed up by training.” Sojda began by asking everyone to introduce themselves and tell the group their background, stories about their families, and something embarrassing. “It’s a little weird at first, but the more you know about somebody, the better you work with them,” Sojda explained. “Hanks and I knew everything about each other, we were best friends, we got to know each other’s deepest darkest secrets.”

The first to speak was Sojda. The tough-as-nails Marine joined the Corps eight months after graduating from high school. He was motivated in part by patriotism, but also to follow in the footsteps of his father, who had served with the Marines in the battle of Hue City, Vietnam. The former high school football player hoped to use the training he received in the Corps to become a state trooper.

Mike Hanks told the group he wanted to be a Marine most of his life. He tried to join the Corps when he was seventeen, but his mother made him wait until he turned eighteen before allowing him to make the momentous decision. Hanks reported to the Marine recruiter’s office on his eighteenth birthday. Because he scored extremely high marks on his entrance exams, the recruiters  wanted to know if he would like to go into intelligence or some other specialized field, but Hanks insisted he wanted infantry: “I want to take hills and shoot people.”

Nineteen-year-old Nick Larson of Wheaton, Illinois, joined the Marines as a stepping stone to becoming a Navy SEAL. His bedroom wall contained the names of every Navy SEAL killed in action from the Vietnam War through Afghanistan and Iraq—and he had memorized each one of their stories. Shortly after graduating from high school, the avid body builder took a train to the SEAL base on Coronado Island in San Diego and impressed the base commander with his determination and physical prowess.

Larson’s “something embarrassing” anecdote sent his comrades into stitches. Known for his rugged good looks, Larson “always had a lot of girls,” until he got engaged to his girlfriend, a model. The platoon rolled with laughter when Larson asked rhetorically, “Is it normal for a woman to have a seven-inch clit?” Apparently, a high school friend of Larson’s had gone to bed with a woman who turned out to be a pre-operative transsexual.

Larson was inseparable from his best friend from SOI, Private First Class Jacob de la Garza. Garza, a soft-spoken, olive-skinned Latino from Edinburg, Texas, was twenty-one years old and married. “Ever since I was small I wanted to be a Marine,” he told the assembled platoon. For many of the men, becoming a Marine was akin to being called into a religious order such as the Jesuits.

Nineteen-year-old Private First Class Nathan Wood of Kirkland, Washington, said he joined the Corps in order to become a man. A lover of fishing, hiking, and camping, Wood considered a career in the Forest Service, but he was drawn into the Corps by its tradition of toughness. Like many of the men, his parents begged him not to join the Marines. After completing his tour of duty, he dreamed of opening a bar called “Stick.”

A number of the men were attracted by the structure and the opportunity to make a fresh start offered by the Marine Corps. Wood’s good buddy from SOI, Private First Class Steven Wade of Texarkana, Arkansas, left college to make a new beginning in the Marine Corps. Even at the tender age of twenty, Wade was one of the older 0311s, the Marine designation for riflemen. Wade, who looked like a youthful version of Morgan Freeman, called Wood “the white me, the white Wade.”

Twenty-three-year-old Mario Alavez had joined the Corps two years earlier to get himself off the mean streets of Houston, Texas. A happily married first-generation Mexican-American, Alavez said, “I wasn’t doing the right things with my life,” so he dropped out of community college and signed up for the Marines. “I knew the Corps had some hard core shit, so I wanted to see what I was made of, see if I could do it.”

Alavez’s buddy, twenty-one-year-old Lance Corporal Dustin Turpen, was one of the more experienced Marines. Turpen joined the Corps after seeing the Twin Towers fall on September 11, 2001. In addition to his patriotic motivation, Turpen felt a need to “straighten out my life.” Turpen was also inspired by his grandfather, a Marine who fought on Okinawa during World War II. “I was the only person he ever talked to about the war. At Okinawa he lost all of his friends, including his best friend, who died in his arms.”

Sojda expected each Marine to buddy up with another Marine. Buddies would do everything together—if one man had to go to the restroom, the other stood outside. The buddy system guaranteed that nobody was ever alone on the battlefield. For most of the men it was a natural extension of the deep friendships they forged at SOI. Accordingly, Sojda had already been buddied up with Hanks for two years. Garza and Larson were so inseparable they were called “Garson,” and Wood and Wade were always together. The  other men followed suit, finding buddies and establishing partnerships that, for many Marines, become lifelong friendships.

Over the next few days, Sojda and Hanks conducted a crash course in everything from weapons handling to urban combat. “I was given a huge stack of books and manuals, practically threefeet high,” recalled one of the boots, Lance Corporal Derick Lowe. Lowe, a former 275-pound, all-state middle linebacker, who was expected to be a starter for the University of Washington, gave up his football career and joined the Marines to put food on the table for his new wife and child. He shed seventy pounds to be accepted by the Marines. “Read up on it, know it, because we are getting into it.”

The young Marines were expected to plow through the voluminous tomes and to know their stuff, quickly. Sojda placed special emphasis on medevac training, drilling the men endlessly on getting wounded Marines out of harm’s way. Hanks was the enforcer. “If a guy didn’t know the proper procedure, we took him behind the bush and hazed him.” Mario Alavez put it more bluntly: “When someone puts a boot in your ass, I don’t care who you are, eventually you will learn.”

Hanks may have been the tough guy, but the men loved him. According to Garza, “There was always a point to the things he taught us. He liked to have fun; no matter what happened, he had a smile on his face. He was always making something into a joke. He made it a lot easier for us, he always protected us like an older brother. Whenever we needed something, he got on the ball and got it for us. One time I needed something for my wife and he got it for me. I couldn’t pay my car payment, they needed it by credit card; he made it happen, stuff like that.”

The training was intense and fast paced, with Sojda and Hanks promoting a sense of urgency. There was so much to learn in very  little time: the platoon was headed for Iraq in less than four months.

The main focus of the training at Old MOUT Town was urban fighting. Firing blanks and “sims,” or rounds fitted with a paintball projectile, the platoon used the beat-up concrete blockhouses to learn the proper techniques for clearing enemies out of buildings.

Clearing is more an art than a science, but normally a ten- or eleven-man squad or fire team “stacks”—or lines up—on the side of the house. Each Marine in the stack has a sector to cover: high, low, rear, and the most dangerous area, the “fatal front” or “fatal funnel of fire,” where most of a room’s defenders aim their fire. The crucial players piercing the fatal front are known as the Number One man and Number Two man. They create a “breach,” typically through a door, either by kicking it open or blowing it open with explosives. Before entering a room, the Marines usually slam in a hand grenade, to stun, disorient, or—ideally—kill any enemy combatants occupying the room. Next, the Number One man charges through the entrance, followed by the Number Two man. As they enter the room, they spray their weapons into the fatal funnel, and then hit the corners. Then they sweep back and scan the rest of the room, pointing out danger areas, booby traps, hallways, doors, and other hiding places. The team sounds off “clear” if the room is free of the enemy and moves to the next room. As the Number One and Number Two men clear additional rooms in the building, other members of the squad team provide security in the rooms just cleared, so the enemy cannot reoccupy. The key is momentum and keeping the enemy off balance.

In the real world, things rarely work out like the textbooks. According to one senior Marine NCO, “The training is just a baseline. There are a thousand variations to clearing a room. There are so many things that can throw you off, such as what if a couch catches  on fire from a grenade or the room is filled with dust and debris after the grenade went off and you can’t see in the room (a common occurrence in the stone houses in Iraq). Plus, you didn’t want to set a pattern so the enemy could anticipate how we clear rooms. We would adjust to keep them guessing. We taught our guys to improvise and modify things based on the variables they encountered.”

Sojda and Hanks rode the men hard at Old MOUT Town, training from dawn until late in the evening. But once they got back to Camp Pendleton and turned in their weapons, 1st Platoon lost its momentum. Lima’s company commander had just become a father, and he allowed his newborn child to distract him from training his Marines. According to one of Lima Company’s NCOs, the captain practiced “leadership through intimidation,” while providing “minimal guidance.” The captain even allegedly discouraged the men from training on their own. “Every time we’d try stuff we’d get our ass chewed,” recalled Sojda. Other Marines were more sanguine, and considered the Marine captain “a nice guy who was just preoccupied.”

Nevertheless, as the acting squad leaders, Sojda and Hanks took it upon themselves to train the fledgling platoon. “We knew we had to do something. In three months we were going to Iraq, so we did anything we could around the barracks, dug fighting holes, built sand tables, and even practiced changing magazines and house clearing with brooms,” recalled Sojda.

The training regimen got back on track with the arrival of thirty year-old Staff Sergeant Matthew Hackett, who was promoted to gunnery sergeant in November 2004. Born and raised in Seattle, Washington, Hackett finished high school early, did a semester in college, and joined the Corps at age seventeen. Married for ten years, and the father of one child, the experienced NCO was known for staying cool and making quick, correct decisions under  the most trying circumstances. He was also passionate about making 1st Platoon the best platoon in Lima Company. Hackett took over the leadership role Sojda had been filling, and built on the efforts of Sojda and Hanks. “I trained the trainers, the people who will train the new guys. Essentially I told guys like Hanks and Sojda what we have and where we want to go. Let’s give them the tools so they can take the ball and run with it for the new guys. Guys like Sojda trained the others on tactics. The men saw that their sergeants really cared about them. They might get a hard time for not learning something, but they knew ‘these guys really care about me. They will do anything to ensure that I survive and make it through this.’”

As 1st Platoon filled up with Marines, each of the three squads assumed its own persona, largely reflecting the temperaments of their leaders. Hanks and Sojda’s 3rd Squad, the heart of the platoon, was described as “too cool for school” or the “rough riders.” Second and 1st Squads seemed more stoic.

Lacking a sergeant, 2nd Squad’s senior NCO was Corporal Adel Abudayeh, known simply as Abu. Abu had been with Lima Company during Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF). As an experienced MOUT trainer, he was a great asset to the green platoon. Dark-skinned and with salt-and-pepper hair, Abudayeh was of Middle Eastern and Latin descent.

One of 2nd Squad’s fire teams was led by twenty-one-year-old Corporal Kevin Myirski, a champion weight lifter from Camden, Pennsylvania. Myirski joined the Corps right out of high school in order to “start a real life, real fast.”

Lance Corporal Heath Kramer, another 2nd Squad fire team leader, was a muscular, five-foot seven-inch standout wrestler from Mantua, Ohio. Kramer had the mental toughness only wrestling breeds. After enduring years of grueling practices, Kramer trained  his men hard, because he wanted the Marines in his fire team to be ready before they got into combat.

One of 2nd Squad’s most colorful characters was Lance Corporal Craig James III, a short, stocky, twenty-year-old African-American from inner-city Chicago. The sharp-witted James was an expert dice thrower and easily one of the funniest men in the platoon, James modeled his sense of humor after comedian Bernie Mack. James was joined by Private Marshall Kennedy, a tall, bespectacled youth from rural Arkansas with a thick southern drawl. When asked where he was from, he’d reply, “Arsaw.” Kennedy, known for his patriotism and deep loyalty to his friends, was also following in the footsteps of relatives who’d served in the Corps. Nicknamed “Butters,” from the popular cartoon series South Park, Kennedy didn’t quite hit it off initially with his team leader, Kramer. Many of the men fondly remember Kramer hammering Butters for an infraction: “I’ll climb you like a tree and beat you like a stump.” It was no idle threat. Wrestlers of Kramer’s caliber never lose a grappling contest. Later, despite their differences in rank, the two men became close friends.

The lowest-ranking member of 2nd Squad was twenty-one-year-old Private Sean Stokes, of Sacramento, California. Ironically, Stokes, who bore a resemblance to Luke Skywalker of Star Wars, was one of the most senior riflemen in the platoon. After serving for a year, Stokes was court-martialed for leaving the base without permission, even though his motive was pure: he was helping a relative escape from domestic violence. Having been busted to the lowest rank in the Corps, Stokes was offered a second chance with Lima Company. “My old unit did not see combat, I had no respect for them. I was told 3/1 was going to Iraq to go kill the enemy. I said I was here to kill the enemy. It was the change of pace I was looking for. 3/1 gave me another shot.”

Stokes would prove to be invaluable to the platoon in Iraq. Stokes’s best friend was Lance Corporal Benjamin Bryan, a fire team leader in 1st Squad. Bryan, from Lumberton, North Carolina, fondly known as the “Opossum.” Bryan took life day by day, usually kept to himself, and seldom got upset about anything. Known for his prowess at video games, Bryan’s ambition after the Corps was to drive a Budweiser truck.

To those who did not know him, Bryan’s laid back attitude could leave the impression that he did not care about his fellow Marines, but nothing was further from the truth. A few months after the remnants of 1st Platoon returned from Sadr City in 2003, they conducted cold weather training at Bridgeport, located in the mountains of northern California. The men were on a “death march” through Bridgeport’s snow-packed mountains when one Marine went into convulsions and hypothermia. Bryan took the Marine’s pack off, gently put the man on the ground, and combined both their sleeping bags. Next he took off his clothes and used his body heat to revive the Marine. His body warmth stabilized the dying Marine long enough for a medevac to arrive and save the man’s life.

Several members of 1st Squad also had criminal records. One Marine was told bluntly by a judge, “You have a choice, jail time or the Corps.” Serving in the Marine Corps could turn a man’s life around. The Corps offers any man a chance for redemption.
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A Grunt’s Grunt

Regard your soldiers as your children, and they will follow you into the deepest valleys; look on them as your own beloved sons, and they will stand by you even unto death.


 


—Sun Tzu, The Art of War

 



 



 



 




FIRST PLATOON EXPERIENCED A WATERSHED EVENT ON April 5, 2004: the arrival of 3rd Squad’s leader, Sergeant James “Bennie” Conner. The twenty-eight-year-old feisty Irishman was a five-foot, three-inch ball of energy. Known as the “Leprechaun” or “Seamus,” the dark and handsome Conner looked like a Marine sergeant from the Hollywood set of The Sands of Iwo Jima—a good week into the battle. Conner’s signature stubble and unbloused trouser legs skirted the regulations calling for Marines to be clean shaven, even in combat, with pants tucked tidily into their boots. “I’m kind of dirty. Half the time I don’t wash my face. I have my sleeves halfway rolled up. I’m kind of tiny, so if I have my sleeves all the way down, they get wrapped around my thumbs. By unblousing my trousers, it lets my feet and legs breathe. I don’t do it to spite anyone, it’s my idea of what a grunt is all about, a dirty person. The  guys in the Spec Ops community are also unconventional; they have a look, they’re cool. The bottom line is that I get the job done, and it works for me.”

Born and raised in Delaware, Conner wanted to be a Marine his entire life. During his seven years in the Corps, Conner had already served several tours of duty overseas, including combat in Operation Iraqi Freedom. He was itching to return to battle and the comradeship that comes with leading a squad of Marines.

However, to return to combat, Conner needed the Marine Corps to give him a second chance. Months earlier, he had been busted while off duty for public urination at a Taco Bell after a night of drinking. It was a one-time slip up, but the incident relegated Conner to a stateside support unit, destined to sit out the war in Iraq.

Opportunity knocked when Conner spotted 3/1’s pragmatic and charismatic commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Willard Buhl, working out in one of Camp Pendleton’s many weight rooms. Possessing a secondary military occupational specialty in military intelligence, Buhl was well-suited to lead 3/1. The diminutive sergeant screwed up his courage and approached the senior officer. “Excuse me, sir, are you the battalion CO for 3/1?” Buhl nodded and said, “Yeah, what’s up, devil dog?” With a hearty laugh, Conner said, “I need a job.”

After hearing the story, Buhl sent Conner to speak with the battalion Sergeant Major Edward Sax, who had served with Conner in another unit. The sergeant major looked Conner squarely in the face and said, “You don’t need to deploy, you’ve already been on three deployments. We are going to Iraq.”
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