












PRAISE FOR MONSTERING


“Few journalists have ventured beyond the accepted story of Abu Ghraib and attempted to uncover new material, new evidence and to provide a new perspective. McKelvey has done so. Her reporting breaks important ground—from interviews with ex-prisoners, through the comic book farce of the false identification of the Hooded Man, to the spectacle of American servicemen left high and dry, her book has provided an account that embraces the scope of the human tragedy and reminds us of the human cost of war.”




— ERROL MORRIS, Academy Award-winning 
filmmaker of The Fog of War




“As a documentary work, Monstering will prove to be indispensable as a history of the war on terror.”




— The Arab American News




“A book that is painful, haunting and ultimately necessary to any examination of a world in which Lord of the Flies seemed to meet Fast  Times at Ridgemont High to devastating effect. 




— The Daily Kos




“McKelvey’s research is impressive. Her litany of pain and suffering is equal parts enlightening and exhausting.” 




— St. Paul Pioneer Press




“The most poignant component of McKelvey’s book is her presence in the work... the reader is left humbled at her exhaustive reporting. It is both heartening and heartbreaking to think that journalists are picking up this much government slack.”




— AlterNet.org




“After reading this compelling work, it is difficult to dismiss such incidents as the above as being the isolated acts of a few junior enlisted personnel or something that no longer happens as some apologists maintain.”




— JOHN R. GUTHRIE, Harvard Square Commentary




“Tara McKelvey is an extraordinarily gifted writer and Monstering is an extraordinary book.The most troubling revelation in the book is not that there are monsters, but that they look like you and me.”




— JAMES BAMFORD, author of A Pretext for War: 9/11, 
 Iraq and the Abuse of America’s Intelligence Agencies




“The so-called war on terrorism is riddled with nightmarish accounts of abuse. But for all the attention devoted to these matters, the full story has not come out. Monstering, though, takes the reader into this hellish world and advances the story, disclosing revelations of US power gone wrong and detailing how the Bush administration destroyed America’s image. McKelvey has produced a frightening, disturbing and valuable book.”




— DAVID CORN, co-author of Hubris:The Inside Story of 
 Spin, Scandal, and the Selling of the Iraq War




“From ‘How could it have happened?’ to ‘How could it not have happened?’ McKelvey’s investigation into the stories of individuals who perpetrated, witnessed and suffered from US detention policy in Iraq is a careful exposé—must-reading for those who seek to understand more fully the unfortunate, sordid side of the war on terror.” 




— KAREN J. GREENBERG, co-editor, The Torture Papers: 
 The Road to Abu Ghraib




“With this book,Tara McKelvey risks a long and harrowing look into a deep and roiling abyss. But her gaze is steady, her witness clear, and her outrage all the more lucid for being so fiercely contained. This is reportage of the most urgent sort.”




— LAWRENCE WESCHLER, author of A Miracle, A Universe:  Settling Accounts with Torturers
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FOR MY DAD










PREFACE


On September 10, 2004, I interviewed a Baghdad-based activist named Yanar Mohammed about women’s shelters she had opened in Baghdad and Tikrit. She told me that one of her clients had been raped by an American soldier and was being threatened with an “honor killing” because she had been sexually assaulted. Abu Ghraib was the tip of the iceberg, Mohammed said, describing other ways American troops were abusing Iraqis and creating havoc in their country. The following month, I had dinner with a high-level congressional aide, Charlotte Oldham-Moore, who was familiar with issues handled by the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. She told me that Iraqi women were being held prisoner at Abu Ghraib. I decided to find out what had happened to these women as well as to the men and children who had been held at the prison.


In December 2004 I went to Amman, Jordan, and became the first American journalist to speak with female detainees who had been held in Abu Ghraib. Most of the former detainees I met were putative plaintiffs in a lawsuit, Saleh v. Titan, that was filed by a Philadelphia attorney, Susan L. Burke, and lawyers from a New York-based nonprofit organization, the Center for Constitutional Rights, against two private military contractors that sent interpreters and interrogators to Abu Ghraib. I went back to Amman in March 2006 to interview another group of former detainees and heard dozens of accounts of rape, assault, and murder from individuals who had been imprisoned in U.S.-run detention facilities.


I was not always sure whether I could trust the former detainees. They had reason to hate Americans, and they were at times aggressive during the interviews. Yet they shared information with me about their detentions, including descriptions of the physical layout of U.S.-run prisons and jails; the manner and style, as well as the language, used during interrogations; and other details that tended to corroborate descriptions provided by authors of military investigations, human-rights reports, and government documents about the prisons in Iraq.


For nearly two and a half years, I conducted interviews with Iraqi government administrators, business leaders, and engineers who had been imprisoned in U.S.-run detention facilities, as well as with U.S. Army officers, soldiers, human-rights lawyers, former administration officials, and private contractors—altogether, more than two hundred people who were familiar with the subject of my book. Official reports about the Abu Ghraib photographs, which were first seen by the public on 60 Minutes II on April 28, 2004, made it seem as though the abusive acts were perpetrated by a rogue band of soldiers and were confined to a single prison. Over time, I became increasingly skeptical of that explanation.


On the evening of December 8, 2004, in a hotel room in Amman, I met with a thirty-seven-year-old Iraqi lawyer, Nabil, a former diplomat who had attended the UN General Assembly in New York in December 2001. (“I had an administrative job,” he says.) [Like many of the people I interviewed for this book, he asked me to use pseudonyms for him and his family members for security reasons. Several of my sources had received death threats before I interviewed them. Two were killed afterward.] Nabil is a tall man with a high forehead, and he was dressed in a white shirt with cuff links, a wool vest, and wire-rimmed glasses. He was accused of having ties with the insurgency and was arrested on September 28, 2003, and held at various detention facilities, including Abu Ghraib, until May 28, 2004.A U.S. military official confirmed he was released from Abu Ghraib on that date.


Nabil’s three-year-old daughter crawled around the hotel room as his wife, Siara, an engineer who says George Orwell’s 1984 is one of her favorite books, plied their daughter with chocolate from the minibar. He rolled up his pants leg and showed me a red hole where electrodes had been placed in his knee during an interrogation in a U.S.-run detention facility. I told him not all Americans are like the ones he met. “We’re not a nation of torturers,” I said.


Yet it is no secret that some American soldiers and officers have been involved in cases of abuse and torture in detention facilities in Iraq and Afghanistan, especially since descriptions of the crimes have appeared in Defense Department documents, court-martial transcripts, and intra-government FBI memos. How did this happen?


There have been twelve military investigations and reviews of detainee abuse, and two hundred sixty soldiers have faced punishment for detainee-related incidents since October 2001.1 Nine individuals in the military, all except one below the level of captain, have been sentenced to time behind bars.2 Yet the scandal of Abu Ghraib and the lack of accountability among high-ranking officers for the crimes committed at the prison have affected the way the world sees Americans. Even before Abu Ghraib, the U.S. was in poor standing, according to Pew Global Attitudes Project. A Pew poll released in March 2004 showed that U.S. prestige in the world had dropped to its lowest point in five decades.3 The Abu Ghraib scandal contributed to its further decline in the Middle East. Before the release of the photos, according to a poll commissioned by the Coalition Provisional Authority (a temporary governing authority set up by U.S. and coalition forces), sixty-three percent of Iraqis supported the U.S. presence. Three weeks afterward, only nine percent did.4 Americans will be dealing with the fallout from the scandal for generations to come.


Many excellent books analyzing the issue of torture, U.S. policy, and international law have been written since the Abu Ghraib scandal broke.This book, however, is more a work of reporting than analysis. I believe strongly in the principle of accountability, and the first step toward holding people responsible for their actions is finding out what happened, who did what, and, if possible, to understand the motives behind the abuse. Why did Americans mistreat Iraqis, the people we were liberating from Saddam Hussein? Were soldiers forced into these actions by officers or by some concept of military necessity? Or were they sadists whose behavior was unleashed by policies of individuals high in the chain of command? Is everyone a latent torturer? How do we apportion responsibility? These are some of the questions that are addressed in this book.





MONSTERING, NOUN.
 

[LATIN MONSTRUM; ORIGINALLY, A DIVINE PORTENT OR WARNING, FORMED FROM MONERE, TO WARN.]1 AN INTERROGATOR STAYS WITH A PRISONER, FOLLOWING THE SAME SLEEP AND DIETARY REGIMEN, UNTIL ONE OF THEM BREAKS. 


—Chris Mackey and Greg Miller,
 The Interrogators:Task Force 500 and 
 America’s Secret War Against Al Qaeda 2








TODAY YOU’RE GOING TO FIND OUT WHAT KIND OF A MONSTER I AM.





—Specialist Charles A. Graner Jr.,
 shortly before his court-martial,
 Fort Hood,Texas, January 15, 2005

















PART I
THE PATH TO ABU GHRAIB












CHAPTER ONE
 ROBOTRIPPING AT ABU GHRAIB




THEN I SAW THE GUARD TOWERS BELONGING TO THE PRISON. I SWALLOWED, SWEAT RUNNING DOWN MY FACE, AND GRIPPED THE HAND GUARD ON MY M-16. I FELT FOR THE FIRST TIME WHAT I WOULD CONTINUE FEELING THE WHOLE TIME I WAS THERE AND THAT I STILL FEEL EVERY TIME I EVEN THINK OF THE PLACE—EVIL. I REMEMBER READING IN THE BIBLE THAT DURING ONE OF THE PLAGUES OF EGYPT METED OUT BY MOSES, EVERY FIRSTBORN SON WAS KILLED. THE PEOPLE DESCRIBED A HOVERING PRESENCE THAT NIGHT AS A “DARKNESS THAT COULD BE FELT.” WE WERE GOING INTO THE VERY HEART OF IT.







—Sergeant Samuel Jefferson Provance III3






One fall morning in 2003, Sam Provance wandered into a small room in a building complex, the 519th/325th Logistical Support Area of Abu Ghraib.A portrait of Saddam Hussein wearing a green fedora was displayed on the entrance to the building. The mural was faded and chipped, and the plaster on the walls was peeling off in chunks.4 The  portrait, the front entrance, and much of the prison compound was still littered with trash and broken concrete left from the days of Saddam. 


Inside the 519th/325th Logistical Support Area building, one section was filled with army cots and cabinets. Another area had showers and mirrors. Provance and other soldiers would wander off in different directions in the morning, brushing their teeth and shaving in open spaces and in alcoves throughout the building. That day, he had found himself alone in the room down the hall from the sleeping area. Part of the room had been blown out–in some kind of mortar explosion, apparently. He looked toward the ceiling.


“There were brains splattered across the wall.The wall was red— a really old, dark, dried-blood red.There were pieces of matter in it,” he says, sitting at a table in the Hartley Inn Restaurant in Carmichaels, Pennsylvania, more than three years after the incident. “I was like, ‘Oh, my God, where am I?’”






ABU GHRAIB’S WHISTLE-BLOWER


It is November 25, 2006, and the Hartley Inn is nearly empty. So is Carmichaels, a former mining town of 556 people located ten miles from the West Virginia border. Carmichaels has two restaurants, a First Christian Church, a covered bridge, a First Federal Savings, and not much else. Provance’s father, who lives a mile and a half down the road, drives a garbage truck. Since leaving Iraq in February 2004 (Provance spent two and a half years with the U.S. Army in Heidelberg, Germany), Provance has started smoking (Freeport Menthols). He has gotten a tattoo, “CAESAR,” etched in Old-World script on the back of his neck (inspired by Judas Priest’s singer Rob Halford, who, Provance says, has “ETERNITY” tattooed on his neck). Provance says he hopes to find a job with a private military contractor. If that doesn’t work, he says he will try to find work as a police officer or a firefighter.


“The future is a blur,” he admits.


At thirty-two, Provance has blond hair, blue eyes, and a slightly dated Goth look with a black, lace-up tunic-style shirt; “Harley Davidson boots,” as he describes them, decorated with orange-andred flames; and a silver ring engraved with a Winged Skull of Ur, a trademark image of serpents, skull, and wings that he purchased from a Temple of the Vampire Web site, on the ring finger of his right hand. He stands out among the flannel-shirt-wearing men of Carmichaels not only because of his clothes. A former student at Holmes Bible College in Greenville, South Carolina, Provance is now an avid reader of the late Anton Szandor LaVey, author of The Satanic Bible. Like many whistle-blowers, whether they are in the army or in the corporate world, Provance is unconventional.


Today, Provance belongs to a small group of individuals who alerted the world to the abuse of detainees at Abu Ghraib and in U.S.-run detention facilities in Iraq. From September 2003 to February 2004, Provance says he saw firsthand how detainees were mistreated at Abu Ghraib: a sixteen-year-old boy, for example, was hooded, shackled, and interrogated not because he knew anything about the insurgency but because it would upset an Iraqi general, Hamid Zabar, who was his father.5 Provance also heard about beatings and assaults of other detainees. He reported the abuses to army investigators, but he says no one aggressively pursued the leads he provided. Out of his frustration with the military investigations, he agreed to appear on ABC’s World News Tonight with Peter Jennings on May 18, 2004.6


The response from the military was swift. Three days later, Provance was reprimanded—partly because his “reliability and trustworthiness” had been “brought into question,” he told lawmakers on Capitol Hill at a briefing, “Protecting National Security Whistle-blowers in the Post-9/11 Era,” for the House Committee on Government Reform, in Washington, D.C., on February 14, 2006.7


“There were all sorts of intimidating acts against him,” says Scott Horton, a human-rights lawyer and a Columbia University law professor who met with Provance in Frankfurt, Germany, in 2004. “His commander wanted to court-martial him.”8






TIMELINE OF A SCANDAL


On August 4, 2003, the Abu Ghraib prison was officially reopened under U.S. command as Baghdad Central Correctional Facility.Within weeks, hundreds of Iraqi civilians were being held at the prison, exceeding the normal capacity of the facilities. Most of the abusive acts—or at least the ones that were photographed—took place in October and November 2003. Specialist Joseph M. Darby handed over a CD containing the photographs to a military investigator at the prison in January 2004.9 He received a Profile in Courage Award from the John F. Kennedy Library Foundation in Boston on May 16, 2005, for his actions.10


A military investigation into the abuses at the prison was begun after Darby turned in the photos. The images were shown on network television in April 2004. Soldiers implicated in the mistreatment of prisoners at Abu Ghraib faced courts-martial and, in some cases sentencing, as early as May 2004.


Since October 2001 military investigators have looked into more than six hundred accusations of detainee abuse in Iraq and Afghanistan, according to the Pentagon. Yet it is difficult, if not impossible, to know how widespread the problem of detainee mistreatment is. Thousands of civilians have gone through U.S.-run detention facilities or have been held by U.S. forces in Iraq, including many who were never tracked or registered. (More than 12,000 individuals were held in U.S. custody in December 2003, according to the Pentagon.) Detainees who are held for fourteen days or less, for example, were not entered into official military ledgers.Yet human-rights reports and firsthand accounts from detainees indicate that some of the worst abuses occurred not in long-term detention centers like Abu Ghraib but in makeshift holding areas such as trailers, police stations, gymnasiums, and other short-term facilities.The abuse in some detention facilities seemed almost routine.


In October 2005 Captain Ian Fishback, a West Point graduate, told members of congress that soldiers regularly beat and abused Iraqi prisoners between September 2003 and April 2004 at Camp Mercury, a detention facility near Fallujah.11 Fishback was named a Time magazine person of the year on May 8, 2006, for his reporting on the abuses. Today, it is not clear how many U.S. soldiers, officers, and contractors have gone unpunished for crimes against Iraqi civilians.


Provance has not received the attention of fellow whistle-blowers Darby and Fishback—though he has much to tell. After speaking publicly about the abuse at Abu Ghraib, he was told that his top-secret clearance had been suspended and was “administratively flagged,” as he tells me, and was reduced in rank. He was honorably discharged on October 13, 2006, and came home to Carmichaels. He took with him mementos from Abu Ghraib—dozens of jpegs, diary entries, unexpurgated sworn statements obtained for the military investigations, and eighteen homemade films. Segments from one of the films, entitled The Shanksters Reloaded, appear in a PBS Frontline  program, “The Torture Question.” (“Homemade movies of young soldiers dancing to hip-hop music that escalates into group attacks on a dummy of a prisoner, a primitive Lord of the Flies ritual of punching and stabbing that, if it took place in a bar, might prompt witnesses to call the police,” wrote Alessandra Stanley in an October 18, 2005, New York Times article, “The Slow Rise of Abuse That Shocked the Nation.” “In Afghanistan and, later, Iraq, these soldiers were the police.”12)


Dozens more of the films and photos have never been seen by the public. Nor has Provance spoken with the media, or anyone, really, at length about the incidents he saw at the prison—until now. The individuals he describes who were involved in the acts of alleged abuse constitute only a small percentage of the soldiers at Abu Ghraib. Yet I have chosen to write about them because their wild, druggy parties and sexual antics were not particularly unusual, at least according to people who lived and worked at the prison during that time. Nor were their actions condemned. Instead, the partying, obscene games, and simulation of violent acts shown on the videos seemed to be fairly ordinary. In this way, the soldiers were part of a broader, semilawless culture at the prison that may have contributed to the climate of abuse.


Provance sent me a computer disc of the films and photos while he was living in Heidelberg, and I brought along the CD, stuffed into a Priority Mail envelope marked with his APO return address, mailed on July 29, 2006, to the Hartley Inn. It was there he used the films and photographs to re-create the world of military police that existed at Abu Ghraib from October through December 2003, the three-month period during which the detainee abuses were photographed, and invited me to look inside the prison walls.






A DEMAND FOR INTELLIGENCE


On April 9, 2003, the day Saddam’s cast-iron statue was toppled in Baghdad’s Firdos Square, Provance was at Camp Virginia, Kuwait. He and the other soldiers watched the event on CNN. “We thought we were the heroic liberators and that we had won the war,” he says and lets out a sigh.“We thought we were going home.”The jubilation did not last. The images of Iraqis rejoicing on the streets over the fall of Saddam were soon replaced with footage of masked insurgents wielding AK-47s. In August 2003 the United Nations headquarters, the Jordanian Embassy, and a mosque, all in Baghdad, were bombed. The following month, thirty-one U.S. troops were killed.13


American forces at Abu Ghraib faced frequent attacks. “Small arms fire,” according to a report dated September 1, 2003, and stamped with the heading, Secret/800th MP BDE, which was provided to me by an army officer,  “directed at the southern side of the facility is becoming routine.”14 The following day, according to a September 2 report,“There was a mortar attack at 0055 local time.”15 In addition, an operations officer, Major David W. DiNenna Sr., said in a November 9, 2003, e-mail that detainees inside the prison walls were armed. “Prisoners make homemade shanks and weapons,” he wrote. “We remove these types of weapons daily from the compounds.”16 Two soldiers were killed at the prison in the fall.17 


As a systems administrator with top-secret security clearance, Provance worked the night shift and helped ensure that computers throughout the compound were operating smoothly. He wandered in the predawn hours through buildings where political prisoners had once been held by Saddam. In Provance’s digital photos, traces of Arabic script, scratched long ago by prisoners, are visible on the walls of the buildings: “God help us,” someone had written in Arabic.18 Provance and the other soldiers at Abu Ghraib were familiar with the dark history of the prison.“We were told about women being raped by dogs and people being dissolved in vats of oil,” he says.


“The place was just haunted,” he recalls. “ There was noise coming from places where there weren’t supposed to be people. You’d be like, ‘ Was that real? Was that a ghost?’” He shifts his weight in the chair back and forth, demonstrating how he had looked around for signs of danger at the prison. Late afternoon sun streams through the windows of the restaurant, and particles of dust swirl in the air.“The hair on the back of my neck would stand.” He reaches back and touches the top of his spine. “The darkness would descend on you. At night you would not go down the hallway by yourself because you knew something was there, and it was pissed off.”


“They needed lights all the time,” he adds. “We had our own generators and stuff, but the MPs [military police] didn’t have enough lights or generators so they’d do like everyone else in Iraq would do: if they didn’t have something, they’d go hunting for it.They came to me to cut wire off. Sometimes, they’d even steal it.”


That fall, operations officer DiNenna e-mailed his superior officers about the lighting problem at the prison compound. In his e-mails, he said light poles located throughout the prison were broken, leaving areas dark at night and making it easier for prisoners to attack American soldiers or to escape. In one e-mail with a subject heading marked, “URGENT URGENT URGENT!!!!!!!!”he asked for sixty-five more light sets for the prison.19 The lack of supplies at Abu Ghraib was one of the many problems—but certainly not the biggest one—faced by the soldiers. DiNenna had a hard time getting through to superior officers and, throughout the prison, the chain of command was unclear. Day-to-day operations, too, seemed to be run haphazardly.


Officially, Brigadier General Janis L. Karpinski was in charge of overseeing detainee operations at the prison. But she lived at Camp Victory, a military installation located approximately thirty miles away at Baghdad International Airport, and was responsible for seventeen other detention sites located throughout Iraq as well. From September through November, according to a sworn statement she made in July 2004 in the presence of Major General George R. Fay, author of a report entitled “AR 15-6 Investigation of the Abu Ghraib Detention Facility and 205th Military Intelligence Brigade” (known as the Fay-Jones Report), she visited Abu Ghraib up to three times a week.20 Soldiers who lived at the prison during that time said she did not have much of a presence.


“I never saw hide nor hair of her,” said Provance.“[Soldiers] were just on their own. It was a shocking experience.”


“I didn’t know who was in charge—whether it was Uncle Sam, the CPA [Coalition Provisional Authority], or the Easter Bunny,” says Sergeant Hydrue S. Joyner, who worked the day shift in the section of Abu Ghraib, Tier 1A, where many of the photographs were taken.21


During this time, extended tours of duty, which administration critics later described as part of a “back-door draft,” were becoming increasingly common. At a Senate Armed Services hearing on September 9, U.S. senator Carl Levin, a Democrat from Michigan, said the announcements about sending troops back to Iraq were “very troubling news to people back in all of our states.”22 Senators and ordinary Americans were beginning to wonder when things would settle down in Iraq so the troops could come home. Among administration officials, not to mention commanding officers in Iraq, there was an intense demand for “actionable intelligence,” as soldiers and officers referred to information that seemed likely to lead to the capture of insurgents. The intelligence was crucial to the military’s efforts to prevent more bloodshed and to show U.S. efforts in Iraq were succeeding.






BIG GITMO IMPLANTS


Pentagon officials turned to Major General Geoffrey D. Miller, U.S. Army commander of the Joint Task Force Guantanamo, for help in finding a more efficient way of obtaining intelligence on the insurgency in Iraq. He seemed like the right man for the job. He had thirty-two years of military experience, and by his own account had overseen more than 22,000 interrogations of prisoners.23 From August 31 to September 9, 2003, Miller and a group of thirty prison and interrogation specialists from Guantanamo toured the Abu Ghraib prison. Despite the risk of insurgent attacks and the primitive conditions of the prison compound, Miller decided Abu Ghraib should become the center of intelligence gathering in Iraq. He wrote a report and described how to make the place suitable for its new role. Much of Miller’s classified report about Abu Ghraib, “Assessment of DoD Counterterrorism Interrogation and Detention Operations in Iraq,” was devoted to a technical analysis of prison computer systems. He wrote about “bandwidth” and “data mining” as well as the need “to improve databases” and the demand for additional computer “terminals to meet full operational capability,” and he suggested ways to help make the interrogation process more efficient. “Recommendation: dedicate and train a detention guard force subordinate to the JIDC [Joint Interrogation and Debriefing Center] that sets the conditions for the successful interrogation and exploitation of internees/detainees. This action is now in progress,” he wrote. “It is essential that the guard force be actively engaged in setting the conditions for successful exploitation of the internees.”24


“Before he left, [Miller] told me he was going to make Abu Ghraib the interrogation center of all Iraq,” recalls Karpinski. She claims that Miller also made it clear she was no longer in charge of the prison. Instead, he and another officer, Lieutenant General Ricardo S. Sanchez, the top American commander in Iraq, would make decisions concerning the collection of intelligence.25 (Major General Antonio Taguba, author of a March 2004 report on military abuse, “Article 15–6 Investigation of the 800th Military Police Brigade,” which is known as the Taguba Report, said Karpinski was a weak military leader who refused to take responsibility for her shortcomings.“BG Karpinski was extremely emotional during much of her testimony,” he wrote.“What I found particularly disturbing in her testimony was her complete unwillingness to either understand or accept that many of the problems inherent in the 800th MP Brigade were caused or exacerbated by poor leadership and the refusal of her command to both establish and enforce basic standards and principles among its soldiers.”26)


Karpinski claims that Miller stated his expectations of how detainees should be treated at a September 2003 meeting in a visitor’s bureau at Camp Victory.“[Miller] said,‘You have to have full control, and the MPs at Guantanamo know that,’” Karpinski tells me. As she recalls, Miller made the following observations at the meeting, describing how prisoners are treated at Guantanamo, “A detainee never leaves the cell if he’s not escorted by two MPs in leg irons, and hand irons, and a belly chain. And there was no mistake about who was in charge. And you have to treat these detainees like dogs.”


In early October, shortly after Miller’s visit, boxes of electronic equipment were shipped to the prison. “Computers started coming in, and they just never stopped coming,” says Provance. “Brand-new, state-of-the-art desktops, laptops. But there were still no lights in the guardhouse. It was crazy. It was like, ‘Oh, my God. What do you expect from us?’”


Approximately twenty civilian and military members of interrogation teams, including several individuals who had been stationed at Guantanamo, also arrived at this time. “Big Gitmo implants,” Provance calls them. They had a different approach to intelligence gathering. “They were a lot more aggressive,” he explains. At Guantanamo, they had operated on “Tiger Teams,” which included an interrogator, analyst, and interpreter. One civilian interrogator, Joe Ryan, kept an online diary for a St. Paul, Minnesota, radio station, KSTP-AM, while he was working as an interrogator in 2004. (His accounts of activities at the prison were removed from the Internet shortly after the Abu Ghraib scandal broke.)27


“[A former counterintelligence officer] has never done interrogations before but is a very experienced agent and has conducted a lot of investigations,” Ryan wrote. “He has done a great job as an interrogator here, but by his own admission cannot run a good fear-up harsh approach. He asked me to help out in the booth tonight. I was like a peacock strutting around when we were done because I scared the guy so much he wet himself.That will get talked about for weeks I’m sure!!”28


A rift developed between the new personnel and the Military Intelligence officers from the 519th and 325th units who had been conducting interrogations at the prison. “I’d be at my computer, backing up the hard drive, and out of boredom they’d talk to me,” says Provance, describing how the “old-school” interrogators talked about the problems they were having with the new interrogators. “They would be like, ‘Apparently, we’re not doing it the right way.’ Or, ‘They’re not happy.’”


It was not just their approach to interrogations. Civilian contractors brought a different dynamic to the prison. Many had served in the military. But now they were better paid—between $50,000 and $120,000 a year, depending on the skills and qualifications of the employee.29 “These guys were torn to pieces by the women,” says Provance. “You see soldiers all around you, and then you see this brash civilian who comes in with a goatee, a Harley Davidson T-shirt and jeans, and the women are going to tear his clothes off.”


One civilian interrogator from Waipahu, Hawaii,30 a tall, darkhaired frat-boy type who wore wraparound black sunglasses,31 was put in charge of a group of soldiers.(For legal reasons, I will not use his name.) Provance knew the soldiers from Heidelberg, where they had all lived together in the same army barracks in 2003. “These guys were imagery analysts.They look at pictures.They watch dots on a screen,” determining whether the dots, or moving objects on the screen, are “wheeled or tracked,” he explains. (A tank leaves tracks behind.) “They didn’t get much respect.”


“They were sent home because their jobs were obsolete,” he says. “They were back in Heidelberg, living it up, thinking, ‘Yeah, we’re party guys.’ And then they were sent back to Abu Ghraib.”


“People at Abu Ghraib—in the meantime—were expecting intel analysts and when [the soldiers] got there, they were like, ‘What the hell is this?’ So they told them they were going to be on Tiger Teams and then gave them a crash PowerPoint course on intelligence,” he says. They were assigned to the 205th Military Intelligence Brigade, which was in charge of interrogations under the command of Colonel Thomas M. Pappas.They attended two-day training courses to learn how to conduct interrogations in a conference room where Pappas held daily briefings.They were not eager students. (Provance has described four soldiers and provided me with their full names and photographs. However, some of these men are still in the army, most likely in Iraq, and efforts to reach them through army officials and other avenues were not successful. For that reason, I will refer to them as Soldiers D, G, H, and W).


“[Soldier G] would fall asleep,” Provance explains. “I’d walk over there, and I’d see him just slumped down like this.” Provance reaches his hands out in the air and sinks his body into the chair and closes his eyes.


Pappas eventually assigned the soldiers a new role: Military Intelligence Security, or “Guard Force,” according to an October 2003 Joint Interrogation and Debriefing Center Organization chart.32 The soldiers were several levels below the civilian interrogator on the organizational chart. The civilian interrogator, Provance claims, “was telling them what to do.”


“The only reason some of them even joined the army was to become civilian interrogators,” Provance adds. “They’re going to follow his every lead.They want to win his friendship.”


The civilian interrogator oversaw the interrogation process. Soldier G and the others escorted detainees from their cells to the interrogation sites, which could be a cell, shower stall, stairwell, or a supply room, and stand nearby with weapons. When the detainees refused to cooperate, Soldier W claimed, as Provance recalls, the civilian interrogator would call them over to intimidate the detainees. The civilian interrogator did this in apparent violation of military rules that forbid the summoning of guards during interrogations when the tactic is used as a way to frighten suspects.


“They were his muscle. He’d say, ‘Oh, you don’t want to tell me that? My boys are going to get you.’” Provance snaps his fingers. “And dude gets a punch in the face.”


“They were such loose cannons,” he says. “Ready and willing to do whatever the civilian [interrogator]s wanted them to do.”


Once, Provance recalls, he ran into the soldiers in a prison hallway. They were wearing watches and tiger-eye silver rings with Arabic script. “I asked them, ‘Where’d you get those cool rings?’” he says. “One of them said,‘You know—from the prisoners.’ Provance leans forward in his chair and demonstrates what the soldiers did. He holds up clenched fists and pounds them back and forth through the air like a boxer. He claims that one of the soldiers “told me straight out he and [a senior intelligence officer] beat up a guy.” (Provance described this incident at the February 2006 Capitol Hill briefing.)


“A lot of people bought knives,” Provance says. “Big knives— Rambo knives.Typically, we’re not allowed to have those. But at that time they were kind of getting wild and crazy, and they couldn’t be controlled. I wasn’t their direct supervisor. But if I had gone up to them and tried to say—in the normal army sense—‘You better do this,’ they would have laughed in my face.”


“The army as it is traditionally understood did not exist in that prison.”






THE GENERAL’S SON


Seventy to ninety percent of the detainees at Abu Ghraib, according to an October 2003 International Committee of the Red Cross report and sworn statements made by members of the 470th Military Intelligence Group (May 18, 2004), the 519th Military Intelligence Battalion (May 19, 2004), and the 304th Military Intelligence Battalion (May 21, 2004), were arrested by mistake or had no intelligence value.33


Provance says he began to realize things weren’t right when he met a sergeant with the 66th Military Intelligence Group, a woman in her forties who worked in an out-processing office. He was fixing a computer near her desk, and they began speaking about the detainees. She told him, as he recalls, that “most of the detainees had just been picked up in sweeps for no particular reason.”34


Provance met one of the prisoners who seemed to be there for the wrong reason. He was the son of General Zabar. Provance escorted the boy from an outdoor tent in Camp Vigilante, an area of the prison, to an interrogation booth in an adjacent building. “They wanted me to put a hood on his head,” says Provance. He explains how he and the boy were standing only yards from the building that housed the interrogation site. “I was like, ‘We’re looking at the place we’re going,’” he recalls. “‘Is it necessary?’”


“It’s really dirty and nasty,” he says, describing the hood—a plastic sandbag—he was instructed to force over the boy’s head. “He was shaking and scared. I felt like a horrible person. It’s ghetto.” The handcuffs would not stay on his slender wrists. So the boy carried them.“They got him to the point where he was naked, shivering, and covered in mud and then showed him to his father.That’s what broke [General Zabar] down after a fourteen-hour interrogation. He said, ‘I’ll tell you anything.’”35


“It struck me as morally reprehensible,” Provance says. “And I could not understand why our command was doing it.”


He says he had once held a different view of the army. After dropping out of Holmes Bible College, he worked as a cabinetmaker and read Roman and Greek history. He joined the army in July 1999, he says, because he wanted adventure and a life of valor and courage. The interrogation of General Zabar’s son did not reflect the values of the military that he believed in. “I’m like, ‘Oh, my God, this is real bad,’” he says.


In November, he says, he overheard a conversation in the dining hall at Camp Victory. One soldier told his friends at a cafeteria table how detainees were being treated in Abu Ghraib. “They would hit the detainees as practice shots. They would apply strikes to their necks and knock them out. One detainee was so scared. The MPs held his head and told him everything would be alright, and they wouldn’t strike him. The detainees would plead for mercy, and the MPs thought it was funny,” according to Provance’s sworn statement in the Taguba Report.36 Soldiers, Provance claims, were shown “how to clobber someone and knock him out—and what instruments to use so that they didn’t leave marks.”37


Other soldiers in the cafeteria that day listened eagerly to the stories of how detainees were being treated. “The whole table was howling with laughing,” Provance tells me. “Howling.”38


The mistreatment of detainees was apparently conducted in a cruel, yet playful, manner. “When you look at those [Abu Ghraib] photographs and you hear the testimony, nobody appears to be angry. In fact, there’s laughter in the background,” said a prosecutor in the court-martial of a former Abu Ghraib guard, Ivan L. (“Chip”) Frederick II, in Baghdad on October 24, 2004. “It’s a game, Sir.”39


“They’d talk about their experience when the detainees were being humiliated and abused,” says Provance. “It was always a joke story. It was like,‘Ha, ha. It was hilarious.You had to be there.’ It would be funny if it were in a movie—in a spoof like Naked Gun 2½ ”


He puts his chin in his hand and looks across the room.


“You see these Iraqi people. It’s hard to imagine they’re human,” he says. “They’re just the stock detainee. Like a movie prop.”






CELL BLOCK PARTY


In late April 2004, Provance asked Soldier W for copies of the videos he had made of their friends in Iraq. At the time, they were living in Heidelberg. “I just said, ‘Oh, I don’t have anything to remind me of Abu Ghraib,’” says Provance. “He was like, ‘Okay. No problem.’ A couple days later, he gave me a CD.”


“I was like,‘Wow. I can’t believe they filmed this stuff,’” Provance says. “I saw it as something credible to show people.There was truth to what I was saying.”


The films may not win awards for production quality. They are characterized by a wobbly, cinéma vérité feel, naturalistic techniques, and lack of direction (Soldier W seems to record every last groan, grimace, and fake-scream uttered by his friends). Presented as a body of work, though, the videos provide an exclusive, inside look at the culture of Abu Ghraib and illustrate how soldiers partied, showed off, acted out violent impulses, and fell into romantic entanglements.


Provance and I move to another table at the Hartley Inn, and I put the CD in the MacBook on the table and start by clicking through several of his digital photos. In one picture that Provance obtained from an anonymous source, a civilian interrogator who is wearing a bandana is questioning a detainee with the help of a female interpreter dressed in an army-fatigue jacket marked with a badge, “U.S. Contractor.” She is holding a cigarette and a drink as if she were at a nightclub.40 The detainee is a heavy-set, dark-skinned man identified as an Iraqi police officer named Salad Dawod in a sworn statement made by Frederick and in other documents. Dawod is squatting backwards on two, flimsy plastic chairs. The chairs are stacked together to support his weight.


“He looks scared,” says Provance to me. Then he looks at the civilian interrogator in the photo.


“That’s just his dark side,” says Provance. “Mr. Cool Interrogator. He’s wearing one of those black fleece coats.They were premium at the time.The only people who had them were officers, females, or civilians.”


 Females? I ask.


“The guys they were sleeping with would give them one,” he explains.


Like an engagement ring, I tell him.


He laughs. “I tell you what—people fell in love really quick out there.” The female soldiers, he recalls, would talk about their husbands for a period of time after they got to Iraq.“They’d say,‘Yeah, it’s a hot day and, you know, my husband really hates the heat,’” he explains, describing how women put up a “fire wall” to deflect the sexual come-ons from the men around them.Weeks later, though, husbands were not mentioned.“These girls—they’d enjoy this lavish attention. But once they’ve indulged, it would all backfire, and they’d find their reputations in the gutter.”


“The jealousy is horrendous,” he says. “Every guy is walking around with a hard dick and is like, ‘Pleased to meet you, I’m Joe.’” 


He pretends to expose himself.


“Everybody wants to have someone, but not everybody can have someone.There’s only ten percent women. Before a girl can even get to work, twenty guys slap her in the face with their dick. It’s sexual harassment. But it’s so rampant, she has to get used to it. A girl in the army is going to have a reputation of being either a slut or a bitch— depending upon whether she sleeps with them or not. A guy hears about how she gave another guy a blow job, and he wants a share. It creates a lot of tension. You see things written in the Porta-John: ‘Queen for a Year.’ Or ‘Enjoy it now, bitch.’”


The whole place had a frenetic, sexually charged atmosphere. Civilian interrogators were players, says Provance, because of their hip clothes, haircuts, and style. Not only did the civilian interrogator described by Provance have an attractive girlfriend (a female soldier), he had a certain way of treating detainees. “He is very aggressive,” according to sworn testimony in the Taguba Report. “He generally yells in their face, and throws the table in the room.”41 Soldiers looked up to the civilian interrogator, explains Provance, and tried to follow his lead.


A crude, sexualized atmosphere is apparent in the films, which were recorded in a prison cell in a Logistical Support Area building for Military Intelligence and Military Police that was located north of Tier 1A.42 Provance’s friends converted the cell into a party room with fluorescent lighting, narrow cots, and a strip of yellow flypaper hanging from the ceiling. A green, flower-print carpet covers the floor, and desert boots and tennis shoes are stuffed under the cots. Plywood is nailed onto the wall, covering the barred window and the door. GNC Lean Shake containers are stored on a shelf.


Here, the soldiers danced at night and shouted out lyrics from OutKast’s “Hey Ya! (Shake It Like a Polaroid).” In one video, two men are swaying back and forth in front of the camera. Another time, a soldier wearing a Key West T-shirt flexes his biceps for the camera and moves his hands though the air in a graceful, wave-dancing gesture. Soldier W, off camera, lets out a guffaw that sounds like the bark of a seal. “Hey Ya!” plays as soldiers dance and spin around in a circle in the prison cell, which is decorated with snapshots of friends and family. Much has been reported on the criminal behavior of soldiers at Abu Ghraib. But until now few—if any—detailed, documented accounts of sexual relations among soldiers and between soldiers and female prisoners have appeared in the press. Sexual relations between guards and prisoners, even when consensual, are against military and prison regulations, and the alleged behavior of the soldiers reveals an unmilitary-like aspect of the prison that was part of the climate of abuse.


In the fall of 2003, claims Provance, an officer was spying on women in the showers. Another officer, he says, brought in prostitutes. Frederick also said he heard that “people in the Hard Site [an area of the prison, Tier 1A] were pimping the females out for a dollar,” according to a sworn statement he made before a military investigator at Camp Arifjan, Kuwait, on November 3, 2004.43 Meanwhile, Soldier G, who appears in the videos as a man with huge pecs and a tiny waist, used to shave his pubic hair and leave piles of it in a canteen cup in a public space. “He was trying to be all Mr. Pimp Sexy,” Provance explains. 




Frederick described a November 2003 incident in a shower with a female detainee who was about eighteen years old. She “reached over and stuck her hand down my pants and touched my penis,” he said. She “let me put my hand down her pants. I put my hand down her pants and barely touched her vagina,” he said. “She tried to get me to hug and kiss her, but I wouldn’t so we left the shower.” 44


An intelligence officer, Lieutenant Colonel Steven L. Jordan, provided a sworn statement at Camp Doha, Kuwait, on February 24, 2004, that was included in the Taguba Report.In an unredacted version (a military source who asked to remain anonymous gave it to me), he talked about a female detainee who gave birth at Abu Ghraib.45 Her name is included in the document, but it has not been previously disclosed to the public. In December 2003, Frederick said he saw her with an American soldier— not Jordan.  “She kissed him on the mouth,” Frederick said,“and he kissed her back.”46 


Meanwhile, Provance claims that soldiers stocked up on sticky, eight-ounce bottles of Robitussin by the caseload from http:/www.drugstore.com and drove in convoys along one of Iraq’s most dangerous roads to purchase the cough medicine from the Army Shoppette at Baghdad International Airport. “They would clean it off the shelf,” he recalls. The syrup is thick and sweet, and it smells both fruity and medicinal. They chased it down with two tablets of Vivarin: “Robotripping.” It’s a cheap high—like LSD (I’ve been told)— except more jangly.


“I can’t feel my feet!” says a soldier in one of the videos. Someone else laughs—a crazy, frantic laugh. They would lunge at each other and press their fingers against each other’s throats, holding their thumbs down hard on the arteries, Provance says. One guy would cut off someone’s air supply until he thrashed around.Then the same guy would do it to himself.


One video, “Booty Crook Ben,” is apparently inspired by a Mystikal song, “Pussy Crook,” that plays softly in the background. “Stop that fucking running and bring that ass over here/Bitch touch your toes,” Mystikal raps in the background.“I cut you up when I’m climbing on you.” (In July 2002, recording artist Mystikal [aka Michael Tyler] was charged with the rape of a forty-year-old woman in Baton Rouge, Lousiana, according to the Associated Press, in an assault that was videotaped.47) In “Booty Crook,” Soldier H is sleeping on an army cot in the dark cell. His hands are tucked between his legs, and he is curled in a fetal position. Soldier W stands next to him and pretends to masturbate. He climbs on top of him and humps him furiously.


Provance remembers how his friends used to joke around and set up Booty Crook scenes in the prison cell. “It was just like this comedic character.‘Oh, don’t go to sleep. The Booty Crook is going to get you,’” says Provance.  “I always thought it was weird, too. I was like, ‘What’s the point?’”


“Those guys are crazy,” he says and laughs.


In another video, two women are sitting on a cot in the prison cell. “Now these guys have been dancing all night, trying to impress these girls,” says Soldier W, who acts as the narrator.“See that girl on the left—she’s impressed.”


“That girl on the right,” Soldier W continues, describing a woman in a long-sleeved, white T-shirt and striped jogging pants with her hair pulled back in a ponytail.“She’s not impressed,” he says. “Everyone wants to get close to her.”


Later, Soldier W realizes (or fantasizes) she is interested in him and carries on a quiet, one-sided conversation that she does not seem to hear. “Are you serious?” he says. “Do I really want to come over and have sex with you right now? No, I don’t.Thank you.” Another soldier climbs on top of her and thrusts his hips up and down. Eventually, the screen goes black.


“It’s depression, isolation, boredom,” Provance says, trying to explain the speedy mating rituals at Abu Ghraib.“Girls were looking for security. For men, it’s just a buildup of desire.You really get down to instincts and the danger of it.”


He cracks his knuckles.


“It’s very competitive among the men.You got a woman—you’re one of the elite. It’s King of the Hill.”


In another video, Soldier H is wearing a U.S. Army jacket as he shouts out lines from a rap song. The camera pans across an open spiral notebook, showing words scrawled in black ink, slanted sideways and crammed together. His songs explain what is like to be a soldier in Iraq, and they are raw, torn-from-the-pages-of-a-journal-style musings on the predicament: “Do I actually have a choice for my placement?” he says. “I don’t want to face it.”


“All they do is pay,” he says.“All I do is give/I’m so fucking tired of living in this pattern.” He says he wants to “kick the shit out of Iraqis.”Then he talks about “mortar rounds.”


“Now when they land, I don’t even turn around,” he says.


“I’m looking at my cock. Shellshock.”


He turns a page in his lined notebook. “Don’t let—‘How are you?’—be the first question you ask.” He stares straight ahead and pretends to address a woman who is greeting him after he returns from Iraq.


“BITCH!”


In another video, a soldier calls out, “Abu Ghetto. Ghetto Abu.” Someone shouts, “Everybody’s drunk. Everybody’s out of control.” On the screen, Soldier W holds up a sleeping bag and punches it. Soldier H says something to the camera. “He says, ‘This is what happens,’” Provance explains as we watch.


Several soldiers pound their fists into a black backpack resting on two piled-up mattresses on the floor. One soldier holds the backpack down and hits it four times. Two other soldiers take turns hitting it. Another holds it up like a punching bag and everyone slams fists into the material.The sound track for the video is by rapper Lil Jon of the East Side Boyz.The song is called “I Don’t Give a Fuck.”


What are they doing? I ask.


“They’re definitely pretending it’s a person,” says Provance. “That’s the crazy thing about it. And they’re all equally enjoying it.”


Misogynist, brutal rap music provides the sound track for several videos. It would show a misreading of the situation at Abu Ghraib, however, to say Mystikal lyrics compelled the soldiers to participate in the alleged abuses. In fact, it seems to work the other way around. As men who are drawn to violence, or the simulation of it, they chose to listen to music that expresses and celebrates those impulses.


In an opening scene of another video, “The Shankesters,” filmed on November 3, 2003, a soldier is wearing tight shorts and a beige Tshirt. He has muscular legs and thighs, strong arms, and short, cropped hair, and he is pulling apart a collapsible wire chair with a swatch of fabric attached to it. Within seconds, the chair is transformed into a human dummy.


“Hey, y’all,” says a soldier, off camera. “Tell him why you mad.”


Soldier H is barefoot, and he is wearing silver dog tags. He has a heavily tattooed right shoulder and arm, stubble on his upper lip and chin, short, brown hair, and thick eyebrows. He is naked from the waist up, and he absentmindedly strokes his chest with his fingers. He says, “We’re all mad.”


Soldier W stabs the dummy with a six-inch knife. “Through his tit!” a soldier calls out. Another kicks the dummy. Soldier W stabs it three more times.


A soldier says, sarcastically, in mock-sympathy, “Oh. Did he stab him?”


Soldier W loses his balance and nearly falls over. He steadies himself and kicks the dummy again. His face is scrunched up, and his eyes are narrow. His right arm is stretched behind him. He kicks harder. Then he hands the knife to another soldier. They are both smiling.


In another video, one of the soldiers addresses a human dummy—again, it’s the collapsible chair. “Nobody can hear you scream now,” the soldier says. Someone smashes the chair in the corner and breaks it into pieces. A 2003 OutKast song, “The Love Below,” comes on, and Andre Benjamin (aka Andre 3000) croons like Frank Sinatra as soldiers slash other human dummies with knives. “That’s some good cuttin’ music right there, boy,” says one of the soldiers.


Provance is holding a silver dinner knife as he watches the film, and he uses it to identify the soldiers on the screen. “He’s actually wearing a top-secret badge around his neck,” he says, pointing to one of the men. “Crazy.” He shakes his head and again laughs.The simulated violence on screen may be disturbing to some viewers. For Provance, though, it seemed more like he was watching a video of a summer vacation or a high-school graduation than witnessing a series of disturbing acts. He misses his friends.


Meanwhile, on film, a soldier says in a high-pitched voice: “Oh, oh, oh, shit!” He slices a knife in the air. Another soldier opens a switchblade.“See what happens when you fuck with the wrong cat?” He flips out the blade. Meanwhile, a third soldier is sitting on a cot. His legs are spread apart, and his hand is touching his crotch. The camera lingers on his groin and then shows the knife slicing through the air.






THE DARKEST CHAPTER


The afternoon light is fading, and Provance puts the dinner knife on the table. Across the street, the electronic time and temperature displayed in front of the First Federal Savings Greene County Bank flicker between “4:47” and “64 degrees.” A plastic Santa, covered with blue tinsel, decorates the window of a hair salon, Mary’s Cuts, and an American flag is hanging on a pole a few yards away from the Hartley Inn.


For Provance, settling down in Carmichaels has not been easy after his experiences in Iraq. “If I go to a bar, I wear flannel. If I put on this jacket—” He looks down at the Coney Island Varsity decal and shakes his head. “Here, difference is bad.”


Living with the specter of the past has been difficult, too. He talks about writing a book called Seasons of the Abyss. “Abu Ghraib would be the darkest chapter,” he says. He wants to have ABU GHRAIB tattooed in Arabic on the back of his neck—underneath the word, CAESAR—though people tell him he should put that part of his life behind him.


“When I came back here, I got twenty-one questions. People were trying to tell me they know more about Abu Ghraib than I do. I’m like, ‘You work at Value City.’ One of them—well, she was like, ‘There are people who want to get on with their lives, and there are people like you who want to keep bringing this shit up.’”


“I’m like, it’s not just Abu Ghraib. It’s a bigger issue. It’s about what’s been happening. It wasn’t just a few bad apples or an outbreak of sadism. It was policy.The scandal photos were exploited, and they were encouraged. Those MPs thought what they were doing was acceptable. So acceptable that they would use them as wallpaper for their laptops. It wasn’t just mischievousness.A kid goes over there and busts glass out”—he points to the First Federal Savings across the street—“and he’s not going to take a picture of himself doing it and mail it to his parents.”


“Imagine being in Colonel Jordan’s shoes: an aide to Condi Rice comes and sees you and says, ‘Your work here is being looked at by our government’s highest people.’ Those people used the scandal to their advantage to misdirect attention away from the real abuse and the damage. Generals were shooting at the feet of the interrogators and telling them to dance. But for all eternity, the only thing people are going to say is, ‘Oh, it was that one little girl.’”


He is describing Lynndie R. England, the soldier who became the symbol of criminal wrongdoing at Abu Ghraib.There were individuals higher in the chain of command who were responsible for the abuse, he says.Yet they were not punished for their involvement in the criminal acts. It was not the first time he had become disenchanted with army officers. He was frustrated by an administrative roadblock when he decided to enlist in the army as a reservist. Several years later, in 2003, he says, he ran into problems with an officer in Camp Virginia who reprimanded him for not doing the officer’s laundry. Like many whistle-blowers, Provance has a keen sense of injustice. At Abu Ghraib, he says, he felt offended by the officers who did not take his reports about detainee abuse seriously and failed to treat him with respect. It is clear he did not approve of the soldiers who mistreated the prisoners. But it is the behavior of the officers that can throw him into a rage.


He glances out the window of the restaurant. He looks angry. His words may sound harsh, or perhaps unchivalrous, when he describes women in the army. But similar observations could be made of the male soldiers—at least in his version of the events that transpired at the prison.The soldiers were objectified as “muscle” and got lavish attention (boxes of fancy computers and visits from administration officials); they indulged themselves (beating detainees and treating it as a joke); and found their reputations in the gutter (their names appear in the army reports on detainee abuse and some, like England, are serving time).


Electronica music is playing from the speaker of the MacBook on the table. It looks like a rave party on the screen—only the guests have gotten high on Robotussin and Vivarin instead of the usual party drugs. A soldier swings strands of electrical lights over his head as if he were lassoing a wayward calf. Other soldiers are tripping as they wave strings of tiny, colorful electrical bulbs in the air. The lights flicker in the dark prison cell and create a mesmerizing neon glow. “Look at that shit, man,” a soldier says in a mellow voice.


“I always tell people Abu Ghraib was Apocalypse Now meets The  Shining,” Provance says. He puts his elbows on the table and stares at the light display. “A surrealist combat zone with the horror and haunting of The Shining.”


The culture at Abu Ghraib that Provance describes so eloquently–with its Robotripping, raunchy videos, and Mystikal soundtrack—is only part of the picture. There was also a political dimension to the scandal.That culture exists thousands of miles away in the conference rooms and policy sessions of Washington, D.C.
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