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unremitting adj. Of an activity, condition, process, etc.; continuing without pause or reduction in intensity; continuous, constant, incessant.


—Oxford English Dictionary
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FOREWORD



by General Joe Dunford, US Marine Corps (Ret.)


I WAS A colonel leading the 5th Marine Regiment during the invasion of Iraq in early 2003. I handed over command of that storied unit in May of that year and remained in Iraq serving as chief of staff for the 1st Marine Division.


When the division finally went home, I was on the last plane out in October, learning soon after that we would return early the next year. We arrived in March 2004 for what was originally thought to be a security-and-stability operation.


Earning trust and cooperation were the orders of the day, along with reestablishing basic services from electrical power to trash collection and continuing the task of building back Iraqi security forces for the anticipated handover of power to a new Iraqi government.


If the level of violence had gradually increased since the previous summer, precipitating the return of the Marine 1st Division so soon after the invasion, it was still thought to be only from remnants of the Baathist party that ruled Iraq under Saddam Hussein.


But that was post-invasion thinking. We were on the eve of something far more sinister and organized. Within a few weeks, Division leadership realized it was facing a Salafist and Sunni insurgency in Al Anbar Province.


We didn’t yet know the breadth and depth of it. Nor could anyone have predicted that its most organized attack would be in the provincial capital of Ramadi aimed directly at 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines, known as “The Magnificent Bastards.”


It literally unfolded in the front yard of 1st Marine Division headquarters in a palace located on the north shore of the Euphrates River just across from Ramadi.


The Marine Corps is demographically a young service with enlisted ranks made up of men and women who often join right out of high school. But 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines was disproportionately younger when it fought in Ramadi. The year before, the unit had returned from extended duty in the Western Pacific that included months where careers were frozen by stop-loss. When the battalion finally returned to California and prepared for duty in Iraq, so many Marines were cycling out that the unit was far below allotted strength. It had to be rebuilt in large part with brand-new Marines.


Almost as soon as the battalion took over combat operations in central Ramadi in March, enemy activity ensued and increased until reaching a crescendo in early April, particularly April 6. Twelve battalion members were killed that day. Insurgent attacks were spreading across Iraq, but the degree of enemy coordination, violence, and success in Ramadi was remarkable. Some of the worst actors within the Iraq insurgency were in Ramadi.


The Marines and sailors of 2/4 were tested as few have been since the Vietnam War. They were operating in an urban environment where the enemy was 360 degrees. There is no secure rear area. You’re fighting at times in confined, uncertain spaces. There are improvised explosive devices in the streets. There are people shooting at you. Returning fire can be difficult because of the presence of unarmed civilians. I can’t imagine more difficult circumstances.


I knew the battalion well, as it was part of 5th Regiment that I had commanded. I had served in combat with their senior leaders. Had promoted some of them. Knew their spouses. These were my guys.


What I saw in Ramadi made me proud of the leadership and the courage of Marines fighting at the lower tactical level. Despite the dangers, they went out there every day knowing there was a chance they might be killed. No one said no.


Moreover, despite the loss of buddies to wounds or death, they still treated the people of Ramadi with decency. They retained their humanity in the face of so much violence.


This is their story.


General Joe Dunford, USMC (Ret.)


19th Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff


36th Commandant of the Marine Corps
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PROLOGUE



THEY WERE CHRISTENED “The Magnificent Bastards,” yet they were warriors without a war. Kept stateside after 9/11 and left floating in the Pacific during the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the thousand men of 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines were told they were benchwarmers in a time of combat. America sent 21,000 other Marines to sweep across southern Iraq in March and April and achieve the longest sustained overland advance in Corps history as they drove toward the capital of Baghdad—and glory.1 Two months later, George Bush rode a Navy jet to a cinematic touchdown on an aircraft carrier off San Diego and declared the war all but over. “Major combat operations in Iraq have ended,” he told sailors against the backdrop of a “Mission Accomplished” banner. But war exploded less than a year later. The Bastard battalion found itself at the center of metastasizing attacks and violence across Iraq, fighting in the provincial capital of Ramadi. Enemy leaders designed a three-day offensive aimed at driving the Marines from the city of 450,000. What emerged was the kind of organized resistance that would characterize the Iraq War for years to come. During that Ramadi fight and throughout seven months of deployment, 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines suffered among the highest casualties of any other battalion. Many soldiers from supporting forces died with them. The Marines responded with deadly proficiency, transforming hospitals and mosques into charnel houses, where the bodies of hundreds of Arab fighters were stacked. Yet much of the world’s attention at that moment would be focused on an assault by several thousand other Marines on the smaller city of Fallujah, and what happened in Ramadi was nearly lost to history. James Mattis, Marine commander and later secretary of defense, would later testify before Congress that “for all you heard of Fallujah, Ramadi was the key terrain” and that Ramadi was “one of the toughest fights the Marine Corps has fought since Vietnam.”


Their story has largely been untold.


KILL SHOTS


Years after the battle, Chris MacIntosh’s memories would carry him back to that day he was trapped in a carport on the outskirts of Ramadi. Back to the kill shots he fired. And the tears would flow.


The recollections sometimes came to him when he was alone soaking in a tub of lukewarm water in his lake house home in East Bridgewater, Massachusetts. Flickering images always unspooled the same awful story: men with AK-47s charging around a corner, intent on killing him and a comrade Marine.


It was madness. Crouched beside him was a nineteen-year-old private first class barely out of high school and basic training. He and MacIntosh had raced into the courtyard of this house, fully aware that at least a half a dozen or more enemy gunmen were steps behind. The two had slipped around a corner into the carport and, at the front of a parked sedan, rifles at the ready, were ready to make a last stand.


So bodies piled up. First one, then two, then three, tumbling down in the carport, a dark red pool of blood oozing across the concrete floor. MacIntosh and Akey were firing almost point-blank. A fourth fighter emerged, a man with a dark and angry look as if furious about whatever was going on. He pulled up short at the entrance, but the Marines shot him down, too.


Then MacIntosh, for good measure, put a bullet in each man’s head to guard against a wounded enemy pulling a trigger or the pin on a hidden grenade.


Kill shots.


In that moment, MacIntosh found himself acting on instinct and training. If there was any emotion, it might have been anger—How fucking dare you! Days after the battle, there was pride in his ability to do what had been necessary. He’d proven himself a Marine: the consummate clearheaded warrior who could kill when called upon. No better friend, no worse enemy.


It was a stark contrast to MacIntosh’s reputation as platoon class clown, the skinny goofball who drove officers nuts until they realized he had a gift for boosting morale when his fellow Marines were most in need. “He looked like a disheveled bag of ass,” a former commander recalled with full-throated fondness. Nothing was sacrosanct, said Marine buddy Theophilus Tor. “He didn’t only address the elephant in the room. He sat on the elephant. He fed the elephant peanuts.”


But those nights—years after Ramadi and the Marine Corps—when MacIntosh soaked and wept, that unfettered spirit was gone. In its place was an ethereal web of harrowing, existential questions that stoked doubts.


What was that all about? Who exactly was the enemy? How could I have been granted such godlike power? And why does it feel, in the end, that I killed a bunch of people in their own backyard who were just defending their homes?


“I DID A HORRIBLE THING.”


Grainy footage from an overhead security camera shows a middle-aged man in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, unsteady from too many drinks, slowly turning to grasp the back of a restaurant chair with both hands to use as a club.


The images are from the DarSalam Iraqi restaurant in Portland, Oregon, in April 2017. The man in the hooded sweatshirt is forty-year-old Marine Sergeant Major Damien Rodriguez, veteran of four combat deployments and recipient of the Bronze Star for valor during vicious fighting in Ramadi thirteen years before.


The video would bring his decorated military career to an end.


When Rodriguez arrived at the restaurant with a friend, a retired Marine, the two had already been drinking. They took a table where Rodriguez stared at scenes of the Iraqi countryside decorating the restaurant walls, glaring at employees, refusing to order food, loud and abusive. “Fuck your food. Fuck your restaurant,” witnesses heard him say. “I have killed your people.”


When a waiter told Rodriguez to be respectful, the video shows the Marine, now on his feet, turning to grab the chair. He pauses as if to steady himself, and then, leading with his left hip (witnesses hear him shout, “Fuck Iraqis”), he swings the chair so hard that he not only knocks down the waiter but loses his balance and goes sprawling to the floor. He comes up swinging, and a clutch of people restrain him.


The arrest that followed drew national headlines as prosecutors weighed whether to send Rodriguez to prison for a hate crime or consider leniency for a combat veteran who considerable evidence showed was afflicted with severe post-traumatic stress disorder.


A defense lawyer introduced in court health records proving Rodriguez’s struggle with flashbacks and alcohol. Among the searing images from Ramadi haunting him was the fly-covered corpse of a Marine he found, another nineteen-year-old, who had been shot through the head. Rodriguez described in an after-action report how the young man was so terrified at the moment of death that he’d pissed his pants.


Prosecutors struck an agreement calling for probation and a fine, but no prison. “I did a horrible thing,” Rodriguez said in court to victims of his crime. “The incident that took place in your restaurant breaks my heart. That is not the man and Marine I am.”


“THE LAST THING YOU’RE EVER GOING TO FUCKING SEE.”


The most magnificent of the Magnificent Bastards for the rank-and-file Marines who did the fighting and dying in Ramadi was Jim Booker.


He was the battalion sergeant major, a legend at age forty-two before the shooting even started. He had earned elite status as a Force Recon sniper trained to operate behind enemy lines, was awarded a Bronze Star for valor during combat in the Persian Gulf War, and fought in the 2003 Iraq invasion.


The slightest approbation from Booker was like a lifetime achievement award for the average Marine. The second time Brandon Lund was wounded in Ramadi, as he was carried down from a lookout post where a mortar round had just exploded, he spotted Booker and called out, “That’s two, Sergeant Major.”


“You’re a fucking stud, Lund,” Booker responded. The young Marine would never forget those words.


Within his portfolio of duties, Booker made a personal mission of overseeing the removal of dead Marines from Ramadi. When one of his men was decapitated by a rocket-propelled grenade round, Booker assumed the grim task of picking up the shards and slippery shreds left behind. And when others lay wounded in the Army medical facility across the canal, it was the sergeant major who bedded down nearby, a guardian angel while they slept.


When there was combat, Booker roamed the city with his big-caliber, nonregulation M14—a descendant of the World War II–era M1 Garand—and always seemed to show up when the fighting was at its most brutal. Hunkered-down Marines would glance over their shoulders, and there was Booker (often with the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Paul Kennedy). “He was and still is to this day a badass motherfucker,” Lance Corporal Jason Rosman would later write about Booker in a self-published memoir of his Ramadi experience he titled I Should Have Gone to College.2


The sergeant major once summarized the combat in Ramadi as “the biggest, widest, nastiest, downright gritty grunt fight I’ve ever seen.” During those moments when he came face-to-face with the enemy, Booker was calm, efficient, and relentless. Marines and Navy corpsmen who had lost too many friends to a resourceful and illusive insurgency took note. He was their Ahab in a deadly pursuit of a faceless adversary.


He would enjoy a long and illustrious career, rising to regimental sergeant major, senior enlisted adviser to the allied command in Afghanistan, and finally earning his place on the shortest of candidate lists to become sergeant major of the entire Marine Corps. But the experience of Ramadi never left Booker. Even after retirement in 2015, a massive stroke months later, and the years of recovery that followed, Booker still drew pleasure from recounting feverish moments when he ran Arab fighters to ground.


Standing in the kitchen of his hilltop home northeast of Waco, Texas, in the spring of 2022, his arms raised as if still holding the M14, Booker described one emblematic moment during desperate fighting on April 10, 2004, when Marines and Army troops launched a counterattack on insurgent forces.


Booker had taken off after a black-clad enemy fighter who opened fire on him and other Marines with a light machine gun before turning to flee across a field. After a pursuit of several hundred yards, the gunman climbed up to the roof of a house and, with two other Iraqi insurgents, resumed firing away at the Americans. By the time Booker arrived there on foot, Marines had already charged up a set of stairs to reach the roof, only to be driven back down by automatic weapons fire that left three wounded. Among them was twenty-year-old Jose Texidor Jr., “Tex” to his friends, whose left leg was nearly severed at the knee by a round from the insurgent’s machine gun. Blood spouted like a fountain as Tex was dragged downstairs so a corpsman could staunch the hemorrhaging.


Describing that event many years later, Booker remembered feeling rage at the sight of the mangled Texidor. “I thought he was dead.” (In fact, the wounded Marine would survive.) The sergeant major quickly organized another assault up the stairs, this time first peppering the roof with grenades. Finally reaching the upper level, where two of the enemy fighters now lay dead, Booker found the gunman in black. The man was clearly dying from his wounds and struggling to suck in air. What Booker said to him would mirror the savage nature of what the battle of Ramadi had become.


“You motherfucker… you mujahideen motherfucker. You see my white, Christian face? It’s the last thing you’re ever going to fucking see.”


“IF THE MEN DON’T SEE YOU SHARING THE SAME HARDSHIPS, THEY’RE NOT GOING TO LISTEN TO YOU.”


Buck Connor knows the medication he takes to quell tremors from Parkinson’s disease is no cure. It buys the retired Army colonel, who lives in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains north of Atlanta, a few temperate hours when he feels closest to normal. Some days are better than others. But the brain disorder will never improve.


Ramadi is the cause of it.


In 2004, Connor commanded 1st Brigade of the Big Red One—the Army’s vaunted 1st Infantry Division, the oldest continuously operated division in American history, organized in 1917. The brigade deployed to Iraq in August and September 2003 to provide security for an area of operations that was fifty thousand square miles of mostly southwestern Iraqi desert and scrubland. The biggest city, with nearly a half million people, was Ramadi, stretched out along the south bank of the Euphrates River. In a twist dictated by the exigencies of war planning, the Magnificent Bastards were attached to the Army 1st Brigade, led by Connor, and given the job of securing Ramadi. (That brigade, in turn, fell under the 1st Marine Division’s area of operation in Iraq, resulting in a Marine battalion working for an Army brigade working for a Marine division.)


With his headquarters on the edge of Ramadi, Connor frequently ventured into the city and into combat with his security detail, sometimes fighting on foot with a pump-action, twelve-gauge shotgun loaded alternately with buckshot and slugs. Always with his distinctive bright yellow leather gloves. Marines caught in street fighting might look around to see an Army colonel in the thick of it with them. Connor had been a history student at West Point, and for anyone who thought his risk-taking unwise, he would explain that his inspiration was Union commanders during the Civil War who led from the front to inspire their troops and who didn’t always survive.


“If the men don’t see you sharing the same hardships, they’re not going to listen to you,” Connor would say. “If you’re willing to do it, they’re going to do it.”


Eight times his command column was attacked by roadside bombs. The worst of it was May 26. Connor’s Humvee was third in a five-vehicle convoy heading out of town at forty miles per hour when buried plastic explosives and a 155 mm artillery shell were detonated almost underneath where he was sitting. Soldiers in the vehicle behind saw debris fly two hundred feet into the air as the explosion appeared to engulf the colonel’s Humvee. But much of the shrapnel went in the wrong direction. Connor seemed at first unscathed. The windshield blew out, and the Humvee was filled with dust and the smell of cordite as it rolled to a stop. Connor, who was forty-four at the time, felt an enormous pressure on his chest and body when the bomb went off, and lost consciousness. He collapsed after being pulled from the vehicle. When he came out of his haze, an Army doctor tried to quiz him. Connor said he was fine and then passed out, regaining consciousness in an Army aid station.


He refused to be evacuated to a higher level of medical care for a brain scan. Instead, with the help of a compliant brigade surgeon, Connor continued attending staff briefings, hiding his dizziness or vomiting until he left the meetings. All were strong signs of traumatic brain injury.


Two months later, on July 14, it happened again. Connor was riding in a fully armored Humvee when a bomb exploded in the heart of Ramadi. Once more, he seemed unharmed, before collapsing two steps out of the Humvee. Connor remained in command until the brigade went home.


Six years later, he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s, a disorder to which scientists have drawn a direct line from traumatic brain injury.
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BASTARDS


“YOU GO TO WAR WITH THE ARMY YOU HAVE.”


THIRTY-THREE MARINES AND a sailor from 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines died in combat during seven months in Ramadi in 2004. That amounted to more than half the combat deaths inflicted on the entire reinforced combat brigade commanded by Buck Connor.


In all, 30 percent of 2/4’s nearly 1,000 troops—or 289 Marines and sailors—were killed or wounded during the deployment. The battalion’s hardest-hit company, Echo, had a casualty rate of 45 percent.


In response, they killed enemy fighters by the hundreds.


The Iraq War had started a year earlier in March 2003 when a US-led invasion swept across southern Iraq to overwhelm Iraqi forces and capture Baghdad in seven weeks. Casualties were relatively light. Bush all but declared victory on that aircraft carrier, and there were months of reasonable calm.


The kind of grinding insurgency that would define for Americans the next seven years in Iraq really began in 2004, and the epicenter was Ramadi.


That commencement carried with it more than just bloodier gunfights. The signature traumas that would bedevil US troops over the next decade or more of combat in Iraq and Afghanistan had roots in the violence of 2004. It was on these battlefields where traumatic brain injury from bomb blasts and post-traumatic stress disorder began afflicting troops in large numbers.


And the American military was utterly unprepared. Apart from a battalion chaplain making rounds, there were almost no uniformed therapists to counsel Marines troubled by any number of torments—the emotional trauma of heavy combat, the loss of close friends, the guilt of surviving, the toll of taking lives, and the ambiguity of a war with blurred distinctions between friend and foe where what constituted victory was a moral conundrum. A Pentagon policy to fully embrace and promote mental health care was still years away.


Nor did military medicine in 2004 understand the complexities of traumatic brain injury, particularly when it came to blast wave exposure and how that differs from a blow to the head. And it would be years before research showed that TBI, PTSD, and depression could be inextricably linked, with the injury from a bomb blast aggravating the emotional disorder from the experience of war.


It would, again, be years before scientists understood that simply being near an explosion, even in the absence of shrapnel wounds or loss of consciousness, could cause neural impairment. They would discover that repeated exposure, particularly within a few days, could cause permanent damage. And it would be even longer before battlefield protocols were in place requiring blast-exposed troops to be pulled from combat, thoroughly assessed, subjected to imaging scans, and allowed time for rest and healing.


Too many Marines who survived Ramadi would later succumb to the scourge of suicide, the rising occurrence of which—across America’s military and veteran population—would shock the nation for years to come. Headlines would scream that twenty to twenty-two veterans were killing themselves every day. (VA methodology behind the numbers, it later turned out, was flawed and the actual rate was closer to sixteen per day, still far higher than nonveteran suicides.)


When the real war started in 2004, the American military was not even up to the task of providing adequate vehicle armor to guard against what was quickly becoming the enemy’s weapon of choice—the roadside bomb, or IED (improvised explosive device), which debuted at scale on the streets where the Magnificent Bastards waged combat.


The staple of Army and Marine Corps troop transport up until that time was the Humvee, a squat, thinly protected truck ideal for cross-country mobility. But its body of aluminum, plastic, and fiberglass and its flat-bottom chassis were no match against powerful land mines. As early as the 1990s, the US military began looking at buying heavily armored vehicles with V-shaped hulls designed to deflect and mitigate blasts.


Both the US Army and Marine Corps had certain models in mind, already commercially available, that they wanted to start buying. But high costs and ossified procurement processes created delays and cancellations. It wasn’t until 2007 that large numbers of what would be called MRAPs (mine-resistant ambush-protected vehicles) would be provided to troops in combat.


Meanwhile, the Pentagon ordered a newly produced brand of Humvee with a steel frame, and a stream of these began flowing overseas in February 2004. But by then, 2/4 was already in Kuwait, heading into Iraq. Marines were left to scrounge scrap metal to bolt onto the old aluminum/plastic/fiberglass models. “Hillbilly armor” they called it. Even with that, the Marines riding in open-backed troop carrier Humvees still had their shoulders and heads exposed. Steel plates were also bolted on the tall, cargo trucks that the Marines called “7-tons” because they were heavy enough to haul seven tons off-road. It was a Band-Aid solution that too many paid for with their lives. “There is no doubt in my mind some of the Marines that have been lost would be alive right now if we had the better vehicles,” Gunnery Sergeant Bernard C. Coleman of Echo Company wrote in an after-action report halfway through the deployment.


Still, many Marines took the shoddy protective measures in stride in the tradition that the Corps always had to do more with less. But there were those like twenty-one-year-old Lance Corporal Roy Thomas of Echo Company—born on the Fourth of July, the son of a factory worker and a college cook, from central Michigan—who were shocked that the US government would send troops to war in thin-skinned vehicles. It made him feel like he was just a number on a “big government” tally sheet.


In December 2004, three months after the decimated battalion came home, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld used a stopover in Kuwait to chat with a group of war-bound troops. A couple of soldiers in the audience asked questions about how the Pentagon had dropped the ball on protective vehicle armor. Rumsfeld’s widely reported response was weak tea: “You go to war with the Army you have, not the Army you might want or wish you have at a later time.”


He was tragically spot-on. When it came to shielding troops from the emotional and physical horrors of a new conflict, the Magnificent Bastards went to war with what little they had, and far less than what they needed.


“MY LIEUTENANTS AND I CHALLENGE ANYBODY WITH BALLS TO A THUNDERDOME.”


They bitterly came to call themselves “No-War 2/4.”


And who could blame them? They were a battalion nested within one of the most storied regiments in Marine Corps history, the Fighting Fifth out of Camp Pendleton, California. Yet when the time came for the invasion of Iraq, every other battalion in the regiment was sent into the fray except 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines. The Magnificent Bastards were left floating in the ocean. Quite literally.


Months before the invasion, the battalion had been cycled out to the western Pacific for a six-month deployment as part of a Marine expeditionary unit—an assemblage of infantry, aircraft, tanks, artillery, and amphibious landing vehicles pre-positioned on Okinawa or on Navy ships, and capable of being launched into trouble spots within six hours. It was a routine mission.


When there wasn’t trouble, which was most of the time, they were training aboard ships, in the jungles of Okinawa, on frozen hilltops in South Korea, or on the beaches of the iconic World War II battle site of Iwo Jima. On leave, they drank themselves into oblivion.


It was a fighting unit with a strong heritage. The history of 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines dated back to some of the toughest fighting of the Vietnam War when then commander Joseph R. “Bull” Fisher—who was himself a legend in the Corps as recipient of two Silver Stars and a Navy Cross—chose the moniker “the Magnificent Bastards.” The nom de guerre stuck and found its way onto the unit’s official coat of arms.


But now, as the nation was preparing to invade Iraq, military planners decided in their haste to rearrange and redirect troop formations to just leave 2/4 in the Pacific for another six months.


The famous fighting bastards who had trained for war would have nothing to do with it.


Not only that, but the decision to keep them in the Pacific disrupted lives. Marines who were supposed to finish their tours of service—and made plans with their families to move on to new places and careers—were suddenly stop-lossed, their military status frozen in place. Marriages and relationships suffered. Colonel Joe Dunford, regimental commander, spent four and a half hours in a Camp Pendleton auditorium fielding angry questions from more than three hundred spouses anxious because homes had already been sold or base housing already vacated, or identification cards already expired.


Morale plummeted as 2/4 Marines watched their comrades on television fight their way to Baghdad and into Corps history. And it certainly didn’t help when Marine Corps commandant Michael Hagee paid a visit in April 2003 and spoke to an assemblage of Marines in the hangar bay of the amphibious assault ship USS Essex. His remarks went over like a bad smell at a garden party, essentially telling them a nation at war needs a good B team waiting in the wings. “Every good team needs benchwarmers,” Hagee said.


That was the last thing they needed to hear. Some actually started walking out. Others stood seething. “You got to be kidding me,” platoon commander John “JD” Stephens was thinking. “I stood at attention for an hour and a half for this shit?” Echo Company Marine Brian Telinda was so roiled that when Hagee and his wife, Silke, began greeting several of the troops, the twenty-one-year-old Marine created a bit of a spectacle by refusing to shake hands with the commandant’s wife. Snubbing Hagee would have been an infraction, but his wife, Telinda surmised, was fair game. That view wasn’t shared by platoon Sergeant Damien Coan, who yanked the young Marine out of formation and delivered what is commonly referred to in the Corps as a “good ass-chewing.”


The truth was that 2/4 Marines, despite being left at the altar by the war’s architects, were so convinced of their neglected prowess as warriors that they were starting to exhibit their own brand of swagger, one that lived up to their nickname. They might not be as squared away or straitlaced or pretty as other Marine formations marching off to war and triumph. But they manifested a grit and moxie that said these Marines could do what was necessary. Floating on those ships out in the ocean, all they had time for was eating and lifting weights, and they were turning into bulked-up bruisers. Jim Booker, who took over as battalion sergeant major about the time the unit was coming home, thought they looked like they’d just gotten out of prison. He worried they might kick the shit out of anybody who crossed them. “We really were bastards,” recalled Lucas Wells, a fifth-generation Texan and one of the battalion’s few Annapolis graduates.


They thought all the fuss was over in Iraq with George Bush’s announcement. They didn’t know the brass ring—with all the horrors of war it promised—was still waiting for them.


More immediately, they got Lieutenant Colonel Paul Kennedy as a new battalion commander. He was a James Mattis protégé who served as the lead invasion planner for the 1st Marine Division commander when the fighting started in 2003. Before that, he had been among a select group of officers accepted into the Marine Corps School of Advanced Warfighting, a prestigious opportunity for rising officers to study history and travel to the world’s most famous battlefields courtesy of the Corps.


Kennedy was ambitious and competitive. A woman reporter who embedded with his battalion in Ramadi described him as a handsome man with a derisively mocking side to his nature.


Kennedy arrived at 2/4 with orders to restore morale and rebuild discipline after a scandalous firing of a predecessor and a bitterness by Marines of having been shunted aside by the Corps. He thought he had at least six months to a year to turn things around.


A Boston University graduate and a native of Hartford, Connecticut, Kennedy, then forty, was the third of four children in an Irish Catholic family that believed displays of emotion were a sign of weakness. His grandmother O’Brien had emigrated from the same clan in Tipperary, Ireland, as the Kennedys of Hyannis Port, and there were thought to be ancient familial connections. (In fact, Paul Kennedy bears a passing resemblance, especially around the eyes.)


Military service within the family was almost a given. Paul Kennedy’s grandfather was a submariner in the First World War, and his grandmother was among the first women allowed to join the Navy. The boy was weaned on stories of war from a father and three uncles who served during World War II. From his mother, Constance, who for forty years ran a throwaway advertiser called the Yankee Flyer, Kennedy learned toughness and to never back down from a challenge. From his father, he learned about the hidden costs of war. Richard Kennedy would lose the thread of a career as he sank into alcohol abuse. He was almost certainly afflicted with post-traumatic stress disorder from experiences at the Battle of the Bulge and the capture of the bridge at Remagen, Germany.


When Paul Kennedy took command of 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines in late May 2003, much of the officer upper echelon was rotating out. One exception was a rising captain in command of one of the battalion companies. Dave “JD” Harrill had been kicked out of his first year at the Naval Academy, only to immediately drive south to Auburn University and sign up for the ROTC program there, determined to fulfill a childhood dream of becoming a Marine Corps officer.


Kennedy thought Harrill showed considerable promise and, after Harrill’s promotion to major, tapped him for the pivotal job of running operations and training for the battalion. Harrill would take center stage when 2/4 came under withering attacks in Ramadi, earning a Silver Star for heroism in combat.


One new battalion addition was Mike Wylie as executive officer, a native of South Carolina whose father had been a torpedoman on both attack and ballistic missile submarines, the so-called boomers. (Wylie, as a teenager, spent seven days aboard the USS Newport News as part of an ROTC summer program, and that quickly affirmed the boy’s desire to join the Marine Corps.) As battalion intel officer, Kennedy chose Wyeth Towle, who shared with the commander the alma mater of Boston University. Towle was on the rowing team there. Raised in an upper-middle-class home in the Bay Area, he had been an Eagle Scout who devoured Tom Clancy novels. His father worked for a computer company in nearby Silicon Valley, and the decision to join the Marines was out of step with everything his parents wanted for him.


Apart from rebuilding battalion leadership, Kennedy had to deal with the wide-scale hemorrhaging of enlisted Marines as the unit finally returned from Okinawa. The usual attrition any battalion undergoes after six months deployed was made worse for 2/4 because of the additional six months overseas when all Marines were stop-lossed. After stop-loss was finally lifted, hundreds of Marines whose enlistments were up or who were looking for a transfer began streaming out of the battalion.


Added to this were orders for a deployment sooner rather than later. Kennedy was attending the Marine Corps birthday bash November 10 when Major General Mattis pulled him aside to tell him his Marines were finally heading to Iraq for seven months. (The general had a soft spot for the Magnificent Bastards because he had served as a platoon commander in 2/4 as a second lieutenant.) The Bush administration’s early view of Iraq, promoted by Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld, that resistance in the country was fading and relegated to a few Ba’athist-regime “dead-enders,” had been shown to be terribly wrong, and violence was increasing. The 1st Marine Division, which had just left Iraq a few months earlier, was going to be sent right back. This time, 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines would be part of the action. (Weeks earlier in October, then Colonel Joe Dunford, division chief of staff, was on the last plane leaving Iraq after the Marine invasion campaign. Mattis greeted him upon arrival at March Air Force Base east of Los Angeles and told him they were likely going right back.)


At the birthday ball, Kennedy asked Mattis how much time he had to prepare. The general told him to be ready by January.


The machine for making Marines kicked into high gear. In the next three months, the battalion received a series of “boot drops”—arriving batches of newly minted Marines just out of boot camp and the Corps School of Infantry. As ranks were replenished, 40 percent of the battalion’s junior enlisted infantrymen were brand spanking new, 229 in all, an unusually high influx at such a late hour.


Almost half showed up in January, a few weeks before the battalion would head to Kuwait and then on to Iraq. And that was just newly arrived boots. There were more than a hundred other more senior enlisted and commissioned officers who’d arrived just a few months, weeks, or even days before heading to Iraq. Kennedy knew there wasn’t enough time for the battalion to fully coalesce and integrate new members. It wasn’t an ideal way to enter combat.


In years to come, he would say the Magnificent Bastards fought the war of 2004 with the high school graduating class of 2003. He wasn’t far off.


They were the youngest of men with almost no life experience, rushing headlong into a violent and uncertain future. In a few cases, as their Marine brethren would learn from private barrack conversations, that included some who had never had sex. And tragically, as it turned out, never would.


They were teenagers, barely legal age. There was Marcus Cherry, just seventeen and already engaged to marry his high school sweetheart back in the Imperial Valley of California. Matthew Milczark and Moisés Langhorst, both eighteen, were friends who graduated from Moose Lake High School in Moose Lake, Minnesota—where Matt was homecoming king and Moisés was on the school’s championship Knowledge Bowl team—before both enlisted in the Marines, reporting to the battalion the day before Thanksgiving 2003. There was Kyle Crowley, eighteen, from San Ramon, California, who enlisted over his father’s objections. He showed up in December 2003 and wasted little time distinguishing himself. And there was Dean Cugliotta Jr., nicknamed “Marine Dean” at his tiny Michigan high school because he started shaving his head even before joining the Corps at seventeen, right after graduation.


One other “boot” who showed up in January just weeks before the battalion left for Iraq may have had the most tangible connection with the nation’s war on terror than any other Marine in 2/4. Justin Weaver grew up in rural Pennsylvania not far from Shanksville and, with other students at Shade-Central High School in nearby Cairnbrook, had been sent home when the 9/11 attacks began. Walking to his house, he saw Flight 93 miles to the west, likely at the moment passengers were fighting to gain entry into the hijacked cockpit. He could see the wings rock back and forth. The aircraft crashed seconds later. Weaver graduated two years later, entered the Marine Corps, and reported to 2/4.


With the battalion, he and the other boots fell in with the more senior members they saw as experienced in all matters, though almost none had actually been to war. And that was a point of endless irritation for the older enlisteds, because too often it was brought to their attention that they had never heard a shot fired in anger. During a victory parade down the streets of Oceanside, California, in October, resplendent with dignitaries cheering thousands of Iraq War veterans marching past in desert tan uniforms, No-War 2/4 Marines were in formation wearing jungle green because they hadn’t been anywhere near the desert. Sometimes, the jeers and the razzing by the combat-ribbon-wearing members of 5th Marines led to arguments and fistfights.


It boiled over on Valentine’s Day 2004, in the finest tradition of drunken devil dog carousing just forty-eight hours before 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines finally went off to war.


The combustible spark was a directive from 5th Marine regimental commander Colonel Stewart Navarre for attendance at an Officers’ Field Mess, a kind of white-linen soirée with live music. It would be held, in this case, under a big tent on a bluff overlooking Camp Pendleton’s famed Red Beach amphibious assault training area. The idea was for officers to assemble over dinner in a spirit of promoting unit cohesion and camaraderie—esprit de corps. They could leave their dress blues at home and wear utility fatigues. Navarre’s wife, Yana, designed the table décor with vaulting flower arrangements accented with glass bowls stocked with goldfish.


To guard against inebriation, cocktail hour would close promptly with additional alcohol only by permission. And Navarre would enforce decorum with a gavel. He demanded everyone be there.


Officers of 3/5, the Darkhorse battalion, naturally intended to bring their unit mascot—a three-foot statue of an ugly little man with large genitalia, wearing a kilt. Carved out of some ancient, Asian wood, it dated back to the Vietnam War and by tradition was zealously guarded against anyone who might try to snatch it away, a prank that was also a part of tradition.


By contrast, officers of 2/4 brought a glowering disposition. They were furious at having to spend the Valentine’s Day before their departure at this event, when they should be with wives and children, or girlfriends, or an excess amount of cold beer.


So they arrived with a plan. They muscled a keg of beer from a hapless lance corporal manning a delivery truck and stuffed it under their table. Then they slipped a sergeant at the wet bar a hundred dollars for two jugs of whiskey.


As the unauthorized liquor flowed well into the dining phase of the evening, a sloshed communications officer with the 2/4 battalion suddenly staggered to his feet to announce, “Ladies and gentlemen, comm is down!” and collapsed into his Caesar salad. That was only the beginning.


Moments later, the commander of 2/4’s Headquarters and Service Company, Captain Wilson Leech III, stood up to issue a challenge. “You ain’t shit,” he called out, “until you drink the fish!” whereby he lifted the decorative fishbowl from his table and gulped down its occupants, wriggling fins and all. Not to be outdone, officers across the tent guzzled the carp contents of their own table centerpieces.


Then Rob Weiler, burly captain of 2/4’s Weapons Company, ratcheted tension a notch higher by calling on all attendees to engage in—of all things—gladiator-style combat.


“My lieutenants and I challenge anybody with balls to a Thunderdome.”


This was too far for Navarre, who began banging at the head table with his gavel and shouting, “Stand down!”


The band broke into a lively tune to fill the void. But a sourness had descended, and before too long, the colonel overheard that he was being lampooned about a rather heroic, Patton-esque portrait of himself he kept in his home on a brass easel. The source of the disparagements, unsurprisingly, was the Magnificent Bastards—specifically, Weapons Company executive officer Lucas “Duke” Wells.


Wells played safety for the Navy and was on the field in 1998 when a railing collapsed at Veterans Stadium, injuring Army cadets. The origin of his nickname was that his high crew cut bore a close resemblance to the boxed quaff of a video game hero named Duke Nukem. Duke, the Marine officer, was summoned to the commander’s table to answer for himself at the Officers’ Mess.


For some reason, he was accompanied by the newly appointed commander of 2/4’s Echo Company, Kelly Royer. A onetime Air Force chauffeur, Royer transitioned from active duty to the California Air National Guard and, after a brief hiatus from the military, to the Marine Corps’ officer candidate school. Blue-eyed and freckled, with jug-handle ears, Royer had a baritone voice that led him at one point in his career to contemplate becoming a military television or radio broadcaster.


Now, at thirty-six, he was a newly appointed commander of a rifle company heading off to war and thought it would be fun to prank the battalion to which he had once belonged—3/5.


Beside Royer, a drunken Wells stood before Navarre and congratulated him on a wonderful dinner. “I, for one, especially enjoyed the fish.” This last remark fomented whooping and hollering from the 2/4 table that led the colonel once again to start banging his gavel and demanding civility. Royer used the moment to suddenly snatch 3/5’s little wooden figurine from its guardian and hoist it over his head in triumph.


It was game on. Tables emptied as Darkhorse Marines rallied to their mascot’s defense. Magnificent Bastards rose to retrieve Royer. And anyone else eager for action waded into a burgeoning donnybrook. Plates and wineglasses and floral centerpieces went airborne, tables were overturned, lights were momentarily extinguished. The mascot and a beaten-down Royer were finally recovered by their respective battalions. Weiler thought he might have punched out another unit’s senior officer. A lieutenant came away with stitches. Royer was bloodied and left with a black eye. (Later that evening, he got trapped in a portable toilet by 3/5 Marines who’d flipped it over.)


Navarre capitulated and called an end to the evening, and officers slept the night off on the beach.


Within two days, 2/4 was no longer No-War. The battalion assembled at a staging area in northern Kuwait known as Camp Victory and used a precious few weeks to train its large crop of newbies basic techniques such as locating IEDs, clearing houses, and establishing vehicle checkpoints.


By early March, the bulk of 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines was shuttling into Ramadi.


“I’m a little scared,” Private First Class Geoff Morris wrote in his diary the night before he left Camp Victory for Ramadi. The nineteen-year-old had graduated high school in Gurnee, Illinois, the previous summer and been with the battalion only four months. “I don’t want to die. But who really wants to die? Not a whole lot of people if you’re sane. It’s okay though. I know God will protect me.”


Others preparing to cross the border into Iraq felt like they were on the brink of a great adventure. “I’m starting to like this more and more,” Private First Class Moisés Langhorst wrote in a letter home. He had turned nineteen in January. “I love the sun and the heat, playing with weapons and demo. I think time will fly once we get into ‘the shit.’”


But tragedy would strike the battalion even before they all reached Iraq. It involved one of the new boots, Matthew Milczark, homecoming king from Kettle River, Minnesota. On one of the last nights at Camp Victory, on a trip to one of the camp’s shower trailers, Milczark was spotted pocketing an electric shaver left behind by a soldier.


Milczark’s platoon sergeant from Echo Company was Damien Coan, a short-tempered Marine with a reputation for never suffering fools. Coan, who was twenty-five, had grown up in the tiny hamlet of Frewsburg, New York. He was a scrawny kid who wrestled in high school in the ninety-eight-pound class and got himself suspended more than once for settling disputes with his fists.


At Camp Victory, he called Milczark out in front of the entire platoon for a severe dressing-down. “We’re supposed to deploy to a combat zone and trust you. This [pilfering] is not honor and commitment,” Coan said, listing two of the three (the third being courage) central Corps tenets. He ordered the young Marine to stand guard duty all night and draft an essay about integrity.


It was a common punishment handed down by a senior enlisted officer, the kind of justice dispensed almost daily in the US military. But this time, on the eve of going to war, something went terribly wrong.


The next morning, March 8, a female service member came running out of the chapel screaming. There was blood splattered on the inside of the tent ceiling and a dead Marine on the floor. Milczark had shot himself with his M16.


The teenager had left a note behind. “I compromised my integrity for the price of a $25 razor. I fear that where we’re going, I won’t be trusted.”


The incident was a shattering experience for Echo Company. Word quickly spread through the rest of the battalion. Milczark’s Moose Lake High School classmate, Langhorst, was with Golf Company and already in Ramadi when he received word. “I was totally shocked,” he wrote to his parents. There was a quickly arranged memorial service at Camp Victory the next day conducted by the battalion’s new chaplain, Navy Lieutenant Brian Weigelt, a minister with the Church of the Nazarene who was on his first deployment.


As the Marines filed out after the ceremony, Milczark’s platoon’s commander lagged behind. Lieutenant John Wroblewski had the classic chiseled features of what most people would think a young Marine officer looks like. He was trim, fit, and handsome and had chosen the Marine Corps out of sheer patriotism after the attacks on 9/11. A native of New Jersey and graduate of Rutgers University, Wroblewski, twenty-five, had married just the year before, and since taking command of Second Platoon, he had become totally devoted to the thirty-four men under his command. It was a good fit. They reciprocated with respect and affection and called him “Lieutenant Ski.” But this terrible act of self-destruction over such a meager offense was emotionally devastating for the young officer. He laid his head on the chaplain’s shoulder and began sobbing, unable to understand the unknowable.


It was less complicated for some of the other Marines. The implication of the suicide was simple: it had to be a bad omen for what lay ahead.
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CITY


“YOU DON’T PICK AND CHOOSE WHEN YOU DIE IN COMBAT.”


THE CRADLE OF Civilization, otherwise known as Mesopotamia, is a region that stretches north and northeast from the city of Ramadi, across the rich soil of what for centuries was known as the Fertile Crescent between the Euphrates River and the Tigris River to the east.


The waters of these biblical rivers flow southeast through the center of Iraq from the mountains of Turkey, irrigating a region that would otherwise be barren desert. And in fact, that is what lies to the southwest of Ramadi all the way to Syria, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia. This arid southwestern corner of Iraq is what constitutes the country’s geographically largest province, an area of sixty-four thousand square miles (about the size of the land mass of Wisconsin) and home in 2004 to 1.5 million. Ramadi is the provincial capital, a city of about thirty-five square miles laid out along the southern bank of the Euphrates, sixty-eight miles west of Baghdad. (Fallujah, some twenty-five miles to the east, was by comparison about twelve square miles.)


It is not an ancient city. Founded by local rulers under the Ottoman Empire in the nineteenth century as a means of controlling local nomadic tribes, it was a departure point for overland trade and smuggling west across the desert to Amman and Damascus. (The same routes would become “ratlines” during the Iraq War, funneling foreign recruits east into the battlefields of Ramadi and Fallujah to fight Americans.) As such, Ramadi developed as a more secular city than nearby Fallujah, which earned the name “city of mosques.” The tribes in and around Ramadi were always fiercely independent, even under Saddam Hussein, who managed to tame the city through a combination of coercion and patronage.


The population of Ramadi in 2004 was listed as 456,853 and was overwhelmingly Sunni Arab. Across the world’s great religious divide that splits Islam between Sunni and Shia sects—because of centuries-old debates over succession of Islamic leadership—the Shia are the majority in only a few Muslim countries. Iraq is one of them. Yet the Sunni minority under Saddam’s iron fist controlled the country for nearly thirty years before the US-led invasion drove him from power and instituted a semblance of democracy. Among the most respected institutions up until then was the Iraqi military. The most feared were the internal security intelligence services. All were dominated by Sunni Arabs, thousands of whom were from tribes in and around Ramadi. A neighborhood in the city’s south-central area carried the name Mukhabarat, the Arabic word for intelligence, as in what spies gather. Ruling Ba’ath Party officials resided in Ramadi as well, as did many retired and active-duty members of the Iraqi special forces and the former paramilitary irregulars known as the Fedayeen Saddam, among the toughest combatants Iraq had. Many of the middle-aged males had combat experience in the Iraq-Iran War and the Persian Gulf War against the US. A good number of them lived privileged lives with Saddam buying loyalty with government cars, subsidized loans, extra rations, and access to the purchase of luxury goods.1


They grew up and retired in walled villas of the Sofia District of northeast Ramadi, a plush area of towering date palm trees where the Euphrates River winding along opposite sides of the neighborhood offered cooling cross breezes. Highway 10 bisected the city running east and west, and other military and security officials lived in villages to the east, such as Khalidiyah and Habbaniyah, a former resort area on the banks of the shallow, saline Habbaniyah Lake. There was even a vacation resort for the privileged Ba’athists on the south shore of the lake, with an amusement park, high-rise hotel, bungalows, and boat docks.


Just south of Habbaniyah was Al Taqaddum Air Base. Once home to Iraqi fighter and bomber squadrons, “TQ” became, after the 2003 invasion, a major air transit center for US troops and materiel flowing into Iraq.


So the reality for foreign troops deployed to this region was that much of Ramadi and nearby villages were essentially bedroom communities for the cream of Iraq’s military and security services. A favorite observation by Kennedy’s intel officer, Wyeth Towle, was that sending US troops to patrol there was like a foreign power trying to occupy North Carolina with its ample population of US military.


By the spring of 2003, the people of this Sunni region were in the throes of defeat and humiliation. Their armies had been vanquished, their regime erased, and their access to the levers of power stripped away. Salt into this wound came in the form of orders issued in May by Bush’s viceroy to Iraq, Paul Bremer, head of the Coalition Provisional Authority (CPA). Bremer directed the de-Ba’athification of all government services and the disbandment of the Iraq military.


Suddenly, hundreds of thousands across Iraq were without careers or a sense of purpose. (The CPA in June would authorize pension-like payments about equal to military salaries.) History would judge Bremer’s orders as among the Bush administration’s biggest mistakes. Bush would later concede in a memoir that he didn’t foresee the fallout. “Many Sunnis took [Bremer’s orders] as a signal they would have no place in Iraq’s future. This was especially dangerous in the case of the Army. Thousands of armed men had just been told they were not wanted. Instead of signing up for the new military, many joined the insurgency.”


At the time, however, the American president not only seemed unconcerned about all of this, he all but dared dissident Iraqis to do something about it. “There are some who feel that the conditions are such that they can attack us there,” Bush said on July 2. “My answer is: Bring ’em on. We’ve got the force necessary to deal with the security situation.”


These were toxins brewing as fresh American troops flowed into the country to replace the divisions that had invaded Iraq. Among those arriving was the 1st Brigade, 1st Infantry Division, out of Fort Riley, Kansas, assigned specifically to Ramadi and much of Al Anbar Province.


They were attacked before they even arrived in Ramadi. As the rear guard of the brigade column, soldiers of the 1st Engineer Battalion, were paused near Fallujah, they were hit with mortars, rocket-propelled grenades, and rifle fire. The gunfight lasted forty-five minutes before enemy fighters dispersed.


The Devil Brigade was commanded by Colonel Arthur “Buck” Connor Jr., a six-foot-five Ohio native, who grew up fascinated by military history. During his studies at West Point, he concentrated on the lessons learned about small-unit combat from Korea and Vietnam. He later earned a master’s degree in history from Temple University. The advent of war in Iraq offered Connor the rare chance for a student of military history to become part of it. But he was crushed to discover as armies were assembling for the invasion that he and his heavy armored brigade in Kansas would not be needed. He wrote in his journal in early January 2003 that he felt “like the homely nerd not invited to the high school graduation party.”


That angst only grew worse as Connor watched televised images of US soldiers fighting their way into Iraq. He took it as a personal failure. Returning home from church on a Sunday morning, Connor slipped into a bathroom and wept uncontrollably.


But he only had to be patient. By early September, Connor was working out of an Iraqi military headquarters building on a large US military base in Iraq named Junction City in honor of the Kansas town that hosts Fort Riley. (It would later come to be known simply as Camp Ramadi.) It was situated on Ramadi’s western edge just across a canal that fed Euphrates River waters miles to the southeast into Lake Habbaniyah.


Invasion operations had ended months before, so coalition forces across Iraq were focused on stabilization and the training of new Iraqi security personnel. As a result, Connor had to leave most of his heavy armored vehicles back in Kansas, managing only a limited number of M1 Abrams tanks and Bradley Fighting Vehicles, and a single battery of six 155 mm self-propelled Paladin howitzers. Many of his soldiers would have to patrol in boxy, tracked Vietnam-era personnel carriers made out of aluminum or Humvees with bolted-on steel plates.


Connor ordered that the brigade’s overarching mission at the start would be reconnaissance of his entire area of operation. He wanted to know what he was up against. His area of operation extended 200 miles west of Fallujah and 247 miles south to the Saudi border. For the next three months, Connor wanted his soldiers to show themselves in every hamlet, drive down every street, and talk with every tribal leader. They worked off whatever intel could be gathered to capture enemy strategists and bomb makers, and seize munition caches. In a year’s time, they dished out $23.8 million on civil affairs projects to build trust with the population, trained and equipped police, and organized a brigade of Iraqi National Guard. Improving civic operations seemed like low-hanging fruit given that public services had decayed under Saddam amid corruption and dealmaking with local tribal leaders to elicit support for the dictator.


Along the way, the brigade grappled with ways to de-escalate tensions whenever they had to enter people’s homes or search cars at vehicle checkpoints. There was always, for example, the thorny issue of how to deal with women and children. Women couldn’t be touched, much less frisked for weapons by a male American soldier, and at vehicle checkpoints, they sometimes refused to leave the cars so the vehicles could be searched. These dramas escalated when Iraqi women grew upset, children turned hysterical, and men got angry—all while US troops stood by nervously with their weapons up.


It was a recipe for trouble, and in November, it became a late-night topic of discussion at the base mess hall for two of Connor’s battalion commanders: Richard “Mike” Cabrey, thirty-nine, a Utah native who had wrestled at West Point and now commanded artillery; and William “Dave” Brinkley, forty-four, a Virginia Tech graduate who led the 1st Engineer Battalion.


About a hundred of Cabrey’s artillery troops were being used to patrol southwest Ramadi. What he needed on these missions was a female soldier who could deal with the Iraqi women and children. Brinkley had female soldiers in his headquarters company (the commander, Captain Kate Pendry, was one of his best officers) and among the battalion’s medics. Other women were serving as cooks, mechanics, truck drivers, supply personnel, and communications specialists.


But military regulations banned women from direct combat operations in the US military—a restriction that wouldn’t be lifted for another ten years. The reality of these new insurgent wars, where there was no front line, was rendering that rule an anachronism. In Iraq or Afghanistan, a woman driving a supply truck—technically a noncombat job—was as much at risk of coming under fire or running across a roadside bomb as any infantryman on patrol. Indeed, during a coalition firefight with Iraqi militia in Karbala on October 17 that left three US soldiers dead, women who were members of an Army military police unit were directly involved in the combat.


Cabrey and Brinkley settled on the idea of setting up teams of two women to accompany missions. Twenty-six female soldiers volunteered, many of them excited about taking a more active role in the deployment. To foster esprit de corps, the two battalion commanders kicked around names like Iron Maidens (which the women hated) before hitting on calling them Lionesses. Kate Pendry was put in charge.


An Ohio native who grew up playing soccer, Pendry learned from a personality test in high school that she had an aptitude for the military, and her father, a Vietnam veteran, recommended she check out the academies. The Air Force accepted her first. But on a visit to West Point, Pendry fell in love with the historic campus on the Hudson River. The academy’s ornate mess hall reminded her of the Hogwarts School from the Harry Potter series. She began classes at seventeen.


Her Lionesses started accompanying combat missions on October 11. It was an immediate success. Not only did their presence tamp down tensions during searches and vehicle stops, but in some instances when Iraqi women were frisked, team members found useful information in their clothing, such as identification papers or phone records, apparently hidden there with the assumption the women wouldn’t be searched. Other times, Iraqi women were open to sharing information but only under the condition of speaking through an interpreter with another woman. They were fascinated with these soldiers who had blond hair and ponytails.


Even more importantly, community leaders told the Americans they appreciated this effort to be respectful. “Our people are much happier now that there are women that are out there,” one religious leader said.


The Lionesses began doing missions with artillery troops on patrol, but other battalions soon started using them, as did the Marines when they arrived in March 2004. It was with Marines that these women would encounter their heaviest street fighting.


Adjustments such as the Lioness program in Ramadi, along with the larger efforts to invest in municipal improvements and train new Iraqi security personnel, were part of broad preparations by the nearly 140,000 US troops and another 25,000 multinational forces across the country to eventually return Iraq to Iraqis. (The United Nations Security Council unanimously adopted a resolution calling for an interim Iraqi government to take over on June 30, 2004.)


The problem was that violence was trending in the wrong direction. Attacks were on the rise by the fall of 2003, and US military leaders were eager to quell this resistance quickly. When Lieutenant General Ricardo Sanchez, commander of coalition forces, arrived in Ramadi on October 8, 2003, for a brigade briefing, he interrupted as Connor was talking about efforts to chase down and capture anti-coalition fighters.


“Why aren’t you killing them?” Sanchez asked. “I want you to kill them.”


He would be in charge when Iraq was shaken by violent upheaval in 2004 and, two years later, would be forced into retirement because of investigative findings that showed dereliction of duty in the 2004 Abu Ghraib prisoner-abuse scandal.


To meet threats in his area of operation, Connor concentrated most of his battalions along the winding Euphrates River, principally in and around Ramadi. A National Guard unit from South Florida nicknamed the “Hurricane” battalion had already been conducting missions in the city center for months before the Devil Brigade arrived, and now under Connor’s command, it continued doing so.


Elsewhere, a mechanized infantry battalion was assigned to patrol north of the Euphrates and west of Ramadi. Three of Connor’s six artillery Paladin howitzers were placed at Camp Ramadi, the other three at a location in Habbaniyah, near Al Taqaddum Air Base.


The cannons were restricted from firing into congested areas of Ramadi. But targets on the fringes or in rural areas were fair game, particularly if enemy mortar or rocket emplacements were found there. The Army had radar systems that could track incoming rounds and calculate their points of origin, allowing howitzer crews to effectively shoot back. But Connor—who could be quick to anger, even launching a chair on occasion—nearly had a meltdown inside the brigade combat center when he saw that it took eight minutes for the counterfire process to work, more than enough time for enemy gunners to break down launchers and scamper away. The standard was three minutes.


“Look, you’re majors. You’re lieutenant colonels. You’re captains. This has got to stop.” He ordered the cannoneers to drill seven days a week, and over time, response fire was possible in less than ninety seconds. The enemy responded by setting up loaded mortar tubes wired to timers so when the rounds were fired, insurgents could be long gone.


With only six Paladins to fire, Connor turned a portion of his field artillery troops into infantry and had them patrol villages southwest of Ramadi where the University of Anbar was located, a hotbed of anti-American resentment and for insurgents a fertile recruitment zone. Cabrey’s cannoneers had T-shirts made emblazoned with the phrase ANBAR U., HOME OF THE FIGHTING SUNNIS. Connor kept another unit out along the Saudi border. And he sent an armored battalion supplemented by a company of engineers to prowl the eastern approaches to Ramadi stretching nearly to Fallujah. The key towns there were Habbaniyah and Khalidiyah, home to ex–Iraqi military and intelligence troops.


It was here that the brigade encountered its first serious fight, a running gun battle on September 29, 2003, that went on for seven hours. After detonating an IED near Khalidiyah, fifty to one hundred insurgents fought with a surprising level of military discipline, shooting and moving as a force. As more Army resources entered the fray, the fight extended north of the Euphrates and ended when the last enemy holdouts retreated into two houses that were blasted apart by the main gun of an M1 tank. Later, when brigade intel officers described to higher command how organized the enemy appeared to be, their report was met with skepticism. A widely held view at the time was that attacks against US forces were either roadside bombs, snipers, or sporadic small engagements by either remnants of Saddam’s military, criminals, or a few religious zealots.


A week after the Khalidiyah battle, General John Abizaid arrived for a briefing. The four-star general was head of Central Command, or CENTCOM, overseeing all US military forces from the Horn of Africa to Central Asia to include Iraq and Afghanistan. He was a realist, among the first in the Bush administration to have acknowledged that Iraq was still very much a war for the US. Always hungry for better intelligence, Abizaid wanted to know what was happening in the Sunni-rich area of Al Anbar Province and who was the opposition, telling Connor and his men that time was not on the side of the coalition and the insurgency had to be overcome soon.


What he learned was something new and disturbing. After two months in Iraq, Connor’s intelligence team discovered through a growing network of informants, raids, and interrogations that there was a collaboration underway. Former senior government officials, ex-military, and former members of Saddam’s much-feared Mukhabarat intelligence service were sitting down and planning attacks with religious extremists such as Wahhabis, who hold to a purist interpretation of Islam, and even terrorists linked with al-Qaeda. And some tribal leaders were at least tacitly approving.


“The Islamists are on the rise,” brigade intel officer Kyle Teamey would write in his journal that fall. “If we don’t offer an alternative, they will be running amok soon. I spoke with one twice. Friendly, intelligent guy. He’s a nut though. I’m certain he would kill me given the right circumstances.”


Exhibit A for the lethality of this new alliance between secular and religious militants was the Khalidiyah battle the week before Abizaid’s visit when the brigade suffered its first casualty killed in action. Christopher Cutchall, a thirty-year-old staff sergeant from Pennsylvania, died in the IED explosion that initiated the fight. He was riding a Humvee that offered no protection, and the blast tore off one arm and ripped open his chest. Medics couldn’t save him.


Back in the United States, the deadliness of these bombs and the vulnerability of US troops had yet to sink in for political leaders. It would be well over a year before members of Congress demanded answers about why so many troops were killed just driving down the road in Iraq. Their belated ire was triggered by growing press coverage about roadside bombs, particularly a 2005 New York Times story about the IED destruction of 2/4 Marines fighting in Ramadi in 2004.


“How did we get ourselves in this situation?” Colorado Republican Joel Hefley asked a panel of military leaders at a committee hearing May 5, 2005. “Did we have no idea going in there that we would need armored vehicles?”


Brigadier General William Catto, head of Marine Corps acquisitions, responded that when Marines arrived in Ramadi in March 2004, IED threats were less of an issue. “They were at low level,” he testified. “We did not have a lot of incidents of IEDs in that time frame.” Moreover, Catto added, early generations of roadside bombs through March 2004 contained small munitions such as mortar rounds.


But none of that was true.


Cutchall’s death in 2003 was just the first of at least twenty in Connor’s area of operation between late September of that year and late March 2004, when the troops of 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines took the field. All but one of these soldiers died in explosions, four from suicide car bombers and sixteen from IEDs.


And what killed them were explosives that were certainly larger than a mortar shell. Beyond those twenty deaths, five other Devil Brigade soldiers who had been temporarily assigned to other units operating near Fallujah died in roadside bomb blasts. In one case, the explosion was so massive it killed three troopers riding in a Bradley Fighting Vehicle, a kind of small tank that doubled as a troop carrier. On November 8, they were patrolling Highway 10 east of Fallujah, trying to spot buried IEDs. They missed one. The explosion destroyed the Bradley, killing two of the soldiers outright. A third, Sergeant Ryan Young, twenty-one, of Corona, California, hung on for nearly a month before succumbing to his wounds at Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington, DC.


Across Iraq, from late September 2003 through March 2004, nearly a hundred US troops were killed by IEDs.


Most of those roadside bomb incidents for the Devil Brigade occurred in and around the difficult areas of Khalidiyah and Habbaniyah. The IEDs were often artillery shells detonated either by an electric charge sent through a long ground wire or by a short-distance radio frequency from a cell phone or even a garage-door opener. The attackers had to remain hidden, calm, and patient enough to time the detonation for just that second when a Humvee, traveling up to thirty-five miles per hour, passed directly over the roadside bomb.


West Point graduate Todd Bryant, twenty-three—who had gotten married just two weeks before the brigade deployed—was killed on Halloween when a 152 mm artillery shell buried in a road near the Khalidiyah Bridge was remotely detonated as his Humvee approached. The trigger man had been watching from across the Euphrates River, where he was hiding in shoreline reeds. He escaped.


Nor were lethal explosives always buried. On January 24, a car bomb was detonated as a suicide driver pulled up next to a Humvee near Khalidiyah carrying three soldiers from a cavalry unit on loan to the Devil Brigade. All three died, and seven other soldiers were wounded. It was a checkpoint, and Iraqi civilians sitting in vehicles nearby were also killed by the blast. The military, through its stilted nomenclature, would come to call these bombs vehicle-borne IEDs, or VBIEDs.


Three days after that suicide attack, the brigade held a memorial service for the dead cavalrymen at a military installation near Habbaniyah. Connor drove out from Camp Ramadi to attend, arriving in his usual convoy of several Humvees manned by a security detachment of more than two dozen soldiers. He often also traveled with the brigade surgeon.


Enemy radio intercepts would later reveal he was being watched.


Insurgents had already tried to kill him back in November, ambushing his convoy along Highway 10 with rifle fire and rocket-propelled grenades. Armed with a Mossberg 12-gauge pump-action shotgun that Connor always loaded alternately with buckshot and one-inch slugs, he left his Humvee and with other soldiers began advancing on three insurgents three hundred yards away as machine gunners on convoy trucks covered them. The enemy fighters managed to flee along the banks of the Euphrates.


In January, after the memorial service for the three cavalry soldiers ended, Connor lingered for a while to have lunch with a battalion commander. Meanwhile, another convoy left the base heading west toward Ramadi. Insurgents suspected this was the colonel on his return trip to Camp Ramadi.


Connor was only about a minute into lunch when he and others could feel and hear the rumble of a major explosion. The colonel and his security detail rushed to a scene of devastation along Highway 10. Medevac helicopters from the air base were already en route.


A truck and a bus were burning on the westbound lane beside a couple of damaged cars. In the eastbound lane was an obliterated Humvee. The huge explosion was from an IED buried in the highway median. It was a homemade device that worked much like a Claymore mine, throwing out a cloud of half-inch cubes of steel like a giant shotgun blast. The effect shredded the Humvee.


Medevac pilots landed their aircraft on the paved roadway near overhead power lines. When Connor arrived, he saw two soldiers on stretchers nearby and wondered why no medics were attending them. As he approached, he understood why. One was a sergeant, his uniform covered in blood; the other was a sergeant first class, his face nearly gone. Both were clearly dead.


Someone said they were Army engineers and there were two others in a ditch nearby where medics were feverishly working. A medevac crew chief approached to say he wanted the dead soldiers placed aboard a waiting helicopter immediately. Four members of Connor’s security detail picked up the sergeant’s body. The brigade commander and three of his men lifted the sergeant first class.


Connor gripped a litter handle that was slick with blood, and the dead man’s arm suddenly draped over the side of the stretcher, brushing blood against Connor’s leg. The colonel gently lifted the soldier’s arm back onto the litter, and as he and the other bearers paused while the body of the other slain soldier was placed on the helicopter, Connor forced himself to once more look into the face of the man he was carrying. Through the gore, familiar features began to emerge. It was James Hoffman, the senior enlisted adviser for Bravo Company, 1st Engineers. Connor had shaken Hoffman’s hand less than an hour before at the memorial service and greeted the company commander, Captain Matt August.


They placed Hoffman’s body on the helicopter as medics and others raced the two wounded men into the second aircraft. An officer walked up and handed Connor a piece of paper with four names on it—the casualties.


“I’m sorry, sir,” he said.


August’s name was there. He and Staff Sergeant Sean Landrus were both in critical condition. The other dead engineer besides Hoffman was a twenty-three-year-old sergeant named Travis Moothart.


As the helicopters lifted off, Connor directed his security detail to look for the trigger man, and just then, there were two explosions about 100 yards down the road near an M1 tank. More IEDs. No one was hurt, and the tank was undamaged. But a detonation wire was spotted. Connor and his troops followed the line for about 150 yards into a schoolyard from where the bombs were set off. The insurgent was gone, but there was a picture left stuck into a fence nearby—an image of Saddam Hussein. They’re taunting us, Connor thought.


Minutes later, brigade command Sergeant Major Ron Riling walked up and whispered into Connor’s ear that August, who was twenty-eight and yet another West Point graduate, had just died on a treatment table at a medical facility. Three metal chunks thrown out by the explosion had struck him in the side where there was no body armor protection. His wife, Maureen, would have to be notified. She was also an Army captain (they had met as students at the military academy) and serving in Iraq.


Connor was stunned. He took a few steps away and began to weep, overcome with the thought that August and the others were unintended victims of the attack. “That was supposed to be me,” Connor said. Riling tried to offer solace. “Sir, you don’t pick and choose when you die in combat.” Connor’s tall figure sank down on one knee and he began reciting the prayer of repentance from Psalm 51: “Have mercy upon me oh God.… Blot out my transgressions.” Riling, a bear of a man just a few inches shorter than Connor and powerfully built, knelt beside him. Then he cautioned Connor that they needed to get out of there. Another enemy attack could come anytime.


The one soldier still alive following the IED explosion, Landrus, who was married and the father of a twelve-year-old girl, survived only another two days.


Attacks against US troops across Iraq had risen exponentially since the summer of 2003, tripling from ten to fifteen per day to more than forty per day by mid-November. In the latter half of that month, there was a dramatic spike as thirty-nine Army personnel were killed in a series of helicopter crashes caused by ground fire in Fallujah, Tikrit, and Mosul.


Yet in the midst of the growing carnage, the one place that seemed strangely quiescent was in the city of Ramadi itself. The deadliest attacks on brigade troops so far were in villages immediately east of the city. Inside Ramadi, the Florida National Guard unit deployed there had not suffered a single soldier killed in action. The 1st Battalion, 124th Infantry arrived in the city early in 2003 to conduct combat and security operations and, eventually, to train Iraqi police and develop working relationships with the local power structure of government officials and tribal leaders.


Kyle Teamey was particularly impressed with what he saw in Ramadi. Dozens of the citizen soldiers were police officers back in Florida. The commander, Lieutenant Colonel Hector Mirabile, was a major with the Miami Police Department.


The twenty-seven-year-old Teamey was an Ivy Leaguer from Klamath Falls, Oregon, who brigade staff viewed as a wunderkind on intel analysis. He had won an ROTC scholarship to Dartmouth College in New Hampshire and was handling human-intelligence collection as well as targeting and operational planning for the brigade. He thought the National Guard troops brought an interesting skill set to Ramadi with their experience dealing with gangs and drug dealers back home. They met regularly with local leaders over tea and negotiated for tamped-down violence in exchange for US Army funding of municipal improvements. The Hurricane battalion was assembling a list of crucial tribal contacts, most notably Sheikh Abdul Sattar Abu Risha, who, after several hard years to come, would help win the peace in Al Anbar Province and shake hands with the president of the United States before being assassinated by extremist holdouts.


The Florida soldiers’ successes were a good-news story in an otherwise bleak Iraqi narrative and drew coverage from the Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, and Guardian. “Intelligence, intelligence, intelligence,” Mirabile told 60 Minutes correspondent Christiane Amanpour. “Everything is driven by the intelligence you gather.”


The National Guard troops had begun reducing their presence in the city in the final weeks before heading home.


They left in February just as the Marines started to arrive. Before that, 1st Marine Division intel officers debriefed the National Guard commander and his staff on February 22 to provide Kennedy and his people a sense of what they were up against. Mirabile and his officers expressed confidence that the provincial capital was largely secure, even pacified. Stores were reopening. Businesses were starting up. Normalcy was returning.


The IED attacks were less effective than elsewhere, devices that were crudely and hastily assembled. Incoming mortar fire usually missed targets. Gunfights were sporadic, amounting to someone holding an AK-47 over a wall and spraying rounds before running away. Occasionally, there might be a sniper who could be readily dispatched with shoulder-mounted AT4 anti-tank rounds.


Less frequent were attacks by groups of fighters. They were dealt with swiftly because National Guard foot patrols never strayed far from a truck mounted with a .50-caliber machine gun or automatic grenade launcher.


On the whole, the enemy in Ramadi was unimpressive, the battalion leaders said: “Punks and thugs who want to see what we are made of to see if they can push us around.” Their motivations were those of teenage boys, according to a summary of remarks by Mirabile and his staff. “It is a macho thing for local youths to fight the occupier. It helps them get chicks, and they often use drugs/alcohol to get their courage up.”


The Florida soldiers said word had circulated fast throughout the city that they were leaving and that a Marine battalion—a “new Army”—was arriving as replacements. The Marines should expect to get tested a bit. But a company commander with the 1st Brigade who gave an orientation tour of the city to Chris Bronzi, a captain in charge of 2/4’s Golf Company, told him their deployment would be a walk in the park. “Hey, man, you’re not going to be doing much more than cutting ribbons and kissing babies.”
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