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PRAISE FOR MIKE TUCKER


“One of the top five books to have come out of the Iraq War is Mike Tucker’s Among Warriors in Iraq. Tucker has more street cred than any other war author.”


—Matt LaPlante, Salt Lake Tribune


“In Hell Is Over Mike Tucker has told a story we should know, but would not except for his bravery.”


—Former Senator Bob Kerrey


“The Long Patrol is a refreshing, overdue look at what is sadly one of Asia’s least-reported stories: the Burmese junta’s continuing oppression of its ethnic minorities. Mike Tucker crafts a thoughtful, humane, no-nonsense story about the plight of the Karen freedom fighters.”


—Joe Cochrane, Newsweek


“A classic on deep reconnaissance, The Long Patrol should be required reading at the John F. Kennedy Special Warfare Center and School.”


—Maj. Kirk Windmueller, U.S. Army Special Forces
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This book is for Ronin scout/sniper platoon, the Marine scout/snipers of 2nd Battalion, 6th Marine Regiment, 2nd Marine Division, who kindly allowed me to attach to their missions in Fallujah and western Iraq, September 22, 2005, to April 11, 2006.


And it is dedicated to the memory of the Marines and members of the U.S. Army and Iraqi Army killed in action in Fallujah, Al Saqlawiyah, Karmah, and all of western Iraq during our combat tour of duty, September 2005 to April 2006; Staff Sergeant Patrick Lybert, twenty-eight years old, Ladysmith, Wisconsin, 10th Mountain Division, killed in action in Afghanistan, June 21, 2006; and Private Raban “Anthony” Kimungu, Black Label Platoon, Weapons Company, Second Battalion, Sixth Marine Regiment, killed in a car accident in New Hampshire on October 28, 2006.


It is further dedicated to my mother and father; to St. Jude Thaddeus, Catholic patron saint of lost causes; and to the memory of Saigyo, Japanese poet and Zen Buddhist.
















“The mosques in Fallujah and western Iraq are terrorist COCs? You’re asking me, for the record, yes or no answer? Yes. That is a very accurate statement. The mosques in Fallujah and western Iraq are terrorist command-and-control centers.”


— MAJOR MICHAEL MULLER,


Marine advisor to the Iraqi Army in Fallujah, 25th Marine Regiment, January 9, 2006







“The Marines appointed Sheikh Khalid Hamood Mahal Al-Jumaili to the Fallujah City Council in December 2004. Just after Second Fallujah—Al Fajr, second battle of Fallujah. Sheikh Khalid is a known terrorist, with deep connections to Zarqawi and Al Qaeda. He was one of the most-wanted terrorists in Fallujah and western Iraq prior to Al Fajr. This is madness. The Americans are their own worst enemy. Sheikh Khalid remains on the Fallujah City Council, as we speak. He continues to support Al Qaeda. The Americans appointed him. That is like inviting Osama Bin Laden to dinner at the White House and appointing him to the Joint Chiefs of Staff.”


— AHMED,


Iraqi interpreter and native of Mosul, February 2, 2006







“The American people have to know the truth on the street here; they deserve that from us. We know the ground truth of the war here; we know just how dirty and corrupt the Fallujah Police are, and we will not lie to our people. We will not lie to the parents of all of us who are going in harm’s way here.”


— CORPORAL DUDLEY KELSO,


Ronin3 assistant team leader, January 13, 2006
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RONIN SCOUT/SNIPER TEAMS




PLATOON SERGEANT


Staff Sergeant Christopher Williams, age thirty-three, California, Marine scout/sniper and former Marine scout/sniper instructor


CHIEF SCOUT AND SCOUT/SNIPER


Sergeant John Matter, age twenty-six, Wisconsin


RONIN1


Team leader: Sergeant Efraim Parra, age twenty-five, Colorado


Assistant team leader: Corporal Bobby Parker, age twenty-two, Tennessee


Scout/sniper/grenadier: Lance Corporal Jason Hillestad, age twenty-two, Maryland


Scout/sniper/light machine gunner: Lance Corporal Billy Getscher, age nineteen, Maryland.


RONIN2


Team leader: Corporal Brian Areballo, age twenty-two, Georgia


Assistant team leader: Corporal Noah Fleming, age twenty-three, Virginia


Scout/sniper, grenadier, and demolitions specialist: Corporal David Hodulich, age nineteen, Virginia


(For most of the deployment, this was a three-man team.)


RONIN3


Team leader: Corporal Derrick Boyer, age twenty-two, Maryland


Assistant team leader: Corporal Dudley Kelso, age twenty-two, Mississippi


Scout/sniper and grenadier: Corporal Danny Milstid, age twenty-two, Florida


Scout/sniper and light machine gunner: Corporal Kyle Palmer, age twenty-two, Mississippi


RONIN4


Team leader: Corporal Darren Smykowski, age twenty-two, Ohio


Assistant team leader: Corporal Justin Novi, age twenty-two, Pennsylvania


Scout/sniper and grenadier: Corporal Jay Elder, age twenty-three, Massachusetts


Scout/sniper and light machine gunner: Corporal Stephen Lutze, age twenty-two, Florida


RONIN HEADQUARTERS ELEMENT:


Communications chief: Lance Corporal Jon Zwirblia, age twenty, Massachusetts


Computer and photo specialist: Lance Corporal Jim Owen, age twenty, North Carolina


Corpsman: “Doc Gute,” HM3 Joshua James Gutierrez, U.S. Navy, age twenty-six, Texas

















SIGNIFICANT ACTIONS OF RONIN SCOUT/SNIPER TEAMS


September 22, 2005: Ronin arrives at Camp Bahria forward operating base in western Iraq, near Fallujah, formerly called Forward Operating Base Volturno when western Iraq was under U.S. Army command (April 2003–March 27, 2004).


Mid-September 2005–mid-November 2005: Golf 2/6 firebase in Al Saqlawiyah, western Iraq, is mortared and rocketed nearly daily, sometimes twice a day, by Ahmed Sirhan’s Black Flags Brigades and also Al Qaeda.


September 28, 2005: Muhammad, Iraqi Arab translator with two and a half years in combat in western Iraq, warns that Al Qaeda as well as Black Flags Brigades led by Ahmed Sirhan are using the main mosque in Al Saqlawiyah as a house of war and will use the mosque to attack the Golf 2/6 firebase and the police station within one month.


September 29, 2005: Lance Corporal Watson, Lance Corporal Matthews, and all of 3rd Platoon Golf 2/6 survive a massive roadside bomb near a bridge over a canal, within two miles of the Golf 2/6 firebase in Al Saqlawiyah. Watson’s and Matthews’s firsthand accounts are in this book. Ahmed Sirhan’s Black Flags Brigades planned the attack and planted the roadside bomb, two 155-millimeters artillery shells jury-rigged together (“daisy-chained,” in grunt jargon). Ronin3 team leader Derrick Boyer has Sirhan, leader of Black Flags Brigades, forward observer for mortar and rocket attacks on Golf 2/6 firebase, and one of the most wanted terrorist/insurgent leaders in western Iraq, in his sights, but Captain Greg Wardman, Golf 2/6 company commander, orders him not to capture or kill Sirhan.


October 5, 2005: Ronin4 scout/snipers Corporal Noah Fleming and Corporal Justin Novi kill the first erhabi (Arabic for “terrorist”) in the Golf 2/6 area of operations, on the sixth day of a reconnaissance and surveillance/sniping mission on the Euphrates River.


October 26, 2005: As Muhammad predicted in late September, Al Qaeda and Black Flags Brigades attack Golf 2/6 firebase and the police station in Al Saqlawiyah, using the mosque. In the heaviest ground fire in western Iraq since the second battle of Fallujah in November 2004, four Marines in the police station, led by Sergeant Mirza Fejzic of Golf 2/6, hold off more than thirty Al Qaeda terrorists and Black Flags Brigades, who were using the main mosque in Al Saqlawiyah as their base of fire, command post, and ammunition resupply station. The police chief left the station twenty minutes before the attack, and the Iraqi police dogpiled in a corner, cowering, during the entire attack and its aftermath.


October 27, 2005: Ahmed Sirhan plans and executes mortar and rocket attack by Black Flags Brigades on the Golf 2/6 firebase, killing Corporal Robert Eckfield and Corporal Jared Kremm of 1st Platoon, Golf 2/6.


November 6, 2005: Captain Wardman denies Ronin2 and Ronin3, on a combined scout/sniper operation to find Black Flags Brigades mortar and rocket firing sites across the Euphrates River, perfect reconnaissance and surveillance positions to target those exact sites. Wardman also denies Ronin key field intelligence on the Black Flags Brigades mortar and rocket sites—intelligence coming directly that night from a sheikh who had seen Black Flags Brigades fire mortars and rockets at Golf 2/6 countless times. Ronin2 and Ronin3 abort the mission and return to base. Wardman flies into a rage at their return, curses them out, and orders them off Golf 2/6. At 3:00 A.M. on November 7, Ronin scout/snipers roll to Camp Bahria; Marine infantrymen of Golf 2/6 now have no Marine scout/snipers to support them in combat.


November 15–December 1, 2005: Ronin carries out countersniper reconnaissance and surveillance missions in Fallujah. No intelligence on Al Qaeda terrorist snipers is given to Ronin by 2/6 S-2, battalion intelligence section, led by Captain Mason Harlow.


December 1, 2005, 3:00 A.M.: Ronin4 team leader Corporal Darren Smykowski is told by 1st Reconnaissance Battalion, along with all Ronin, that “we now own 2/6 Marine scout/snipers, for all December.” Ronin is ordered to stand guard duty for December while 1st Recon Marines, with no previous experience in Fallujah on countersniper missions, run countersniper operations along with U.S. Navy SEALs and U.S. Army Special Forces. Later in the day, Ronin begins the “month of hell,” standing guard in Fallujah, denied the chance to kill terrorist snipers there. Regimental Combat Team 8 (RCT-8) orders me not to attach to any Marine missions in Fallujah. Major Dan Sullivan attempts to find out who issued the order but is stonewalled. Meanwhile, I discover that the Iraqi Army is running its own countersniper missions in Fallujah. Bypassing RCT-8, I link up with the Iraqi Army for eighteen days, from late December to mid-January. The countersniper missions of the Iraqi Army result in the capture of numerous high-value terrorist and insurgent targets and end with the capture of a nine-terrorist sniper cell on January 16, 2006.


Mid-December 2005: U.S. Navy SEALs reach out to Ronin for their field intelligence on terrorist snipers in Fallujah, resulting in combined U.S. Navy SEAL/Ronin countersniper missions. On one of those missions, Fox company 2/6 Marine infantry nearly kill U.S. Navy SEALs and Ronin4, because of a failure of communication between the Fox 2/6 command-and-control center and the Fox 2/6 Marines on patrol. A firsthand account appears within these pages.


January 3, 2006: Fallujah Police fail to kidnap me while I am on patrol with the Iraqi Army.


January 6, 2006: Fallujah Police fail to kill me in a roadside bombing and ambush coordinated by the Fallujah Police with Black Flags Brigades insurgents. Later that night, Lieutenant Mohammed, Iraqi Army commander, warns that the Fallujah Police are letting insurgents and terrorists move plastic explosives through checkpoints manned by police along with Marines, and that they will launch a massive suicide bombing attack on the main checkpoint in Fallujah, Entry Checkpoint One (ECP-1).


January 13, 2006: Ronin continues on countersniper missions in Fallujah. I meet British and American clandestine field officers in Fallujah, who hand me Coalition intelligence reports on Al Qaeda and Black Flags Brigades sniper training camps in Iraq, Syria, and Jordan, as well as terrorist sniper methods, weapons, and financing in Iraq, all of which, according to the covert operators, have reached 2/6 battalion intelligence section. I confirm that the reports reached 2/6 S-2 and hand the reports to Ronin. The Marine scout/snipers state that 2/6 S-2 never gave them the intelligence. Interviews of the two covert operators appear within. Ronin3 scout/sniper Corporal Dudley Kelso and team leader Corporal Derrick Boyer inform Tucker that Wardman ordered them not to capture or kill Ahmed Sirhan on September 29, 2005. The scout/snipers tell me that Captain Harlow and 2/6 S-2, furthermore, never informed Ronin that Sirhan is the leader of Black Flags Brigades.


January 20–25, 2006: Then-1st Lieutenant Marty Keogh, Black Label gun truck platoon commander, Weapons 2/6, informs me that Al Qaeda and Black Flags Brigades have deeply penetrated the Fallujah Police. Ronin scout/snipers, Iraqi soldiers and commanders, and Marine advisors have also stated this based on their firsthand observations in Fallujah. After I accompany Keogh’s men on five days of missions with Keogh’s men against Al Qaeda in Fallujah, RCT-8 orders me off all missions in Fallujah. Again, RCT-8 stonewalls Major Dan Sullivan when he attempts to discover who gave the order.


January 24, 2006: Kurdish military intelligence, after investigating both Fallujah Police actions in early January, verifies that the Fallujah Police have a death threat on me because of my writing on Fallujah in Among Warriors in Iraq. I make Ronin, Keogh, and Major Dan Sullivan aware of the Kurdish military intelligence analysis. Sullivan sends an official report of the two Fallujah Police actions against me to RCT-8, Camp Fallujah.


February–March 2006: Ronin teams operate throughout Fallujah and Al Saqlawiyah, on reconnaissance and surveillance missions and in support of Marine infantry as designated marksmen, patrolling with the infantry.


March 10, 2006: Al Qaeda and Black Flags Brigades in Fallujah coordinate a suicide bomb attack on ECP-1, just as Lieutenant Mohammed had predicted in early January. Lance Corporal Long, Marine infantryman, is killed. Corporal David Soto, of O’Donnell, Texas, is badly wounded. Despite his wounds and being deafened by the blast, Soto kills an insurgent in the immediate aftermath of the suicide bombing attack. Soto’s firsthand account appears within.


Early April 2006: 25th Marine Regiment scout/snipers rotate in-country, and Ronin begins to rotate back to Camp Bahria.


April 15, 2006: En route to America, Ronin celebrates with whiskey and beer at Shannon International Airport, Republic of Ireland.














AUTHOR’S NOTE


The real names of Coalition interpreters attached to Marine units on missions in western Iraq, Iraqi Army commanders and soldiers in Fallujah, and Iraq civilians are revealed nowhere in this book, to protect them from the Iraqi Police in Fallujah, Al Qaeda, and other terrorists and insurgents in the Near East. Likewise, in keeping with my long-standing agreement with Delta Force commandos and members of the U.S. Army Special Forces, their real names and ranks are kept in strict confidence. Finally, to safeguard Western clandestine field officers in Europe, the Near East, and Far East, their real names are not revealed in this book or any other of my writings.














INTRODUCTION


A Marine Scout/Sniper’s Journey


CORPORAL JUSTIN NOVI, RONIN4 ASSISTANT TEAM LEADER AND SCOUT/SNIPER


I grew up in a middle-class family in the suburbs of Pittsburgh. Western Pennsylvania is home. My parents worked hard to provide a great childhood for my sister and me. My people on both sides have been in the union. I joined the Marine Corps in August 2002, when I was eighteen and just out of high school. My name is Justin Novi, and I’m twenty-two years old.


Everyone, including me, thought that I would go to school or join the union and become a sprinkler fitter like everyone else. My cousins Chad and Matt were in the Army, as well as both of my grandpas. My uncle John was in the Navy.


But up until my senior year in high school, I never saw myself being a Marine. I never saw myself doing anything involving a rifle, for that matter. In fact, I still haven’t lived down the time I shot at several squirrels during my first hunting season and missed all of them because I was shooting with the wrong eye.


I completed boot camp in December 2002, moved on to the school of infantry, and began my journey in the corps with Fox Company, 2nd Battalion, 6th Marine Regiment, in Marine infantry. Shortly after my arrival to the fleet, we deployed to Iraq for the invasion in February 2003.


We pulled security for the 1st Marine Expeditionary Force as a part of the headquarters element. Frequently on the move pushing north, we convoyed everywhere in gun trucks and humvees.


The sandstorms were a nightmare, and so was the sun. But surprisingly, morale was good. There was not too much excitement except for the occasional Scud missile threats and shootouts between farmers and chicken thieves. We humped our rucks, carried our assault rifles and grenade launchers and machine guns, wore our flaks until they felt like a second skin—albeit, a very thick and heavy second skin—and thank God, survived.


Babylon was our final stop in Iraq in April 2003. Three months later, we were home before we knew it. Okinawa, Japan, was our next stop, on regular unit deployment in September 2003.


In Okinawa, we learned riot control tactics, completed close-quarter shooting training, and ran. A lot. We ran like marathoners, it seemed. That was a seven-month tour and I hated every minute of it.


Next on the agenda was Afghanistan.


Attached to the Fourth Marine Expeditionary Brigade on antiterrorist duty, we guarded the U.S. Embassy in Kabul, Afghanistan. It was then I went to my first shooting school, the Designated Marksman course, which is a great school.


Short- to mid-range shooting was mastered, and that was the hardest rifle qualification I ever did in my four years in the Marines. You’ve got to put it in the black on that course, no exceptions.


Little did I know this would be nothing compared to what lay ahead. In Kabul, I’d sat on top of the embassy on the Sniper Post Six.


Every day was scripted: Six hours on duty, six hours off duty. Then six hours on duty, and twelve hours off duty.


No one penetrated the American Embassy in Kabul, on our watch.


Every other day was a day off where we would go to ranges and practice team and squad movements to contact.


In Kabul, I decided that I wanted to go to the sniper platoon.


My friends Corporal Darren Smykowski and Sergeant Efraim Parra were in the snipers already. Smykowski is a great sniper and good friend. Parra is one of the toughest and most clever Marine snipers alive. In Kabul, Smykowski would spend his off time studying with me. Parra also helped me at every opportunity.


Smykowski was very instrumental in getting me over to the platoon. My partner on Sniper Post Six was Corporal Donnelly from Fox Company, 2/6, and I’ve been with him since my first deployment in Iraq. Donnelly is one of my best friends. He helped me out too, tossing me pop quizzes and preparing me with note cards to get ready for Smykowski’s tests.


I wouldn’t have made it past the knowledge portion without Donnelly’s help. Up until then, I was labeled as having a bad attitude, but in 3rd Platoon, Fox Company, I became a fire team leader. Gunnery Sergeant Briar, 3rd Platoon sergeant, was the first platoon sergeant to give me a chance. It was the first real opportunity I’d had in the corps, and I was fortunate to make the most of it.


We did many patrols outside the wire in Kabul, and our team shined. I knew that I had to show that I was good enough to get a shot to go to the sniper platoon and to Marine Sniper School. With a lot of hard work from everyone in the team, we were the best, and with a lot of help from my friends, I got my chance to join the 2/6 scout/sniper platoon upon returning stateside from Afghanistan.


The screening consisted of an interview the day after my twenty-first birthday. I almost blew it. I looked like I was hit by a train, to make a long story short. But my experience and billet as a fire team leader in the grunts really paid off in the end, and I made it in. The next few months were to see how bad we wanted to be there.


Going from a fire team leader in a Marine infantry squad to a “PIG” (Professionally Instructed Gunman) in sniper platoon was a big adjustment. Snipers have a very different mindset than grunts, no question.


The senior snipers and team leaders in sniper platoon beat some very basic things into our heads, to ensure that we understood that life in sniper platoon was a different kettle of fish than our days in the grunts:




1. New guys are PIGs and will listen to HOGs (hunters of gunmen, experienced Marine snipers) like their lives depend on it, because they do.


When in doubt about anything in a sniper platoon, refer to the First Law of PIGs, as stated above.


2. PIGs want to someday be HOGs. Nobody will give it to you; you have to earn it.


3. PIGs run everywhere. Walking is unacceptable. You will not walk, unless you enjoy push-ups without end.


4. PIGs hate weekends. Large amounts of homework will be given on weekends. The weekends of PIGs revolve around homework, memorizing small-arms manuals and cleaning sniper rifles. There are many beautiful women in America, and rest assured, PIGs, one day you will meet them. But not on your weekends of PIG existence!


5. PIGs hate sleep. Do not plan on sleeping if you go to the field.


6. PIGs hate food. One MRE will be split between all PIGs . . . if you do eat. Food is a privilege, not a right. Like all the other privileges taken away from you once you’re a PIG, one by one they are given back.


7. PIGs love the mud. Don’t ever plan on staying clean in the field or in garrison. Do not fear the rain, mud, sleet, or cold. The mud is your friend.


8. PIGs love push-ups. Push-ups remind PIGs that they must one day become HOGs, if only to never again do push-ups as PIGs! If you get a question wrong, it’s 25 and 5 (25 regular pushups, 5 diamond push-ups).


9. PIGs stick together. If one PIG screws up, you all screw up. You play together, you pay together. You understand real quick that when you take care of your brother sniper, he’ll take care of you.





Needless to say, I got over being away from my old friends real quick. It was high time for us PIGs to heed the wisdom of a Marine proverb—“improvise, adapt, and overcome”—and we did just that.


Jason Hillestad, James Owen, Danny Milstid, Dave Hodulich, Billy Getscher, Stephen Lutze, and myself were the PIGs, and we were well aware of it. I simply didn’t have any time to dwell on no longer being a grunt, because learning how to be an effective sniper became foremost in my waking existence.


The PIGs became real close real quick and developed a strong hatred for the HOGs. In Iraq, however, I gained real perspective on just why the HOGs hammered us as young novice snipers. In truth, in Fallujah, I became more than a little grateful that we’d been challenged so frequently and trained so hard.


It was the HOGs, who are now the best friends and comrades I know, and who led us through the winter of terrorist snipers in Fallujah, who were the same ones taking us on rucksack runs with forty-pound sandbags in our rucks, and weapons, and gear.


The HOGs, to whom all Ronin owes our thanks: Parra, Smykowski, Areballo, and Boyer. I doubt I would have said that on a rucksack run or at the end of another set of push-ups with my face in the mud and pine needles in North Carolina. But once in-country, I understood how wise the HOGs were to be so tough on us, so demanding. They forced us to think outside the box, they made us reflect on the Marine infantry proverb “easy to be hard, hard to be smart,” and they taught us the wisdom of never letting your ego command your judgment. We are far better scout/snipers, and better young men, for their leadership.


They were the same ones who had me do record-breaking amounts of push-ups, and made you feel like you didn’t have a friend in the world. It didn’t make sense at the time, but I would soon find out it made the physical and mental part of sniper school so much easier. And it definitely made combat in Iraq easier to deal with, because we’d already pulled together as snipers and as young men.


After only a little over a month in sniper platoon, I got my shot to go to Sniper School in Quantico, Virginia.


As professional as any school in the Marine Corps, it is as tiring as it is demanding. I was both nervous and excited. Never before had I worked so hard at something. I qualified with the M40A3 7.62x51-millimeter caliber bolt-action sniper rifle, passed the written and observation tests, and was looking forward to graduating.


But as fate had it, I watched my dream slip away as I was busted on my final stalk. Stalking is arguably the most difficult part of the final testing of a Marine sniper, and there is no margin for error.


It haunted me for a long time, but I turned my failed goal into an obsession. I made it my mission in life to be the best damn Marine scout/sniper that I could be. To that end, my whole world, as it were, became tracking and stalking.


I worked harder after school than I did before it. But due to the crammed schedule as the battalion was leaving to train in California, I didn’t have time to jump into another class to redo stalking, so I would have to learn to master it on my own, and from help within the platoon.


Regardless, the platoon that I’d left, split down the middle between the PIGs and HOGs, was now a tight-knit group. After all, we were about to go in harm’s way together. The combined-arms exercise we came through in the Mojave Desert in California in the summer of 2005 was essential to this. Our personalities showed through as we started getting to know each other, learned how to deal with one another, accept each other’s faults and lean on each other’s strengths.


This is what I learned about each of the guys I was in combat with in Iraq from September 2005 to April 2006:


Sergeant Efraim Parra, Ronin1 team leader, is the consummate quiet professional. Soft-spoken, a powerfully built Mexican-American, who would do anything for his friends. True man of action, and a man of few words. Intimidating when you first meet him, but he is one of the best friends you can have. Don’t take his kindness for weakness, though. Outstanding sniper team leader.


Corporal Darren Smykowski, Ronin4 team leader (everyone calls him “Ski”), is loud, obnoxious, dramatic, and hilarious. By far the funniest person I’ve ever met. He doesn’t eat Skittles, he inhales them. A real no bullshit guy, too. When he sets his mind to something, it will be done no matter what it takes. Ski really looked up to his older brother, Sergeant Mark Smykowski, a Reconnaissance Marine killed in action in western Iraq just weeks after we’d returned to America in April 2006. Ski is a great friend and an exceptional sniper team leader.


Sergeant John Matter, chief scout of our platoon is the guy you want on your side when live rounds rock. A bar fighter, an excellent leader, with a great sense of humor—he could turn anything into a joke—but hard-core serious on missions. He definitely knew how to distinguish work from play. Brilliant mind for covert work.


Corporal Bobby Parker, Ronin1 assistant team leader, is Parra’s right-hand man, with a sharp sense of attention to detail. At times quiet, he can also be extremely sarcastic and hilarious. Fine knowledge of small arms. Parker highly values his friends and family.


Corporal Daniel Milstid, Ronin3 scout/sniper, is an excellent musician, impulsive buyer (as are most musicians), with a great sense of humor, and is a great assault man as well. Milstid plays a mean guitar and sings pretty good, too. Without our music—we wrote songs and recorded them, when not on missions in Fallujah and western Iraq—it would’ve been a much tougher tour of duty.


Corporal Jason Hillestad, Ronin1 scout/sniper, is very professional for his short time in the Marine Corps. Performs well above his pay grade, fun person to hang out with, not afraid to throw the bullshit flag. Analytical mind, shrewd and savvy.


Corporal David Hodulich, Ronin2 scout/sniper and demolitions specialist, is motivated, dedicated, and really takes pride in his job. Master of sniper rifles, pistols, and all small arms. Witnessed the 9/11 attacks by Al Qaeda on the Pentagon. Always wanting to go to the next level, loves hunting, surfing, and punk rock.


Corporal James Owen, headquarters element scout/sniper, loves to throw the bullshit flag, usually can’t win an argument if his life depended on it, brunt of the platoon’s jokes, good sport, good friend to have. Articulate, well read, and reliable to a fault.


Corporal Brian Areballo, Ronin2 team leader, is known as “Hollywood” because he looks like a movie star. Ladies man, always looking good, laid-back, strong leader. Stands for his team at all times. Outstanding knowledge of covert skills, tracking, and all aspects of sniping. Never hesitates to pass on his experience to his younger snipers, like Hodulich.


Corporal Dudley Kelso, Ronin3 scout/sniper, is very smart, with exceptional computer-hacking skills, an accomplished locksmith, very intelligent young man. Integrity is his middle name. Sees right to the heart of things and will let the world know when he’s upset about something. If Kelso’s upset about something, moreover, there is a damn good reason for it. Excellent Arabic, also.


Corporal Stephen Lutze, Ronin4 scout/sniper, is an ex-gangbanger who found God. Very well read, one of the platoon’s intellectuals. Great trash talker, even though he doesn’t ever swear—hard to believe, but there is one Marine in history who never curses, and that’s Lutze. He loves spreading the word of God. He likes to pick our brains on other religions also—inquisitive guy. Very respectable Marine, solid in martial arts, top-notch close-quarter combat skills. The platoon’s caffeine fiend, he can drink coffee anytime and does.


Corporal Jay Elder, Ronin4 scout/sniper, is heavily tattooed, loves Boston, is passionate about integrity, excites easily, cools down quickly too. Very insightful—like Kelso, Elder has a gift for getting right to the core of things. Elder was the only one of us who could look Fleming in the eye. Elder and Lutze made for some interesting conversations, behind the wire.


Corporal Noah Fleming, Ronin2 scout/sniper, missed his girlfriend the whole time. His woman was always on his mind at war in Iraq. Great conversationalist. Good to talk to, good sense of humor, good friend, missing a few fingers due to a wood-chopping accident. Amazing that he can still fire a pistol, for instance, despite his accident. Big, tall guy like Elder.


Lance Corporal Billy Getscher, Ronin1 scout/sniper, is quiet, keeps quiet until he gets to know you. Nice guy, likes to surf and recently began playing guitar. Excellent attitude in the field. Inquisitive, eager to learn and apply new knowledge. Listened well and closely to Parra and Parker. Solid young Marine.


Corporal Derrick Boyer, Ronin3 team leader, is an honest man. Short in height with a shorter temper. Irish to the core. Brilliant team leader. Hilarious guy, he alone matched Ski in the platoon for all-out natural humor. Good friend, loves to fish, big music lover.


On the whole, we were a very professional platoon who built a tight bond around our sense of humor. That’s one thing we all had in common. Predeployment leave, before our mid-September flight to Iraq, ended as quick as it began. I spent a majority of it in and out of the emergency room for poison oak and poison ivy. Everyone said good-bye to our friends and family like we’ve done so many times before.


But this time it was different. We all knew that this deployment was the real thing. Our expectations were sky-high, and we had a lot of weight on our shoulders. But we were all more than ready for the task at hand.


When we arrived at our firm bases in western Iraq, we immediately began patrolling with our sister battalion, 1st Battalion, 6th Marine Regiment (1/6). They showed us the ins and outs of the city.


My first patrol, I remember going into a large abandoned building, on point. I couldn’t see a damn thing, and I remember saying to myself there is no way I’m coming home.


And it crossed everyone’s mind one time or another, but you learn to live with it, and you push on. Each day is one day closer to coming home. As we started getting into a groove, with more missions under our belts, we heard that an author wanted to attach to us.


To say we were apprehensive would have been generous. We weren’t sure, actually, about how it would work out. We were all kind of edgy about the idea. Tactically and operationally, we were not exactly keen, on first take. It’s bad enough going out with four people in Fallujah. Another would just be extra baggage, or so we thought.


But after we met Mike Tucker, and he told us about himself and what he was all about, we let him join us on missions.


That was a damned good decision, all the way around.


We discovered that Mike has worked with Special Forces teams in Northern and western Iraq and been on missions with Delta Force. He’s seen more of the country than us. He has significant clandestine experience behind Burmese Army lines, in 1992 and 2002. So he was more than qualified, and not to mention, he was a Marine infantryman in the late 1980s.


He is a man of his word. Mike Tucker’s undying passion for his profession in counterterrorism and writing made him a valuable asset to our scout/sniper platoon.


And as he explained what the book would be about—how he wanted us to tell it straight, no chaser—we liked him even more. When I’ve come back to the States after both tours in Iraq, I’ve noticed a household trend. The only thing that people know is what the news is telling them. People base their opinions on the war in Iraq from that. And it’s not their fault.


What they need to realize is that there are people out there, in guard posts and reconnaissance missions and patrols and raids, going out on the wire night and day, guys at the tip of the spear who know the truth and want it to be heard. But nobody wants to look for it. It’s easier to turn on CNN and hear about a couple of roadside bombs and attacks in Iraq.


Unlike most authors, Mike Tucker realized this and has put your search to an end by providing an accurate account of the war from the heart of the beast. He joined my brother scout/snipers and me on countless missions. Mike Tucker went where no one else dared to go to bring you the truth.


Welcome to the streets of Fallujah as seen through the eyes of Ronin scout/snipers, Marine infantrymen, Iraqi soldiers and officers, Marine advisors, and Western intelligence services clandestine officers.


This is how it was for us, when we came to understand just how deeply Al Qaeda and other terrorists and insurgents have penetrated the Fallujah Police—and I respect the hell out of the Marine officers in this book, like Captain Marty Keogh, Major Michael Muller, and Major Tim Murphy, for having the backbone to state the truth about the Fallujah Police.


We speak in this book from firsthand experience and observation, at all times—these are the missions and these are the men. Like Corporal Derrick Boyer, Ronin3 team leader, says, “This is our generation that is bleeding here.”


Looking back on my tour in Fallujah and western Iraq, I finally started to realize how lucky I am to be sitting here today. Our platoon made it back in one piece, and I thank God every day for our survival. As many of us, and our brother Marine infantrymen, state in this book, there were times when we didn’t expect to leave Iraq alive. We are grateful to see each sunrise, for sure.


And as we’ve neared the end of our tours of duty, we’re starting to go our separate ways. We’ve been back a few months now and are moving on with our lives. We have a chance to achieve our dreams and are well aware that many of our brothers will never get that chance.


Like Corporal Brian Areballo, Ronin2 team leader, says, “We are Ronin and we are one.” And that will always be true.


Now, some of us are getting out and some are staying in. We are young and damn glad to be alive with all our roads open before us. Regardless, we are all adjusting to the huge change of pace since getting back to America, preparing for our new lives and new battles that lie ahead.


But no matter what path we may follow in life, one thing will hold true: We will never forget Ronin, Fallujah, and western Iraq.


We will never forget the people, the noises, the smells, the heat, the rain, the mud, the gray skies and blue skies, and the cold. Sun that seemed to melt the bones off you, in September and October. The heavy, drenching, constant flood of rain that winter—a blue sky in Fallujah that winter was as common as a scarecrow at sea.


Desert missions, the sand as far as your eyes could see in places. Camels, donkeys, cows, and the inevitable dogs, the wild dogs that would come from out of nowhere in farming villages and out of alleys in Fallujah. High walls of reeds along the Euphrates River, when silence was our only friend, waiting for insurgents and terrorists to smuggle mortars, RPGs [rocket-propelled grenades], plastic explosives, machine guns, and rifles.


The Iraqi Police in Fallujah, smiling their diabolical smiles, flashing their high beams to signal terrorists and insurgents that we were stepping out on the wire. There was no difference between the Iraqi Police and terrorists and insurgents in Fallujah, for real.


And the winter of the terrorist snipers in Fallujah, when we’d move out in four-man teams, hustling from street corner to street corner in Fallujah, staying in the shadows. Doing everything possible to keep from being seen, which in our trade means death.


Low-crawling on broken glass on rooftops in the dead of night. Tracking Al Qaeda in the mud and cold. Sweating buckets in the western Iraq sun. The good times and bad times. The friendships we made in Fallujah and western Iraq are a bond that will never be broken.


We will never forget the ones who didn’t make it home, like Ski’s brother, Mark.


We will never forget that goddamned city, Fallujah.


Take good care,


Semper Fi,


Corporal Justin Novi


Marine scout/sniper


Ronin4 assistant team leader


Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania


July 27, 2006














PART ONE


“We Had Ahmed Sirhan in Our Sights.”




“We named ourselves Ronin, samurais without masters, before we got in country. In the guerrilla war here, we discovered that we truly are samurais without masters: shafted, stonewalled, and ignored. But we survived, brother. We are Ronin and we are one. We left America together and we’re going home together.”


—CORPORAL BRIAN AREBALLO, RONIN2 TEAM LEADER, APRIL 11, 2006





The Marine scout/snipers of 2nd Battalion, 6th Marines, named their platoon Ronin in homage to the samurais without masters of ancient Japan. Their four-man scout/sniper teams, Ronin1, Ronin2, Ronin3, and Ronin4, carried out reconnaissance and surveillance and sniper missions throughout Fallujah and northwest of Fallujah. Ronin took on that call sign, for identifying itself on all combat radio transmissions and for its platoon name, in July 2005, before setting foot in Iraq.


Ronin scout/snipers stalked fields and desert, lay silent in covert hides in thick reeds along the Euphrates River, and low-crawled on rooftops over broken glass in the cold winter rains in Fallujah, as Corporal Justin Novi noted in the Introduction. Ronin scoped for enemy west to the wide brown waters of the Euphrates and northwest to the village of Abu Shiezel in Al Saqlawiyah, the northern border of 2/6’s area of operations. It was the “winter of the sniper,” as we called it, when Al Qaeda snipers roamed Fallujah at will while Marine commanders on Camp Fallujah refused to employ Marine scout/snipers to track and kill Al Qaeda for weeks on end.


To a man, Ronin scout/snipers were the equal of anyone I have ever been in combat with and carried out clandestine actions with—stalwart and savvy; fiercely loyal to one another, their teams, and their platoon; brilliant in the field; and completely fearless when it came to their field intelligence analyses of just how badly the Fallujah Police had been penetrated by Al Qaeda, Black Flags Brigades, and other terrorists and insurgents in western Iraq. The Kurdish democracy activist and former underground leader Fawsi Muhammad Bawrmarni said in Dahuk, Iraqi Kurdistan, on August 5, 2003, that “Hemingway had both kinds of courage, moral and physical. . . . One without the other is no good.”


Without question, the Marine scout/snipers of Ronin, like Hemingway, exhibited both moral and physical courage time and again in Fallujah and western Iraq; it was a great honor and privilege to join them. I’d vowed on September 11 to chronicle a Marine unit at war. As a Marine infantry veteran, I owed this generation of Marines a book on their sacrifice and struggle—their honor, courage, and commitment. Headquarters Marine Corps Public Affairs Office at the Pentagon turned the key in the lock for me in late July 2005, approving my embed request for western Iraq. Ronin opened that door on September 22, 2005, in Fallujah. Semper Fi, brothers.


The truth about any of us who ever humped a ruck and carried a rifle in the Corps is that the Marines didn’t have to take us. Volunteering for Marine infantry does not mean the recruiting sergeant says, “Very good, thank you, sign here and you’re on Parris Island next week.” But the Marine Corps gave me a chance, which I never got anywhere else in America: an opportunity to serve my country and to earn a master’s degree on the GI Bill. Thanks to the Marines, I had the great good fortune to listen to the wisdom of Shakespeare, Coleridge, Yeats, Homer, and Frost, which professors at James Madison University like Dr. Marina Favila, Dr. Bruce Johnson, Dr. Tony Eksterowicz, and the late Dr. Geoffrey Morley-Mower imparted to me in Harrisonburg, in the heart of the Shenandoah Valley. Those professors constantly challenged me to be a better poet and writer, and I often reflected, on this last tour for me in Iraq, on the life lessons I was fortunate to gain from them on fortitude, will, desire, and perseverance.


But it was, as many of the scout/snipers express within, a grueling combat tour, perhaps even more psychologically demanding than anything else. I have never seen a special operations unit—and Marine scout/snipers are just that, a special operations unit—not listened to in combat before. As a Marine infantry veteran, I am ashamed to say that I saw Ronin ignored in Fallujah and western Iraq, time after time. I was likewise amazed that they were able to hold it together, stay focused, and remain professional, vigilant and hard-core, night and day. They just got tougher, harder, and smarter with every week.


Ronin, denied their core mission of killing the enemy with accurate, long-range, lethal fire, made survival their mission in life. Why did Marine scout/snipers, some of the most highly trained, physically fit, street-smart, savvy, and intelligent warriors in the U.S. military, decide they should look out strictly for themselves? The best answer to that came from one of their own, a Marine scout/sniper of whom the battalion executive officer, Major Dan Sullivan, from Huntington, Long Island, New York, said, “Kelso is hard-wired not to lie, an outstanding Marine and one of the most thoughtful men in the battalion, of any rank.”


Corporal Dudley Kelso stated on January 13, 2006: “Ronin scout/snipers know for a fact that we’ve been refused key intelligence on the enemy here and denied kill shots on known high-value terrorist and insurgent targets. We are tired of getting jacked over. Our mission has come down to one word: survival.”


That same day, Kelso told me of Golf 2/6 company commander Captain Greg Wardman’s failure on September 29, 2005, to capture or kill Ahmed Sirhan, leader of Black Flags Brigades, son of the infamous insurgent leader Khamis Sirhan, and on the most-wanted list of terrorists and insurgent leaders in western Iraq for more than three and a half years at the time of this writing.


On February 16, 2006, a month after Kelso’s revelation, Wardman’s failure to kill or capture Ahmed Sirhan again came to light.


Staff Sergeant Travis Twiggs, age thirty-three and a native of New Orleans, Golf Company 1st Platoon sergeant, pointed to a pond in Abu Shiezel bordered by wild grass, and then to a tree line, saying, “That’s the pond Ahmed Sirhan was fishing in. That’s the tree line Boyer had his team set in, covertly. Boyer had him in his sights. Battalion S-2 [2/6 battalion intelligence section, led by Captain Mason Harlow] never told Boyer’s team exactly who Ahmed Sirhan was. Harlow only gave the scout/snipers physical intelligence on him—photo, height, weight, and so on. Nobody told Ronin that Ahmed Sirhan was one of the most wanted terrorist/insurgent leaders in Iraq. Nobody told Boyer’s team that Ahmed Sirhan leads Black Flags Brigades and has strong, strong connections to Al Qaeda. Well, Wardman refused to order Boyer to kill or even capture him.” Twiggs glanced around, his M16A-4 5.56 assault rifle jutting out from his right shoulder, a clip jacked in, his face red in the sun.


Twiggs, a graduate of the highly respected Australian Special Air Service combat tracking school and regarded in the U.S. military as one of the best combat trackers alive, left the Marines in 1999 and returned two years later, explaining, “I am a warrior, this is what I was born for, and it’s the only thing I’m really good at.” He shook his head by the pond, unsmiling, going on: “Even had Boyer simply been ordered to capture him, he could’ve done so easily. His team had plenty of tools. Trust your man on the ground. Listen to your scouts. If you’re a Marine company commander, and especially a Marine battalion commander, with Marine scout/snipers on a mission to take down a known high-value target, a terrorist/insurgent leader the Coalition has been on the hunt for since May 2003, why do you refuse to allow your scout/snipers to take down the terrorist? Why do you not only refuse to order us to kill the enemy, but also even to capture the enemy? It was a goatfuck that day. Captain Wardman let a known terrorist walk. That is exactly what it was, and it was Marine command’s goatfuck.”
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