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For Caroline and Elizabeth Cahir, and those like you





There is but one world and everything that is imaginable is necessary to it. For this world also which seems to us a thing of stone and flower and blood is not a thing at all but is a tale… We can never be done with the telling. Of the telling there is no end… Rightly heard all tales are one.

—CORMAC MCCARTHY, The Crossing





AUTHOR’S NOTE [image: ]


I SERVED IN THE UNITED States Marine Corps from May 1993 until December 1997. After leaving active duty, I went to law school and then worked as a lawyer, first in New York City and then in Washington, D.C. Following a chance meeting with a now-retired Marine general and several discussions with a recruiter, and then receiving the selfless (but slightly conditional) support of my wife, I rejoined the Marine Corps as a member of a reserve unit called the Civil Affairs Group. That was in October 2007, nearly ten years after I had first left the service. My country was at war, and the same itch that drove me to volunteer in the 1990s nagged at me to serve again.

In early 2009, my unit was activated. I was part of a team of six Marines and one U.S. Navy corpsman assigned to support the First Battalion of the Fifth Marine Regiment—“one-five” or “1/5” as it’s referred to in Marine lingo. My team joined 1/5 as it trained for its upcoming deployment to southern Afghanistan’s Helmand Province, the heart of the insurgency wreaking havoc on the country. The battalion took part in Operation Khanjar (meaning “Strike of the Sword” in the Pashto language) that began with the largest helicopter-borne military offensive since the Vietnam War. We remained on the ground for seven months to stabilize a district in Helmand called Nawa.

Nawa was a violent and lawless place when Marines arrived there during the scorching summer of 2009. By December, when 1/5 handed over its duties to the next battalion churning through the deployment cycle, schools had reopened, clinics were functioning, a district governor had a staff of Afghans to manage and solve Afghan problems, commerce was vibrant, and locals greeted Marines on patrol with handshakes and cheerful salutations. In short, Nawa was a success story for a country that badly needed one, and I was privileged to have played a role in that success.

By sharing my story, I have tried to capture the essence of what the Marines in 1/5 experienced. It was a team effort, and I hope I am honoring the team’s service in a way that pays respect to their selfless nature and highlights the magnitude of their legacy. Although this book is about our time at war, readers should not expect a nail-biting, shoot-’em-up thriller. I don’t claim to be the most battle-hardened warrior, though I experienced enough combat to conclude that I don’t particularly enjoy being shot at. Many of the stories in this book describe other war zone experiences, which often consist of anything but taking part in intense combat.

It’s important to note, too, that our success would not have been possible without the team of interpreters who marched by our side, endured the same hardships, and forged the same camaraderie as the Marines with whom they served. Without them, our words, and those of the Afghan nationals we befriended and fought alongside (and sometimes, those we fought against), would have been just noise. Unless specifically noted that an Afghan was speaking English, the conversations with Afghans described in this book were conducted through our interpreters. All quotes in this book are based on my memory or hastily scribbled notes, but I believe the spirit and intent of everybody quoted is accurate, even if I did not capture their exact words at the time they were spoken.




FOREWORD

by General Stanley McChrystal and Ellen ChapinI
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IN A WAR ZONE, IT becomes harder to breathe. Not simply because of the heaviness in your lungs and the burden that you shoulder; on a day-to-day basis, I witnessed soldiers regularly holding their breath, living their lives seemingly without oxygen. No matter how much combat I saw, I shared the same hope as these young individuals—that a small act of control would keep the world intact.

This was especially important in 2009, when the world seemed to be falling apart. After spending several years as the leader of the Joint Special Operations Command, where we worked to dismantle al-Qaeda in Iraq (a fast-moving and versatile terrorist network), I had been promoted and directed to turn my focus to Afghanistan. Eight years into the American Global War on Terror, there was no end in sight. The invasion of Afghanistan, initially designed as a short-term light footprint to capture senior leaders in al-Qaeda, had turned into a new and ever-shifting combination of combat and nation-building.

Worrisomely, though, I saw that both soldiers on the ground and senior leaders had developed a level of apathy about the success of the mission, including how to address the changing nature of the mission itself. Our forces had not captured Osama bin Laden, grappled with the political consequences of the Taliban, or made major inroads with our Afghan partners. We weren’t losing, but we absolutely were not winning. Without a major shift in our investment or our attitude, I did not believe we would have any chance at success.

The new administration appeared to agree with me. President Obama, in February of that same year, had approved an increase in American forces in Afghanistan. To some, this signaled a renewed energy for U.S. operations in this region. To me, it was an essential injection of life into an otherwise unmoving coalition. Without more troops on the ground, we certainly couldn’t begin to understand how to strike the balance of security and stability in the region, let alone begin to attempt to win the war. When I assumed command of NATO operations and troops that summer, I knew all too well that the future of Afghanistan would depend largely on the accomplishments of these additional boots on the ground.

One of the first impacts of President Obama’s surge landed just as I was arriving in Afghanistan. In June, we launched Operation Khanjar in Helmand Province, a strategic area that was in desperate need of assistance and is the setting of Gus’s forthcoming story. Our International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) had struggled to defeat Taliban insurgents within a province widely known to be their stronghold and a center of opium production. By 2009, both British forces and U.S. Marines had struggled to maintain a stalemate—hence, the importance of Gus and his comrades in the First Battalion of the Fifth Marine Regiment. They represented some of the eleven thousand additional reinforcements that were deployed specifically to push the Taliban out of Afghanistan’s southern region at a crucial moment in the country’s history.

It is challenging to overstate the importance of Operation Khanjar in the broader war. Helmand was an important tactical area—the U.S. had invested heavily in irrigation systems there to reinforce the province’s agricultural capabilities. But with the Taliban takeover, the whole community became unrecognizable: schools closed, homes and farms were abandoned, and the vibrant shops that lined the streets were quickly boarded up. Any victory in Afghanistan would require bringing Helmand back to life.

Most important, though, were the August 2009 Afghan presidential elections. Commonly cited as evidence of how the U.S. presence could be viewed as positive for long-term change, the elections were viewed by some as losing credibility before voting had even begun. With Taliban militants controlling so much of southern Afghanistan, free and fair voting seemed (rightfully) impossible to the global community.

What you are about to read is Gus’s account of his life in the trenches in Helmand, as one of America’s heroes who helped to turn the tide of the war at a pivotal moment in combat and in leadership. While our country has always relied on the courage and ingenuity of its young people, Afghanistan (and Operation Khanjar, in particular) marked a new standard for what we asked of those Americans who choose to serve. Rather than simply fighting for military victory, those service members acted as far more than combatants. They embodied an important hybrid in our government today: the diplomat-soldier, acting at any given moment as both measured and bold, equally driven by thoughtfulness and instinct.

By 2009, so many individuals who had served in Afghanistan, Iraq, or the broader Middle East had returned to their homes, careers, and families. However, I have come to learn that the importance of service is embedded in the DNA of some of the most honorable people I have ever met. When I deployed to Afghanistan, I did not do so alone. I had asked my most trusted and talented colleagues to come with me, to leave behind (in many cases) the family to whom they had just returned. It is a testament to their love for their country and dedication to the mission that they all said yes.

Many of the 1/5 Marines, like Gus, were not first-time soldiers. They recognized that the story of Afghanistan remained fundamentally unwritten, and they wanted to take ownership of its future. Having already seen the changing nature of warfare, they recognized the ways in which small teams of soldiers could make the biggest impact. But most presciently, they recognized that any effort to win a war in Afghanistan required a deeper investment in the culture, the people, and the country. Counterinsurgency cannot succeed without local political infrastructure—the two are inextricably tied. Because of this commitment, leadership, and valor, the 1/5 Marines were a remarkable example for both U.S. and Afghan brothers- and sisters-in-arms. The relationships they cultivated with the local population, in addition to their established linkages with USAID and PRTs (Provincial Reconstruction Teams), were critical in ridding Helmand of its infection of terrorism.

To see the impact of the 1/5 Marines, we can simply look to the ways in which the region has changed since the U.S. began to withdraw its troops. No matter their success in standing Helmand back up, America’s hastiness to leave Afghanistan left the embattled area vulnerable to the Taliban all over again. In 2017, the U.S. deployed hundreds of Marines to Helmand in an effort to turn back time and resecure the area, no doubt with a sense of despondent déjà vu. Contemporary foreign policy is, devastatingly, a series of mistakes that we make until we learn our lesson.

History’s cyclical nature also confirms, though, that we have much to learn from the unvarnished life of a soldier. That’s why I tell young men and women never to hold their breath in a war zone. They should breathe in the country and breathe their heart back out into it. What you are about to read is Gus’s effort to keep breathing deeply, before, during, and after the summer of 2009. Read carefully; he has much to teach us. Feel the texture of the details; envision the landscape that he paints. Every battlefield and its surroundings are terribly beautiful worlds unto their own. Knowing that across the world and ten years later, the village of Nawa may not look tremendously different than when Gus and I arrived, I hope that you will visit this one with care. You’ll want to be as present in reading this book as he was in telling his story—and breathing alongside him in his journey to Helmand and home.

I. General Stanley McChrystal retired from the U.S. Army after thirty-four years of service, having led the Joint Special Operations Command and the International Security Assistance Force in Afghanistan. He is the founder of the McChrystal Group, a leadership consultancy firm based in Virginia. Ellen Chapin, a counterterrorism expert and PhD candidate with Stanford University, who was General McChrystal’s speechwriter, contributed significantly to this foreword.






CHAPTER 1 HIT THE GROUND RUNNING



War is hell, but that’s not the half of it, because war is also mystery and terror and adventure and courage and discovery and holiness and pity and despair and longing and love.

—TIM O’BRIEN, The Things They Carried



JUNE 4, 2009

WE COULD ONLY FLY IN at night. A daytime flight in a CH-53 Sea Stallion was too risky, particularly during its relatively slow hover into a landing zone (LZ), when the semi truck-sized helicopter made an enticing target for an insurgent with a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) or a machine gun. From the relative safety of the airfield at Camp Bastion, the British-run military base in the desert of southern Afghanistan’s Helmand Province, we lumbered onto the “bird” at around 10:00 p.m. I was part of a small advance team headed into the Afghan hinterlands to help prepare for our major operation, which would begin in early July.

The moon rising in a cloudless, starry night provided enough illumination to guide our way onto the helo’s back ramp. Our packs were stuffed with the gear we would need for the next six or seven months. We dumped them on the helicopter’s metal deck, strapped them down with a canvas cargo net, and then buckled ourselves into the fold-down aluminum-frame seats and waited for liftoff. The helicopter’s two pilots and three crew members moved with impatient intensity as they made their final preflight inspection of the cargo and Marines on board. Seeing my rank insignia, the crew chief handed me a helmet with a headset so I could hear and, if required, speak to the pilots and crew. I clipped the chinstrap of my Kevlar helmet to a carabiner on my flak jacket, put on the radio-equipped helmet, did a quick sound check, and flashed the crew chief a thumbs-up to confirm that it was working.

“We’re flying over some hot spots, Captain, so don’t make too much chitchat unless you really need to,” he said.

A few minutes after getting on board, we were airborne, on our way to Patrol Base Jaker, a small post in the heart of the Taliban-led insurgency in Helmand Province. Our flight path would take us due east, then south to the Helmand River that, clearly visible in the moonlight, would guide us to our destination.

The rhythmic thump of the helicopter’s rotors put me in a comfortable but sleepless trance as I stared out its open back ramp, taking in the scenery through the night vision goggles (NVGs) I held up to my eyes and which turned everything I saw into various shades of phosphorescent green.

Thirty minutes into our flight, my reverie was suddenly broken as the helicopter lurched upward and banked to the left, spewing a dozen chaff flares—pyrotechnic countermeasures designed to distract heat-seeking surface-to-air missiles. The flares burst apart like fireworks, leaving a brilliant display of explosive light in our wake. The Marine manning the .50-caliber machine gun on the port side of the bird fired a dozen rounds at muzzle flashes he spotted on the ground, then a dozen more, and a dozen more after those. His aim was guided by streaks from the .50 caliber’s tracer rounds that reminded me of laser bolts slicing through the night sky.

I gripped my seat and anchored my feet on the deck, wondering if the belt strapping me in place would hold, briefly musing that the contract for its design and installation had probably gone to the lowest bidder. The cargo strapped down in the middle of the deck shifted heavily into the legs of the Marines sitting on the port side, then lurched back to starboard with a solid thump, volleying back and forth a few more times as the helo evasively weaved its way through the sky. Through my NVGs I saw the bright, wide-open eyes of the other Marines on board as they hurriedly craned and pivoted their heads to catch sight of and make sense of what was happening around them. The tail gunner echoed the door gunner’s fire with three rapid bursts, the cracking of the rounds leaving a ringing echo in our heads louder than the constant high-pitched whine coming from the helo’s whirling engines.

Then, as quickly as the chaos had started, it stopped. We leveled off and continued flying toward our objective. The whole episode had probably lasted only ten or twelve seconds.

“You cool, sir?” came the crew chief’s steady voice over my headset.

“Yep, just another day in the sandbox, right?” I said, trying my best to avoid sounding as if I’d just been scared shitless.

“Yes indeed, sir. We’re touching down in five. Let your boys know.”

I held up a hand with all fingers extended, shouting, “Five minutes!” to my fellow passengers, who all gave me a thumbs-up to acknowledge the message. They began shifting in their seats, checking the straps on their gear, charging their rifles to Condition 1—a round in the chamber ready to fire—and putting their hands on their seat belt clips so they could pounce out of the helo once they felt it bump the ground.

Through my radio headset, I could hear a forward air controller (FAC) on the ground talking the pilots into our LZ. The crew began unhooking the straps on the cargo net. We would have about a minute to get our equipment and ourselves off the bird once it touched down. The pilots and crew didn’t want much idle time after landing. The longer the helo was stationary, the more time someone in the tree line near our LZ would have to get into a good firing position. While slowly lifting off the ground and silhouetted by the moon’s rays against the bluish black sky, a helicopter would be an enticing target for an insurgent with an AK-47 or an RPG wanting to make a name for himself.

The descent into the LZ was quick and steep. We hit the ground with a solid thud, and the crew wasted no time shouting us out of the helicopter as we formed a daisy chain to heave our bags and other cargo out the rear. I put my Kevlar helmet back on and took one last look through the bird to make sure we didn’t leave anything behind. The crew chief’s pat on the shoulder was more like a shove out the back ramp than a friendly goodbye. He and his crew were eager to get back in the air, out of range of small arms and rocket fire.

As soon as I stepped out of the helicopter and was on solid footing, the FAC vigorously waved both arms, yelling at me to “Get the fuck down!” The helo started its ascent and the Marines who had just rushed off it hugged the earth in the wake of its rotor wash. As the bird’s blades revved up, dirt and small gravel pelted our exposed skin, covering us in a fine layer of sand and dust that clung to our sweaty uniforms. I squeezed my eyes shut, plugged my ears, and thought how this was like a baptism of sorts, but rather than the purifying waters used in a religious ceremony, we were being anointed with the soil and grime of a war zone.

When the helicopter that dropped us off was safely airborne, we stood up in the suddenly quiet LZ and were greeted by a few of our hosts, soldiers from the British Army and a squad from the Afghan National Army, who had been defending the patrol base for the past several months.

“Gents, welcome to Patrol Base Jaker. Let’s get your kit inside, and then we’ll show you around your new home,” one of the British sergeants said.

There was a spooky, almost mystical ambience about the patrol base, like something out of the movie Apocalypse Now. The main building was a two-story unfinished brick structure about forty by sixty feet. If it had ever seen better days, they were long ago. Its brickwork was exposed, inside and out, and all the walls that faced likely enemy firing points were supported by stacks of sandbags piled on top of old ammunition cans filled with dirt. It had never had a roof, so a makeshift web of two-by-fours supporting corrugated tin sheets with two layers of sandbags on top provided some basic overhead cover. More sandbags served as window frames, and strips of brown and black burlap hung from the glassless openings to obscure the views into the building from curious eyes outside the wire. The floor was made of uneven concrete slabs, chipped and crumbling in many places. Machine guns were posted at each window, their fields of fire drawn on range cards placed next to each gun position. From the second floor, we could see over the wall of large dirt-filled barriers that surrounded the patrol base and its LZ.

There were no outside lights. They would have emitted a glow that insurgents could home in on at night. On the ground floor, some of our British hosts wore red-light headlamps and sat around tables crudely constructed from discarded pallets and other pieces of lumber they had scavenged. Pasted on the surface of the tables were photos of topless ladies clipped from magazines called Nuts and Zoo—roughly the U.K. equivalent of Maxim but with more flesh exposed. Staples and duct tape held down a sheet of clear plastic that had been rolled over the pictures. A few small candles placed around the table gave off just enough light to read or play a game of cards. We spoke in subdued murmurs, always with an ear primed to hear the short conversations interrupting the static hiss and beeps coming from the tactical radios propped against a wall.

Nawa was far from an electrical grid, so the radios and other equipment were powered by half a dozen diesel generators that hummed at all hours. A bug zapper, plugged into a power strip connected to one of those generators, hung in a corner. Its dull blue light sparkled occasionally whenever a fly or mosquito was lured to its crispy death. Several Afghan Army soldiers milled around, some making efforts to communicate with their British counterparts using their limited English or with the help of one of our interpreters, while others sat quietly at a table, staring dreamily at the images of the naked beauties under plastic wrap, perhaps imagining their smiles were meant just for them.

Everyone carried a weapon with a casual sense of confidence. It was either a rifle slung over the shoulder or a pistol holstered at the hip. One of the interpreters, who insisted on being called “John” but whose real name was Mohamed, liked to wear a belt of machine-gun ammunition crisscrossed over his chest, even inside the relative security of the patrol base. He added to his swashbuckler appearance by combing his black hair straight back and constantly molding his beard into a point at the chin.

Two other Marines and I climbed a makeshift wooden ladder and stood behind a machine gun emplacement to look past the patrol base’s outer walls. A sense of fear and marvel swept through me as I contemplated what lay among and beyond the shapes and shadows visible in the scant moonlight. Adjacent to the patrol base’s west side was a large wheat field that had been recently cut, its stalks drying on the ground waiting to be harvested by a family of farmers. One hundred meters beyond that was the first of several rows of trees that straddled the small irrigation ditches adjacent to the fields.

“That’s where we always get hit from,” said one of our British Army hosts who was in the guard post with us, pointing to the tree lines. “Don’t stand around in the open up here during the day, Yanks. You’ll likely catch one in the beaner before you know it.”

We found a niche to place our gear for the night before settling down for a few hours of sleep. My radio operator, Bobby Darhele, on leave from college to serve on this deployment, gazed around with impressed curiosity, then turned to me and said, “Damn, this war’s for real!”

He’s right, I thought, smiling to myself as I reflected on the long path that had led me to this point.






CHAPTER 2 COMING HOME (PART 1)



Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.

—ROBERT FROST



DECEMBER 1, 1997

“OK, SIR, SIGN MY COPY right here… Thank you… And here’s your copy. Make sure you don’t lose that. It’s been real good knowing you, sir. Good luck in the First Civ Div.”

The Marine in charge of my battalion’s administrative office presented me with my formal discharge papers, shook my hand, and then marched off to attend to other matters. With a few pen strokes, I was officially released from active duty in the United States Marine Corps.

A little over an hour later, I saw Camp Pendleton disappear in my rearview mirror. I had a meandering road trip ahead of me, but I knew my final destination. I was going home.

Driving up the California coast, I reflected on the Marines I’d served with and the experiences we’d shared. I joined right after college, so I missed Operation Desert Storm, the big war of my time, by just over a year. But the post–Cold War world needed an expeditionary force of Marines more than ever, and I stood ready to play my part when called. I had the privilege of spending my entire active duty service in the infantry, much of it overseas. I had felt the sweltering burn of deserts, been soaked to the bone in jungles, and trekked around the Horn of Africa while in uniform. It was time well spent.

In the small Ohio town where I grew up, many of my friends’ fathers and nearly all the business and civic leaders I knew had served in the military at some point. As my father’s occasional Rotary Club lunch guest, I always noticed the lapel pins worn by some of its members designating their unit or a personal award from their time in World War II, Korea, or Vietnam. The idea was never pushed on me, but joining the military seemed to be a logical and expected part of growing up and becoming a well-rounded adult.

Before joining the Marines, I had been in the Boy Scouts, played on sports teams, and joined a fraternity, but it was the Corps that ingrained in me a sense of collective duty and responsibility. Marines across generations have endured common hardships, shared core values, and defended a noble heritage. They are unapologetically patriotic, equal parts profane and polite, and have an air of confidence bordering on arrogance that sets them apart from other services and the population at large. It’s a special tribe, and I was proud to be a member.

By the late summer of 1998, with my active duty service behind me, getting my law degree had become my main objective. As I settled into an apartment on Cleveland’s east side in early August, a little-known terrorist group called al-Qaeda took credit for bombing two U.S. embassies in eastern Africa that killed about three hundred people and seriously wounded thousands more. Though the embassy bombings were directed against the U.S., Americans paid them little heed as the summer ended and the country turned its attention to the prurient details of President Clinton’s dalliance with Monica Lewinsky.

As I cracked open my books, I reflected on the things I missed about the Marine Corps. The camaraderie and sense of purpose I shared with my fellow Marines was notably absent in law school. Late nights were spent deciphering the nuances of appellate decisions rather than huddling over a map with a red-lens flashlight. My backpack was filled with textbooks rather than field rations, spare socks, a radio, and boxes of machine-gun ammo. The background noises in the law school library were more like quiet murmurs, rustling pages, and whirring printers—a stark contrast to the orders barked by noncommissioned officers (NCOs), the thumping of helicopter rotors, or the crackling machine gun fire that had been so familiar to me before this. The Marine Corps had become part of my DNA, from the way I carried myself to the outlook I had on the world, and I knew I would always think of myself as a Marine before I’d ever think of myself as a lawyer.

As I continued to wrestle with the details of civil procedure, constitutional law, and torts, the U.S. military stayed busy, but mostly in low-intensity conflicts such as assisting with peacekeeping efforts in the Balkans and providing humanitarian assistance in places like Turkey and Southeast Asia. I had been out of the service for two years when, on December 31, 1999, a tearful (and probably drunk) Boris Yeltsin resigned from the Russian presidency, handing over the role to a former KGB officer named Vladimir Putin.

Ten months later, on October 12, 2000, an explosive-laden speedboat rammed into the USS Cole, a Navy destroyer anchored in Aden, Yemen, killing seventeen sailors. Al-Qaeda claimed responsibility for that, too, just as it did for the U.S. embassy bombings in Africa two years earlier. The group had emerged as an example of “asymmetrical warfare” enemies, which are more likely to be terrorists, insurgents, and rogue militias in lawless, ungoverned regions than traditional nation states. The urge for justice after this attack—or at least, vengeance—ebbed, and our country’s attention turned elsewhere once again.

As the bitter Cleveland winter melted into the spring of 2001, I kept my nose in my books. While managing a heavy course load, I was also planning for post-law school life. A young doctor I had met a few years earlier, and who was now living in New York City, kept my focus on opportunities on the East Coast. She was smart, pretty, laughed at my jokes, and tolerated my stories, many of which began with the phrase, “That reminds me of this one time when I was in the Marines,” so I knew she was the one.

Two weeks into my final semester in the fall of 2001, I was organizing notes for my Tuesday morning class when a friend casually mentioned that a plane had flown into one of the Twin Towers in New York City. I gave it little thought, assuming that a rookie pilot in a small aircraft had made a grave error. Minutes later, the sobering reality of what had happened became clear as the other tower was hit by a commercial passenger plane on live TV. Further reports of the Pentagon being similarly attacked blazed across televisions in the student lounge that my classmates crowded around.

I knew the U.S. military response would be fierce and swift. In the weeks after the 9/11 attacks, I proudly pointed out to anybody who would listen that some of the first U.S. forces to hit the ground in Afghanistan in October 2001 were from my former unit, led by a one-star Marine general named James Mattis.

As I prepared for my last round of finals, the demise of Enron Corporation was sharing front pages with stories describing gunfights in places such as Kandahar, Kabul, and Tora Bora, locations that people would now recognize on a map rather than mistake as places in a Star Wars movie. At the same time, my Marine friends began deploying in support of what was being called the Global War on Terror, or GWOT. While I looked for corporate law jobs, I envied their work more than ever and found myself wondering whether leaving the military had been the right decision. I faced a future of pinstripe suits and wingtip shoes, reviewing financial statements, and drafting lengthy contracts. Theirs entailed wearing combat fatigues, leading Marines, and serving at the forefront of the United States’ military efforts abroad.

President George W. Bush included Iraq as a member of the “Axis of Evil” in his January 2002 State of the Union speech, leading many to wonder where the GWOT would reach and whether he intended to complete the war some felt his father had not properly finished a decade earlier. The fighting in Afghanistan continued to be fairly low key, largely conducted by special ops forces, and often with a cautious backward glance at earlier military failures in what has been called the “Graveyard of Empires,” where Alexander the Great, the British, and the Russians had all suffered crushing defeats at the hands of the rugged Afghans.1

In August 2002, I went to work for an Ohio Congresswoman in Washington, D.C., while saber-rattling between the U.S. and Iraq was beginning. Marine friends were deploying to bases around the Middle East or aboard Navy ships patrolling the Arabian Gulf in anticipation of military operations against Iraq. Throughout that time, I had been traveling to and from New York City most weekends to visit the doctor I was still courting. After almost four years of dating, I decided to make things official. On an otherwise cold, wet, and miserable New Year’s Day of 2003, under a bridge in Central Park, she agreed to my marriage proposal before hustling back to her apartment to put on her scrubs and start a twenty-four-hour on-call shift.

In February 2003, Secretary of State Colin Powell made a speech to the United Nations, providing details of Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction (WMD) program, laying the groundwork for the justification of an invasion of Iraq. Congress debated the merits of invading Iraq while millions of people thronged the streets in major cities around the globe to protest the seemingly imminent war. At work for the U.S. Congress, I frequently visited a Marine captain working in the Marine Corps’ Office of Legislative Affairs. We shared news of mutual friends and lamented that we’d be watching the war on TV rather than serving with and leading Marines in battle. We were certain the shock and awe campaign expected in Iraq would bring an unequivocal victory.I In the corner of that office sat a quiet and stern-looking Marine major named Bill McCollough.

The U.S.-led coalition launched Operation Iraqi Freedom on March 20, 2003. Forty days later, President Bush stood on the deck of the USS Abraham Lincoln in front of a banner that proclaimed “MISSION ACCOMPLISHED” to announce that major combat operations in Iraq were over. Fighting in Afghanistan continued to be discreet and largely unreported, while military resources and personnel were diverted to a budding insurgency in Iraq.

As fighting in Iraq intensified, I attended the dedication of the World War II memorial on the National Mall in Washington, D.C. Standing among those aptly called “the Greatest Generation,” I thought about the Marines and members of the other services currently putting themselves in harm’s way and knew they were the greatest of my generation. I had nothing to be ashamed of in my service, yet I felt a guilty emptiness for not being with them and sometimes daydreamed about the possibility of serving again. However, summer wedding plans and a pending move to New York City took priority, so I put those thoughts aside.

By late 2005, U.S. forces were fighting on multiple fronts other than Afghanistan, and operations in Iraq remained their focus. At the same time, a new professional opportunity persuaded me to trade a prestigious, but short-lived, job on Wall Street for one on Pennsylvania Avenue, and I moved back to Washington, D.C., with my wife.

In my new office, just a few blocks from the White House, I labored over the finer points of complex contracts. It was work that, in theory, seemed interesting and worthwhile but in practice was often dreary and repetitive, with little opportunity for creative thinking. As I kept my wing tips shined, my Marine friends were getting promoted and embarking on their second or third deployments since the GWOT began. While my career was steadily advancing along a law firm partnership track, my former peers were quickly becoming battle hardened and worldly. We remained close, but I felt a void growing between us, as I no longer felt the common purpose and shared history of brothers-in-arms enduring hardships together. Keeping up on my billable hours requirement played a bigger role in my life than many other things, including maintaining a fitness regimen. What’s more, the lawyer lunches I enjoyed softened me up and filled me out more than I cared to admit.

My heart would drop whenever my ringing cell phone displayed an area code from Southern California or North Carolina, where Marine friends were stationed while they were stateside. I choked back tears upon receiving calls with the news that Rick Gannon, Ken Hunt, and Ray Mendoza, friends from my active duty days, were killed in Iraq. I thought about the Marine Reserve unit I briefly served with in Ohio; they lost eleven members in an IED explosion so powerful it flipped their thirty-ton armored vehicle onto its top. I wondered what I was doing to honor their sacrifice. By this time, interest in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan seemed to largely fade from the public’s attention, much like the yellow “I Support the Troops” magnets people had put on their cars when the war began.

In late 2006, I ran into a Marine general I knew at a lecture hosted by a D.C. think tank. We talked about mutual friends and common interests, sharing laughs at things only Marines would find humorous. I admitted that I missed the Corps and told the general I occasionally mused about getting back in uniform to serve one more time. He pondered my comment for a moment, took a card out of his pocket, and wrote a name and number on it. “Call this Marine. Tell him your story and see if there’s a fit at the CAG for you,” he said. I thanked him, pocketed the card, and made my way around the reception.

A few days later, I was tucked into my desk at 8:00 p.m. when my cell phone rang, showing a number with the Southern California 949 area code. I answered reluctantly, worried I might hear bad news about another Marine I knew. Instead, it was a friend telling me about some promotions and awards several other friends were receiving and letting me know he was deploying—again. We chatted about nothing in particular until I glimpsed the general’s card on my desk and asked my friend what the CAG was.

He told me, “It stands for Civil Affairs Group—a pretty small unit, mostly reservists. They do good stuff. Why?”

“I had this crazy idea about coming back in to do one more tour,” I said. “Someone suggested I check out that unit, so I wanted to hear what you thought. But I doubt anything will come of it since I’ve been out so long.”

In his typical blunt manner, he told me, “You can get a waiver for just about anything. If your fat ass can pass a PFT and you can put up with the admin shit to come back in, they’ll find a spot for you.”

The next morning, I decided to gauge my fitness level, so I jogged from my house to work along the National Mall, a distance just a bit longer than the run requirement for the Marine Corps physical fitness test (PFT). Then I got on the pull-up bar at the gym I rarely visited. I was in shape—but it was more like a pear shape. I had a lot of work to do if I were seriously going to consider getting back into the Marine Corps. When I got to my office, I called the number the general gave me, told the major who answered the phone what I was interested in, and set up a meeting where I could fill out some paperwork and take an “inventory” PFT.

Before we hung up, he asked, “Are you married?” I said I was, and he followed with, “Is your wife cool with this?”

“I’ll find out,” I told him.

There’s someone for everyone, and I could not have found a better or more understanding partner than my wife. What I was asking her to consider was astonishing. I had a great job, good pay, and a comfortable life in a world-class city. Yet I wanted to trade that comfort and prestige for the hardship of a combat zone. The wars my country were fighting evoked the same sense of duty and adventure that led me into the Marine Corps in the first place. I felt like another stint in the Corps would reforge the bonds I had with my friends who were still serving. It would also allow me to play a role in what they were achieving rather than just envying them from afar.

My wife knew I had loved my time in the Marine Corps and cherished the friendships I developed there. She understood my desire to be part of something bigger—something that mattered—even if I were to have just a small role in that effort. And she knew I would never find that sense of achievement as a corporate lawyer. To a degree, the Marine Corps had become part of her life as well. She patiently endured my repeated stories, became close with my Marine friends’ wives, and often listened sympathetically as they described the anxiety they felt when their husbands embarked on yet another deployment. So it wasn’t much of a surprise when she said yes, but with a caveat:

“This will count as your midlife crisis, so no fancy sports cars or motorcycles, got it?”

I never had much of a thing for sports cars. But I like motorcycles, so I tried to appeal to her concern for the environment by pointing out that they’re more fuel-efficient than most cars. I even explained that motorcycles are safer than cars because they have fewer distractions, like radios and climate control systems, to take the driver’s eyes off the road. My persuasive skills weren’t at their best as I asked for clarification as to whether I was required to foreswear both items, or if I could pick just one. Considering that I was asking her permission to once again put myself in harm’s way in service to my country, I was not bargaining from a position of relative strength. She firmly reiterated her conditions, to which I humbly agreed.



The Marine Corps is one of the world’s most advanced and lethal fighting organizations, but it’s still a government entity with plenty of bureaucracy. When I began my re-entry process in late 2006, I naively assumed that after passing a PFT and signing a few forms, I would buy a new uniform, get a smart haircut, and jump right back in the action.

I was wrong.

My file had to make its way through the several offices whose approval was required, and I received an age waiver, separation from service waiver, and command endorsement from the CAG to join the unit once my application was finally approved. I underwent several physical exams and raised my fitness level to the point where I could easily get a high first-class PFT score. This process took close to a year to complete.

In early October 2007, the Marine who had been shepherding my paperwork through the reappointment process called to tell me my application had been approved. I was eager to get back in uniform and we set a time for the following day for me to come to his office to be recommissioned.

At 8:00 a.m. on a brisk October morning, I faced a Marine major and once again swore to “support and defend the Constitution of the United States against all enemies, foreign and domestic.”

When I finished the oath, he shook my hand and beamed, “Welcome back, Captain Biggio.”

I was a Marine again. I was home.

I. That captain eventually got his chance to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan (several times, in fact) and was awarded the Bronze Star for his service.






CHAPTER 3 PRAY FOR PEACE, BUT PREPARE FOR WAR



I love the infantry… They are the mud-rain-frost-and-wind boys. They have no comforts, and they learn to live without the necessities. And in the end, they are the guys that wars can’t be won without.

—ERNIE PYLE, writing from Northern Tunisia, May 2, 1943



OCTOBER 2007

IN THE TEN YEARS BETWEEN my leaving the service in late 1997 and rejoining in October 2007, some things about the Marine Corps had changed. Brown suede boots had replaced the black leather boots I’d spent hours polishing in the 1990s. The new camouflage utility uniforms with a trademarked design didn’t require ironing to maintain crisp lines. Personnel records were kept online, and Marines were able to access and update their record books through a web-based portal.

Also, in the post-9/11 world, reservists were no longer just “weekend warriors” whose obligations were limited to training for one weekend a month and a two-week session per year. Reservists were being called to—and volunteering for—active duty for lengthy tours to support the GWOT on a regular basis. And that’s exactly what I had in mind when I signed back up.

In other ways, things were exactly as I remembered. Chief among those was the character of the Marines. Marines have an innate intellectual curiosity that belies their rugged image, and those in my new unit were no exception. They were just as inclined to read The Economist and The Wall Street Journal as Guns & Ammo or Sports Illustrated. Junior Marines from the CAG confidently led impromptu discussions on the useful cultural insights in books such as Greg Mortenson’s Three Cups of Tea or Sarah Chayes’s The Punishment of Virtue to audiences of Marines several ranks higher. The unit’s roster included a senior attorney with the Department of Justice, a NASA scientist, congressional staff members, policemen, firefighters, graduate students, a journalist, a CIA analyst, and private-sector business executives. Many in the CAG had served multiple deployments to Iraq, Kosovo, northeast Africa, or other distant places where small elements of U.S. forces were serving in support of the GWOT. They could speak insightfully on a wide range of subjects, from Heisman Trophy winner Tim Tebow’s NFL prospects and the tactical employment of light machine guns, to the implications of U.S.-Pakistani relations on operations in Afghanistan.

But while I was glad to be back among Marines, in late 2007 there was something else on my mind. During the second weekend in December, I was shaken awake by a heavy pat on the chest, and my wife’s words: “It’s time to go.” We rushed to the hospital, and after a long day, we welcomed a baby boy into the world. I put on a blue tie, cradled my son, and stood next to my wife in her hospital bed for our first family portrait.

As any parent can attest—and as any prospective parent should be warned—a new baby is a wonderful but bewildering experience. In some ways, it was another layer of training for the unpredictability of living in a combat zone—you’re never fully in control in either situation. Events such as feedings and diaper changes consume your schedule; you sleep whenever you can (but never for more than two or three hours at a time); and even when things seem calm, you’re always on edge because you know they won’t be that way for long. With the help of family members and close friends, we managed to take our changed circumstances in stride, often literally. My son became part of my fitness regimen; I would strap him in a baby carrier and hike with him around our Washington neighborhood. After cutting through the park near my house at the end of a long walk one day, an African American woman I recognized as a newcomer in the neighborhood stopped me to, in her words, “Check out this little prince!” (She meant my son, not me.) We exchanged pleasantries, and she advised me, “Spoil him, but not too much.” Then she wished me well, and as she shook my hand, she said, “My name’s Michelle.”

While 2008 began on a high note for my family, other global events promised a bleak year ahead. Global stock indices were plunging, leading to speculation of a looming recession, while frustration with the progress and direction of the GWOT weighed heavily on many people’s minds.

By the time General David Petraeus and Ambassador Ryan Crocker urged Congress to halt withdrawals of the more than 160,000 U.S. troops from Iraq in April 2008, the war in Afghanistan—where the GWOT began—seemed to be an inconvenient side story for policy makers, with just over 33,000 “boots on the ground.”2 How to execute the “long war”—as the GWOT was now called in some circles—was a hot topic in the presidential primary debates, and some commentators and candidates even tried to distinguish between the “good war” (as if there really were such a thing) in Afghanistan and the “bad war” in Iraq.
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