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This book is dedicated to all those men and women in the arena.


It is not the critic who counts; not the man who points out how the strong man stumbles, or where the doer of deeds could have done them better. The credit belongs to the man who is actually in the arena, whose face is marred by dust and sweat and blood; who strives valiantly; who errs, who comes short again and again, because there is no effort without error and shortcoming; but who does actually strive to do the deeds; who knows great enthusiasms, the great devotions; who spends himself in a worthy cause; who at the best knows in the end the triumph of high achievement, and who at the worst, if he fails, at least fails while daring greatly, so that his place shall never be with those cold and timid souls who neither know victory nor defeat.


Theodore Roosevelt,
‘The Citizenship in a Republic’ –
address to the Sorbonne, Paris,
23 April 1910
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(Retired)


There are few books about Australia’s involvement in the war in Iraq.


The invasion predominantly involved Special Forces, and their history has yet to been written.


Our first training team in northern Iraq, assisting the newly-created Iraqi Army, did very good work but – to the disgust of its members – was not permitted by Government to accompany the Iraqis into battle.


Our logistic trainers passed their skills on most impressively and to the praise of their US hosts, but this subject has not attracted an author yet.


The Australian Battle Group deployed in southern Iraq was a fine combat unit that, again, was not permitted by Government to join the fight – except in highly restricted situations, which rarely eventuated.


The one group that existed almost from the time that the Coalition was formed in Iraq was that group of Australian soldiers that were embedded in various coalition headquarters.


This group were collectively known as ‘embeds’.


Marcus Fielding, a colonel in the highest Coalition headquarters in Iraq, tells his story in this book as one embed over nine months. It is a story set at the conclusion of the Australian involvement in Iraq.


Each war produces its own language and sayings, and the war in Iraq was no exception. Among a plethora of terms specific to that war, ‘embed’ must be one of the most common. I like to think of it as deriving from the act of embedding foreign bodies in a host.


Most Australians would have first heard the term applied to the media being embedded in a combat unit. But, as many people did not realise, soldiers too were embedded. In the military environment, members of the Coalition found themselves attached as individuals to what were called Coalition headquarters, but were in fact US headquarters with small numbers of foreign soldiers performing various roles. The most common foreign soldiers in these headquarters were Australians.


We look at the US and see the mightiest military power that has ever existed on this earth. But with combat operations in Iraq and Afghanistan running concurrently, the US was short of soldiers, especially soldiers with specialist skills. At the risk of generalisation, the US tended to put its best and brightest in the tactical headquarters and units doing the fighting – that is, from the Corps level down – while scrambling to fill the positions in the higher-level headquarters from any available source, including its allies.


Most headquarters are big. Only those who have never had to run a war think you can economise on manpower by stripping it out of headquarters. The highest Coalition headquarters in Iraq, Headquarters Multi-National Force–Iraq, or MNF-I, demanded large numbers of trained and skilled personnel. On many occasions the US did not have that manpower, so they were very happy to have Australians among them.


Had we been as stretched for manpower as the US during the war in Iraq, we may have been forced to send officers with less experience and skills than we did. But we were not stretched, and the officers we sent to Coalition headquarters – officers like Colonel Marcus Fielding – were fresh, experienced, skilled and trained to a standard that meant that, with few exceptions, they were at least as good as, if not a good deal better than, their US counterparts. For these reasons, our embeds in US headquarters, as a rule, stood out and were noticed.


I am honoured to be asked to write the Foreword to this book, because I too was an embed in the same headquarters as the author, but at an earlier time. I was there in the second year of the stabilisation phase following the invasion.


In the first year of the war, the satisfied feeling resulting from the successful invasion was soon replaced by a deep unease as the looting occurred, the insurgency appeared, and the sectarian lines were drawn. In the second year of the war, my year, violence had only just begun to peak, but peak it did.


So I saw the war at its incipient stage. Here, by contrast, Marcus gives us a description of life in a large Coalition headquarters at the end stage of the conflict for Australians.


The war in Iraq was contentious even before it began, remained contentious during its execution, and will be contentious whenever it finishes.


Most people I spoke to who were strongly against the Iraq war felt that way because of the invasion of the country and the issue of weapons of mass destruction. This seemed to mean that they had no emotional or intellectual energy left to address the question of how well the counter-insurgency that followed the invasion was run, or even the nature of that conflict.


Colonel Fielding’s book serves to show the complexity of running a modern counter-insurgency, even at a time when we were in the process of getting on top of our enemy.


It also brings into focus one aspect of the nature of a military alliance. The aim of many members of the alliance in Iraq was to get the US to do most of the heavy lifting, and to limit what they, as junior partners, did themselves. This is very common in an alliance. Australia was in Iraq to show solidarity with our great and powerful ally, and had no real intention of getting heavily involved in the fighting. The morality of this approach to alliance warfare, in my view, is highly questionable, but that is an issue for another day.


What it did mean was that our embeds had special value. The presence of Australian embeds in the major Coalition headquarters gave Australia the greatest bang for its proverbial buck without taking the risk of incurring politically damaging casualties. If a key function of our contribution to Iraq was to impress our major ally without risking casualties (as I say, a strange morality), then having a disproportionate number of Australians in US headquarters was the answer. Senior US officers often commented that Australians were running the war in Iraq. We might have given the impression of running the war, but of course the US was commanding and fighting it.


What Marcus does so well is to describe the day-to-day activities of an embedded staff officer on a major coalition HQ. He talks about the big issues of combat and operations, and of the ebb and flow of public opinion around these issues and events. But he also describes the mundane but essential people-focussed activities: the greetings and farewells, the cigar club, the morale-raising visits of US ‘personalities’ – all against the background of the violence that continued outside the Green Zone.


Many Australians served as embeds and, with probably only one exception, we did not accompany US units into action, although some Australians found themselves collaterally in the thick of it. What we did do was keep the great war machine moving.


The real attraction of this book is that it gives us a unique view of a crucial player in war: the problem-solving colonel. Many (mainly officers of the rank of major) say that the majors really run a war in big headquarters, and I saw enough examples of this to give this view some credence.


But what I also saw, and what this book confirms in my mind, is that the greatest asset for a commander or a chief of staff at a high level in a big war – the type of war that Australians rarely see, but which Australia should be able to prosecute in the extreme – is the experienced and capable, problem-solving colonel. It is the colonel that I continually turned to to solve the problems as they arose hour by hour, and to give me options. In this book, we see Colonel Fielding and his fellow colonels, assisted by majors, solving the myriad day-to-day problems in a way that contributes so markedly to success in wars.


This is what happens in this aspect of war. Not the blood, the guts and the glory, but what most soldiers experience: the mundane yet essential part of making the big machine work, that puts the soldiers in the right place at the right time with the right weapons, be those ‘weapons’ guns, the ability to make elections run smoothly, getting international agreements, the ownership of military real estate, the workings of a central bank, or the 1001 things that sit behind the warrior.


I was there at the start and Marcus was there at the end. Because of this, I found Marcus’s book fascinating. I congratulate him. He was in the middle of it all, and he had enough nous to write about it.


Major General Jim Molan AO, DSC, (Retired)
September 2011
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More than 20,000 men and women of the Australian Defence Force served in or near Iraq between 2003 and 2009.


They served on ships, in aircraft and on the ground in bases in Iraq and in neighbouring countries.


They served either as part of the initial invasion under the banner of ‘Operation Falconer’ or in the subsequent rehabilitation and reconstruction of Iraq under ‘Operation Catalyst’.


These men and women were all volunteers, and they did what their democratically elected government asked them to do. They joined men and women from dozens of other like-minded countries. Together they risked their lives to try to create a better future for the people of Iraq.


This book is about my service in Iraq. My tour of duty occurred in the last months of Australia’s military commitment, but at a time when the challenges in Iraq were far from over.


I have always felt that one of my greatest professional challenges is explaining to those unfamiliar with the military precisely what it is we do. Sometimes we communicate, often we don’t – perhaps I can’t find the right words, perhaps those I talk to simply cannot imagine the world I try to portray.


This book is an attempt to part the veil of mystique and dispel the murkiness often associated with the military and the role of the modern Australian soldier sent to strange and dangerous lands.


I worked in the senior coalition headquarters in Baghdad, which managed coalition forces on a grand scale and laboured to try to rebuild a country of 26 million people. My experience is inextricably bound to Iraq’s daily events and challenges. I cannot tell my story, therefore, without telling a little of the story of Iraq during my time there.


My story is one of many, yet it is unique. No other member of the Australian Defence Force shared my exact experience over the nine months of my deployment. My tasks were unique, my collection of work colleagues unique, and my own physical, moral and emotional journey likewise unique.


Some elements of my story will be broadly representative, others will not. But my story will add to a patchwork of accounts that portrays a soldier’s life, far removed from the peace and certainty of life in Australia.
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August–September 2008


The war in Iraq is in its sixth agonising year and it has finally found me.


Over those six long years of bitter fighting and political wrangling, I have listened to the torrent of criticism of this war. The condemnation reached a crescendo in 2006 and 2007 as the violence spiralled out of control and the toll of casualties, military and civilian, mounted. I have listened to the pundits and armchair strategists and, with each comment, my motivation to become involved has grown – not from some misguided belief in the glory of war, but from a desire to contribute tangibly and meaningfully to its resolution. It’s easy for observers on the sidelines – informed or otherwise – to label the war ‘mishandled’ and the coalition as inept or bumbling. It is easy to sit in a television studio or prod the sausages on a barbeque and dismiss those in Iraq as incompetent or misguided. Yet, in many ways, this is the only form of ‘involvement’ open to the vast majority of people. But for me, there is one other option available: as an officer in the Australian Army, I have the opportunity to act – to do rather than just think.


There is nothing more frustrating to a professional military officer than the business of ‘spectating’ a war – watching as an overseas operation unfolds and not being personally involved in it. As the war in Iraq continues, an increasing number of my fellow officers and soldiers have had the opportunity to participate. Why not me? Alongside the uneasy feeling that I have somehow been judged unworthy or unfit for operations lies the frustration of every soldier and every sportsman who trains but doesn’t enter the competition. What is the sense in training, exercising and preparing if I have no opportunity to use my skills? The opportunity to be tested in battle is the reward that all soldiers seek – the chance to prove ourselves worthy of the badge of courage.


In early 2003, as the build-up to the invasion of Iraq was gathering momentum, I watched from the vantage point of Commanding Officer of the 3rd Combat Engineer Regiment. The Regiment is an integral part of the Australian Army’s high-readiness 3rd Brigade, a superbly trained and highly-skilled force tailormade for operations such as those that filled the charts and drawing boards of the architects of the invasion of Iraq. Speculation that the 3rd Brigade would form part of Australia’s contribution to the ‘coalition of the willing’ was rampant and, like many others, I assumed it was only a matter of time before I, too, would don the sandy camouflage uniform and army-issue Ray-bans. But the 3rd Brigade was not to go and, while my disappointment was keen, I found some solace in avoiding the moral issues linked by many to the invasion. I wondered whether I could stand in front of the Regiment’s soldiers and speak of our potential mission without feeling morally conflicted. Soldiers serve as the government directs, but this does not quiet the clanging of conscience; this does not rob a soldier of his ability to question the justness of his fight – and neither should it.


Six hard years of war in Iraq may have produced no clear solution on the ground, but they have removed the pricking of my conscience. I know now that the fight is legitimate and justified, because while it turns out that Saddam Hussein’s regime didn’t have weapons of mass destruction, the Iraqi people and the region in general have a brighter future without Saddam – and they needed help to realise it. I have no reservations as I finally prepare to deploy for a nine-month tour of duty as an operations planning officer in the headquarters of the Multi-National Force–Iraq in Baghdad. I believe that the current mandate of the coalition forces in Iraq is legally and morally sound. My former trials of conscience and the problematic morality of the invasion have been replaced by a certainty, and a far greater challenge: to achieve the coalition’s mission in what has become an extraordinarily complex and dangerous environment.


And what is the coalition’s mission? It is to ‘create a viable Iraqi state’ from the wilderness and anarchy of a post-Saddam Iraq driven by religious, ethnic and tribal tensions that the people of the relatively stable and secure nation of Australia simply cannot comprehend. This ‘viable state’ is to be all-encompassing: a state with citizens who want to be citizens, who practise ethnic and religious tolerance, abide by the rule of law and who believe in the legitimacy of their country and its government. The coalition seeks to create a state in which the ‘contract’ between the people and the government is fair and just, and where the government strives to create the conditions for all its citizens to enjoy prosperous and fulfilling lives. In the face of the situation that is Iraq in early 2008, this remains an ambitious and challenging mission, and one with far more detractors than supporters.


While the voices of the critics ring loudly, the determination of those who have resolved to fulfill this mission is strong and pervasive. The traditionally fractured and disparate international community has shown its willingness to work as a team to help the Iraqi people to create this reality – to literally ‘fight for the peace’. The accusation that the coalition seeks to establish itself as some form of colonial occupying power in Iraq, leaching its oil resources for the benefit of Western states, forms a ceaseless and unfounded barrage in the international media. Thus far, the coalition has held its nerve and maintained its line: the countries that comprise the coalition seek only to create the conditions for the emergence of a new and better Iraqi state that will function effectively. Have there been mistakes and challenges along this path since 2003? Absolutely. Are these mistakes reason enough for the international community to give up, to abandon the Iraqi people to their fate? Absolutely not. This ringing endorsement is the cue for me – a midranking member of a small army from a country far removed, geographically and culturally, from the dusty, brown cities and pitiless deserts of Iraq – to prepare for my role. Finally, I have been granted a small walk-on part in the ostensibly impossible struggle to make Iraq a ‘better’ place.


In the last days before I leave Australia, during the many briefings and equipment issues, the specialised training and long days on the firing range, I ponder my own readiness for this momentous journey. How has my career prepared me for this moment? When I look back over the span of my army service, I feel I have been preparing for this moment for years rather than weeks. Professionally, I have been trained and tested in a vast array of exercises and scenarios. I have spent a total of four years on exchange with the US Army, and have found myself in the midst of military operations in places as diverse as Pakistan and Afghanistan, Haiti and East Timor. Each time, I was not involved in any physical fighting; rather, I was a member of a team that used every means available to make those countries better places. In each of these nations, the concepts and institutions of the rule of law, democracy, capitalism and free markets are now more or less accepted and functioning, to varying degrees. I have come to appreciate that the military plays a contributory role in striving to improve these desperate countries.


Morally, I have no doubt that the military can help to make this a safer and better world, to rid it of despots, and to intervene in the event of a humanitarian disaster. I regard soldiers as similar in motivation to development workers and members of non-government organisations, who also make personal sacrifices to improve the lives of others. Our methods may be worlds apart, but our objectives are closely aligned. Fundamentally, without physical safety, a society cannot grow, develop and flourish, and it often takes a military presence to ensure security and create the stability that allows a society to flourish.


Assuring myself of the legitimacy of the military’s role in the development of fledgling states is only part of my mental preparation. Introspection leads me to make a judgement call on my own ability to deal with issues that are disconcerting at best, and downright confronting at worst. I am no longer the brash young officer with an answer for everything who graduated, ready to fix the world in general and the army in particular. I feel I have matured so much over the years that I have almost become a different person – importantly, I am now far more accepting of the vagaries of individuals and societies. I have no doubt that I will experience extraordinary frustrations in the coming months, but I also know that I will do my utmost to resolve these intelligently and sensitively. I want to be able to look back on my tour of duty with pride and a sense of satisfaction. I want to harbour few regrets, although I am sufficiently realistic to know that this is unlikely.


There are two ways that soldiers are deployed overseas on operations. They either proceed as members of a group, or they are shipped off individually. While the army is geared towards the large-scale movement of troops, individual deployment is a necessary corollary, often placing individuals in key positions of importance. Individual deployments invariably aim to fill staff (non-command) appointments in various headquarters – of which there are plenty. The lead nation in a coalition is always keen to expand the national membership of the team as broadly as possible, seeking to enhance the legitimacy of the coalition and to share the risks of the operation among several nations and international organisations. For Australians, the opportunity to deploy individually with the lead nation of a coalition promises a rich experience that can never be replicated within the limited scope of the Australian Defence Force. Yet it is the group deployment that tends to attract media attention and to thus feature in the public consciousness, maintaining a presence on the nation’s radar. An individual typically ventures alone, away from the glare of publicity, and often ends up working in a small, multinational team far removed from other Australians. It is potentially a lonely and isolating experience, and one that allows plenty of time for introspection and reflection.


Being selected to fill one of these appointments is a rich prize indeed, and the announcement is usually received with a sense of professional satisfaction. This euphoria, however, is quickly dampened by a hefty dose of reality and urgency. Individual deployment is hard work: unit staff manage the deployment of units, but individuals deploy themselves – and the list of things that need to be done is long. Each person who deploys overseas has to complete medical checks and inoculations, dental checks and physical fitness tests. Passports must be renewed, wills updated, security clearances obtained and, all the while, the hapless individual must sit through dozens of hours of lectures and practical training on threats, culture, conditions of service, entitlements, weapons qualifications, first-aid refresher courses, equipment issues, and the myriad other arrangements that lead to the organised suspension of daily life in Australia.


One of the more interesting – and sobering – pre-deployment requirements is the provision of a DNA sample. I had imagined this to be a simple swab of saliva taken from the mouth, as portrayed on television crime shows. The army, however, requires a blood sample, which necessitates an elaborate process of storage in a series of sealed and marked bags. The logic behind the process – explained to me by a masked and gowned medical professional – is that, if my scattered and disintegrated remains are recovered at some point in the distant future, this is the sample that will confirm my identity. The prospect holds less comfort than the medico would have me believe. In a grisly coincidence, just as I am being confronted with my own mortality, a mass grave of casualties from the World War I battle of Fromelles is being uncovered, the partial pieces of humanity pored over by a veritable battalion of archaeologists and historians. I try to imagine such an act of positive identification potentially applied to my dusty bones in 80 years’ time: it’s no less comforting, and does nothing to diminish the macabre feel of making careful bureaucratic arrangements for my own death. But arrange it I must, as this is a real and ever-present risk in our line of work. I arrive home later that day and steal a glance at my wife; I then realise that these arrangements are not really for my benefit. If DNA samples are needed, then clearly I would be past caring. Later that evening – now only a few days before I am to deploy – I sit with my wife and explain to her the necessary business of coping with my death, the military process that would immediately unfold, and where all the key documents she would need are located. It’s a grim business, but the military requires such practicalities.


Being away from my family for nine months is an enormous imposition, and demands a significant amount of preparation. Ensuring that the household will run smoothly without me entails a clear appreciation of all that I contribute to the daily running of family life, and the careful consideration of alternative arrangements. I am also conscious of the need to communicate to my loved ones some sense of what I am about to do while, at the same time, trying to temper their anxiety over the amount of danger to which I may be exposed.


My wife understands my motivation to deploy and to be involved in Australia’s efforts in Iraq, and she is stoically supportive. But it’s not as easy for our children to understand. For them, the message is that Dad will be away for a long time – and he will be in danger. I know I have to discuss the issue of potential death or injury with my wife, but equally I know that there is no need for our children to try to come to terms with this spectre. In the end, I can do little more than promise to be careful, and hope that I will return home to see them again.


Deploying as an individual also means having to transfer the responsibilities of my ‘normal’ job and make a graceful and honourable exit from the unrelenting pace of work, which will continue despite my absence – no matter how I flatter myself that they can’t cope without me. When individuals are deployed, their workplace is expected to carry the vacancy; that is, my workload is taken up by others in the section. As the strategic planning officer for the multi-agency Border Protection Command, my portfolio is broad and varied, and my section has little choice other than to take up my load. Thankfully, it is only three months before my permanent replacement is to be posted into the command. I prepare carefully and methodically, planning a timely and systematic handover of all my responsibilities and projects. But time, as always, is my enemy and, despite my best intentions, there is much that I am forced to leave to my work colleagues and my permanent replacement via a collection of quasi-cryptic handover notes.


After dealing with my potential demise and exit from work as best I can, I turn my attention to my survival and try to anticipate my personal requirements for the next few months. I pack my bags accordingly. I email and call the person I will replace, and glean as much advice as I can about the job and where I will be working, but our discussion is restricted to generalities, as we are limited to unclassified channels. In the end, I fall back on my experience from other deployments and pack for all ‘just in case’ contingencies, assembling a small mountain of gear yet knowing full well that I may never need or use it.


The burden of tasks and the scarcity of time also affect my family arrangements. Despite my desperate need to leave my wife and children relaxed in the knowledge that the home front is well organised and my parting graceful and unhurried, time destroys this careful illusion. There is still a great deal that I am forced to leave to my wife, and the indecent haste of those last few days creates the very anxiety I had hoped to avoid. Right up to that last tearful departure at the airport, there is so much left unsaid, so much anxiety that remains unresolved. There is little I can do but reassure myself that they can cope without me. I strive to remain focused on their uncritical support for my mission. Their belief in the importance of what I am about to do is rock solid. They believe in me.


As I try to arrange my departure on several fronts at once, I also try to glean as much as possible from the media about what is going on in Iraq. I am desperate to familiarise myself with the myriad issues concerning Iraq, as I know I will have little time to settle in once I arrive. My last weeks and days in Australia become a blur of activity, and only on the last night do I realise that I need to insert a ‘circuit-breaker’ with my family. They have been understanding, patient and supportive of all that has needed to be done to enable me to head off, and I thank them over dinner in a nice restaurant in Manuka.


That night, my wife and I put the children to bed like any other night. Later, we make love, then try to sleep – knowing that, come morning, our life’s journey will be taking two very unusual paths.
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Mid-September 2008


The appointed day for my deployment arrives and I’m off. My family accompanies me silently to Canberra Airport, and there are tearful goodbyes. Counter-intuitively, I suspect that, after all the rushing around, my family feels a touch relieved now that I’m actually boarding the plane, so they can get on with the next phase of their lives. I know that they will fill the void of my absence within a few weeks, and that they will simply make new arrangements around the house. Somehow what needs to be done will be done and, like my work colleagues, they will cope without me – probably quite well. In nine months’ time, my family will have to brace themselves for their next real challenge – my return home – when we will all have to get used to one another again.


Just as it did in the days of the Korean and Vietnam wars, the Australian Defence Force runs a charter flight to move its troops overseas. To serve the current conflict, the flight runs from Sydney to Kuwait every Tuesday and Saturday, the solid regularity of the service another reminder that the business of war has been laced with routine. Soldiers, sailors and airmen – almost all male – from across Australia mingle casually on the flight across to the Middle East. We are dressed in civilian clothes, the hostesses are pretty, and the movies recent – it almost feels as if we are off on an overseas holiday. But the mood of the passengers is sombre. Some are returning from leave in Australia, while others, like me, are starting their tours. I spend time pondering what lies ahead. I have done all I can at home – now it is time to look forward to the task ahead. As an individual, I sit alone, lost in thought. I have no travelling companion with whom I can compare notes, noone whose journey will resemble mine. Many of the other passengers on the plane sit in small groups, obviously part of the same unit and bound by the chummy familiarity of workmates. But a similarly large component comprises individuals, in whose faces I read doubts and anxieties. Like them, I keep my counsel.


The plane stops briefly in Darwin and the Maldives to take on fuel and, after 20 or so hours of flying, lands at Kuwait International Airport. The holiday illusion ends here. The plane taxis to a point clearly separate from the main passenger terminal. The stairs are attached, and we disembark and are ushered directly onto buses under the control of Australian military movement personnel and a handful of Kuwaiti officials. No passports, no Immigration, no Customs – it’s all been pre-approved. It’s not long after dawn, but already it’s uncomfortable to stand in direct sunlight for any length of time. The curtains on the bus are drawn for two reasons – they preserve our anonymity and provide protection from the harsh Arabian sun. The Kuwaiti driver clunks the bus into gear and my jetlagged senses follow suit, doing their best to drink in the stark differences of another land.


I am desperate to try to absorb it all, having never visited the Middle East before. I notice the types of cars, the signs, the style of the apartment buildings, the sand, the rubbish, the smells, the sounds. Most people are just starting their day and, mercifully, we beat the morning rush hour. Just as I become accustomed to driving through the suburbs of Kuwait City, they end, and the city limits announce the broad expanse of the countryside – the vast, empty desert. It lies in wait – light tan rather than sandy, flat, dusty and featureless, mere minutes from the concrete jungle of the city. The highway runs out in front of us in long, straight lines. It’s like driving across the Nullarbor.


Then the first military convoy passes in the other direction. A large fuel truck is followed by another, and another, and another. Thirty or 40 trucks pass by, all clearly part of the massive logistic effort feeding the war. Wow, this is serious – and big. Further on, the sight becomes even more imposing. We turn off the highway onto a dusty road and then the bus somehow sidles through a narrow gap in a long dirt berm that has been bulldozed up from the desert sand. Watchtowers and floodlights appear, followed by large concrete barriers that channel the bus into a lane and force it to slow down. This is the entrance to our base and an area in which forces are highly vulnerable to attack by car bombs. Security is tight. There is no doubt that Kuwait is a safer place than Iraq, but there is no scope for complacency – and none is evident. This is a region in which every weakness is exploited. Contractors run the checkpoints – no locals are involved. Tan uniforms, baseball caps and sunglasses, greet us; as we move closer, brightly coloured US flag badges appear on shoulders and Western name tags on shirt pockets. The white guys sport deep tans from working in the Kuwaiti sun for months on end. Vehicle registration and identification cards are checked, the vehicle is inspected, and we are finally allowed through the heavy metal boom gate. It’s a big fuss for a military vehicle; non-military vehicles take far longer to pass through: their inspection for weapons and explosives is much more thorough.


This is my first taste of proximity to a war zone, but I am too jetlagged to feel anxious or overwhelmed. All I feel is a tinge of numbness – there is so much that is new and strange that I feel I should be absorbing carefully and storing for future reference, but all I register is sensory overload. What I do notice is that the security here is far tighter than at military bases in Australia. In fact, my initial reaction is that the security precautions are excessive; then the realisation dawns that there must be valid reasons for such tight security, despite the fact that we are in a supposedly safe country.


Inside, the base is a hive of activity despite the climbing temperatures. Everywhere there are soldiers on the move: soldiers coming in from the US, soldiers going home, vehicles moving, shipping containers peppering the ground like boxed anthills. The sounds of industry are masked by the motors of generators, which hum ceaselessly. A sense of purpose permeates every activity. Tan-colored dust blows around and seems to pervade every pore and crevice. It annoys me for the first few hours, then I decide to ignore it – I have learned my first lesson in acceptance of this, my new world. The sun is extraordinarily bright and punishing. I quickly learn to wait in shadows and don sunglasses automatically – even before I walk out of a building. But the hostile environment has met its match in its American inhabitants, who refuse to submit and continue their fight to shape their environment to their needs. This is a base like any other and, behind the drab and dirty walls, are the inevitable brave efforts to make life more familiar (i.e. Western) and, ultimately, bearable.


The Australian logistics base in Kuwait occupies a modest corner of one of the smaller US bases. Australian forces heading for Iraq or Afghanistan all pass through the Australian base in Kuwait – apart from those aboard ships that sail directly to the Arabian Gulf. For a few days here I find myself yet again in the throes of preparation training, although the opportunity to acclimatise is welcome. As the preparation training progresses, it gradually becomes more detailed and specific to a particular work environment.


One of my first actions, as I stage through the Australian logistics base, is to write an email home to say I have arrived safely. But the rules for maintaining operational security by not disclosing names, times and places make this a stilted message. In the end, my missive, far from the personal and proximate, is a masterpiece of veiled speech: ‘I have arrived safely at the first stop. All OK. Schedule for next move according to plan.’ I wonder whether al-Qaeda really do have the means to intercept Web-based emails, or whether they are really interested in my movements. But stranger things have been known to happen, and I decide to abide by the rules.


The swift transfer from the mild, low-teens Australian winter temperatures to summertime Kuwait, with its temperatures in the mid-thirties, requires more than a little adjustment. Acclimatising to intense heat in shorts and T-shirt is barely manageable, but in long-sleeved and full-length camouflage uniforms it presents a significant challenge – then add body armour, helmet, weapons and ammunition for a true sense of this challenge.


Wearing body armour is a military experience that civilians should feel immensely grateful to avoid. It comprises a Kevlar vest which covers the entire torso, into which two large (and heavy) ballistic plates are inserted through pockets at the front and back. A standard Australian rifle and pistol are issued and become an extension of my being. Where I go, they go. I collect five magazines of rifle ammunition and three of pistol. All up, I’m carrying around 30 kilograms. This is my new ensemble for the next few months – to be worn every time I leave the base. It’s just bearable for me, a reasonably strong man; the same rules apply to women – understandably, the more diminutive of them find it physically pretty demanding. Progressively over the next few days, I wear my entire ensemble as much as I can and, in combination with a little exercise, I begin to acclimatise and feel vaguely comfortable within this extraordinary environment.


The three days of training begin with more briefs, then moves to additional hands-on training, more weapons training and range practice. In the interests of self-preservation, I welcome every opportunity to practise my shooting. Briefs on the threat of improvised explosive devices are sobering, and I force myself to acquire the habit of scanning ahead whenever I walk or drive. By the time I leave Iraq, this habit will be ingrained.


Stepping outside the small Aussie compound, I feel almost swallowed up by the big US war machine. I’m obviously different to the rest: my uniform announces this loud and clear to all around me. The Americans notice in a casual, off-hand way, and we eye one another with the mutual respect that exists between soldiers.


The US-run dining facility is large – like everything American – and offers all manner of food and plenty of it. Essentially, I can eat as much as I want, and I soon face my first real threat – the temptation to eat too much and arrive home heavier than when I left. The air-conditioning hums, a constant drone in the background. Television sets plaster the walls, and CNN and Fox News maintain their relentless determination to keep viewers informed of events in the US and around the world. US military ‘infomercials’ replace the usual commercials and feature short segments aimed at reminding troops of the ever-present rules and regulations, providing advice on how to transfer to another part of the military, or on re-enlisting and extending contracts of service. Locally employed civilians serve and clean up after us. Copies of Stars and Stripes, the daily US Services newspaper, are stacked neatly at the exit. This publication is printed and distributed around Kuwait and Iraq every night, and aims to bring news from home to every deployed serviceperson.


In other small, temporary, brown buildings, concessionaires sell McDonalds or Subway sandwiches, Green Beans coffee, a haircut and even a beauty treatment. Others assist soldiers to order a new car or motorcycle for their return to the US. The Post Exchange – that institution of US forces known the world over as the ‘PX’ – occupies a larger building, as is appropriate given its size, and offers all manner of items to the modern soldier, catering for every conceivable need. Toiletries, Western snack foods, basic civilian clothing, sandshoes, magazines, portable gaming machines, CDs, DVDs and a dizzying array of electronics fill the shelves. The canny stockers of the PX also sell every piece of kit that a soldier might require and which the US Army, in its wisdom, either doesn’t provide or issues in such appalling quality that replacements are immediately necessary – backpacks, boots, socks, gloves, belts, pouches, knives, torches, camouflage face paint … The PX is a magnificent business venture, and takes seriously its mantra to make the lives of US troops on 12-month tours of duty just that little bit easier.


For me, everything is new and different – the weather, the dust, the base, the people the food, the heat. This sensation of novelty, coupled with the blurring effects of jetlag, prolong my sensory overload beyond the first few days. It’s a common affliction, and one that provides the reasoning behind the compulsory three days of final preparation for all who pass through this base. It’s aimed at acclimatising us – making us all feel comfortable and ready for the next stage.


The drive out to the firing range presents my first opportunity to leave the base – exiting the base is as controlled an event as entering. An hour’s drive down the highway provides a wealth of insights. Military bases appear to have been constructed all over the Kuwaiti desert, literally in the middle of nowhere – huge, sprawling complexes dot the empty horizon. Big sand berms shield them from view, but the rise and fall of the road allows me to look down and across vast expanses of air-conditioned tents, temporary buildings and yards full of containers and equipment. Wire fences, checkpoints, guard towers and floodlights combine to make them islands of security in an uncertain land.


Between the bases there is a desolate nothingness, broken only occasionally by motley herds of several dozen camels, loosely controlled by a lone herder. A litter of rusting vehicle hulks provides a stark reminder of the First Gulf War in 1991. We pass another convoy of civilian trucks entering yet another base, almost 50 vehicles this time. Hot on its heels is a further convoy of 40 trucks carrying US armoured vehicles. The enormity of this venture finally starts to sink in.


The training in Kuwait is not without its highlights, among them a US-run combat first-aid session. Somehow, over the last few years, the Australian Defence Force has forgotten what happens to people in combat and how to train soldiers to deal with this. The Americans haven’t. Soldiers are regularly shot, cut, punctured, crushed, burned, their limbs severed or shattered. Even the mass of helmets and body armour won’t prevent a serious wound. Military medics are astonishingly good but, in the critical minutes before they arrive, it’s the task of every individual soldier to try to save a wounded mate. The danger, response, airway, breathing, compression procedure is irrelevant when that mate has had a leg blown off and lies bleeding on the road. The US military is a remarkable teaching organisation, and has established an excellent regime of training to prepare its soldiers. The contractor for whom this training is a daily ritual – clearly a retired Special Forces medic – doesn’t spare us the details and includes several graphic photos in his presentation. In front of us lies a row of life-sized computer-controlled dummies. They breathe, their eyes open and close – and they bleed. They are configured with various missing limbs, punctured lungs and injuries. We are divided into small teams and tasked with trying to stop the bleeding and keeping our dummy alive. We are quickly covered in fake blood – no room for the squeamish; we accept it as inevitable and get on with the job at hand. Soundtracks of gunfire and explosions boom through speakers to add that air of realism. Then the lights are switched off. With our feeble torch beams stabbing the darkness, we continue the fight to save our dummy mates. It’s realistic training, and we walk away at the end hoping we never have to use it.


After three days we are deemed ‘ready’ and it’s time to move again. We re-pack our bags and board a Royal Australian Air Force C130 transport aircraft. This time there are no reclining seats or movies and the pretty hostesses are gone. This time we sit sideways in a cargo-webbing seat, bowed by the weight of helmet, body armour and weapons. It’s really hot, really uncomfortable and really noisy. The pre-flight brief covers not the dinner menu, but rather what to do if someone is shot by ground fire during the flight. Next stop … the war.
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Late September 2008


While my deployment experience thus far has been interesting and challenging, it is by no means unique – in fact, my experience reflects that of most other deploying soldiers. The point at which I am declared ‘ready’ to enter the battle zone, to face whatever the insurgency can throw at me, is where my story becomes unique. I am destined for Baghdad, to work alongside and amidst the coalition leaders – to be ‘embedded’, as the popular expression declares – and to share the war from the vantage point of the leaders of the coalition, the US government.


Baghdad is an hour’s flight from Kuwait, a journey from civilisation to the wilderness, from cosseted safety to the deadly unpredictability of a war zone. Physically, it is only a few hundred kilometres, but mentally it is a quantum leap. At best, this will be an experience that few will share and that I will never forget. At worst, this may be the last flight I take. A few deep breaths and I restore my mental fortitude. I am comforted by the fact that I am not alone; there are five other Australians who sit around me in varying attitudes that belie anxiety and exhilaration. These five are also off on individual deployments and have followed a similar path, from the initial decision to volunteer to the taxing processes of their pre-deployment preparations and the past few days of training. As the noise of the aircraft makes conversation impossible, my eyes wander around the group. I wonder where this journey will take each of us; I wonder how it will chart the course of the rest of our lives.


The aircraft is a hothouse – it takes several minutes for the altitude and the airconditioning to drop the temperature to an almost bearable level. My curiosity returns and I peer expectantly out the small, porthole-like windows searching for a glimpse of this ancient, strife-torn land. The view is disappointing: between the grime of the windows and the haze of the desert, anything remotely resembling a view is completely obscured. I give up and return to my musing, allowing my mind to wander unfettered – a freedom that may be in short supply once we land. I try to savour these last unhurried moments and reflect on everything that has led to this point over the last few weeks.


We descend through the uninviting haze and land without incident – routine for the approach to any other international airport, but this is Baghdad, arguably the world’s most dangerous city. In the past, aircraft routinely made steep, corkscrew landings into Baghdad Airport to reduce the potential risk from missiles. I breathe more deeply as we come to a halt on terra firma. I’m at once glad to be safely down, but also conscious that I have finally arrived and it’s time to start work. We peer towards the rear ramp of the plane, which lowers with mechanical sluggishness. No wonder the view was hazy: we have landed in the midst of a small dust storm, a common occurrence in late-summer Iraq. Rising from my seat is an effort, as I am weighed down by helmet, body armour, weapons and ammunition. I do my best to stride purposefully towards the exit at the rear; I feel the temperature increase with every step. The bright sunlight forces me to squint and I don my sunglasses even before I step out of the plane. I peer through the hot, gritty air: welcome to Iraq.


The C130 parks on the military side of Baghdad International Airport – referred to by all and sundry as ‘BIAP’. The world of the military in peacetime or war is dominated by its own peculiar language of acronyms, which is specific to every nation. I now have to learn a new language: American military. On the opposite side of the runway the commercial airline traffic is bustling – an incongruous albeit welcome sign of something approaching normality. As in Kuwait, we are met by a small group of Australian military movement personnel and ushered quickly into a waiting minibus. The airport is in a secure zone so we can strip off our body armour. Our gratitude knows no bounds. We are wringing with sweat from the flight, but glad to be free of the weight and happy to have finally arrived in Baghdad – in one piece.


The minibus drives through a bewildering maze of checkpoints and concrete barrier walls – and that’s just to exit the airport. High concrete walls in metre-wide sections line the roads and surround the compounds in an effort to reduce the effects of rockets and mortar rounds. The contractor who cast these ‘T-walls’ must have made a small fortune. Occasionally I spot a concrete wall peppered with scabs from rocket strikes. I am struck by the amount of rubbish that lines the roads, and how everything is coloured drab brown by the dust. Filthy armoured military vehicles and commercial sports utility vehicles abound. The dust and dirt immediately irritate my nose and throat. The area appears to have been constantly improvised in an effort to deal with the challenges of the day; it feels ad hoc and unloved.


We make our way to a clutch of buildings that sits alongside a fetid man-made lake and ‘check in’ with the Australian headquarters, which provides what is termed ‘national command’ to Australian forces in both Iraq and Afghanistan. In a nutshell, the headquarters provides policy on the employment of Australian forces within the coalition and ensures that this policy is followed. Almost all the Australian forces working as part of the coalition in Iraq are directed on operations by US forces. Effectively, the Australian headquarters does not provide any direction to Australian forces on what missions to perform as part of the coalition’s operational effort. The headquarters does, however, ensure that Australian forces are not tasked with an inappropriate operational mission and that they are adequately supported from Australia.


In the earliest days of the occupation, the Australian headquarters moved into a two-storey building adjacent to the al-Faw Palace, near BIAP. The building was one of many residences used by Saddam’s family and his legion of cronies. Tan stonework adorned with friezes of ancient and modern battles and verses from the Koran carved in beautiful Arabic script provide a grand first impression. Large man-made lakes complete the setting. From a distance it looks magnificent. Close up, however, it is easy to see the shoddy workmanship and the toll of the occupation. Generations of sporadic modifications to improve the functioning of the headquarters have given it a rambling, eccentric feel, while years of collected grime and detritus cake the walls and eddy in the corners. Italian baroque armchairs, remnants of the elaborate tastes of the palace’s former master, sit incongruously alongside makeshift plywood furniture; computer cables snake along the walls; small cairns of bottled water adorn each room; and notices and maps hide the grimy surfaces. Rooms of every description – even those that were elaborate bathrooms – have been converted into office space. Coils of barbed wire prevent unwanted visitors drifting into the headquarters from across the lake, and hessian is draped behind high wire-mesh fences so locals can’t see into the compound. It’s difficult to maintain cleanliness and order in an improvised workspace and a communal environment. Tours of duty in the Australian headquarters are generally six months long, and people come and go in an endless staggered procession. New arrivals tend to accept the place as it is and, because we all know that, at some stage, the building will be returned to the Iraqis, there is little appetite to begin major improvements or to clean up.


The issue of the day, in the Australian headquarters in September 2008, is movement. The Overwatch Battle Group (a light armoured-vehicle-based force operating in south-eastern Iraq) has been withdrawn at the direction of the Rudd government and, from mid-2008, the Australian military focus has changed completely. While a smaller armoured-vehicle-based security detachment for the Australian Embassy staff and about 50 embedded staff officers remain in Iraq, the focus of Australia’s interest has shifted to Afghanistan, reflecting the size of the forces deployed there and the challenges associated with a resurgent Taliban.


Since the coalitions in Iraq and Afghanistan are two completely different entities, Baghdad is probably the worst place on the planet to effect national command of forces in Afghanistan. Baghdad is dangerous, difficult to get to and from, and missing much of the electronic connectivity with the coalition in Afghanistan. Australia is the only country that has been running two separate operations from a single headquarters. The Australian headquarters should have moved when the Overwatch Battle Group was withdrawn from Iraq but, inexplicably, several months have elapsed without a final decision on relocation. As I arrive in Baghdad, the issue is clearly coming to a head and the Australian commander and his staff are busily compiling plans and preparing decision briefs. In all likelihood they, too, will leave Iraq before the end of the year. The mood among the headquarters staff is changing as they begin to consider the mammoth effort involved in moving to another location after six years in Baghdad. In the meantime, I’m still moving in.


When the coalition first occupied Baghdad, it moved into two major areas: the government district in the centre of the city and the airport. The government district became the Green Zone, and the BIAP area became Victory Base. Over time, the Green Zone was officially renamed the International Zone, although everyone still calls it the Green Zone. After six years, these areas have been significantly redeveloped. Existing buildings have been refurbished and remodelled (except for those that have been declared unsafe as a result of bomb damage), temporary accommodation buildings have been erected, and vehicle parks and logistic storage yards fill every available space between buildings. Checkpoints and guards abound. High concrete blast walls and jersey barriers channel all vehicle and pedestrian movement. The bases feel like cities under siege – largely because they are. But, at the same time, the marble floors and chandeliers in the old palace buildings, the comforting drone of air-conditioning, the coffee shops and the huge, all-you-can-eat dining facilities present a surreal contrast. When I arrive, Victory Base is home to over 50,000 soldiers and contractors.


The International Zone in the heart of Baghdad comprises Saddam Hussein’s former Republican Palace, numerous villas for his family, several government buildings, the Rasheed Hotel, a Convention Centre and the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier, adjacent to a military parade route that passes under the much-photographed Crossed Swords. The International Zone is approximately 15 square kilometres and sits on a bend in the Tigris River. This is where both the coalition and the Iraqi government are based, as are many of the embassies, the United Nations and non-government organisations. This is also where I will be living and working.


Travelling from the Australian headquarters in Victory Base to the International Zone involves a trip in an armoured truck along the infamous ‘Route Irish’ – so named, in the early days of the invasion, by a US unit in Baghdad. This was, and may still be, the most dangerous 12 kilometres on the planet. It’s a necessary trip – so necessary for so many that the four-armoured-truck convoy does a shuttle run four times a day. Once again I don all my protective gear, am assigned a vehicle, and receive briefs on the actions to take if we are attacked – a frighteningly regular event despite the massive coalition presence. I find it amazing that this unsatisfactory situation still exists. The vehicle is difficult to climb into – up a steep set of steps and through a small door at the back. The floor is quite high because of the vehicle’s V-shaped blast-deflecting hull, and there are only six seats inside. I strap into a four-point harness – an essential precaution. If the vehicle is hit by a rocket or improvised explosive device, and rolls, the last thing I want is to be bouncing around inside. The interior of the vehicle is punctuated by a multitude of sharp edges, most belonging to radio units and jamming devices designed to confound the improvised explosive devices. Helmets are donned; mercifully, the air-conditioning is working well. The sergeant vehicle commander gives us an abbreviated brief in a patterned drill. We fix a magazine to our weapons as we move through the last checkpoint out of Victory Base. If we are hit, we will be ready to emerge from the vehicle and shoot back. We pick up speed along the two-lane highway. A female machine-gunner in the cupola spins around, scanning for threats from vehicles, overpasses or buildings. The roadside has been deliberately cleared of rubbish and debris to prevent insurgents hiding roadside bombs. It’s probably the cleanest street in Baghdad. I glimpse Iraqi faces in passing cars through thick, green-tinted glass windows. It’s a short trip of around 20 minutes, and mercifully uneventful. We arrive at the designated spot in the International Zone; the crowd for the return shuttle run has already formed. This is commuting … Baghdad style.
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September – October 2008


Finally linking up with the fellow I am replacing is an emotional event. I am more fortunate than most, as Colonel Peter Gates is a long-time friend of mine. He is waiting for me at the shed where the shuttle run drops its passengers in the International Zone, and as soon as he sees me his entire demeanour lifts. This is not surprising as, with my arrival, his departure is signed and sealed and needs only to be delivered. He will begin the long but welcome journey home in a few days. He beams his welcome, shakes my hand vigorously and slaps my back. During our handover period, no question I ask will be too stupid and no request I make will be too difficult. His mission now is to make me as comfortable with my job and my new environs as he possibly can. And in Iraq that is no easy task.
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