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For My Brothers:





U.S. Army Major Mathew Earl Schram




JANUARY 25, 1967–MAY 26, 2003




Killed in Action




U.S. Navy Lieutenant Kylan A. Jones-Huffman




APRIL 20, 1972–AUGUST 21, 2003




Killed in Action




U.S. Army Captain Sean Patrick Sims




AUGUST 27, 1972–NOVEMBER 13, 2004




Killed in Action




U.S. Army First Lieutenant Erik Scott McCrae




NOVEMBER 1, 1978–JUNE 4, 2004




Killed in Action




U.S. Army Sergeant Arnold Duplantier II




JUNE 3, 1979–JUNE 22, 2005




Killed in Action




U.S. Army Specialist Robert Allen Wise




AUGUST 6, 1982–NOVEMBER 12, 2003




Killed in Action




U.S. Marine Corps Corporal Jason L. Dunham




NOVEMBER 10, 1981–APRIL 22, 2004




Killed in Action




U.S. Marine Corps Lance Corporal Chance Russell Phelps




JULY 14, 1984–APRIL 9, 2004




Killed in Action




U.S. Marine Corps Lance Corporal Eric Scott Freeman




AUGUST 2, 1984–JANUARY 3, 2005




Killed in an automobile crash on his way to report for duty for a third tour in Iraq
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Introduction






Yet all experience is an arch wherethrough gleams the untravelled world.




—ALFRED, LORD TENNYSON, “ULYSSES”









Memorial Day is like any other day when you’re in an army at war.




On Memorial Day, May 26, 2003, at approximately 7:00A.M ., Major Mathew E. Schram was leading a resupply convoy in western Iraq near the Syrian border. Major Schram was the support operations officer for the 3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment, a unit out of Ft. Carson, Colorado. He had responsibility for organizing the regiment’s logistical arm, ensuring that the cavalrymen never ran out of food, fuel, or ammo.




Normally, Major Schram would not accompany the convoys as his responsibilities kept him at the main resupply point. However, due to the attacks on supply convoys, he decided to lead this one. He also decided that there was a side benefit to the ride: he would be able to talk with the field commanders and troops that he supported. Major Schram wanted to make sure that his customers were happy. Anyone who knew Mat Schram knew that he was obsessive-compulsive about making sure “his soldiers” were taken care of; that’s why he was one of the top logistical officers in the U.S. Army.




The convoy was headed north from Al Asad Airbase–Forward Operating Base (FOB) Webster along Route 12 to FOB Jenna. After delivering supplies at Jenna, the convoy would continue on to Al Qaim, where the 1st/3rd Armored Cavalry was based.




At 7:15A.M ., Major Schram’s convoy approached a wide ravine where the bridge had been destroyed during the invasion. The convoy had to go down the embankment, into the ravine, and back up the other side to get back onto the highway.




Once the lead vehicle started up the far bank of the ravine, the convoy came under intense fire from rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), machine guns, and small arms. It was an ambush. Thirteen Iraqi insurgents had been waiting by the ravine.




An RPG hit the lead tanker vehicle, disabling it in the kill zone. It was a perfect ambush. If the insurgents could knock out the first and last vehicles, the entire convoy would be stuck in the kill zone. Bullets flew from insurgents on both sides of the ravine. The insurgent grenadiers were trying to concentrate fire on the last American vehicle to bottle up Major Schram’s convoy in the ravine. The attackers would then be able to kill the Americans at will.




Major Schram ordered his driver, Specialist Chris Van Dyke, to accelerate from their position in the convoy into the insurgents’ positions. Major Schram sent a message to Headquarters for help and began returning fire out of the Humvee. The Iraqi grenadiers recognized the threat and shifted their fire from the rear truck to Schram’s Humvee, HQ-12.




Multiple grenades exploded at the front and rear of HQ-12. Specialist Van Dyke was blown out of the vehicle. Once he stopped rolling on the ground, he got up and ran back to HQ-12. He got back in and drove the Humvee out of the kill zone.




When he turned to get orders from Major Schram, Van Dyke realized that his major had been killed. Even though he wore body armor, two 7.62-millimeter rounds had gone through Schram’s armpit (where there is no body armor coverage) and struck his heart, killing him instantly. But Major Mat Schram had accomplished what he set out to do: he broke up the ambush.




The Iraqi insurgents fled after they fired their grenades at HQ-12, which was heading for them at full throttle.




I was at my desk at work on Tuesday, June 3. The phone rang.




It was John, a friend of mine and Mat Schram’s. We had all served together in the Army years ago and had stayed in touch. He told me to sit down. He told me that Mat had been killed in Iraq.




After I composed myself, we finished our conversation and I promised to see John’s wife, Patti, at Mat’s funeral. John had to be at Special Operations Command and couldn’t make it.




I shut the door to my office, sat back down at my desk, and wept.




At the funeral, Mat’s family displayed the last letters and e-mails he had sent. Not surprisingly, all were strong, positive messages. Mat believed in what he was doing—freeing Iraq from Saddam Hussein.




Major Schram’s convoy had been followed by a car transporting a reporter. Once the action began, the reporter and his driver turned and got the hell out of there. If it weren’t for Mat’s charge up into the ambushers, they never would have made it out of there alive. The reporter never wrote a story about my good friend, Mat, the man who saved his life. That wasn’t news.




It took a few weeks to figure out what to do with the story that I knew, the news that I felt should be out there. On June 18, I startedBlackfive, a blog.




The blogging phenomenon began in 1999. In those early days, Web logs (better known as blogs) were mostly online diaries and home-pages, but they’ve evolved into portals about current events, politics and economics, law and medicine, travel stories, movie reviews, celebrity gossip, and more, including the military.




Like everything else, blogging changed after September 11, 2001. The United States and its allies were officially declaring a war against terrorists worldwide. Soldiers were being deployed in massive numbers to the Middle East. The world was rapidly changing. People were nervous and curious about what was going on with the government and the military—curious beyond their nightly or cable news. In Afghanistan and Iraq, technologically adept young soldiers were making sure they didn’t lose contact with family and friends back home. Blogging was the perfect way to maintain contact, to tell their stories. And those blogs—soon known as milblogs (military blogs)—were ideal for filling in the gaps that both the media and the military left out of the war. Now anyone with an Internet connection had the ability to find out what was happening overseas from the soldiers themselves.




Currently, there are three kinds of combat reporting. The combat correspondent (embedded with troops or not) reports directly from the area of conflict. Press releases come from the Department of Defense, highlighting what the DOD wants us to know from the combat zone. And, finally, soldiers tell their own stories.




This last reporting method has, in past wars, been the slowest and most censored of the three. Typically, soldiers would write letters home, which would then be censored by the military and sent on. It wasn’t until years after a war that veterans would recount their entire experiences in interviews or books. By that time, some of their memories may not have been as clear, emotions would be more subdued or altered by time, and the impact of their words was somehow lessened.




But now military men and women have access to the same communication tools as the media. Today, with digital cameras, Web cams, cell phones, and Internet access readily available, the letter home has taken on an entirely new form, with a new honesty and urgency. The soldiers are telling their stories through blogging, instantly publishing expert on-the-ground accounts from the war zones. I began blogging because of a tragic but heroic event. Others blog to chronicle their experiences, and many blog to keep their families informed about them and to stay in touch.




That’s what military bloggers are doing today—offering unfettered access to the War on Terror in their own words. The public does not have to wait weeks or months to hear what’s happened. They don’t have to settle for the government’s approved messages to the public.




Never before has this occurred: real experiences flying unfiltered to anyone with an Internet connection and an interest.




This is the power of the military blog.




And millions of people are reading them.




I decided that a blog was the best way that I could focus on the good, the bad, the ugly, and the humor of military life. For a name, I decided on an old call-sign of mine, one that I was proud of, one that was universal for the second in command: “Blackfive” is the generic call-sign for the executive officer making things happen behind the scenes.




Blackfive.netis a lot like Blackfive the XO—just trying to make things happen and bring focus where it needs to be.




Mat Schram would have liked the title.




Throughout the past few years, I’ve had the immense privilege of knowing many of the military men and women fighting the War on Terror. Through my blog, I’ve learned what really happened during combat in Fallujah and Sadr City, been reconnected with friends fighting the war, and mourned a few who gave their lives in Iraq or Afghanistan.




As you join me for this adventure, I’m hoping that you will discover a new way to view the military and the war as you get an uncensored, unmediated, intimate, and immediate view of the reality of this conflict. For everyone on both sides of the computer screen, the military blogs have been an experiment in putting lives that are on the line online. Now, by pulling together these voices into a choir, by giving the ephemeral Internet bits and bytes a permanent place to live between these covers, I hope to pay lasting tribute to those men and women who have opened this window into their lives and to convey a better understanding of what it’s like to be in the war zone.




















Chapter One




Some Must Go to Fight


the Dragons









Day by day, fix your eyes upon the greatness that is Athens, until you become filled with the love of her; and when you are impressed by the spectacle of her glory, reflect that this empire has been acquired by men who knew their duty and had the courage to do it.




—THUCYDIDES, “FUNERAL SPEECH OF PERICLES”









“Pack your bags. You’ll be gone eighteen months. Good luck.”




Finding out that you are heading to a war zone for longer than a year and leaving your life behind can be like getting punched in the gut.




Soldiers who receive notice of their deployment to a hostile land will tumble from the routine life they knew into a world of uncertainty and danger.




“Tying up loose ends” has a lot more meaning for someone heading to a combat zone. Those ends can be anything from a to-do list to make sure everything at home is good before you go, to last-minute good-byes over the phone. Some may just want to say goodbye; some want to say the things they haven’t said in case they don’t make it back.




I’ve lost three good friends in the War on Terror. I have more than a few friends over in Iraq and Afghanistan today. I wish they were all home. They wish they were all home. But we all know that they have an important job to do. And now, I have another good friend heading into the breach.




Chief Warrant Officer Stephen Arsenault wasn’t always my friend or a warrant officer.




A few years ago, I was company commander of a group of Military Intelligence linguists, analysts, interrogators, and counterintelligence agents that augmented the 101st Airborne Division. My previous first sergeant (the commander’s right arm) had been promoted to sergeant major and, due to his elevated rank, could no longer fill the position.




To replace the former first sergeant, HQ sent me Steve Arsenault. Steve was a tough New Englander and Boston Red Sox fan who couldn’t hide his immense irritation the moment he saw my Yankees hat on a shelf in my office—an ominous beginning to our relationship.




It took us some time to build a rapport. Sometimes, we rubbed each other the wrong way. Sometimes, we worked together like we were best friends and family. It was a learning experience for both of us.




We worked like hell, into the night, day after day, through weekends, and we created something great. After seven months, we had one of the best companies in the division. That was something that not even my former first sergeant and I had accomplished in over a year.




After my command tenure was over, I took an assignment at another unit, and Steve and I became friends. Good friends. We spent many nights at the VFW, backyard BBQs, and ball games. A few years later, after Steve was moved to Missouri and I had left the service, he would occasionally fly to Chicago, where I work and live, for a weekend. I would meet him in Kansas City for Chiefs games and to see his family.




I also strongly encouraged his decision to attend the Warrant Officer Course. He’s now a chief warrant officer (CW2) heading out for Iraq. Tikrit, to be exact. We’ve talked a few times about what Steve needs to do, what he needs to focus on.




We talked one last time before he was to head down range, mostly about how his kids were going to handle his absence.




Steve said, “Madelyn is trying to be a big girl about this. Danielle won’t look at me when I tuck her in at night. Right now, she’s angry with me for leaving. And Nick is really too young to know what’s happening.”




Steve has three kids and one more on the way. The baby will be born in January. Can you imagine being Steve’s wife, Sue, with a job, three kids, a baby coming, and your husband in Iraq? It’s something our military men and women and their spouses and families deal with every day.




I tell him, “I’ll fly out and see Sue and the kids during Christmas.”




“Sue would love that.”




“What about the baby delivery? Do you have that covered?”




“Yeah, our neighbors are going to help out. I think we’ll be okay as long as there aren’t any complications. They are really great people.”




“Okay, I’ll call Sue and let her know that I can fly there at any time and that I have a lot of vacation days saved up, so it’ll be no problem if I need to stay to help out for a while.”




“That’d probably help relieve some stress.”




“Consider it done.”




Pause.




We’re just dancing around the reason for the call. I know what is coming and am making small talk to avoid it. We both know where Steve is headed. The company he’s replacing received seventeen Bronze Stars and a ton of Purple Hearts.




“Matt, I have to say this.”




Shit! I knew he was going to do this!




“If I don’t make it back…”




I interrupt him, raising my voice, rattling off reasons in a staccato manner. “Thinking like that might get you killed. You know I’ll take care of your family. No matter what happens. You get your ass over there and forget about us. Focus on the mission. Keep your soldiers alive. We’ll always be here for you.”




Then I launch into all of the organizations that can help get comfort items to his unit, letters to his troops. I even try to rile him up by telling him that I’m sending four hundred Yankees hats to his battalion.




I try to change the subject, but Steve won’t have any of it.




“Just promise me.” Long pause. “Just promise me that if I don’t make it back, you’ll take care of Sue and the kids.”




I can barely say “Of course I will. You have my word.”




“Thank you.” Two simple words, but I can hear how much they mean.




Another pause. He’s relieved. I’m worried about him. We’re emotional. So I say the only thing that I can think of to bring us back to reality.




“Go Yankees!”




“Fuck you, Matt.”




“Hey, just remember what George Patton the Elder said: ‘When you’re sitting around the fireside with your grandkids, and they ask you what you did in the war, you won’t have to say, “I shoveled shit in Louisiana!”’ Stay in touch, you big lug.”




“You, too, pal.”




As the phone clicks, I whisper an empty toast. “To better days…until better days.”




Steve leaves for Iraq two days later. Though he’d rather be home with his wife and kids, he’s not shrinking from his service, and he knows the stakes of this war.




Into the Breach. Heading Downrange. Into Harm’s Way.




I will introduce you to some of the men and women fighting the War on Terror by beginning with the motivations of someone who knew his duty and had the courage to do it. Stephen Wilbanks, one of the bloggers atRed State Rants, was already a Marine veteran and, at thirty-five, thought himself a bit too old to reenlist. But September 11, 2001, changed all that for him. Wilbanks contemplated his life and what he wanted for his family. He decided to “Go Green, Again”:
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My efforts began on September 11, 2001, when the news about the terrorist attacks in New York City came over the radio. I immediately drove to the recruiter’s office to inquire about reenlistment options. My advance was rebuked, however, due to an ankle injury that I’d sustained two months previous, one which eventually landed me on the surgeon’s slab six months later. Running, and therefore staying in shape, was a painful proposition for nearly a year thereafter. Then my wife and I decided to start our family, a decision that I in no way second-guess, but one which further altered my plans.




As I watched the kickoff of Operations Enduring Freedom and Iraqi Freedom from the sidelines, I couldn’t stand the fact that Marines were out there doing what Marines do, and here I was, a man of eligible age, riding the bench. The final straw came on the day that my brother, a career Marine until a back injury put him out of active duty after 15 years, emailed me a photo of himself being sworn back into the Corps as a reservist. That was simply more than I could stand.




I got off my ass, got back in shape, and got on the phone with the prior service recruiter. Skipping all the sordid details of a paperwork nightmare, a little more than a year later, on July 10, 2005, I stood before a Captain with the 4th Marine Division, raised my right hand, and took the oath of enlistment for the second time in my life, sworn in as a 35-year-old Corporal of Marines (reserve) as my wife and son looked on.




I’d been off active duty for almost 10 years, but as we walked out of the HQ building at the Navy/Marine Corps Reserve Center and passed a Colonel, the salute that I snapped felt just as natural as it ever had, and the uniform I wore felt like an old friend. I straightened my back, poked out my chest just a little, and stepped more smartly. God, it felt great to be green again!




I give the reader all of that to answer a question many people have asked, including the worshipful Red State Rant blogmaster and my lifelong friend, Lance: Why? After all, I’ve already served my country, “paid my dues,” or “done my time,” as some say.




To that, I have this to say: Serving my country is not a 4-year contract. It is a lifelong commitment. Nor is it a “due” to be paid like some cheap membership fee. It is a deeply personal obligation. And it is certainly not “time” that has to be “done” like some felony prison sentence. It is nothing short of an honor that I hold in the highest regard, an honor that I must prove worthy of, an honor that must be earned every single day.




Many people have shaken their heads in disbelief, sometimes I think in disdain, when they learned of my plans. I’m a family man now, after all. Why would I volunteer, when there is a very real possibility of a combat deployment? Don’t I care about my family?




Without question, my family is the single most important part of my life on earth. But just exactly what sort of husband and father do I want for my family? What kind of man do I want my wife to devote her life to? When my children are grown, what is the picture of their father going to look like in their minds? I’ll tell you: I want my beloved wife, to whom I am utterly devoted, to go through her days without a shadow of a doubt that the man she married is a man of honor and commitment, a man that knows there are things in life worth giving one’s own life for, if necessary. I want her, as she looks out upon all of the world’s deception, falseness, infidelity, and evil, to know that her husband is on the right side of things.




I want my children to have a father that they can unwaveringly look up to as an example. I want them to grow up, not with an attitude of entitlement, but with a sense of duty, obligation, and reward. I want to teach them that we don’t always say, “Let the other guy do it.” Instead, I want them to learn that there are times that we must ask, “If not me, then who?” I want to be the best father I can be, and I can think of no better lessons to teach them than the value of honor, integrity, dedication, perseverance, and selflessness. I can offer no better example for my family than to strive to live those values every day in my own personal life.




All of that is a way of life for United States Marines.




In addition to all of that, throw in any applicable clichés regarding patriotism, fighting for our country, etc. They’re all no less true for me than anyone else who has said them, but they have become overused to the point that they have begun to lose effect. I will add one: Revenge. I make no apology for wanting to kill the bastards that want to kill us.




I harbor no illusions about saving the world, being a hero, or altering the course of events. It’s simply that at no time in my life have I been more proud and satisfied with what I was doing than while serving as an active duty Marine. My decision to leave the Corps, if I had it to do over, likely would have been different. I want to at least partially amend that decision while I am still young enough (barely) to do so. I love being around fellow Marines, doing what Marines do: training, fighting, working, sweating, cussing, bitching, adapting, improvising, overcoming, accomplishing the mission, and taking care of each other.




Lastly, these are historic times for our country and for my Marine Corps. For me, it’s decision time—sit on the sidelines and merely be an observer, or step up and be a participant.




I’m stepping up.




Semper Fidelis
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Reservists all over the country were being mobilized in late 2002 and early 2003 for the eventual invasion of Iraq. Phone calls and letters arrived to inform the recipient of impending deployment to Southwest Asia.




Navy Reserve Lieutenant Scott Koenig, known as the popular bloggerCitizen Smash—the Indepundit, went to a routine weekend Reserve drill that turned out to be not so normal as he discovered that he would be going “Somewhere Dangerous”:
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It was only supposed to be a planning meeting for a weekend exercise, just like the ones we held before every other reserve drill weekend. That’s how it started out, anyway. All of the officers and chief petty officers were gathered around the conference room table, and the executive officer went over the schedule of events. But this meeting was different.




We always held the meeting on the Friday evening before a drill weekend. The civilian working week was over, and the meeting usually had a very casual, laid-back feel to it. Sometimes we brought pizza. Once or twice, we even had beer. We’d normally chat about our lives, work, and our families for a while before getting down to business.




But not this time. The commanding officer and executive officer both seemed a little tense this evening. The XO was going over the schedule very thoroughly, stressing the importance of getting each event completed safely. He asked if we had any questions or revisions to the schedule. We didn’t. Then the CO dropped the bombshell.









6 December 2002—“Somewhere Dangerous”




“We’re being mobilized,” said the Commanding Officer. He gave us a few seconds to absorb the news.




“Go ahead and tell your civilian employers that you expect to have orders by the end of next week. Tell your families that you won’t be home for Christmas.”




The assembled officers and senior enlisted personnel looked around at each other, not certain how to respond. The news was not a complete surprise, but nobody had expected it to be so soon.









Someone managed to ask the first question that we all wanted answered. “Where are we going?”




“I can’t say.”




We had, in theory, been expecting something like this to happen. Ever since that terrible Tuesday morning a year earlier, we had been waiting for the word. All of our exercises had been building up to this possibility. On paper, we were ready. But nothing can really prepare you for the day that you learn you will be deploying to a potential war zone.




It was a sobering moment, but also exhilarating. I knew that the coming months would not be pleasant. I was not looking forward to being separated from my wife, our family, and our friends. I was anxious about the real possibility that some of us might not come back. I knew that a war, if it came to that, would bring with it pain, suffering, and loss for many people—maybe even some people that I cared deeply about.




But at the same time, I felt a little thrill. This wasn’t just another exercise, or a routine deployment. We had a mission. We were about to perform the tasks that we had trained so long and hard to do. And if it came down to it, we were going to help rid the world of one very nasty tyrant.




Telling your wife that you won’t be home for Christmas isn’t easy. When I arrived home that evening, the first thing I did was give her a big hug.




“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.” I told her, holding on a bit longer than normal.




“Why are you sorry?” she asked, dreading the answer.




“I won’t be home for Christmas this year.” She went limp in my arms.




“Where will you be?”




“I don’t know yet.”




“Will it be local or…”




“Overseas. And when I do find out, I probably won’t be able to tell you—at least not right away.” We both knew what that meant. This wasn’t going to be a pleasure cruise.




I was going somewhere dangerous.




She didn’t kick me out.
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Prior to departure, the final gatherings commence to send off the soldiers. In spite of the inherent seriousness of deploying, family and friends try to lighten the mood, but, sometimes, these last-minute parties can turn slightly macabre, when everyone tries to hide their fears and smile like they mean it.American Soldier, an Army sniper, writes about his send-off party and the strength he gathered from his family:
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I had my family and some close friends over last night for a little good-bye gathering. It was so nice to have everyone over. The evening started off with the kids coming back from their grandparents. The wife and I needed some time together alone, so we shipped the kids away for a few days. The children were happy to be home. The oldest is obviously aware that the days are numbered before I depart. It wasn’t any more than 15 minutes before he started to get sad and cried a little. I picked him up and wrapped my arms around him and told him it was ok and I understood why he was sad. I know that at this point, telling him not to cry isn’t fair. His life and his little world full of happiness and day-to-day routine will soon be drastically changed. So I held him close and tried to change the subject towards something he would be excited about. He showed me some hockey pucks that he got from a hockey game he had attended the night before.




My parents showed up a little while later. I had a very comforting feeling come over me when I saw the two of them arrive together. My parents have been divorced for well over 24 years. They have remarkably become close in the last couple of weeks. I can’t exactly put my finger on it, but whatever it is, it makes me very happy to see them together and actually happy around each other. I look at it like companionship has kicked in for the both of them. It was always there, but they each had gone their separate ways for years. I told my mother that it feels good to see the both of them together. I just hope that the two of them can manage to see the light that has been clouded over for so many years. Mom & Dad, I love you both. I can only hope the two of you find what was lost so many years ago.




Two of my cousins from my father’s side showed up. Always making light of the situation, my one cousin was cracking jokes no more than 5 minutes after he arrived. Funny of course! For example, hoping that I don’t think camels and their humps begin to look good after a few months. LOL!




Aunts & Uncles and bears oh my! Soon enough my house was filled with people. Everyone was having conversations, from politics to work. My one uncle, who is an architect, wanted to see my house. He had never been over. I gave him the grand tour and tried my best to explain the various dimensions of different rooms and how the house was designed. I have always been fond of this uncle. I used to tell him I wanted to be an architect when I grew up, just like him. I didn’t exactly become an architect of homes but rather of networks. His eye is for the aesthetic angle; mine is for the aesthetic design of data & voice communication routes.




I wandered from group to group. Enjoying the time well spent. Including myself in various conversations. Some would ask me about how I felt about going to war. I got the sense that people thought this was beyond my control and was being forced upon me. It was at that point that I wanted to talk to everyone and lay it all out on the table. I didn’t want anyone second-guessing what I would be doing and where I may find myself.




I wanted to wait till my grandmother left. Her health has not been good lately. What I wanted to say was the truth. I knew that some things would be hard to explain, or accept rather. It wasn’t that I wanted to keep it from her, but I was confident that my relatives would explain it to her when she was feeling better.




As the night went on we took many pictures. Of course I was in every one of them, so my face began to look like The Joker. Behind the smile was some sadness though. You know, it’s weird when people look at you as if it were the last time they would see you. It’s very eerie! The feeling that they want to confide in you, because they fear the unknown. I didn’t let this get me down. I was just so happy to be in the company of so many that love me. I assured them that I would be ok.




My grandmother gave me a big hug and told me that she was so proud of me. I told her that I would be ok and would send plenty of pictures.




A little while after she left I decided that I would talk to everyone. With my command voice I managed to get everyone’s attention. I told everyone that I wanted to talk to them all and if they had any questions to not hesitate to ask. I gave them an overview of where I would be going for the time being. The post that I would be training at and what parent unit I would be going with. I explained that my unit was going to be equipped with all uparmored humvees. The body armor was top of the line and I had a very confident and well-trained command structure. I then told them that the role that I would be doing is that of a Sniper. I hesitated after I said that to look at everyone. I then went on to explain that the role of a sniper was very much in demand over there. The war is essentially urban combat and snipers helped greatly in eliminating targets that could pose a threat to soldiers fighting on the streets. I told them that I had a variety of training while I was in the Army. I had a conventional job in the Army and then an unconventional role that I had trained for back when I was on active duty. A lot of my family only knew that I had work in communications. So I didn’t want them to think that I was doing anything other than what I was very proud to do.




I got a lot of “We are very proud of you” comments and such during my makeshift open forum discussion. One of my uncles expressed his concerns about helping and having others help if need be while I was gone. He was very adamant about ensuring that I make people aware if anything needed to be done. I assured him that I would do that.




When the discussion was done, I felt very relieved. It felt good to tell them about my role and in the end I feel very embraced.




For the rest of the evening I laughed and talked with my family. Almost forgetting that soon all this atmosphere of love and sincerity would be replaced with hardship and danger. The closest to family will be my fellow soldiers whom I will lead into battle. I will surely miss this feeling and will not forget it.




I looked at all the pictures later on that evening with my wife. I thought to myself that I looked different. Maybe it was the way I was smiling. Or maybe it was how my family hugged me tighter. I didn’t want to analyze it too much. When the evening was all said and done, I was happy.




One thing that I will take from that evening is the look that one of my cousin’s children gave me. Earlier in the evening my cousin told me that she was trying to explain to her daughters why they were coming over to my house. She tried to relate it to when, on Veterans Day, she and her daughters go and place flowers on fallen soldiers’ graves. She said that her daughters think of those soldiers as heroes. My cousin told me that she told her daughter that I was going to go fight in a war and I would go there to help other people.




She said her daughter said, “He’s a real-life hero, Mommy!”




It was the look that she gave me before she left. The look of how a child would see a superhero in the flesh.




It was a good night.
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Bloggers live in the electronic world of bits and bytes, where communication with family and friends via their blogs is second nature. Some who depart for Iraq or Afghanistan leave messages for their loved ones on their blogs, giving them the opportunity to interact and communicate immediately from afar. Jay Czarga, “Caelistis” of theMakaha Surf Report, heads to war again. This time, however, he takes the opportunity to publish a good-bye letter to his family on his blog with a special message for his sister, who is against the war:
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Well it’s time to go and do what I have been called to do. Today I head to the war for the third time and I have some things to say. To me this is a blessing, a calling from God to do what I can to help our brave men and women in uniform. Also this post is for my family, as some of them still don’t understand why I am on my third trip to Iraq. First of all:




K, you have been the best sister a brother could ever have. You and I had some good fights when we were kids, but you were always there if I truly needed you. We don’t see eye to eye on anything political, and you are one of those people calling for our troops to come home now. I love you, but you are wrong in this count. You have three boys and if we don’t do this right, it will have to be done again and it could be your boys next time. When I’m in Iraq, I think about my three nephews and how I don’t want to see them in DCUs [desert combat uniforms or desert camouflage uniforms] in the next decade. I want to fight our enemies in their country until they either surrender or become so ineffective they aren’t a threat to any of us. I don’t want my nephews fighting a fight that I couldn’t finish. I want them to go to college or play professional soccer, or be beach bums. However, if they choose to become soldiers I would be proud to be in the same chain that links all military personnel past present and future, the chain that holds America together. That being said I would prefer they not have to fight the war I have seen, I would prefer they not lose any friends like I have and I wish that they would never lose their innocence by having to kill another human being. War takes so much out of a person, it changes us in ways that are almost never positive and I would not want your boys to have to go through what I have. I hope one day you understand, that I don’t do this for the money, that Bush is not Hitler, and that the people of Iraq deserve as much a chance at a better life as we were given. You and G and the boys will be on my mind the entire time I am in Kirkuk.




Mom, I was the baby of the family and I know you still view me as that little boy that wouldn’t eat his green beans and only wanted peanut butter. I am still that little boy inside, but I am so much more now. I am a husband and a veteran, and now a successful man with my own family. I chose to go back to Iraq this time, because I believe in a better world. At 30 I am more of an idealist now than I was at 20. I believe one person can make a difference. I know you will worry about me the entire time I am gone, but you won’t tell me how scared you are. I just wanted to say it’s ok, I am on the path that brings me the greatest happiness. No matter what happens to me, I am doing what I believe is my destiny. I come from a family of warriors, your family and Dad’s were all warriors, it’s what they knew. I am a product of their collective service to nation. This isn’t about adventure or money or some death-wish, it’s about doing the right thing. The men and women and especially the children of Iraq are worth fighting for. When I see them I know that any sacrifice I can make is worth it. What kind of man would I be if I refused to help someone in need? How could I live my life knowing that someone was being tortured and I stood by and sipped my latte and refused to get off my ass? I don’t know if you will ever understand what drives me, Mom. Just being able to help one Iraqi is worth my life. People on this planet are so hell-bent on persecuting others, they are so concerned with appearing strong that they prey on the weak and the helpless. Mom, the people of Iraq were helpless and being crushed by a petty clone of Adolf Hitler. Now they have hope where before they had none. Iraq is a mess, but it is a mess because freedom is messy, we had to fight a Civil War that killed more than 600,000 of us just to make all men and women free. Iraq is already having to fight a soul-searing conflict with itself to find itself. How could we abandon these people to this chaos? I will continue to support this cause until we win, we lose, or I am knocked out of commission. I cannot call myself a man and abandon the men, women and children of Iraq to brutal butchers. I’ve made my choice. You’ll be in my heart every day.




Dad, you are my hero. I don’t know if I’ve ever told you that, but you are. You served in Vietnam and came back and made a life for yourself and your family. You did everything you could to provide for K and me, you worked extra hours to make sure we never went without. You never took sick time even though you were out in the elements every day. You are the definition of what a man is. I hope one day I am half the man that you are. I think you understand what drives me and why I have to keep doing this job. When you were here in Hawaii to visit me and you told me you were proud of me was a moment I’ll never forget. I can’t let the people of Iraq suffer without doing something. I know I am only one person, but you were only one person and you did so many things in your life. I want to be like you, but I want to do so much more. I know I’m not going to “save the world,” but every day I can do a good deed, whether in Iraq or in Hawaii, is a day that I feel like I have done my job as a man and an American. I know you understand!




Jan, my wife, my love, my life, this has got to be the hardest on you. This is the third time I have asked you to take a leap of faith and believe that no harm will come to me in Iraq. Three times I have left you and our puppies behind to pursue some quixotic belief that I can make the world a slightly better place. Three times I have left you behind to pay the bills and manage the house and so many other things that no one should be forced to do by themselves. I have not been with you for 3 of our seven anniversaries because of my commitment to this. All I can say to you is thank you! I will always love you for your patience and your support of me and my ideals. I know that I make your life hard with these deployments, and for that I am sorry. I wish that it were easier to be away from you, but it’s not. In fact, each deployment it gets harder and harder for me to say good-bye. I’ve lost friends now and had a few close calls myself, but I can’t quit doing this. You know why, you more than anyone else understand why. You and I both believe it is our destiny to do whatever we can to make the world better. We are two tiny fish in the enormous universal ocean, but we both know one person can make a difference. When I am in Iraq I know you are in my heart at every moment and that our faith and love protects me. I firmly believe God has a plan for both of us. We are his instruments to do what we can to make the world better. So don’t worry about me this time, I am doing what I was meant to do, and I have never been happier. So go and find my molly-molly and give her a scratch behind the ears.




For anyone that reads this: Yes I am a 30-year-old idealist. At 20 I was a cynic, but now I have a mission in life and a purpose. I found God, but I am far from a religious fanatic. I found a God that inspired me to do good deeds just for the sake of doing good. I can feel his presence in everything around me, the sunset, the waves crashing on a Hawaiian beach and even in the evening breeze that is laced with plumeria. I would call myself a soldier of God, but not in any way that says he favors me or my cause. I am a soldier of our lord because I choose to serve the side of good. Good is opening a door for a stranger, or helping your neighbor empty his trash can, or going to Iraq because you want to help a people find their voice and feel what we feel when we think of our freedoms. The most fundamental question I ask myself every day is: If I have the chance to do good, even if there is a terrible price to pay, why wouldn’t I? I wish more Americans would ask themselves this question. If you can do good, what on earth would stop you from following through?




Finally I just wanted to state one more time, Iraq is the whole bag of marbles. If our ideas win there, then militant Islam will wither on the vine and eventually die. If we lose in Iraq, the world will become a much darker place where the evils of the past such as slavery and holy wars will become the norm. I ask the people of America this question. We are the last hope for this planet to realize its potential, the Europeans are too weak to do it, what kind of world do we want for our children to live in? I made my choice, and now I leave to do what I believe is my duty. God bless my family, God bless our brave men and women in uniform, God bless all Americans and God bless America.




Caelestis




P.S. Love you my hummingbird
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While deploying soldiers write letters to their families to ease anxieties about their long separations, friends also try to find the right way to say good-bye. One of the first military bloggers, U.S. Navy Hospital Corpsman Sean Dustman ofDoc in the Box, writes of his friend Wonda Baugh and her tribute to him before deploying to Iraq:
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I was out at my mom’s house one weekend and ran into this dislocated and disoriented girl that looked to be going through some shell shock from her transplant from San Francisco.




She seemed a bit lost and depressed. This is a totally understandable reaction for having just moved to a very small town.




The town has to be absorbed in steps. Prescott is on Route 66 and is full of odd characters and all the tackiness implied with that. Won was a fish out of water so, being the knightly figure that I imagined myself being, I placed her under my wing and took it upon myself to introduce her to the dark side of Prescott nightlife, which included our Thursday night jaunts to the poetry reading.




All she needed was a finger to point her in the right direction and she was off on her own. When Won read her poetry, people sat up and listened. After the first time she read there, she owned the place. Soon, we were all hanging out all the time and just passing time.




Then 9/11 happened and it made me take a hard look at my life. I had a talent for helping people and nothing I was doing at that point in my life was helping anybody. I was coasting and, when you’re coasting, you’re going downhill. So I made a visit to our local recruiter and signed back up. And our last weekly trip together to the poetry reading, Won wrote this poem for me.




After she was done reading it there wasn’t a dry eye in the house.




I say that he is joining the Navy




Or that he is moving away




Or that I’m helping him pack




I avoid saying




That he is going to war




And that I am scared




I avoid saying




That my heart is breaking




A thousand times all over again




I avoid saying




I cannot take one more




Of my friends dying




I avoid screaming at God




How come you can’t




Just leave me alone for a while




I try to put on my happy face




But I fail




I am proud of him




I love him




He is no longer sensitive ponytail man




He has been shorn into a beautiful




Monk, ready to sacrifice




Ready to jump to help the helpless




I admire him, but I still don’t want him to go




I avoid telling him that my heart is breaking




A thousand times all over again




I am learning to pray ceaselessly to a deity




I’m not sure I really believe in




Keep him safe keep him safe keep him safe




I left her and my friend Larry behind. Our friendship hasn’t lessened but that chapter of our life was over.




Don’t worry Won, it’s not the end of the story. Love you.
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Parents leaving for a battle zone have a whole different set of concerns. They need to ensure not only the physical care of their children but their emotional well-being as well. Greyhawk ofThe Mudville Gazette writes a message for his beloved children about why he must leave them to go to war:
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I awoke in the quiet watches with my youngest in my arms, wondering what I might say to her and her brother and sister and their mom and knowing I was done with sleeping for this night.




Here is why:Some must go to fight the Dragons.




And if you think such things don’t exist then it must be I read you the wrong sorts of stories when you were young.




If you ask only whyI and not some other, then I can tell you this.




Listen









We choose to go to the moon. We choose to go to the moon in this decade and do the other things, not because they are easy, but because they are hard, because that goal will serve to organize and measure the best of our energies and skills, because that challenge is one that we are willing to accept, one we are unwilling to postpone, and one which we intend to win, and the others, too.









The President of the United States said that when I was very young. Now some will tell you that such thinking is out of fashion these days and that the causes we turn our energies to are unjust. I can tell you only that I don’t think so, and that I’m quite certain the dragons themselves would raise such concerns were we to give them voices.




This is for us all: Have faith, not fear. Trust God. Stand fast, be strong.




For me the time is here to leave precious things behind for just a while, and that cost is not too great to bear. After all, what things could be called precious if not worth any price?




For you it’s simply time to be brave, as so many of your friends have been. Think about this: Withoutbad there could be nogood. Hard times pass. Be kind to one another in every possible way; lift the burdens that others bear and I think you’ll find your burden’s lighter too.




Worrying helps nothing, try not to do it. Don’t feel bad when from time to time you do. And please do fun things and enjoy doing them—you owe me nothing more than that.




And never tell me anything’s too hard.




Take pictures.




Write.




Smile.




See you soon.
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The day for departure arrives. Spouses and families face the stark reality that their loved ones are headed toward danger. Sarah Elizabeth Walter, whose blog isTrying to Grok, writes about the day her husband, an armor officer in the 1st Infantry Division stationed in Germany, left for war—the day she fully realized he was gone:
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But I stand my ground




And I won’t back down…









It’s the lyrics behind our favorite Armed Forces Network commercial:Every generation has its heroes. This one is no different.




I did really well this morning. I didn’t cry at all. Until I sat down four hours later and I started playing this song.




Yesterday morning my husband got promoted to First Lieutenant. I got to go to morning formation and pin his new black bar on his DCUs, and then the Company Commander “watered” his rank with champagne to “help it grow” in the future. He stood in the cold doused in champagne, and the countdown began.




We had less than 24 hours.




We went home and I did all that sewing, he packed and unpacked and repacked and shuffled stuff around and tried to figure out how he could get enough stuff for 14 months into one duffel bag and one rucksack. We went to bed sad but promised each other we’d wake up strong.




He had to report at 0430, but I didn’t have to be there until 0800. When he came back into our room to kiss me good-bye and I saw the pistol holster on his thigh, I knew it was for real. He left the house, and when I woke back up to get ready to go, I knew he wouldn’t be back home for over a year. How long should I leave his dirty clothes sitting on the bedroom floor? When will I feel like cleaning up all the extra brown t-shirts and sunscreen that wouldn’t fit in his ruck?




I went up to the gym to find an entire battalion of soldiers complete with Kevlar, IBA [interceptor body armor], and M16 rifles, plus mountains of duffels and rucks in the middle of the floor. We played the Army hurry-up-and-wait game for hours, but I must say that I was mighty impressed with how organized everything was run. Report here. Line up here. Get weighed here (he added 100 pounds with all his gear). Show your ID card here. Line up for your bus here. Sound off in alphabetical order as you get on the bus. And they were gone.




The First Sergeant was giving us a hard time this morning. “Both of you are going to cry like babies when it’s time to go,” he teased. So we were determined to prove him wrong. I got a kiss on the forehead and the husband headed to the bus. On the way out, another wife whose eyes were red commented on how strong I looked. Her four-year-old son said, “I’m being strong too.” We both agreed that he was a brave boy, and he said, “Yeah, Mom, you’re just a big crybaby.” It was the comic relief we needed. The hardest thing I did this morning was watch two little daughters start to cry when their daddy’s name got called for the bus. How could I feel sorry for myself after seeing that?




On the way home, I got stopped at a red light, and a row of buses crossed my intersection. I counted: Bus One, Two, Three, Four,FIVE , and honked the horn. And there he was, waving to me out of the window of Bus Five. And like that, he was gone.




It’s hard to really imagine how long a year is. One year ago this weekend the husband and I were eating our nasty old wedding cake and celebrating our anniversary (four years ago this Sunday was the day we decided to make the leap from being good friends to being a couple). When you realize we’ve only been married 2 years, it makes 14 months seem like it will never end. But we’re lucky to have so many advantages on our side.




We live in a military community, where everyone is going through the exact same thing. All but one of the men on my street are now gone. Even my co-worker’s girlfriend is gone. Everyone around me is in the same boat, and we can take care of each other and help each other through this.




We also have the advantage of being optimistic about our country’s military goals and mission. My husband and I support our President and this war in Iraq, we believe the War on Terror is very real and very important, and we think that his service to our country is an honor and a duty that he is proud to fulfill. I can’t imagine what this year would be like if we didn’t believe that we were sacrificing for something as important to us as our country’s future.




And finally we both know that the real news from Iraq is not what you see on the TV. We know that progress is being made every day, progress that leads us one day closer to a democratic Iraq and a more secure future in the Middle East. I know where to read the real stories from soldiers, through blogs and theStars and Stripes newspaper, and I have my own personal eyewitness on the ground right now to provide me with an honest opinion of our presence in Iraq.




As I watched the soldiers get ready to go, I couldn’t help but think about how amazing they are. They are about to spend a year of their life doing a job that might bring lots of danger and only lip-service respect, yet you could feel the excitement in the air. There were some tearful good-byes with families, of course, but I didn’t hear any grumbling at all. I saw smiles, heard jokes, and shook lots of hands as I said my good-byes. I’m so proud of every last one of these young men that my heart could burst.




Every generation has its heroes. This one is no different.


















Chapter Two




Life in a War Zone









For the first time in decades, after an invasion, our bases that were used as temporary shelter have turned into permanent Forward Operating Bases that are being improved over time.




Originally built as small tent cities with minimal amenities, FOBs now range in size from small fortresses to sprawling complexes covering dozens of square miles, complete with gyms, dining facilities, recreation areas, small airfields, and movie theaters.




Some of my friends in Iraq and Afghanistan joke that they’ve seen more movies than Roger Ebert because watching DVDs is all they can do in rare off-duty moments. Others have told me that the day-to-day life on an FOB makes them wish they could go out on patrol. Sometimes, the friends that go out on patrol or on raids would rather stay back at the FOB.




Routine business in the middle of a combat zone may seem strange to some. For others, it brings about a sense of stability in an otherwise unstable environment.




Then again, nothing is routine in a combat zone.




Most soldiers in Iraq and Afghanistan are not infantry soldiers. However, everyone in Iraq and Afghanistan is in harm’s way. Specialist Alex Barnes’s blog,Blog Machine City, describes his experiences as a Minnesota National Guardsman radio communications specialist. Alex writes about the sky falling in Iraq:
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Today, around 1500, a yellow-brown cloud of dust descended on us, turning the sky a strange color. It made no sense to me—how could there be any dust in this goddamn mud pit after raining for two days?




I walked to the DFAC (dining facility) for dinner tonight, slogging through the ankle-deep water and equally deep sucking mud (thank the maker for Gore-Tex). I crossed the street into the “parking lot” which is a giant open area between the DFAC and the motor pool; just as I crossed between the rolls of concertina wire, I heard a distant “whoomp.” The Paladins [155mm self-propelled artillery guns] had been firing all day so I knew it wasn’t them—this came from the opposite direction and was clearly distant, maybe beyond the wall. An instant later I heard the sickening descending whine (well, more like a whoosh) of an incoming mortar round.




I felt a stab of fear as I assessed my situation. First, if I could hear it, it must be close. Second, I was standing in an empty lot, with nothing resembling cover for maybe 100 meters in any direction. Third, I had the strange thought that once that whoosh sound ended there would be an explosion and I could be in the middle of it.




All this thought occurred in the second or two that the round was incoming—I tensed, expecting a blast somewhere, nearby or otherwise, but I heard nothing. I shrugged, looked around, and continued into the DFAC.




What made it frightening was the sense of impending doom, the foreknowledge and inevitability of the round’s trajectory. This was in contrast to yesterday, when I was chatting merrily away until a blast rattled the trailer. My roommate and I dropped to the deck, just before I heard the sound of airborne mud splattering the trailers nearby. I reached for my body armor and slapped it on while my roomie did the same—we looked at each other, agreeing that some shit had just blown up. He said he thought he heard someone call for a medic.




I hastily put on my shoes and dashed outside to see what the situation was (probably stupid, given the circumstances, but…). Luckily the only casualty was the base’s collective dignity and common sense, as a fair crowd of gawkers gathered around the four-foot hole in the road. People on the scene recovered a giant piece of shrapnel, about the size of my forearm; luckily the previous day’s rain had made the ground so soft that the round just burrowed in before exploding.




There was no time or opportunity for fear—it was just “wham” and then “What the fuck?” A little adrenaline, sure, but no real sense of danger. Maybe even a little exhilaration—as in “That blew up and nothing happened!”




Sure enough, this happens right after I post about how I think we’re not going to get mortared…Murphy’s Law is in full effect, it seems.
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Staff Sergeant Fred Minnick ofIn Iraq for 365 is a military journalist. His team is responsible for filming, photographing, and telling the stories of our military in Iraq. Fred describes where he and his sergeants hang out to have a few laughs, “NCO Alley”:
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Every night, we meet in between the row of trailers. Sometimes, there’s just two sitting in the red plastic chairs that would snap in two if Roseanne Barr sat down. Even though our job requires us to leave the camp a lot, normally the majority of our NCOs are present in the alleyway covered with cigarette butts and gravel. We call this place “NCO Alley.” It’s our refuge…where we get away from all the crap and just dump our brains for the night. And since we can’t enjoy an ice-cold beer made in Milwaukee, Wis., we get drunk off of laughter.




Joe is always the first one there—we call him the “King of sleep,” because he goes to bed early and wakes up late. The next to walk down the alley path are Sammy—he’s a little chubby, 40+ and laughs at anything; Tommy—he’s toothless; Johnny—Mr. Punchline; and then me.




We sit in a circle, talking about the strangest things imaginable. Oh, man, if hunks of rock and sheet metal could talk, we’d be in trouble. I won’t lie; we can be quite vulgar. As we open the latest issue ofStuff orMaxim, “God, did you see her rack?” (Sammy laughs) When we talk about an “active” girl on post, “It would be like throwing a hot dog down a hallway.” (Sammy laughs) Of course what good would a group of NCOs be if they didn’t talk about officers or their Joes’ shenanigans? “Yeah, I didn’t agree with that decision.” (Sammy laughs) “You know what I’d do if I were you, sergeant? I’d smoke her.” (Sammy laughs)




We also have our own little ritual or initiation per se. Most people would find this absolutely sick, but I assure you that nobody’s ever been hurt physically or emotionally. Joe, Johnny and I grab Sammy when he’s in the middle of one of his chuckles (he’s a big boy so it takes three), throw him to the ground and hump him from three angles, like a coyote ravaging a house cat. I don’t know why we do this, but it is hilarious. I even admit, it’s sick, but that ritual has gotten me through some tough days and made me laugh so hard that I once slobbered on myself. And no I’m not gay (but Sammy might be, because he seems to like it), not that there’s anything wrong with that. Sad thing is, this ritual is practiced in most combat arms units…so, we’re just carrying on a tradition of what I like to call “Stuck in a Foreign Country Fighting a War” (SFCFW) humor.
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