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Praise for The Burn Pits

“There’s a whole chapter on my son Beau in there, and that stunned me… [Hickman] went back and looked at Beau’s tenure as a civilian with the U.S. attorney’s office [in Kosovo] and then his year in Iraq. And he was co-located in both times near these burn pits.”

—Joe Biden, former Vice President of the United States of America

“Shocking and ugly. Glad this story is finally coming out.”

—Oliver Stone, Academy Award-winning Director

“The first 10 pages of The Burn Pits: The Poisoning of America’s Soldiers will rip your heart out.”

—Liam O’Donoghue, Salon

“[A]n incredibly powerful, painful book … [the] tragic saga is presented in a way that a reader can’t possibly come away either disbelieving or unmoved. This is a REAL service to our country and I commend Joseph Hickman for bringing the terrible story to light. [I] believe this will serve as a call-to-action for the veterans and all those who care about their plight.”

—Dick Russell, New York Times bestselling author

“Joseph Hickman’s The Burn Pits is a wake-up call to all of us that we’d better rise up and reclaim our birthright as Americans…. This is a book that will not only make your blood boil, it’ll coagulate. I mean, blood-curdling isn’t a strong enough metaphor. The Burn Pits pulls no punches.”

—Jesse Ventura, New York Times bestselling author

“Though the underlying cause of [Vice President Joe Bide’s son, Beau Biden]’s cancer cannot be confirmed, evidence gathered in [The Burn Pits] suggests a possible link between his illness and service.”

—Lauren Walker, The Guardian

“In The Burn Pits: The Poisoning of America’s Soldiers, Joseph Hickman, a former U.S. Marine and Army sergeant gives a stunning expose of the ongoing health disaster created by the open-air burn pits on military bases throughout Afghanistan and Iraq, calling them the Agent Orange scandal of our day.”

—James Baumann, Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America

“[Former Vice President Joe Biden] said that reading The Burn Pits: The Poisoning of America’s Soldiers … opened his eyes to the possibility of a link to his son’s cancer.”

—Dan Sagalyn, PBS NewsHour, Deputy Foreign Affairs and Defense Editor

“Thought provoking, sobering, and infuriating at the same time, The Burn Pits hits the mark on many levels…. It was the Vietnam War’s Agent Orange all over again blended with the acrid fallout of the World Trade Center’s ‘Ground Zero’… “

—James Grundvig, The Epoch Times

“An important book.”

—The Huffington Post

“[The Burn Pits] really shocked and angered me and I decided to try to bring the story of this crisis to a larger audience…. We are trying to reach everybody. Most people have not heard about the crisis of the burn pits and ultimately we will need the general public to help create awareness of this tragic issue affecting thousands of soldiers so that they are ultimately recognized and compensated.”

—Gregory Lovett, Film Director, Delay, Deny, Hope You Die, a documentary based on The Burn Pits: The Poisoning of America’s Soldiers

“[This] incendiary book, The Burn Pits: The Poisoning of America’s Soldiers … [is] a provocative look behind the massive burn pits of Iraq and Afghanistan, detailing a chilling history of sickness and systematic neglect from higher ups…. Hickman’s account is probably the most thorough and expansive take on burn pits so far, going so far as to implicate KBR, who ran the burn pits, and Gen. David Petraeus, who initially denied that burn pits were harmful.”

—Scott Beauchamp, Task & Purpose

“The Burn Pits … tells an enormous story … An important book that should be on the shelf of every high school library across the United States.”

—John Ketwig, The Veteran

“There are a million reasons for Americans to read this devastating account of how we’re neglecting our veterans. The Burn Pits is extremely well-written, tightly structured, and Hickman’s compassion for his fellow soldiers is heartbreaking. But what few reviewers seem to be emphasizing is that Hickman is not just concerned about our veterans who are dying from the toxic plumes of the American burn pits. It’s not just Americans whose bodies are destroying themselves in a collective vertigo of white spots, leukemia, apnea, bronchitis, cold sweats, migraines, memory loss, nausea, and brain cancer. It’s not just Beau Biden…. But what those mainstream publications fail to emphasize is the incredibly uncomfortable reality that Hickman describes with such vivid detail in The Burn Pits. In short, “Iraq is poisoned,” and America has been providing the toxins for years…. If you are a citizen concerned with what both Sanders and Trump referred to as “the worst foreign policy blunder in U.S. history,” then you should read this book. The Burn Pits is a map for activism. If you are interested in solving one of the great health care problems of our time, read this book. If you are interested in helping American service members solve the political problem of bureaucratic resistance in the VA that dates back to the days of Agent Orange and Gulf War Syndrome, read this book.”

—M. C. Armstrong, author and Pushcart Prize winner

“The word “incinerate,” suggesting an enclosed burning facility with pollution controls, is misleading. These barbaric burn pits were dug on military bases in the midst of housing, work and dining facilities, with zero pollution controls…. And predictably, base commanders temporarily shut them down when politicians and high-ranking generals came to visit…. In his no-holds-barred book, The Burn Pits: The Poisoning of America’s Soldiers,” former Marine and Army Joseph Hickman exposes the knowing contamination of thousands of soldiers stationed on bases with these lethal pits.”

—H. Patricia Hynes, TruthDig
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Foreword
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By Jesse Ventura

It’s no secret what a disaster our wars in Iraq and Afghanistan have been. The Islamic State is a whole lot more of a problem than Saddam Hussein ever was, and the Taliban sure as hell hasn’t gone away. Let’s face it, George Bush and Dick Cheney were the worst administration in the United States’ history. They ruined the economy, they got us into two wars, and they left things a complete mess that Barack Obama inherited.

But just when you thought the story couldn’t get any worse, along comes The Burn Pits. This is a book that will not only make your blood boil, it’ll coagulate. I mean, blood-curdling isn’t a strong enough metaphor. It’s not bad enough that, since the Iraq War began in 2003, almost 5,000 American troops have died and 32,000 more “officially” wounded (some estimates place that figure at more than 100,000). Or that more than 2,300 U.S. military deaths have occurred in Afghanistan. Or that an estimated 320,000 veterans have brain injuries, and the suicide rate among vets is escalating by the day.

It’s not bad enough that the entire fiasco in Iraq was based on a lie—that Saddam was supposedly just itching to use an arsenal of WMD’s unless we moved on him fast. You’ll learn in this book that Iraq did once use chemical and biological weapons, against Iran and then the Kurds – but the Bush-Cheney people had their reasons for erasing that memory and claiming instead that the threat was new.

Why? Because the terrible truth is, those Iraqi leftovers that ended up in the dump were responsible for poisoning our own soldiers. And American contractors were the ones who spewed it into the air. The top military brass knew about this health disaster, and looked the other way. It didn’t seem to be cost-effective to do anything else – so burn, baby, burn.

I don’t want to give away the whole story, because it should unfold slowly and infuriatingly, as it did for me. The author, Former Staff Sergeant Joseph Hickman, was a loyal member of our armed forces for 20 years. In service to our country, he earned more than 20 commendations and awards. Well, he’s recently done his patriotic duty by exposing the murders of three detainees in U.S. custody at Guantánamo, where Hickman served in 2006. Now with The Burn Pits, he’s blown the whistle even louder.

You’ve heard about Agent Orange in Vietnam, which resulted in tens of thousands of people including our troops getting cancer. It’s likely you also know about Gulf War Illness, which the Pentagon now admits afflicts close to 100,000 of our veterans. That’s a cluster of medically unexplained chronic symptoms such as fatigue, dizziness, memory loss, and respiratory problems. Some call these “delayed casualties.” But try using that polite phrase on the brave men and women who are still being refused benefits by the VA’s powers-that-be for the debilitating illnesses that have plagued them ever since serving their country. Instead, call them “denied casualties.”

I doubt most of you have heard of Balad or Bagram, or soldiers like Daniel Mayer and Matthew Bumpus. You will now, and the stories will sicken you. You also may not know that KBR – Kellogg, Brown, and Root, a former subsidiary of Dick Cheney’s Halliburton company – was the number one corporate beneficiary of the Iraq War. A lot of those millions were generated by operation of the toxic “burn pits”—and Halliburton shareholder Cheney was among those who cashed in.

In 2015 Vice-President Joe Biden’s beloved son, Beau, who’d served a tour of duty in Iraq, died of brain cancer. But you can bet the big media haven’t dared speculate about, let alone investigate, the real cause, which as you’ll see is likely connected to being stationed at two of the burn pits. One of them was Camp Victory, which is beyond ironic.

The Burn Pits pulls no punches. You’ll read about the Veterans Administration claiming that the soldiers seeking legitimate benefits for their health problems were either lying or making it all up. You’ll learn about the buck-passing and how the military can’t be held legally accountable for what’s happened to the men and women exposed to a toxic soup at 75 different bases. You’ll discover a few heroes, too, like the courageous doctors who’ve dared to speak out about how the respiratory ailments and cancers are no coincidence.

I served my country for eight years as a Navy SEAL, and my parents before me in the Second World War. We all believed in freedom and democracy. It took a long time for me to consider that maybe we are no longer the land of the free and the home of the brave, that money and power have corrupted everything America once stood for.

Can we turn back the clock in order to move toward a better future? I don’t know. What I do know is that exposing the truth in books like Joseph Hickman’s The Burn Pits is a wake-up call to all of us that we’d better rise up and reclaim our birthright as Americans. And maybe there’s a Smedley Butler out there among the veterans of our ill-conceived wars who is ready to help lead us out of the quagmire.


Author’s Note
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In 1961, during the early stages of the Vietnam War, United States and South Vietnamese forces were getting ambushed and attacked by an enemy they could not see. The thick jungle brush in Vietnam was the perfect environment for the North Vietnamese Army and Vietcong to conceal themselves from U.S. forces. To combat this camouflaged war, the United States created a new weapon called Agent Orange, an herbicide that Air Force planes sprayed above the treetops to kill the jungle brush below, creating fields of fire where the enemy could no longer hide. Agent Orange was effective, and the United States used it for ten years during that long war, killing almost 20 percent of the country’s plant life and sickening thousands of Vietnamese—as well as many of our own troops.

As soldiers first started coming home from Vietnam, many were plagued with strange illnesses and cancers that couldn’t at first be explained. By the end of the war there were tens of thousands sick. It didn’t take these ill veterans long to realize they all had one common factor: they had all served in areas where Agent Orange was sprayed. At first the Department of Defense (DOD) and the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) denied that Agent Orange was hazardous, and refused to provide the veterans with medical benefits. It took many years and hundreds of independent studies on the damaging effects of Agent Orange before the DOD finally acknowledged that the U.S. military had inadvertently poisoned tens of thousands of its own soldiers.

Now, as American GIs return from new battlegrounds in the “war on terror,” we are faced with stark evidence that the U.S. military continues to recklessly endanger the health of our fighting men and women. During the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, open-air burn pits were used in over two hundred military bases to dispose of the enormous amount of trash that was accumulated by the U.S. armed forces. The waste that was incinerated in these open pits included highly toxic materials, such as metal parts, plastics, medical waste, and even human body parts. Greatly adding to the hazard, some of these burn pits were built on ground that was contaminated by mustard gas and other poison weapons stockpiles that were blown up during the U.S. invasion of Iraq. The open-air bonfires—which violated not only EPA air quality standards, but the Pentagon’s own regulations—were supposed to be used only as a temporary measure, until trash incinerators could be put in place. But the burn pits continued to operate throughout most of these wars, with a number still running as late as 2015.

Today, thousands of U.S. military veterans and contractors who served in these wars are experiencing strange illnesses ranging from debilitating respiratory problems to many forms of cancers and leukemia. Many of these service members and contractors believe their illnesses stem from their exposure to the toxic stew bubbling out of the burn pits. And a growing body of medical evidence supports their claims. But, just as with the Agent Orange scandal, the U.S. military has so far greeted these burn pit victims’ claims with bureaucratic skepticism and outright hostility.

In many cases, when service members reported the illnesses they believed stemmed from the burn pits, they were told by Defense Department doctors that they were lying in an attempt to get benefits. The Department of Veterans Affairs health-care system—or the Veterans Health Administration—has been similarly unsympathetic, denying the medical claims filed by nearly all returning soldiers who report burn pit-related illness, and flatly stating that their health problems are not service connected. Many of these sick and dying veterans have been financially ruined because their illnesses are so severe that they cannot work and have no means of support. Denied disability benefits from the VA, their agonizing health problems often continue to go untreated.

I knew nothing about the burn pits when I served in the military, first as a marine and then as a soldier in the Army and the National Guard, during which I was deployed on several military operations throughout the world, including a stint with the 629th Military Intelligence Battalion in Guantánamo Bay. But after leaving the service in 2009, fellow veterans began telling me of the medical problems they had been suffering since serving in Iraq and Afghanistan. Moved by their stories, I used the skills I had developed in civilian life as a private investigator, and started looking into these medical cases. What I found after putting together the pieces of these war veterans’ stories was more shocking than I could have ever imagined.

These were the young men and women who had risked their lives for their country, the warriors whose service America claims to honor, with stirring parades and gung-ho TV commercials and fighter jet flyovers at ball games. And yet after coming home with severe health problems, these brave men and women have been treated like waste, something to be disposed of.

This book is an attempt to tell these veterans’ stories, to make them more than just a case number to be filed away and forgotten. If you find these stories disturbing, I have done my job.


Introduction
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By David Talbot

The world is burning, and yet the firelight illuminates the way out. The times are dire, even catastrophic. Nonetheless we can sense a grand awakening, a growing realization all around the globe that “people have the power, to dream, to rule, to wrestle the world from fools” in the prophetic words of Patti Smith.

But in order to rouse ourselves from the nightmares that hold us in their grip, we need to know more about the forces that bedevil us, the structures of power that profit from humanity’s exploitation and from that of the earth. That’s the impetus behind Hot Books, a series that seeks to expose the dark operations of power and to light the way forward.

Skyhorse publisher Tony Lyons and I started Hot Books in 2015 because we believe that books can make a difference. Since then the Hot Books series has shined a light on the cruel reign of racism and police violence in Baltimore (D. Watkins’ The Beast Side); the urgent need to hold U.S. officials accountable for their criminal actions during the war on terror (Rachel Gordon’s American Nuremberg); the covert manipulation of the media by intelligence agencies (Nicholas Schou’s Spooked); the rise of a rape culture on campus (Kirby Dick and Amy Ziering’s The Hunting Ground); the insidious demonizing of Muslims in the media and Washington (Arsalan Iftikhar’s Scapegoats); the crackdown on whistleblowers who know the government’s dirty secrets (Mark Hertsgaard’s Bravehearts); the disastrous policies of the liberal elite that led to the triumph of Trump (Chris Hedges’ Unspeakable); the American wastelands that gave rise to this dark reign (Alexander Zaitchik’s The Gilded Rage); the energy titans and their political servants who are threatening human survival (Dick Russell’s Horsemen of the Apocalypse); the utilization of authoritarian tactics by Donald Trump that threaten to erode American democracy (Brian Klaas’s The Despot’s Apprentice); the capture, torture, and detention of the first “high-value target” captured by the CIA after 9/11 (Joseph Hickman and John Kiriakou’s The Convenient Terrorist); the deportation of American veterans (J. Malcolm Garcia’s Without a Country); the ways in which our elections have failed, and continue to fail, their billing as model democracy (Steven Rosenfeld’s Democracy Betrayed); the unexplored failures of government officials to use available intelligence to stop the events of September 11th (John Duffy and Ray Nowosielski’s The Watchdogs Didn’t Bark); the “dirty tricks” that undermined democracy during the Nixon years and destroyed public trust in politics during the seventies (Shane O’Sullivan’s Dirty Tricks); and the poisoning of U.S. soldiers by their own environmentally reckless commanding officers (Joseph Hickman’s The Burn Pits). And the series continues, going where few publishers dare.

Hot Books are more condensed than standard-length books. They’re packed with provocative information and points of view that mainstream publishers usually shy from. Hot Books are meant not just to stir readers’ thinking, but to stir trouble.

Hot Books authors follow the blazing path of such legendary muckrakers and troublemakers as Upton Sinclair, Lincoln Steffens, Rachel Carson, Jane Jacobs, Jessica Mitford, I.F. Stone and Seymour Hersh. The magazines and newspapers that once provided a forum for this deep and dangerous journalism have shrunk in number and available resources. Hot Books aims to fill this crucial gap.

American journalism has become increasingly digitized and commodified. If the news isn’t fake, it’s usually shallow. But there’s a growing hunger for information that is both credible and undiluted by corporate filters.

A publishing series with this intensity cannot keep burning in a vacuum. Hot Books needs a culture of equally passionate readers. Please spread the word about these titles—encourage your bookstores to carry them, post comments about them in online stores and forums, persuade your book clubs, schools, political groups and community organizations to read them and invite the authors to speak.

It’s time to go beyond this packaged news and propaganda. It’s time for Hot Books … journalism without borders.
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