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Call to Duty


I AM a patriotic American. I grew up in a row house about fifteen minutes south of downtown Baltimore, and I joined the Marine Corps as soon as I could at age eighteen. It was there that I found my place in the world. Aside from the hard training, the military offered me specialized schooling in radio communications and gave me a sense of purpose. I liked the structure, the brotherhood, and the knowledge that I was protecting the land and the people I loved. I worked hard and received high ratings for my job performance in the Marines. I was quickly promoted to a position at Fort George G. Meade, Maryland, where I was assigned to a Marines unit that was attached to the National Security Agency (NSA).


When I left the Marine Corps in 1987 with an honorable discharge, I became the operations manager for one of the largest security and investigation companies in the United States. There I oversaw the operations of many commercial and government complexes in the Maryland–Washington, DC, area: places like Fort Detrick, where the government conducted biochemical research. Some people claimed that a sample of every virus known to man was housed there.


In 1994 I reenlisted, this time entering the army. I was doing well in the civilian world, but I missed the camaraderie you could find only in the military. However, military life in my early thirties was not quite the same as when I was a young man, and in 1998 I once again received an honorable discharge and returned to Baltimore, where I started doing corrections work.


I became a prisoner transport officer for Baltimore and Anne Arundel County. At the same time, I received certification as a private investigator and took a position at Expert Security, Inc., which offered personal protection to corporate executives. Protecting suits paid well, but for some reason—maybe because I grew up in and around a tough city like Baltimore—I preferred my work in corrections. I truly felt that I was helping society. I was in charge of handling dangerous felons, and I always prided myself on treating them with dignity. There were some true animals among them—violent predators with something wrong in their wiring—but many were people who came from backgrounds similar to my own. We just took different turns in life, and theirs took them to a dark place.


Eventually I grew bored protecting high-paid corporate executives and went out on my own. Some of my work was for rich people, spying on their spouses to see if they were cheating. However, most of my clients were just people scraping by who needed help: finding a missing loved one, tracking down an ex-spouse who’d skipped out on child support payments, or protecting strippers who had stalker problems the police didn’t think were serious enough to pursue.


The turning point for me was 9/11. When the attacks happened on September 11, 2001, I was glued to the TV. I saw the live broadcast from the Pentagon and was amazed to see Donald Rumsfeld, a sixty-nine-year-old man, in the rubble pulling out bodies. His office had just been blown up, and he was out there in a bloody, torn shirt, tending to people who were hurt, carrying them to the ambulances. I watched that and thought, “That’s our secretary of defense. This man is a real American hero.”


After seeing that, I couldn’t continue working in the private sector. I was thirty-eight years old, and I wanted to do my part. I chose the Maryland National Guard. Six months after that grim day, I was placed in an infantry unit. The idea behind the National Guard is that its units and personnel can be integrated seamlessly into any branch of the army as necessary. The result was that I didn’t often know when or where I was going on a deployment, or for how long.


I was initially assigned to an infantry squad that taught urban combat tactics to coalition forces in Germany and Japan. In 2005 I was assigned to a cavalry unit as a scout, and a member of a Reconnaissance Surveillance Target Acquisition (RSTA) team. I also successfully completed air assault school in Fort Campbell, Kentucky, home of the 101st Airborne Division. Instead of deployment to Iraq, where I expected to go, I was assigned to the Maryland National Guard, 629th Military Intelligence Battalion, and told to prepare for a yearlong deployment at Guantánamo Bay prison. Finally, at forty-one, I had my chance to meet the enemy. Guarding him at Gitmo wouldn’t be the same as facing him on the battlefield, but I felt that keeping terrorists locked up was an important job.


As I flew to Gitmo in 2006, I knew that because the enemy fought differently than in previous conflicts, our tactics had to change. Gitmo seemed like a legitimate solution for holding nonuniformed enemy combatants in a new kind of war. When I heard people complain about the legality of the place, or the Bush administration’s actions, I thought they simply didn’t understand the new, harsh realities facing America. I also believed that while the United States’s actions might not conform to the letter of the Geneva Conventions, they upheld the spirit. I trusted my government and my military to uphold basic American principles of decency.


I didn’t look forward to going away for a year and guarding a bunch of terrorists in Cuba. But my country asked, and I was proud to answer the call.





CHAPTER 1
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No Sleep Till Gitmo


March 10, 2006


THE flight to Gitmo from Fort Lauderdale, Florida, should have taken an hour. It was about four hundred miles away as the crow flies. But because of the long-standing hatred between America and Fidel Castro’s communist regime, American planes were required to fly the long way around Cuban airspace to prevent an international incident, adding another two hours to the flight. My unit, the roughly 120 men of Company E from the 629th Military Intelligence Battalion, had flown overnight to Fort Lauderdale from Fort Lewis, Washington. None of us slept on the way into Fort Lauderdale. We’d been occupied the day before dealing with our gear, and spent the dark hours at the airport waiting for the four-in-the-morning flight to Gitmo. I’d been up for more than twenty-four hours when I climbed aboard the Boeing 727. It should have been a miserable flight, but I was so excited that I couldn’t sleep. Very few of the guys on the plane to Gitmo were able to sleep, either. The sun came up about an hour into our flight, and I could hear the younger men in the unit laughing in the adjacent seats.


“So what do you think the place will really be like?” I heard a voice behind me ask.


“Absolutely nothing like what we’ve been told,” came the reply.


“There’s a small seed of wisdom in that,” I thought. As a team leader in my platoon, I was worried about what we’d face when we landed. Mine wasn’t a top command position, but one thing I learned in the military was a sense of responsibility for the men under me. It’s a responsibility I took to heart. As our plane drew closer to the landing field at Gitmo, my heart was not completely at ease. We had all become close during our eight-week training, and I had no worries about any man on my squad not doing his job. We had been briefed repeatedly that we were being given a potentially tough mission, and we were ready for the challenges ahead. We were told constantly in our training that the detainees would take any chance they could to kill us, and that they were highly motivated fanatics. My worry wasn’t that any guy on the team would flinch but that someone might get hurt.


Company E was divided into three platoons, with each platoon divided into four ten-man squads, and each squad broken into two five-man teams. I was in First Platoon, second squad, and team leader of its five-man Bravo Team. Everyone from my squad sat together on the plane. Most of them were good soldiers, as far as I was concerned.


The guys in my squad covered an extreme range of ages and experiences.I Phillip Bradley, who was fifty-one years old, was a former Army Ranger, but that was decades ago. He’d spent most of his working life with the coroner’s office in Baltimore, picking up and delivering bodies from autopsies and crime scenes. “We tag ’em and bag ’em,” he’d say of his civilian duties. The youngest in our squad was eighteen-year-old Specialist Jamal Stewart, whom we all called “Young’n.”


One of the guys I was closest to was Private First Class José Vasquez, thirty-eight years old. Vasquez was from DC, where he worked as a private investigator. I’d met him a year earlier in Japan, when he’d deployed there with my unit on a training mission. Everything that came out of his mouth was a joke. Sometimes I had to watch it with Vasquez, because he tended to speak his mind to officers. Even if my guy might be in the right, a blunt-speaking enlisted man could get the whole squad in trouble.


The one person we all had faith in was our squad leader, Staff Sergeant Michael Hayes. When not on guard duty, Hayes was a cop at Morgan State University, a historically black college in Baltimore. Before that he was a marine, and in my experience, former marines tended to be among the best leaders. He was six years younger than me, and though he stood, at most, five feet ten inches, Hayes carried himself like a giant. In my military career, he taught me more than any other leader I ever served under. With him leading our squad, I had as much confidence as possible.


Our squad was predominantly African American. In fact, after two white guys were pulled from the platoon—one because he was needed for another mission, and the other because he couldn’t get along with black people—I was the only Caucasian left. Vasquez was light skinned but a proud Mexican. Like most people in the military, race and ethnicity didn’t concern me. Soldiers were soldiers. But everybody else in our platoon was white, and that bothered all of us. They had segregated all the black guys and the Mexican into one squad. I guess they figured I belonged because I was from Baltimore. It was wrong, and all of my guys knew it. The military has spent decades integrating its units. For commanders to segregate a unit was almost unheard of in 2006. Worse, it made us very uneasy about the overall wisdom of our company’s officers. Despite my positive impression of Staff Sergeant Hayes, the leadership of our company was the biggest concern on my mind. Our training experience at Fort Lewis with our commanders had been, in a word, awful.





I. I have changed the names of the personnel at Guantánamo with the exception of the command officers whose names have been widely reported.





CHAPTER 2
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Training Days


January–February 2006


OUR company assembled on January 4 at the Pikesville Armory in Baltimore. The 629th Battalion was based out of Cascade, Maryland, a boondocks area on the western side of the state, inhabited mostly by rural whites. Because the 629th was short of manpower, it took on personnel from guard infantry units based out of Baltimore, such as mine. When we all came together to put together the company, it was basically a case of country boys meeting city boys.


Our company commander was Captain William Drake, who initially struck me as highly disciplined. He was tall, thirty years old, and in top physical condition. He had been through Ranger School, and Drake took this to heart. Ranger School produced the best of the best, and the Captain had that swagger. The first day we met him, he let everybody know he was a Ranger and that he expected the most from us.


But shortly after telling us this, Drake organized the company along racial and socioeconomic lines. Instead of mixing up the country boys and city boys, he kept nearly all the Western Maryland guys from the original 629th in Third Platoon. First Platoon and Second Platoon contained all the guys from the Baltimore units, mostly urban white guys like me from blue-collar backgrounds, along with Latinos, and blacks.


If this had been 1950, maybe that would have made sense, to organize the company along racial lines, but even as far back as 1983, when I joined the Marine Corps, I had never seen any unit deliberately segregated by race. One of the first things they taught us in the Marine Corps, if not the first thing, was that we were all brother Marines. In fact, up until my training for Gitmo, my experience had always been that races got along better in the military than in the civilian world.


The next day, I tried to put aside my kernel of concern about Drake’s leadership. I focused on the fact that he was a Ranger who carried himself well, so maybe he had valid reasons for organizing the company the way he did. In the military, your life was generally much easier if you gave your commander the benefit of the doubt.


A lot of training we did at Fort Lewis was elemental and much simpler, in fact, than urban assault and the things you learned in the infantry. We practiced how to search bags at checkpoints using metal detectors, what to look for—such as thumb drives, which visitors to Gitmo were not supposed to carry in or out—and how to search vehicles.


The techniques were simple, but I was mostly bothered by our training without real cell blocks. This was bad because we couldn’t learn observation techniques, but it was even worse when it came to learning cell extractions: the removal of noncompliant detainees. We were told that cell extractions would be a big part of our job. Because we didn’t have mock cell blocks, we had to make do with imaginary cells made from lines drawn on the ground to represent the walls. But even these were useless.


We found out later that command had given us the wrong cell dimensions to practice with, which meant we had learned irrelevant standard operating procedures (SOPs). For instance, they trained us to carry out extractions from a single cell by first sending our “doorman” through the imaginary cell door. Then the rest our squad filed in beside him, forming a line and moving forward toward the detainee. This would have worked great in a large cell—of which there were a few at Gitmo—but most were so narrow, just six feet wide, that the SOP we practiced would never have worked.


The problem was that many of the noncommissioned officers (NCOs) and officers training us had no experience at Gitmo or doing detention work. They were teaching things they had learned secondhand. The simulations they ran were worthless. They would play the role of noncompliant detainees and hardly put up a fight. From real-world experience, I knew that when an inmate had made up his mind to resist, you could quickly find yourself in a fight for your life. He would use anything to hurt you: sharp pieces of metal, clubs, batons he might have grabbed off other corrections officers, fingernails, and teeth. Once, while I was working at the Jennifer Road Detention Center in Anne Arundel County, an inmate had fashioned a spear-like weapon from tightly rolled magazine pages to stab one of the guards. My guys got none of this in our training.


There was one simulation for which I was grateful, however, because it turned out to be extremely realistic:


“Gentlemen,” announced an earnest training officer, “the noncompliant prisoner will use all means at his disposal to make your job unpleasant. This will include hurling his own urine and feces at you. We will be demonstrating such a situation today. For safety’s sake, we will not be using real human waste. Instead, we will use baby food for this exercise.” I was gratified by this particular lack of realism during training, although I was surprised by how much Gerber Strained Beef Liver resembled watery shit.


The gear we had was legit as well. On guard duty, we would wear standard military fatigues, boots, and Kevlar helmets. Outside of the prison camps, but inside Camp America, our living quarters at Gitmo, we would carry standard-issue M16 rifles. In addition, when serving on the quick-reaction force (QRF), we would also wear stab vests, similar to Kevlar ballistic vests but lighter in weight and woven to resist blades and pointed objects. On entering a cell, each man carried a shield. Everybody on QRF would carry flex cuffs and a baton. On a ten-man QRF, two guys would carry Remington 870 shotguns, just like your local police had, but loaded with shells containing rubber buckshot (a somewhat misleading name because the “rubber” buckshot was more akin to hard plastic beads).


Another guy on the QRF carried an M16 rifle with an M203 grenade launcher slung under the main barrel. The 203 fired a small 40 millimeter projectile, sort of like a little rocket tipped with a hard, rubbery projectile. Some of us nicknamed it Evil SpongeBob. We were instructed not to fire Evil Sponge Bob at any distance less than ten yards. At close range, the device was potentially lethal.


Team leaders of the QRF also carried at least one can of capsicum: pepper spray. The spray we used at Fort Lewis and at Gitmo came packaged like an ordinary can of Raid insecticide. Each can was good for about six strong doses. We were taught to get as close to the detainee as possible and aim for his face. Our instructors demonstrated this by spraying our eyes and making us run an obstacle course before we sparred with our squad mates.


“Now, this is a realistic training exercise,” I thought as I gasped for breath and tried to ignore the pain searing my eyes.


Even though training lasted thirty days, we were given only one hour of “cultural training.” The instructors told us very little specific information about the detainees we would be guarding and mostly said that the detainees all wanted to kill us.


We were told to not call them “hajis,” since this was offensive to Muslims (even though among themselves, haji is a term of respect for anyone who has made the pilgrammage, or haj, to the holy city of Mecca.) At the same lecture, we were given the rundown on hand gestures, the meaning of which could vary from country to country, culture to culture.


“Everyone okay?” our training officer asked as he raised his hand and made a circle with his thumb and index finger. “You’ll notice that I have just made a very common, everyday hand signal,” he said. “While we think nothing of this type of physical expression, the Muslims will not see it as nothing. To them, this means ‘Fuck you, asshole.’ Avoid using it.” There did seem to be one constant, as we were told by the training officer: “Regarding the raised middle finger,” he said. “Even the most provincial Middle Easterner will recognize that this is not a friendly gesture.”


That was about the extent of our cultural training. Our instructors spent much more time explaining Stockholm syndrome than helping us understand our captives. Stockholm syndrome is when captives start to sympathize with and identify with their captors. Our instructors cautioned us that a sort of reverse Stockholm syndrome could happen to guards. Because we were going to be surrounded by detainees and living alongside them in Camp America, the instructors wanted to make sure we didn’t start to develop empathy toward the enemy—or his cause.


I didn’t think there was much chance of that happening among the men of Company E. Despite our cultural training, many soldiers continued to refer to the detainees as hajis and other colorful names. I sensed that some of the guys were elated by the prospect of having so much power over other people. That bothered me. It could be intoxicating to have control over men in chains or cages, but in this kind of work, my team needed to keep a cool professionalism at all times. I had seen guards power-trip in civilian corrections work, but at Fort Lewis, I knew we had to be even more careful. I felt the potential for overstepping boundaries was even greater because we all believed the detainees were evil men bent on destroying our country. It worried me to think that some of the men on this assignment might too easily cross a line.


By the end of that first month at Fort Lewis, I had noticed another disturbing trend. It became apparent that our squad was not getting any time off. When we weren’t training, we were assigned cleanup duties and other trivial details. I was used to long work hours in the army, but the squads in Third Platoon, made up of the white guys from the original 629th, weren’t assigned the same unpleasant tasks as frequently. They even got some weekends off. My squad worked ten- to twelve- hour days and didn’t receive a single day off. None of the men in our squad received promotions, either, while members of Third Platoon did. Many of the men in our squad began to feel that these disparities were racially motivated.


In the military, promotions were based largely on the time you served, as well as receiving good fitness reports. Promotions were almost automatic between the ranks of private and specialist. There were guys in our platoon whose time had come to receive promotions, but they were not getting them. Men in the squad started to complain, “You’ve got to be white to be promoted.”


It was pretty insane to me that we were dealing with this problem in 2006. I pulled aside Sergeant Hayes privately and brought this up. “Our guys are losing their motivation, I said. They see they’re getting treated differently. We’re not even in Gitmo, and they’re already starting not to care about this deployment.”


Hayes called together everybody in the squad. He looked each man in the eye and told us he was aware of the unfair treatment we were receiving. Then he turned to me and said deadpan, “Now you know what we deal with all the time. Congratulations. You’re a nigger now.”


Unlike some younger black soldiers, Hayes did not often use the N-word. When it came out of his mouth applied to me, the ugly mood was broken by the sheer ridiculousness of it. Everybody started laughing. I saw then what made Hayes such a good leader. He took the anger and hopelessness we all felt and turned it into something positive. He said, “They’re never going to change how they treat us. It’s up to us to show them. We’re going to outperform all of them in our jobs. We’re going to PT [physically train] better than them, and then when we take the final test at the end of this training, we’re going to score higher than everybody else. They won’t be able to stop us. Even if we work ten hours longer than them every day, when we get our time off, each of us is going to study SOPs for an hour extra on his own time.”


From anybody else, this might have been the kind of cornball pep talk that a high school football coach might give. But Hayes had an authority that galvanized the squad, even the smart-asses like Vasquez. We spent our second month outtraining everybody. The command did not offer us a single day off in the second month, but even if it had, we would not have taken it. We were going to be the best, no matter what.


Sure enough, at the end of our training in Fort Lewis, our squad had the highest PT scores and test scores. Despite all the crap they threw at us, we had performed better than every other squad—even though we received no acknowledgment for it.





CHAPTER 3
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Welcome to Guantánamo Bay


March 10, 2006


AS soon as our plane touched the ground at Gitmo, everybody got thrown forward.


“Damn!”


“What the fuck was that?”


The runway at Leeward Point Field was short, so a pilot had to really hit the brakes when landing a big jet. In the bay, across from the landing field, there was actually part of a plane sticking out, from one pilot who hadn’t been fast enough.


We were still laughing nervously from the carnival-ride landing when the cabin doors opened. Fierce heat washed over us. The temperature on the runway was about 95 degrees Fahrenheit and layered with an oppressive humidity. After training in the cold, overcast Pacific Northwest, none of us was prepared for the Cuban climate.


Though the temperature was warm, our greeting at camp Gitmo was not. When we climbed down the steps, navy security patrol (SP) guards stopped us on the flight deck. “Form up next to your gear for contraband check,” they said as a team with drug-sniffing dogs approached. Around the perimeter of the airfield, I saw more navy SPs on high alert watching us, ready with their M16 rifles, and suddenly it hit me: we had just entered the most secure facility on the planet for America’s enemies.


Strictly speaking, our deployment to Gitmo fell under Operation Enduring Freedom: the war in Afghanistan. I would never claim what we did was as dangerous as troops sent into harm’s way in the Middle East, but I felt our mission was an important one. Our first battle on this deployment was simply to remain standing and not crumple from the heat. We had on our helmets, our boots, and our army combat uniforms, and were holding our M16s as we stood under the blazing sun, breathing in the fumes of jet fuel and watching the tarmac ripple with heat waves.


Navy SPs knew the drill. They quickly distributed water bottles as the dogs continued their search. The SPs pulled the bottles off of pallets on the back of a Humvee and kept tossing them to us even after we’d each downed a couple. “Drink as much as you can,” they told us. “The first few days here will be brutal.”


The dogs found no contraband in our luggage, and we were directed onto a bus for a short trip down a winding road to the dock where a ferry would take us to Windward Point on the east side of the entrance to the bay. Standing at the dock, we were surprised by the sight of four-foot-long iguanas skittering along the edges of the road.


The ferry ride was spectacular. We got a cool breeze, and the views of the rolling hills and mountains beyond that were gorgeous. Farther up the bay, closer to the outlet of the Guantánamo River lay the docks for US Navy warships. In the opposite direction, in the sea just beyond the bay, Russian submarines still occasionally poked up from the depths, playing the same cat-and-mouse game that had been going on since the Cold War.


At Windward Point, a bus took us to McCalla Airfield, about a half mile up from the bay. We were dropped off at a massive hangar. Before McCalla closed in 1976, the hangar had housed military blimps. Apparently only a blimp hangar could contain the hot air that was generated in the next four hours of briefings. Some of us were going on thirty hours of sleeplessness when they marched us in to sit on bleachers.


The first to address us was General Jay Hood, commander of the joint task force in charge of detention operations at Gitmo. He was straightforward. “Our mission here is about protecting America from terrorists,” he said, “and they have underestimated your courage, your character, and your commitment to do what’s right.” He talked to us like he was just another “Joe”—army slang for one of the guys. Tired as I was that morning, I felt optimistic that our commander was a good leader.


General Hood was a tough act to follow, and the officers who came after him had about the same effect as a bottle of Tylenol PM. General Edward Leacock portrayed Gitmo as some sort of tropical vacation getaway. He talked up the Morale, Welfare and Recreation (MWR) facilities, the McDonald’s and Subway available nearby, and told us that bicycles would be available to us during our free time. Bikes were part of the military’s effort to go “green.” “Environmental awareness is something all you men should take part in,” said General Leacock. “It’s something we can all take pride in. Use those bikes.” I don’t think I rode a bicycle once while I was at Gitmo.


The other officers emphasized a few key rules. When we left the island—for the ten-day leave each of us would be given at some point in the year, and on our final return home—we would be searched for hard drives or digital storage devices. Those caught trying to bring any such device out of Camp America would face prison. We were also informed that all of our emails and phone calls would be monitored by the NSA to make sure we didn’t talk about our jobs, the detainees, and anything else we might see or hear.


It was no surprise that we were told not to take photographs inside Camp America. But even outside the camp, we had to be careful. We were told that photographing any of the many small windmills that dotted the island was a serious infraction. One could guess that the windmills were used to generate power, but their design, location, and what they might be powering was something we had to preserve as a state secret.


The final and, perhaps, most important rule on the entire island regarded the treatment of iguanas. The safety of the lizards that ran freely about the naval base was of the utmost importance to the United States. A legal officer gave us a special briefing about them. He was deadly serious as he began: “I’d like to talk for a minute about the Cuban rock iguana, or Cyclura nubila. The Cubans on the other side of the fence,” he said gravely, “hunt them down and eat them with the kind of reckless abandon that only a food-rationed communist can bring to such an enterprise. Because of this, those iguanas comprise what is considered a vulnerable population. We guard the health and well-being of these creatures to maintain compliance with the Endangered Species Act. Men, the use of deadly force on a detainee can be justified given the right circumstances. There is absolutely no justification for harming an iguana. If it happens, you will automatically be busted down a rank and fined ten thousand dollars. Remember that.” This would prove to be a source of constant anxiety for us. The leaf-eating creatures were everywhere in and around Camp America, including the roads we patrolled—and they just loved to dart out in front of our Humvees.


A load of pizzas was brought in at the end of our briefing. Several of the California National Guardsmen whom we were replacing had picked them up at the Pizza Hut down the road. These guys were very professional, very courteous, and overjoyed to see us. Our faces were about the last thing they were going to see before leaving the island and going home.


We were sitting around with the guardsmen, getting the unofficial “sit-rep”—military slang for situation report—on the island when their commander walked over and told us to get some shut-eye. In two days’ time, the California Guardsmen had planned to take us around and train us in all of their SOPs. Until then, their commander wanted us to relax and acclimate.


Captain Drake overheard this and told the commander, “My guys got plenty of rest on the plane. They can start their training tomorrow.” I guessed he wanted to impress the guardsmen by showing how gung-ho we were, but as he walked off, I could tell they were as pissed off as we were. It meant more of them would have to work tomorrow to train us. A few hours on the island, and Captain Drake already had another platoon hating him almost as much as ours did.


We drove out of McCalla late in the afternoon. The two-mile road leading to Camp America held what were to be our only getaway spots for the next twelve months: McDonald’s, Kentucky Fried Chicken, Pizza Hut, and Subway. Farther away were the Navy Lodge Hotel, a bar called the Windjammer—nicknamed the Cockjammer because there were so few women—and the Navy Exchange, or NEX, which was like a mini Wal-Mart. It looked as if a little slice of home had been excised from some random freeway off-ramp and dropped intact here on the island. The only real difference were the watchtowers on the Cuban side manned by Fidel Castro’s snipers. Castro’s guards weren’t there to shoot us. They were there to stop his people from running across the border and trying to get into Gitmo.


After winding a bit past the NEX, the road straightened out, and up ahead we could see the main gate into Camp America. It wasn’t much: just a guard shack in the middle of the two lanes where the road split. One lane was for entering and the other for exiting. The guards there—whose boots we’d fill within a few days—were armed with M16s, and one with a 9 millimeter pistol. One came on the bus and inspected the IDs we’d been issued in the hangar. Outside they put mirrors under the bus to check for bombs, contraband, or human stowaways. I was curious about their SOPs, because during our two months at Fort Lewis, we’d never actually trained using a bus.


They let us through, and after going about a half mile down the road, the bus turned right, driving past a jumble of concertina wire, fences, and guard towers. It looked like the site of a half-finished construction project. That was Camp Delta.


Until the California Guardsmen vacated their more modern barracks at the opposite end of Camp America, we were placed in Camp Buckley, a collection of crude wooden huts, each with five bunks for holding ten men. Perfect for a squad.


My squad dragged in and settled down for the night. It wasn’t dark yet, but because of Captain Drake’s generous offer to volunteer us for duty, we would be up before dawn. Most of the guys crawled into their racks and were asleep by nine. We were so full of pizza, we didn’t even go to the chow hall. Sergeant Hayes and I stayed up. At about eleven o’clock, we heard this eerie Arabic wailing. It was the evening call to prayer. I’d never heard it before, and the effect was chilling. Eventually I would get used to it. The prayers were recorded on tapes and were blasted on loudspeakers five times a day across all of Camp America. But as I lay down to sleep that night, with those sounds still reverberating in my head, a part of me thought, “A prayer is a prayer.” I knew I could use as much help from God as the men on the other side of the fence in Camp Delta.


*  *  *


The California Guardsmen didn’t know what to do with us when our squad showed up at their office at six thirty the next morning. They weren’t happy to see us.


Apparently when Captain Drake volunteered us to work, he never followed up by sending word down the chain of command. Now, squeezed into the cramped Sergeant of the Guard office, the SOG looked at us and said, “Wouldn’t you men rather take the day off and acclimatize?”


The temperature was already 85 degrees, and some of the men were perspiring through the backs of their clothes from the quarter-mile walk from the chow hall, but Sergeant Hayes explained to the SOG, “My captain told us to start today.”


Even though it was a pain in the ass for them to figure out what to do with us, they understood what we were up against. There were a lot of captains like Drake in the Guard. They overcompensated because the Guard didn’t have the same reputation as the full-time military. Most enlisted guys in the Guard would put their 110 percent into it and weren’t worried about how they compared with other soldiers. However, the Guard seemed to breed officers with inferiority complexes who made brash decisions to prove themselves. The sad part was that they then lived up to their reputations as being inferior to regular army officers.


The California Guardsmen had created a specific training plan to transition us into their jobs, but it wasn’t ready to be implemented for a few more days. The guys at the office were part of a skeleton crew, so they scrounged some extra Humvees and drove us around to the different posts.


As big as they looked on the outside, Humvees were tiny on the inside. They could comfortably fit about five troops, but we could usually squeeze in one more. The ones on Gitmo were from a generation without air-conditioning and were like rolling ovens.


Our first stop was Checkpoint Houston, the observation post on the western side of Camp America, just above the beach. On the way, we passed Camp Iguana, a small facility that once held a couple dozen minor-aged boys scooped up in the Middle East. Iguana contained a couple of enclosed buildings that looked relatively comfortable, like rustic dorms at a summer camp. The teenaged detainees had all been repatriated, and the camp was now used to hold adult detainees who’d been cleared for release and were on hold to be sent home.


OP Houston itself was a small aluminum guard shack that sat atop a small hill—like the kind you’d see at the entrance to any parking lot back home. It was on the most beautiful part of the island. The hill overlooked the ocean, and there was a beach below it. The beach was one of the main R & R spots. The military had put in grills, picnic benches, and a pavilion, and people would often go down there for barbecues.


Of course, OP Houston wasn’t positioned there for the recreation. The guards manning Houston had to watch for boats coming in from the ocean. For anyone seeking to infiltrate the camp, the beach was a prime spot. Since Gitmo itself was a US military installation, in addition to a detention camp, the coastline was always watched for Russian or Cuban ships navigating too close. The other side to guarding OP Houston was humanitarian: guards were always looking for refugees from Cuba or Haiti trying to sneak ashore. We were instructed to detain any refugees and render them medical aid.


I was in a hurry to get out of OP Houston, because the smell of charcoal lighter fluid and smoke was curling up from the beach. Someone was starting an early-morning cookout, and I didn’t want my men to linger on that image as we went through our rounds of make-work.


But just as we were about to leave, a group of twenty or so guys in civilian clothes, reeking of coconut suntan lotion, approached the gate leading to the beach—all of them were from our Third Platoon. The man lighting up the grills turned, and we saw it was Captain Drake. He and his favored platoon were getting ready for their first mission in Operation Enduring Freedom: an early-morning beach blow-out.


As we moved on to the next position the California Guard wanted to show us, the sergeant I was riding with just laughed. “Glad to know you guys are as fucked up as we’ve been. But it looks like you guys got it worse.”


As we rode together, the sergeant from the California Guard pointed out another problem. Our company of about 120 men was replacing their unit, a battalion of nearly 500 men.


“How are you guys doing the math on this?” he asked.


The plan was to eliminate some of the duties that the California Guard had performed. For instance, we got rid of the foot patrols they had run round the clock through Camp America, freeing up some manpower. But what it really boiled down to was that we’d be working longer hours. The California Guard had done six-hour shifts, with weekends off. We would do twelve-hour and longer shifts, with only one or two days off a month.


I couldn’t blame this on Drake. Some anonymous military genius in an office somewhere had decided it was possible to replace a battalion with a company. It probably looked good on paper to a bunch of officers who would never walk in our boots.


Late in the afternoon, the California Guardsmen took us down to the perimeter checkpoint dubbed ACP Roosevelt and showed us the SOPs for vehicle searches. Ninety-eight percent was what we’d already been trained to do: stop every car, check the ID of every occupant, and pick one out of every few vehicles for a more complete inspection. These cars would be directed to pull to the side. Every occupant had to get out while the guards looked inside, under the hood and trunk, and at the undercarriage. All this was standard.


They had a big blue canopy to work under, but I could see it was hot, and some senior officers gave the guards attitude because they didn’t like having to show their IDs. Otherwise it looked like routine, if boring, security work. One of the guardsmen said, “The SOPs are that we do one hundred percent ID check, no exceptions—except for the Iceman and the paddy wagon.”


I stopped him there. “What do you mean exceptions?”


“Well, the paddy wagon—sometimes we call it the pizza van—will be driven by a pair of navy guards and will be carrying detainees in the back,” he explained. “Under no circumstances are you to look inside or search any part of that vehicle.”


“What about the Iceman?” I asked.


“He’ll be in a sedan with a tag that reads ‘I.C.E.,’ ” said the guardsman.


“I.C.E.?”


The guardsman explained, “Interrogation Control Element. The Iceman is just one guy—a chief of interrogations. He looks sort of like Michael Douglas in the movie Falling Down. You know, white guy in his fifties, short-sleeve shirt. He comes through here most days, so you’ll meet him soon enough. He’s polite. Always says, ‘Hi.’ Just wave him through.”


I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. Going back to my first days as a marine attached to the National Security Agency—one of the most secretive intelligence organizations in the government—the one thing they drilled into me is that when we set up a security plan, there are zero exceptions.


We could have built the Great Wall of China around Camp America, but if a van or a white guy in a car was able to come and go without ever being searched, our security procedures were more theatrical than real. Exceptions to SOPs meant that the government was giving total discretion to a handful of individuals: the Iceman and the random navy guards driving the paddy wagon. These people could do whatever they wanted, carry anything in or out, and nobody would check on them. It was unsafe. I didn’t mind the secrecy. I understood and completely accepted the idea that the US government had to keep secrets. But giving carte blanche to a handful of individuals was, according to my training, just plain sloppy. It made a mockery of the security plan we were there to carry out.


As the day wound down, the California Guardsmen took us into Camp Delta for the first time. Only then did I understand how prehistoric the camp’s construction was. The entrance was a double row of chain-link fences topped with concertina wire. The first building, about fifteen feet from the entrance, was the medical clinic. It was the most modern building in all of Camp Delta—and it was made of plywood.


The clinic and every other building there sat on two-foot-high pylons because Camp Delta was situated in a flood zone. From the inside, the camp looked like an old firebase from Vietnam that I’d seen in pictures. I’d expected something much more high tech.


Inside Camp Delta were the detention areas called Camps 1 and 2/3. Each consisted of several open cell blocks—wire-fence walls under tin roofs. Clear Plexiglas covered some of the walls so that the cells weren’t completely exposed to the elements, but I could see right away that the design combined the worst of two worlds: the cell blocks were partially open to the elements, and they were under tin roofs. In the hot sun, the cells baked the occupants like bread in an oven. I couldn’t believe that a maximum-security prison wasn’t temperature controlled. It was all very strange.


My first concerns weren’t even for the detainees. I watched the navy guards who walked the halls between cell blocks and couldn’t believe the heat they had to put up with. I never wanted to be in their shoes. On a “cool” spring day like that one, the temperature was 85 or 90 degrees outside, but it must have been at least ten to twenty degrees hotter under those tin roofs.


Camp 4 had nicer facilities. It housed detainees who’d been deemed “compliant,” though we were never told exactly what that meant. We knew only that they had cooperated when interrogated. The cells in Camp 4 had the same open-air-under-a-tin-roof construction as the other camps, but many were large communal cells where up to ten men could live at the same time. There the detainees could at least move around and socialize, whereas in the other camps they were isolated. Even though their cell walls were transparent, they weren’t permitted to communicate.


Camp 4 also had a basketball court and a small field where the detainees were permitted to play soccer. Camps 1 and 2/3 simply had a fenced-off twelve-by-twelve-foot “recreation area” where detainees who were on good behavior could come out for a half an hour at a time and play by themselves in the sunlight.


Watching over all the camps was Tower 1. That was the supervisor’s tower. It held two men, the top guard on duty in Camp Delta and an assistant, called a “runner.” Even though everyone had radios, the runner’s job was to circulate to the seven other towers inside Delta, check on the guards, and pass word if the radios failed.


When I got to the top of Tower 1, what blew my mind was the noise. Talk between inmates on the cell block was forbidden, but that didn’t stop them from trying. We heard navy guards yelling at the detainees to shut up and the prisoners screaming back at them, “Fuck you, America!” or “Send me home!” Some were standing or lying in their cells yelling at no one—or they were crying. I had never seen such chaos in a prison or jail. I thought the Baltimore jails I’d worked in could be bad, but Camp Delta was just bedlam. Complete chaos.


I looked down at the detainees and the navy guards screaming at one another, and it felt like I was staring into the pit of a man-made hell.


“It can’t be like this all the time, can it?” I wondered. My confidence in the procedural standards of this surreal outpost had been shaken by the end of that first day, but I was willing to chalk up a lot of it to poor circumstances. We had surprised the California Guardsmen by starting our training early, we were unaccustomed to the heat and humidity, and most of us were running on very little sleep. “We’ve been here for only a little more than twenty-four hours,” I thought. “Maybe I need to settle down.”


After I descended the tower, I approached one of the California Guardsmen. “Is there something going on here today?” I asked.


He seemed confused by the question. “Going on?” he asked.
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