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With the same intensity that sparked the devoted Marine lieutenant and family man to reenlist in the wake of 9/11, Ilario Pantano brings a passionate new perspective to this updated edition of his “vitally important” (New York Post) and controversial memoir. In the newly added Foreword and Afterword that surround his chronicle from the front lines of the Iraq war and the notorious military tribunal that followed his shooting two insurgents in Al Anbar province, Pantano reveals the amazing journey that pulled him out of the despair and darkness of survivors guilt, and healed his psychic wounds: the uplifting story of his spiritual salvation through Jesus Christ. Pantano is on a new crusade: having lost too many brothers in arms to an epidemic of veteran suicides and alcoholism, he is fighting to save lives on the edge, and battling the ongoing assault on Christianity in America today. For Pantano, the original text of Warlord stands as a testament to a man damned by arrogance and self-importance—a man whom God called and changed forever, and a man dedicated to sharing that saving message with the world.


“INSPIRING…. A GREAT STORY.”


— The WASHINGTON TIMES
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Praise for Ilario Pantano’s Powerful Memoir of
Grace Under Fire


WARLORD


“Now and then from the battlefront come tales which … see through the pall of smoke to provide insights which count in the strategic view…. Warlord is such a dispatch…. Unvarnished and personal…. A human drama, gritty and often self-effacing.”


—Defense & Foreign Affairs Strategic Policy


“Suspenseful and involving…. Good courtroom drama, excellent war reporting, and absorbing psychology.”


—Booklist


“The writing is riveting … the message timeless…. Put it at the top of your reading list.”


—Michelle Malkin, New York Times best-selling author


“Vivid…. Compelling.”


—The Weekly Standard
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Let us raise a glass,


To us and those like us.


There aren’t many,


And the good ones are dead.


 






	Corporal Michael Speer


	Killed in Action April 9, 2004







	Gunnery Sergeant Ronald Baum


	Killed in Action May 3, 2004







	Lance Corporal Andrew Zabierek


	Killed in Action May 21, 2004







	Lance Corporal Brian Kelly


	Killed in Action July 16, 2004







	Lance Corporal Nicholas Morrison


	Killed in Action August 11, 2004







	Corporal Christopher Belchik


	Killed in Action August 22, 2004








* * *






	2nd Lieutenant James J. Cathey


	Killed in Action August 22, 2005







	Private First Class Shane M. Cabino


	Killed in Action October 6, 2005







	Corporal Nicholas O. Cherava


	Killed in Action October 6, 2005







	Lance Corporal Jason L. Frye


	Killed in Action October 6, 2005







	Lance Corporal Patrick B. Kenny


	Killed in Action October 6, 2005







	Staff Sergeant Richard T. Pummil


	Killed in Action October 20, 2005







	Lance Corporal Andrew D. Russoli


	Killed in Action October 20, 2005







	Lance Corporal Steven W. Szwydek


	Killed in Action October 20, 2005







	Lance Corporal Kenneth J. Butler


	Killed in Action October 21, 2005







	Corporal Benny G. Cockerham III


	Killed in Action October 21, 2005







	Hospitalman 3rd Chris “Doc” Thompson


	Killed in Action October 21, 2005







	Captain Tyler B. Swisher


	Killed in Action October 21, 2005







	Sergeant Michael P. Hodshire


	Killed in Action October 30, 2005







	Lance Corporal Nicholas D. Schiavoni


	Killed in Action November 15, 2005







	Lance Corporal Tyler J. Troyer


	Killed in Action November 19, 2005







	Sergeant Sean H. Miles


	Killed in Action January 24, 2006
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Amazing Grace, how sweet the sound,


That saved a wretch like me.


I once was lost but now am found,


Was blind, but now I see.


’Twas Grace that taught my heart to fear.


And Grace, my fears relieved.


How precious did that Grace appear


The hour I first believed.


Through many dangers, toils and snares


I have already come;


’Tis Grace that brought me safe thus far


And Grace will lead me home.


The Lord has promised good to me.


His word my hope secures.


He will my shield and portion be,


As long as life endures.


Yea, when this flesh and heart shall fail,


And mortal life shall cease,


I shall possess within the veil,


A life of joy and peace.


—John Newton (1725–1807)




    
A NOTE
FROM THE AUTHOR



In his capacity as chief deputy medical examiner and chief forensic anthropologist for the Office of the Armed Forces Medical Examiner in Maryland, Dr. William C. Rodriguez III (D-ABFA) has seen a lot of death. But even with countless hours spent in the morgue, he has never encountered anything like my case. For years, Dr. Rodriguez wanted to reach out to me so that the truth of what happened to me could be told. He finally tracked me down and I listened with tears as he explained his need to set the record straight around my story. He knew there would be risks of political reprisal and I asked that he pray about his decision. He did, and he told me that his faith and his family will sustain him whatever the consequences.


Dr. Rodriguez’s letter clears the air around any mystery that lingers among conspiracy theorists. Not only was I not protected by the military, I was made an example of.


I have known this all along, but until I received this letter, there was no proof. The Marine Corps is bigger than any one man, and if we truly love our country, we must be ready to sacrifice anything and everything. In my case, that meant my reputation. It was a choice I made willingly: to stand firm instead of buckling to the forces on the left that would have made me out to be a victim. But I am not a victim. I am not a hero. I am a Marine.


Here is his letter.


William C. Rodriguez III, Ph.D.


Chief, Deputy Medical Examiner


Distinguished Scientist in Forensic Anthropology


Office of the Armed Forces Medical Examiner


Armed Forces Institute of Pathology


Washington, D.C.


Friday, April 05, 2011


Dear Mr. Pantano:


I am writing you to personally thank you for your patriotism and military service and the sacrifices you made while serving in Iraq. I began following your story when you were first brought up on charges of killing two presumed innocent Iraqi civilians. The case received much attention in the U.S. press, coming as it did shortly after the incident at Abu Ghraib Prison. There was an immediate response by the press to jump on the story as it represented another “atrocity” perpetrated by the U.S. military. In my position at the Department of Defense as a civilian forensic scientist, I had been involved in similar cases that had occurred in Iraq.


At that time there was much talk about having you court martialed, based on the testimony of a single member of your platoon, possibly as a result of personal punishment he had received. Military personnel, including members of the Naval Criminal Investigative Service, considered bringing charges against you at the request of their superiors and high-ranking officers within the Marines. On numerous occasions, I openly expressed to my colleagues and to NCIS agents assigned to our office, that I found it unconscionable to bring charges against you with simple hearsay.


I informed the NCIS agent and others in the office that the remains of the two deceased Iraqis should be exhumed and examined as that is the only way one can scientifically prove what happened. At the time, I also expressed my great displeasure and anger at the judgments being made against other military personnel involving the deaths of Iraqi civilians or militia. How could one judge and understand, I asked them, the thought processes of soldiers who are in combat, making split-second decisions that could result in saving their lives or the lives of their fellow soldiers?


The situation in Iraq was one in which soldiers under constant stress had to determine who was the enemy and who presented a threat. They had to decide if a local citizen who seemed to be an innocent shopkeeper might be carrying a sidearm. An apparently innocent looking woman or child might be carrying explosives or a weapon.


Fortunately in your case, the NCIS made the decision to exhume the bodies of the two Iraqis, who had been dead for almost a year, and have a forensic investigation conducted. I was greatly relieved to know the truth would be determined not by hearsay but by scientific evidence. When the remains arrived, I was surprised to see large crowds of people present at the mortuary, most NCIS agents and various representatives of the Marines.


As I conducted my examination of each body, I stood surrounded by people observing the exam. It was clear upon my completion of the exams that the statements made by you concerning the shooting were correct. I said to all assembled, “Here is solid scientific evidence that these two Iraqis were shot from the front and not in their backs. Lt. Pantano is innocent.”


I was informed as soon as the exams were completed, that I was to sit down and answer specific questions regarding the shooting event and write a summarized report of my findings to be immediately sent to the Commandant of the Marine Corps and the Joint Chiefs at the Pentagon, something I have rarely had to do during my entire career with the Department of Defense.


I slipped off my autopsy gown and gloves and was rushed into a room to write the report, feeling tremendous vindication for you.


A short time later, news reported that you decided to leave the Marines. I remarked to our staff that what had transpired was a shameful event that resulted in the loss of a good soldier.


I thank you on behalf of myself and my family for your honorable service and sacrifices. I hope that despite all you have been through, that you continue your endeavors as a public servant to our country. My prayers will be with you and your family. If I can ever be of assistance to you please feel free to call on me. May God continue to bless the United States of America.


Respectfully,


William C. Rodriguez III, Ph.D.




    
FOREWORD
TO THE 2011 EDITION



Sometimes the hardest part of war is coming home.


I was writing the first edition of this book when my unit returned to Iraq for a second tour.


While I sat in my den, sixteen of my brothers were murdered, in addition to the six who had died with me in Iraq in 2004. As my Marines fell one by one, time, solitude, and contemplation made their passing a personal indictment. My office became an echo chamber of guilt and grief.


That I didn’t die with them almost consumed me. It bothered me when I watched the news or read the paper. It bothered me when I woke up and when I went to sleep. It bothered me because I loved my men, and I was continuing to live in the fallacy that something I had done or failed to do could have saved them. I’d been to their graduations and their funerals. I’d visited them in Walter Reed, at VA alcohol rehabs, and in jail.


Now I visit them at Arlington.


I know now that it was not my fault that good men had died, not my fault that children didn’t have daddies, or that arms or eyes remained on the battlefield, or that broken bodies were sent home on ice. That was not my fault. That was God’s will. But I didn’t know God back then.


If you read closely, you will see a man who thought that the power to protect and to destroy lay in his hands. I swore an oath that I would bring these boys home. I told these frightened parents to trust me. But who was I to make these promises? The longer the war went on without me, the sorrier I felt for myself. I felt ashamed to be home safe with my beautiful family. Why did I live while they died?


Five years ago I wrote a book about my experiences in war and the subsequent trial I faced for killing terrorists. The book is awash in profanity and vainglory. Since then, I have been saved and I have come to know God’s purpose for me. Today I can hardly stand to read the profanity in my own work. But I have come to believe that this gift of my prideful story and my subsequent fall is precisely why God chose me for redemption and his perfect plan.


The pages that follow are my testimony. Unfiltered, just as I wrote it, seething in rage five years ago. When we prepared this new edition we discussed “blacking out” the 200-plus curses, because I wanted to visually depict the grip the devil had on me. There was not one mention of Christ, God, or love in the first edition of this book, unless it was profanity or a curse. I used the S-word sixty-three times. In the end, the publisher convinced me that it would be a truer depiction of my story—of who I was—if we left the book intact. It would allow me to better relate to the returning service members for whom I originally wrote the book. Besides, if we blacked the words out, you would still know that profanity was there. But if you are caught up on the language, you are missing the real profanity that is war.


So why did I rerelease this book? Because there is a generation of men and women who are being told by the society around them—and even by their own peers in the military—that they don’t need to know God. There are thousands of self-help books that talk obliquely about faith in some PC way that won’t offend a Muslim or a Jew. There are also clinical books about post-traumatic stress disorder, and war and souls and guilt. But they all dance around the one true remedy: Jesus Christ.


My salvation experience is presented in the Afterword in an effort to end this tragic war story with a gospel wrapping, not to honor me, but to honor God, without whom nothing is possible. I wanted to take this opportunity to inspire you to the truth of the Lord by showing you the grit of a broken heart condemned to hell, and then share with you how my life has turned around in every way. A country and a God that are worth dying for are absolutely worth living for. I have chosen life, and I hope you will too.


But there are facts and figures about the lives of those who come home that must be told as well:


One in four of America’s homeless are veterans.


Five soldiers, sailors, airmen, or Marines attempt suicide every day.


According to statistics compiled by Bob Dees, a retired U.S. Army major general who now heads Military Ministry, a division of Campus Crusade for Christ, more than 58,000 troops died in Vietnam, but more than 100,000 Vietnam veterans have come home and committed suicide. Their online tools for deployed soldiers including their website, www.PTSDhealing.org, are wonderful resources. I plan to aid in their efforts to integrate the 360,000 churches in America into a cohesive spiritual safety net for our wounded soldiers, and I hope you will too.


Psychology and counseling can help, but only go so far.


In one year, 2009, fourteen soldiers killed themselves on a single Army base in Kentucky. While my forty-man platoon has lost one Marine after the war, some other platoons have lost two soldiers to suicide over a single vacation period. Tracking active-duty suicides is a simple process, but data for National Guardsmen and discharged soldiers is harder to come by, and even then, the data is badly skewed. Chris Johnson, a young Marine in my platoon, died by “accident,” according to official records. But as you will read in the Afterword, I witnessed the years of suffering and self-destruction that led to his demise, and it was no accident, regardless of how it is classified. Chris’s father, Dean, and I have tearfully agreed that the war killed his son, even if it happened four years later.


A recent New York Times profile connected the deaths of four Army National Guard soldiers within the same 175-man company. The tragic story of the 1451st Transportation Company, out of Boone, North Carolina, started in Iraq where two brothers-in-arms were murdered in an IED strike shortly before the company returned home. The ripple effect led four men from the same 175-soldier company to kill themselves within a year.


The first soldier, Sergeant Jacob Blaylock, put a 9 mm pistol to his head during a drunken argument. The note he left claimed, “I have failed myself.”


The next day, December 10, 2007, a platoon mate would follow Blaylock. Sergeant Jeffrey Wilson was thirty-one years old when he overdosed on antidepressants prescribed by the Asheville, North Carolina VA. He’s now buried in Lincolnton, North Carolina.


Shortly after attending the wake for Sergeant Wilson, forty-one-year-old First Sergeant Roger Parker hanged himself in the stairway of his home in Saluda, South Carolina. Senior leaders (SNCOs) are not immune.


The fourth soldier from the 1451st, Specialist Skip Brinkley, has a story so tragic that it was profiled on America’s Most Wanted. On the evening of September 18, 2008, police responded to a “hang-up” call at Brinkley’s home in Lenoir County, North Carolina. The first deputy to respond was allegedly ambushed by Brinkley and shot dead. The second deputy was shot and wounded. Dozens of officers and SWAT teams were called in for the manhunt of the former Guardsman who was now considered “armed and dangerous.” After five days of searching, Specialist Brinkley was found in a remote area of his thirty-seven-acre property. He had shot himself in the head.


Please pray for our vets, and pray for my family and me too.


The answer isn’t another VA clinic staffed with caring but overworked bureaucrats.


The answer is not another prescription to be filled or another grief-counseling session where everyone talks about what burnt flesh smells like and how to get blood off of suede boots.


The solution for me was Christ, not an antidepressant.


We need to talk openly and honestly about the one truth that will save us all. And it just so happens that vets need to hear this gospel with a little more urgency than most, because their time on this earth tends to be shorter and often ends more violently, whether by their own hand or the enemy’s.


I have looked forty sets of parents in the eye to tell them that I will bring their sons home. I felt the weight and the guilt of being the only force standing between their children and uncertain death. Yes, the Marine Corps is an all-volunteer team, but my ego and my age combined to leave me feeling a degree of burden that was almost overwhelming. These nineteen-year-old boys were like my sons. I was a “wise old” thirty-something who thought he knew how the world worked. I was tough, I was smart, and I had already fought in one war. I thought I could be their sword and their shield, but the only armor they needed was God’s armor. There was nothing that I or anyone else could provide that could compare to God’s everlasting peace. But I just didn’t know.


In the end, my story is really about one figure, Jesus Christ. He and He alone can save a loved one from the grief and turmoil of their war and their struggles with inner demons. As you will read in the Afterword, I am now on a mission, to save just one person by sharing God’s truth. Maybe it’s you, or your brother, or your husband, or your son. Maybe it’s a friend at work or your neighbor down the street. Maybe you know someone touched by war or gripped by sin. And maybe that experience has opened a series of psychic wounds that no amount of government-issued health care could ever hope to heal.


I am here to tell you that God is the healer. What He can do goes beyond what any government bureaucracy can do.


But first, there is the story I wrote five years ago, the story of a man who loved himself and loved his country but didn’t yet know God, the story of a Warlord who was broken by war before he was saved by grace.




The dates and times of events occurring in the Area of Operations of 2nd Battalion, 2nd Marine Regiment, in 2004 have been verified using that unit’s communications and operational logs.


The sworn testimony and other legal exchanges quoted in this book came directly from the hearing transcript: “Verbatim record of a hearing held in accordance with Article 32, Uniform Code of Military Justice, Conducted at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, on 26 through 30 April 2005.”


A glossary of military terms appears at the end of this book.





PROLOGUE



Area of Operations: Warlord


38S MB 394 663 Military Grid Reference System
(33° 08' N. Lat. 44° 21' E. Lon.)
15 April 2004, 1703 Hours


“Kuff! Stop!”


Can the others see this? Ten meters down the broken gravel road in each direction, Doc Gobles and Coburn are guarding a narrow defensive perimeter.


A beat of time … one second, half that … a microsecond. Freezing hot adrenaline. A rifle is firing.


The butt of the M-16 is snugged against a shoulder stiffened by dried sweat and fear. The salt stains on the flak jacket trace a history like the tree rings of war. A new ring is forming.


The selector switch is on burst. Each press of the trigger sends three metal-jacketed 5.56 mm bullets slashing into flesh. They are close. Real close. The bullets go right through the men into the car, into the trees. Into Iraq.


More a continuous blast than a drumbeat as the rifle pounds. A shower of brass shell casings glints in the fading daylight.


The butt thuds, hollow now against the stained flak jacket. Empty mag.


Fuck.


The index finger, the only bare skin on the gloved right hand, hits the button to drop the empty magazine while the left deftly snatches a new one from a pouch on the web gear. The fresh magazine with twenty-eight more rounds slams home. The bolt releases, driving a round into the chamber. More three-round bursts.


Seconds later, the weapon is empty, quickly reloaded, and the muzzle begins to sweep for new threats. The men are twisted, their bodies finally still. Blood from their wounds smears down the car’s white doors and soaks into the dry mud.


Mosquitoes whine. Dogs bark. An Apache attack helo banks over Main Supply Route Tampa, baiting someone to challenge it, but no one does. America owns the skies. The challenge comes on the shitty little roads to nowhere that only a few will ever remember. Off to the left, the faint tap and crack of a firefight: M-16s and AK-47s. The white noise of Iraq.


A radio squawks, static, words and numbers … another IED on Tampa. Another bomb. How many today?


“Doc. Coburn. Mount up. IED.”


As the squads re-form and climb onto the seven-ton trucks, night vision goggles are pulled out of pouches and mounted to helmets. Beside the stinking irrigation canal, the brush and reeds are dense. A good ambush site is getting better as the sun sets. Overhead, the cloudless spring sky retains light. But down here, darkness does not fall. It rises.


The trucks jolt into the swelling night. The world has shrunk to the shimmering green circle of NVGs.


And we have another job to do.





ONE



Article 32 Hearing


CLOSING ARGUMENTS


    Camp Lejeune, North Carolina
30 April 2005


“Premeditated murder.”


Major Stephen Keane, the lead government prosecutor, was using his most persuasive courtroom voice. Even though this was the fifth and final day of the Article 32 hearing—the military equivalent of a grand jury—Keane might have been pressing his case to a general court-martial’s panel of senior officers.


“… The elements are that these two people are dead,” he said, striding between the prosecution’s table to the left and the dais in the right corner where the investigating officer, Major Mark Winn, presided. “That the death resulted from Second Lieutenant Pantano shooting them. His own confession and the witness statements established that …”


My civilian defense counsel, Charlie Gittins, seated beside me to the left, tensed in his chair, about to rise and object. With close-cropped hair and reading glasses on the tip of his nose, Charlie looked benign, maybe an accountant or a State Farm agent. Big mistake. Charlie was a pit bull, a meat eater. He’d graduated from the U.S. Naval Academy and practiced law as a Marine officer, ultimately becoming a lieutenant colonel in the reserves. And during years in private practice, he had earned a reputation as the most effective defense attorney practicing at the military bar.


Keane was taunting us with the word “confession.” In the twelve months since that sunset encounter with the insurgents near Mahmudiyah, I had been debriefed by my intel guys and made one official statement to the executive officer of Regimental Combat Team 1. Sure, I killed people, and I commanded my men to kill even more of them, but I had never confessed to any crime.


“… The killing of these two people by the accused was unlawful.” Keane let his words register. There was a closed-circuit television camera mounted in the right rear corner of the courtroom, feeding the proceedings to the press in another building. “… At the time and place of the killing the accused had a premeditated design to kill these people …”


Now Charlie did rise to object. But Major Winn overruled him, noting he would not permit objections to the closing arguments, whether the government’s or ours.


Keane rocked confidently on the soles of his tan boots. He was lanky in pressed cammies, seemingly a combat-hardened Marine. But he had no combat experience. None. Still, he was dangerous. His mission was to see me executed or sitting in federal prison for the rest of my life.


In combat you learn to focus intently on the noises and movements that could kill or wound you or your men. An unnaturally straight line in the sand beside a road that might mark the buried det cord of an IED. Men changing a tire up on an overpass. A freshly cut palm trunk floating down a canal.


You also learn to filter out the nonessential sensory input … the stink of a dead donkey covered with flies, the “Mista! Mista!” of ragged kids begging for MRE candy … a mortar hitting too far away to be dangerous. That’s how you survive war; it’s an adaptation a good officer makes to bring his men home alive.


For the five days of the hearing, and even the months leading up to it, I’d been in this type of survival mode. Some days it seemed like I had never come off that patrol. I wondered if I ever would.


Part of my mind scanned the windowless courtroom, the overhead fluorescent tubes so much brighter than that April afternoon south of Baghdad. My eye glided once more across my defense table. Charlie was still hunched, ready to object if Keane pressed his luck, despite Major Winn’s admonition. To my right, the Marine Corps defense counsel, Major Phil Stackhouse, listened intently to his opponent’s argument, jotting an occasional note on a legal pad. His short white hair marked him as the cool water balancing Charlie’s molten heat. Farther right, Captains Courtney Trombly and Brandon Bolling filled out my defense team.


But they were not my only support. My wife, Jill, and my mother, Merry, sat in the gallery just behind me. Mike Gregorio, a Marine Vietnam vet and commander of American Legion Post 10 in nearby Wilmington, was with them.


“… It is patently obvious,” Keane continued, “that he intended to kill these two Iraqis …”


I looked back at Jill’s and my mother’s faces. A mix of anger and sadness. Jill was a classic, dark-eyed beauty, a former international model and executive, now the mother of our two small children. Merry, like Jill, was dark-haired, with deep, intense eyes and a widow’s peak just like mine. She glared at Keane in contempt.


Overhead, a fluorescent tube was flickering with a dry buzz. This courtroom was part of an H-shaped redbrick block that dated back to World War II. The carpet was fraying, lowest-bidder industrial gray. The jury box and witness stand, both empty now, were the same municipal blond wood.


Keane was moving toward the core of his argument. “… He knew he would shoot them prior to taking them back to the car. The searching of this vehicle was a subterfuge…. You don’t use two Iraqis to search at the same time. We all know that is wrong. We all know that is ridiculous…. This lieutenant would never make such a mistake.”


This lieutenant.


Keane was trying to use a classic martial arts strategy to turn my strengths, the unique circumstances of my background, against me. This lieutenant wanted to smash his fucking skull.


Jill’s face was clenched in a scowl as Keane focused his attack on me as an officer, a Marine, a person.




The downtown N train was slow that Tuesday morning. I was going to be late for my nine o’clock meeting. I hated being late; it was a sign of poor discipline, of disrespect. As the subway crawled through the tunnel south of Penn Station, stopping, only to jerk ahead and then stop again, I gnawed on my impatience.


The meeting with our boutique publicist on Twenty-eighth Street was important to Filter Media, the consulting company I had launched a year earlier with several partners. J.R., an old friend and my chief operating officer, was to meet me there so we could plan publicity around a series of conferences that Filter would be rolling out that fall. As an Interactive Television (iTV) think tank, we helped to formulate strategies for cable companies, major brands, and their advertising agencies. After a year of hustling and scrapping, as the rest of the dot-com economy seemed to implode all around us, we had built our brand as subject matter experts and the market was coming our way.


The train’s brakes squeaked, and the lights blinked once. The sweep of the minute hand on my Rolex dive watch revealed 0903. The black face and dial worked with a tuxedo, but the watch was rugged enough to meet military specs.


Not that anybody in the crowded car would mistake me for a soldier. Certainly not a Marine. My curly hair spilled down to the collar of my pewter Armani shirt. The khakis were creaseless, but the buckles on my suede Gucci loafers gleamed, an old habit. Instead of a briefcase, I carried a trendy nylon messenger’s bag with a rubber rain flap. They’d started calling people that looked like me metrosexuals. That was cool. I kind of liked a game of wolf in sheep’s clothing. No one saw the anchor-globe-and-eagle U.S. Marine Corps tattoo on my chest just below my “meat tag.” Or the words “Semper Fidelis.”


The train lurched ahead. 0905. I was halfway out the door, flipping open my cell phone as we pulled into the Twenty-eighth Street station. I took the stairs three at a time and was almost across Fifth Avenue before I noticed that the traffic was stalled in all directions. Hitting the redial button, I got another busy signal at the publicist. Couldn’t these cell phone companies even keep their comm channels open? We were paying them enough.


Sirens, lots of sirens. Had to be a big fire somewhere. Manhattan. Sirens day and night. I’d been born and raised here. I jabbed the redial again. Still busy. Now I was really pissed off. I had business … this little start-up was gonna die on the vine if we don’t close a deal.


But something weird was happening. A car stopped along Twenty-eighth Street had all four doors open and people were grouped around, listening to the driver’s radio.


“Another plane just hit the World Trade Center.” The voice sounded like Howard Stern. Even he wouldn’t try a sick joke like that. What was this, some kind of H. G. Wells War of the Worlds hoax?


For the first time, I looked down Fifth Avenue and saw the smoke, gray and black in the bright September morning. We were about two miles from the Twin Towers, but even at this distance I could see the glitter of shredded insulation—or maybe paper—floating in the sunlight. Tinsel. From the planes? From the towers?


Down the block, J.R. and the middle-aged publicist were jogging toward me. Their faces were tight with fear and outrage. We met on the sidewalk, more a collision than a business encounter. The crowd flowed onto Fifth Avenue, and we stood with thousands of others, staring south at the smoke and floating debris engulfing the two towers.


I spoke. J.R. replied. The publicist managed a brittle sentence. None of our words stayed in my memory.


A woman beside me in the intersection kept asking, “What happened? Oh, my god! What’s happening?” She repeated her question louder and shriller five times. Ten.


Finally I turned. “They have attacked our country. They’ve killed our people. We’re at war.”


I spoke again to J.R. and the publicist. But again the words had no impact. The phrase We’re at war bounced silently in my mind. It had been almost eleven years since I had fought as a young Marine grunt in Kuwait during Desert Storm. That war had been short, but brutal. The flaming oil wells, the charred Iraqi armor with the stench of burnt flesh. Four days and it was over.


This war, I realized, would last much longer.


My cell phone rang. “Honey,” Jill said, her voice tight. “You have to come home right away.”


I had been walking north with the crowds for twenty minutes. “No, Jill,” I said. “There’s something I have to do.”


“Ilario,” she said, the strain breaking through now. “They just hit the Pentagon.”


“Goddammit!” I was venting at the only place I could. “Who the hell …”


Before we met in 1999, Jill had never known anyone who’d served in the military. I’d had to patiently explain that the Marines were in fact a separate, elite corps of warriors. Now she would know war. The crowds streamed north, thickening as people poured out of each crosstown street onto the wider avenues. A gasp swept over the thousands of New Yorkers around me in the street. Far to the south, the first of the World Trade Center towers had collapsed. The pillar of gray-black smoke and ash was massive, a man-made volcano.


I worked through the packed streets toward the West Side and turned into a familiar doorway on Ninth Avenue. It had been over a year since I’d been to this barbershop. The Hungarian woman cutting hair this morning stood rooted before the television set, flipping back and forth from Peter Jennings to Tom Brokaw—trying to make sense of this nightmare.


I sat in the chair and used my hand to show her what I wanted. “The sides right down to the skin. Leave just a little piece of hair on top. But short, really short.”


She looked at me doubtfully, but took the electric clipper and did as I asked. High and tight. As the hair fell, the years peeled back. I was no longer an aspiring metrosexual master of the universe. I was once more what I had always been, a Marine.


I was leaving the barbershop when Peter Jennings announced that a United Airlines jet had crashed in Pennsylvania, undoubtedly the fourth hijacking of the morning.


Jill opened the dead bolt on the door after my first ring. She saw my hair and instantly realized what was happening. “You can’t go,” she gasped, then hugged me close and spoke in a softer tone. “Ilario, don’t go. You don’t have to.”


That was obvious. I had already served my country in war. I was now thirty, and the Corps might not even want me back. But they’d spent a lot of time and money training me as a Scout Sniper after Desert Storm. If America was going to go after the people who’d hit us—and I knew we would this time—trained snipers would be valuable assets. And I was in better shape now, both mentally and physically, than I’d been when the DIs had shouted the teenage recruits off the bus at Parris Island in August 1989. In 2001, I regularly raced in biathlons and had run the New York and Marine Corps marathons four times, but I was experienced enough to know bullets, land mines, and shrapnel could kill even the fittest swinging dicks. It wasn’t about fitness, it was about toughness. Mental toughness. In war, it is about “who has the biggest teeth.”


The TV was showing endless tape loops of the North Tower collapsing. The smoke pillar was twice as thick, drifting up the Hudson.


“Jill,” I reasoned, “our country’s under attack. For Christ’s sake! We’re at war whether we want it or not.”


“But …”


“We’ve got to go downstairs. I need your help, Jill.” There’d be plenty of time to talk later. Now there were practical considerations. If terrorists poisoned the water supply, the city would die. We had to prepare.


But before leaving the apartment, I called my mother at her apartment on the East Side near the U.N. “I’ll come and get you.”


“No,” she said. “Stay with Jill. I’m okay here. Ilario, I can hear the jets, Air Force fighters. I saw one.”


F-15s were circling Manhattan, ready to shoot down any hijacked airliners. This was surreal.


Back down on the street, Jill and I trotted past the firehouse toward the corner deli. I slowed, and then stopped. The cars of the Rescue 1 firefighters were parked at odd angles, some with their front wheels up on the sidewalk where the guys had abandoned them, hurrying to join their crews that morning. Three of the vehicles had the red-and-gold decal of Marine Corps veterans. I recognized the car of Ken Marino. He had a wife and two young daughters. Marines go toward the sound of the guns.


A TV in the deli blared out news updates. “… As many as ten thousand dead….”


The doors of the Rescue 1 truck bay were open. NYFD radio channels squawked unanswered inside, the noise more chaotic than any comm traffic I’d ever heard on a combat net. I realized the guys from Rescue 1 were gone, swallowed by that volcano.


Jill and I lugged as many plastic bottles of water and cans of food as we could carry back to the apartment.


While she was stacking them in the kitchen, I turned to leave.


“Ilario, where the hell are you going?” Her face was pale, frightened.


“To the storage locker,” I explained. “I need my gear.”


“What gear?”


“My cammies, my ammo pouches … my war gear.”


Jill frowned, not fully understanding. I was speaking a foreign language. All that equipment was from another life.


Jill had graduated from New York’s High School of Music and Art and had quickly been discovered by Robert Mapplethorpe, the master of edgy black-and-white photography. After posing for him in studio work and magazine shoots, she had spent much of the next seven years modeling in Tokyo, Paris, and Milan. Then Jill had gone into furniture and home design, becoming a vice president for merchandising at an exclusive Manhattan retailer. When we’d met two years earlier at a “Spin” exercise class, she saw a recently divorced guy approaching thirty who had an ambitious plan to get rich with a new-media start-up. She’d found my background unusual and attractive: Growing up in a rough Manhattan neighborhood, a scholarship to a fancy prep school, and military service—all of which gave a tough edge to my artsy appeal.


I could mingle with socialites at gallery openings, hair down to my shoulders, sipping a cosmo from a frosted glass, and appear perfectly in place. But if I described my four years of service as a Marine enlisted man, these people seemed confused. They didn’t know any Marines. Going to NYU and then becoming a commodity trader at an investment bank like Goldman Sachs was the more traditional and highly coveted New York trajectory for a young guy on the move. I had done that too, but then chose to give up my seat at the last freestanding investment bank on Wall Street to jump into media. Launching my own business showed a cowboy streak, and it made for great conversations at smoky parties.


That was who I’d been when we’d met. Up until 9:05 this Tuesday morning, when I looked down Fifth Avenue at the rising smoke, that was who I was. Now the world had changed. I was different. I was a Marine again.


“The country’s going to need people like me, Jill. I’ve got to be ready to go.”


“Go where? What about your family?”


“This is for my family!”


She turned away, eyes glistening in a mix of fear, sadness, and anger.


I’d have time to explain it all later. Now I had to prep for combat.


Camp Lejeune
30 April 2005


Major Keane was summarizing his arguments well. He was a skilled prosecutor. But we hoped he wasn’t as skillful as he himself seemed to believe.


“… The way many people feel about this case is understandable. No American would like to believe that a Marine officer could execute two prisoners or detainees. Some people may say, ‘So what if he did? They were probably bad guys anyway.’”


Keane let those harsh words resonate before continuing.


“… That is not how the Marine Corps does or should operate. We do not look the other way at law of war violations …”


Law of war. What about the law of bring-your-guys-home-so-you-don’t-write-letters-to-their-grieving-moms? I kept my face blank. I understood both the law of war and war itself. I also understood that if I had ended up dead on that gravel road there would have been no trial. There would have been a lot of Marines standing around talking about that stupid fucking dead lieutenant. But no trial. If one of my men had ended up dead there would have been no trial. That was the cost of doing business. There are losses that we can accept and there are the ones that we can’t. Well, that’s not good enough for me.


“… Remember,” Major Keane went on, “it does not matter one bit if they were or were not insurgents. Under the law of war, they are protected as detainees.”


Keane was pacing again, but careful not to turn his back to Major Winn.


“The Marine Corps operates within the bounds of the law of war,” he emphasized. Then he turned and stared at me. “On April 15th the accused did not. The question now is: What should be done?”





TWO



Article 32 Hearing


DAY ONE


Camp Lejeune
26 April 2005


We had a plan to enter the building. My mother, my wife, and I walked silently past the press gauntlet outside the redbrick Legal Services Support Section, while Charlie Gittins peeled off to take questions at a microphone stand. Reporters shouted from behind the orange barricades as we entered the courthouse for the first time. I tried to keep my back straight and shoulders square. I had seen perp walks on TV, and I knew people around the world were judging me from the way my arms swung or my head tilted. I could sense the anguish of my family as they trailed behind me.


Gittins had worked high-profile cases before and understood the importance of managing the message. Setting the right tone on day one of the hearing was vital. The entire U.S. Marine Corps, hell, the entire DoD, would be watching the coverage, and if we didn’t dominate it, the prosecution would.


The charges against me were the most serious to be leveled at a commissioned officer in combat since the My Lai massacre in Vietnam. Two counts of premeditated murder, destruction of civilian property, dereliction of duty, and conduct unbecoming an officer. When the prosecutors wrote up their charge sheets, they spared no opportunity to paint me as a monster. In effect they took their best shot because according to military protocol, they wouldn’t be able to tell their story again until the hearing.


When Gittins stopped at the microphones, his manner was calm but resolute. He looked like a sober, competent lawyer: well-cut dark blue suit with muted rep tie and matching blue shirt. The enamel American flag lapel pin was small, understated. His hair was short and his chunky Naval Academy ring meant that even now he was still part of the military mafia.


He briefly discussed our view of the case and concluded, “It was a combat-justified killing.”


“Then why do you think the military’s pursuing these charges?” a reporter called as Gittins turned to enter the building.


“You’d have to ask the Marine Corps that,” he said flatly. Gittins stepped back to the mike, and then faced it again to continue in a more emotional tone. “… I think it sends a bad message to the young heroes who are fighting in Iraq right now that they’d have to worry about armchair quarterbacks second-guessing their decisions made in a very dangerous place.”


The networks were rolling and ABC’s Nightline would broadcast a special report on my case that night. By dawn, Charlie’s remarks would appear in the Earlybird, the Pentagon’s morning news summary, and it wouldn’t be the first time news of my case reached the E-Ring. The commandant’s office would read the piece; so would the staff of the Joint Chiefs.


There were rumors of Marine snipers on nearby rooftops, and guards patrolled the grounds with rifles and radios. Inside, we had to pass through a metal detector flanked by two Marine MPs before entering the courtroom. I wondered if anyone had bothered to think of the consequences before the government had set this process in motion. The latest death threat came from Muslim extremists on a web site out of Pakistan.


I saw the irony that the institution was trying to protect me even as it tried to destroy me. No, that was too dramatic. They were doing their job, and their job was to protect the Corps at all costs. Somewhere in D.C., a general was shaking his head in anger and disgust. Somewhere else, in a fighting hole or in the bar at a VFW, Marines were shaking their heads in shock and disbelief—but for different reasons. Ahh, the beloved Corps. Even as I tried to get my head around that, though, I couldn’t stop worrying about the threat to my two children while I myself was in a secure courtroom.


Media presence in the room itself was held to a three-person pool with rotating print, television, and radio reporters. There wouldn’t have been any press at all had it not been for John Desantis, a local reporter with the Wilmington Star News. John had broken the story back in February, and when he discovered the hearing was to be closed, he lobbied his parent company, the New York Times, which in turn applied pressure. A closed-circuit TV camera relayed the proceedings to the much larger press contingent in another building.


My family and a few symbolic supporters—including Linda Anderson, the mother of one of my men—sat in the right-hand gallery behind the defense team. Some of my Marines had tried to get in but were turned away at the door. Major Keane and his prosecution team were at a table to our left. The jury box on the far left side of the room was empty except for Major Winn’s legal advisor, Colonel David Wunder (a senior JAG officer), and the sketch artist.


Although it was technically a hearing to determine if the prosecution’s charges had merit, I was convinced this was just a dress rehearsal for a general court-martial. There was too much institutional investment behind the charges for this not to go all the way.


If Keane did manage to build a persuasive body of evidence against me during the Article 32—including convincing witness testimony and forensic exhibits—his success would start momentum rolling and lay a solid foundation for a conviction at trial. And since the press was following the hearing so closely, Keane also would have gained the psychological edge, making our already difficult job that much harder.


As the saying goes, it was his game to lose. But as I took my seat between Gittins and Stackhouse and waited for the investigating officer, Major Winn, to open the proceedings, the tired metaphor “game” seemed especially trite. This hearing was rooted in a war that was still being fought and the stakes were much bigger than just my fate. Men might live or die half a world away based on what would happen in this room.


Major Winn kicked off the pre-testimony voir dire process by carefully requesting that the prosecution and defense counsel state their legal qualifications, attest that they were properly sworn, and note the authority that had “detailed” (assigned) them to this case. In this regard, an Article 32 hearing differed from civil legal proceedings. Next, the process would reverse and the attorneys would have the opportunity to assess the investigating officer to determine his impartiality. It was like selecting a jury of one. Winn spoke slowly, feeling his way on this unfamiliar terrain. He was an infantry officer who had served in combat twice, first as a young platoon commander in Desert Storm, and later as a battalion executive officer (XO) in Iraq in 2004 during the second and decisive fight for Fallujah.


As Major Winn questioned Keane about his prosecution team, the first dramatic outburst of the hearing erupted. Keane noted that he himself had detailed his assistant counsels, Captains Lee Kindlon and John Reh, “to this court-martial.”


My throat tightened.


Gittins sprang up. “Objection. It’s not a courtmartial.”


Keane was trying to seize the initiative, hoping to seed the false information with the media reps watching the closed circuit that this was in fact a formal military trial so that they’d shape their reporting accordingly. But Gittins parried.


“… They have been detailed to this Article 32 hearing by myself,” Keane continued, jutting his chin defiantly. Even standing at his table, Keane had a theatrically aggressive, swaggering appearance. This was heightened by the green, digital-pattern camouflage utility uniforms we all wore.


The week before, our defense team had requested that I be allowed to wear “alphas,” the Marine Class “A” uniform with dark green trousers, a belted jacket, and a khaki shirt and tie. Alphas, made so familiar by Jack Nicholson and Oliver North, were much more dignified than these digital cammies, and had the additional benefit of road-mapping one’s career with colorful ribbons and badges.


Cammies were our real business suit, and I ate, slept, and shit in them for a good part of my adult life. But the battlefield pedigree seemed out of place behind the desks surrounded not by sandbags but by carpet. This was an administrative action thousands of miles removed from the context that was to be scrutinized, and yet seemingly arbitrarily, we were wearing a uniform for killing an enemy in a jungle or training to kill in Lejeune’s piney forests.


“Then why not desert cammies?” I had asked my team incredulously. Even the ones that didn’t have holes and stains had enough sun fade to make the point that over here was different from over there.


“No. It will be greens,” Stackhouse had explained with the strained patience of a twenty-year veteran accustomed to telling clients things they don’t want to hear. “Keane doesn’t want your fruit salad decorations in front of the cameras. Desert cammies would tie all this to reality, to a real shooting war that a lot of people are conflicted about. You need to be removed and painted as a rogue. They are lifting you out of Iraq and dropping you on I-95.”


While I was being isolated, Keane was endearing himself. We knew he wouldn’t be able to resist, but it still surprised us, when only ten minutes into the initial background screening of Major Winn, Keane let slip that he had originally served “as an infantry officer,” and had commanded a rifle company earlier in his career.


“He broke out the grunt credentials early,” I scrawled on my notepad and slid it to Gittins and Stackhouse. Gittins smiled silently, waiting.


As the initial legal bricklaying proceeded, I thought about uniforms and the warrior’s profession, a preoccupation that had dominated so much of my life. And which once again might lead to my death, or worse, my dishonor.


During the weeks before the hearing, I’d often wake before dawn, slip out of bed without disturbing Jill, and go to the kids’ room. If my case went to hell and I ended up serving years in the brig, I didn’t want to miss a minute with Domenico and Pino, even while they slept. Chests rising and falling. A cough. A cry. I had already missed so much during the long months of training and the long months of war.


I had wanted so desperately to be an example to them. To teach them. To show them. But what would they think of talking to their father through a visitor window? What would the drive home be like? How long before Jill would remarry and I wouldn’t even be their dad anymore? What would they remember about that pale man in the orange jumpsuit?


Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York
August 1979


My mother, Merry, was an art student in Italy when she met my father, Benito. They married at the U.N. chapel in New York in 1968. Mom worked in the couture department of Bergdorf Goodman before I was born. Fashion and art were her passions. Soon after my birth she started a handbag company, “WeTwo,” with her sister, Lynda. The girls from Salina, Kansas, who grew up riding horses, had great critical success. Their handbags appeared in magazines like Vogue and Elle, but they were soon put out of business by department store knockoffs. Using her bilingual skill, Mom then took a job as an office assistant for an Italian engineering company and eventually built a career as a marketing manager.


My father was twenty-nine when he and my mother came to New York. In Italy he had been a soldier, a rail engineer, and a writer, but his options narrowed when he arrived in Manhattan, speaking no English. For the first ten years of my life, Papa worked multiple jobs, even as he went to Pace University to learn the language. In the beginning, he stood long minimum-wage hours in the assembly line of a Queens comb factory. Once, picking up an extra night shift as a clerk in a liquor store, he was robbed at gunpoint. That was New York in the seventies, but he never complained.


When I was a boy, my favorite place to visit was the Metropolitan Museum of Art. This Saturday morning, it was Papa’s turn to take me.


I held his hand as we crossed Fifth Avenue. He was a Milanese (via Calabria), and thought poorly of his only child dashing wildly ahead in an undignified way, no matter how eager I was to pound up the wide steps and enter the Hall of Arms and Armor. I stepped off the curb as the yellow “Walk” sign flashed a warning. Papa tugged my hand. “Ilario …”


Even at age eight I realized that Italian was as much a language of gestures and facial expressions, separated by subtle head tilting and random words like “bene,” as it was made up of precise vocabulary. I never really learned to speak Italian, although I could understand it, but more importantly I could understand my father. I felt like I could read his mind. “Ilario …” Papa commanded, his voice rising slightly as he scanned the lanes of cars revving to jump the light. In his belted raincoat and trademark Ray-Ban aviator’s glasses he looked imperiously European.


“I know, Papa, ‘Wait for the light.’”


“Bravo.”


I begged my parents to take me to the museum’s Hall of Arms and Armor so many times that they joked it was the only place I ever wanted to go.


That wasn’t quite true. I liked it when Mom and I went to Jan’s Hobby Shop up in the Eighties on York Avenue or to the model store down on Mott Street, next to my elementary school in Chinatown. She would help me pick out paints and brushes and we would work quietly together, I on a plastic kit and she on a carved piece of jewelry. We listened to Johnny Cash records while I built F-4 Phantom jets, Spitfires, and Panzer Mark IVs. She’d help me wrap cardboard swords with tinfoil and we would sketch pictures of knights from my books.


But when it came to arms and armor, I didn’t have to make do with models. The museum had a huge collection of the real thing. On this August Saturday, I stopped just inside the entrance of the central hall, the best place to feel the magic. The main display of this hall held three pairs of mounted, fully armored knights—visors closed for battle—on equally well-armored horses. The knights had long lances pointing straight up, butts braced at the right stirrup. Plumes of colorful feathers adorned some helmets. Others had horns.


In display cases around the sides of the hall, polished suits of chain mail and plate stood on pedestals. Nearby rooms held case after case of swords, daggers, and crossbows. Most were etched and gilded, inscribed in curving letters that Papa tried to translate. But to me the words were perfectly clear. Noblemen, “nobile,” wore this armor and fought with these weapons.


To a boy of eight, the concept of centuries past was difficult. All I really knew was that good and brave men had pulled on these actual breastplates and helmets and defended their castles beneath the colorful banners hanging from the ceiling.


My father was always patient with me during these Saturday pilgrimages. Sharing the quiet aura of idealized European culture with his son was a gift to a man denied youth by an aching, empty belly.


Benito almost starved to death as a child during World War II. His family had huddled in their shell-blasted houses in Calabria, existing on a few olives and crusts of bread smeared with grease from the British soldiers’ Bully Beef tins they’d retrieved from garbage dumps.


Somehow, Papa had found the strength each day to jump up and hang from the branch of an old olive tree, hoping to stretch his stunted body. He didn’t grow on the outside, but inside he became strong.


On our soccer trips to Central Park, he’d join pickup games, often with younger South Americans showing off for their girlfriends. Some of them were real bulls with wide shoulders and thick necks. But my father had almost been selected by a professional Italian team as a teenager in Milan. He had legs like chiseled stone and could dribble and pass the ball in a dazzling blur that left the hefty Colombians and Argentineans sprawled panting on the grass. We would walk home as the sun was setting. With a cigarette dangling from his lips, he’d tell me stories about my family in Italy. I was the last Pantano male in our family, and here I was in America. I needed to know.


When I was four, my parents moved from a small flat off Ninth Avenue to an apartment on the thirty-sixth floor of a subsidized housing project on Eleventh Avenue, in the heart of old Hell’s Kitchen. This was a tough neighborhood under the control of the Westies, a brutal Irish-American gang that Rudy Giuliani once called “the most savage organization in the long history of New York City gangs.”


The Westies bragged about their don’t-give-a-shit killers who included lots of cokeheads and drunks. Most mornings there’d be little plastic crack vials with red and yellow caps strewn beside piles of cigarette butts among the slides and swings of the building’s playground. One of the toughest Westie shot-callers, Jimmy McElroy, lived in our building, as did lots of low-level soldiers. Sometimes my mom and I would get stuck in the elevator with these pillars of the community, smelling their stale booze stink, seeing their jumpy coke eyes. I felt defenseless to protect my mother, but knew I would die trying.


Mom was a beautiful woman who wore her long hair piled on top of her head in a bun, which accentuated her slender, graceful neck. They’d openly look her up and down, but never made comments. Maybe they knew we were different. Maybe they thought my dad was connected because of his heavy accent, sharp dress, and the terrible scar on his forehead. Nobody except Mom and I knew this came from crashing down a stone staircase as a kid, running away from his cousin with a bowl of pilfered cherries.


My father railed at any comparison to “wise guys.” He had seen plenty of the real thing up close in the instep of the Italian boot, rocky, inhospitable country, dominated by the ’Ndrangheta, the local Mafia. He taught me that honor and dignity couldn’t be stolen, they had to be earned. Hard work. Minimum-wage work if need be, but not shortcuts. Not Mafiosi, regardless of the temptations of power and money. The Pantanos had once known both. They had owned an olive-growing estate in Tripolitania (western Libya), which Mussolini’s fascists nationalized in the 1930s. Papa was born in Calabria in 1938 to a family of landowners on the verge of losing it all. Hitler just sped up the process.


My father, like most people who have tasted war, did not want to talk about it. But as I grew older, he realized that my fascination was growing. Maybe it was the territorial violence of my neighborhood. Maybe it was the nobility of the chivalric ideal, the warrior’s code. Or the appreciation of a country that had granted my father citizenship in 1976, a year of lofty celebration. Maybe I didn’t want to stand by and let happen to my family what had happened to his. Maybe I was just a freak. But from a very young age, I was on a collision course with war.


Benito taught me the reality he had lived as a small boy. He told me stories of hiding beneath his mother with his brother and sisters in a muddy hole beside their ruined house as bombers roared overhead. His agonized memories of crying for his mama when she would leave to search for food. He was sure she would never come back … and he is haunted by those memories to this day.


After spring storms, if they were lucky, the village kids would find dead baby octopuses in the surf, turn them inside out, and bring the precious protein home to their mothers. But there were other, less wholesome objects in the surf … impossibly huge sea mines, studded with detonator spikes. He and the other boys played with these mines. The prongs of the rusty spheres were tangled with seaweed, like ocean monsters with tousled hair, sleeping on the beach. They slept until his friends climbed over them and hit the steel with rocks to hear the clanging sound.


“Ilario … the mostro marino, it explodes.” He shook his head for a long moment. Then he silently held his thumb and index finger about an inch apart to demonstrate the pieces left of his friends.


He taught me that wearing a uniform wasn’t the same thing as having honor. During the Allied invasion of Italy in 1943, some British soldiers passing through my father’s village were throwing biscuits to a starving dog. My great-grandfather, Nonno Giuseppe, asked for a biscuit for his grandchild. The soldier threw it in the mud next to Benito’s scrambling feet. My great-grandfather yelled, “Don’t touch that!” as he grabbed his shotgun off his shoulder to shoot the offender. He was quickly overpowered and beaten by the other soldiers.


“Ilario … family. At all costs.”


Two summers later, my parents bought me a beautiful black Ross dirt bike with padded handlebars for my tenth birthday. I tied red-and-yellow yarn in a bow to the handgrips, further making it mine. I wheeled it across Eleventh Avenue to ride in Clinton Park. But I made only a couple of laps before three older kids blocked my way.


“Nice bike,” one of them said. And that was all the talking.


They circled and they pounced. It was predatory. Very natural, really. I wasn’t from their tribe. They started to beat on me when I didn’t let go, but they didn’t get to finish the job.


My father pounded into the park in his shorts and sandals with black socks, swinging a wooden game bat from Yankee Stadium. He’d seen the whole confrontation from our balcony on the thirty-sixth floor, and had grabbed his friend John along the way. Even with kids, around here you had to watch the odds and the angles. The three punks took off toward the rubble of the half-demolished West Side Highway along the river. From then on, every step out of my house held the possibility of conflict or a rematch.


In seventh grade I was accepted, with a lot of financial aid, at the Horace Mann School, way up in Riverdale—a two-hour round-trip on the subway. But I didn’t mind the ride; it transported me to a whole different world than Hell’s Kitchen. The shaded, grassy campus was palatial and the walls of the Victorian stone buildings were free of graffiti. The kids were beautiful and rich and smelled good. That one was the son of Rupert Murdoch. This one talking to Lizzie Grubman was a Calvin Klein model.


Hearing about a dozen kids being flown to the Super Bowl for a birthday party made me realize that my parents had opened a doorway to a new life. The classes were small, and we were challenged to think. I studied as much military history as I could and read my way through the school’s library shelves, from The Killer Angels to Philip Caputo’s A Rumor of War.


I read Eric Hammel’s The Root, and I was done.


I knew I had to be a Marine officer. The book covers the Marines’ deployment to Beirut (“the Root”) from 1982 to 1984. Although the disastrous suicide truck bombing of the Marine barracks is the emotional core of the narrative, there was another story that ignited my imagination. In 1983, as the invading Israeli Defense Forces armor pushed deeper into Beirut’s outskirts and threatened to thrust aside the Marines’ token perimeter, Captain Chuck Johnson faced down three Israeli Centurion tanks, armed only with his .45 caliber handgun. When the tanks refused an order to turn around and instead began to roll their way into the Marine position, Captain Johnson jumped onto the lead tank and ordered it to turn around or he’d blow the Israeli colonel’s head off. For his bravery and audacity, he was lauded by then–Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, for what today would have been considered a court-martial offense. That was the “old Corps,” where the buck stopped with the officers of the line. Captain Johnson was the kind of warrior I wanted to be.


But first I had to finish high school. And that education cost my parents dearly. I was too young to realize that my financial aid to Horace Mann was generous, but not a free ride. Mom was still an office worker, and my dad had just started working as a tour guide, showing visiting Italians the sights, sounds, and tastes of New York. We didn’t go out much, but on Friday nights we’d order pizza from a joint called Corbo’s on Ninth Avenue and Fifty-fourth. After dinner, Papa and I would wrestle on the floor of the living room while we watched TV shows. Friday meant Miami Vice. Mom would curl up on the couch behind us reading a book while my dad and I sprawled out on pillows. He would start snoring as it got later, but commercials would signal the end of the cease-fire. Once the melee started, even moms were fair game for tickling.


One afternoon, after buying my books for eighth grade, I was on my way to get a baloney and Muenster cheese sandwich at the corner deli. There were three junior Westies bullshitting on the curbside bench reserved for elderly and disabled. One kid jumped up and rushed me like a maniac, grabbing at my neck.


“Got any gold?” he shouted, his dirty hands searching my throat and collar for chains. I was a deer in the headlights. “Gimme yer gold!” His eyes were like pinballs and he seemed wired.


Before I could react, he was strangling me. I knew what to do, but I was stunned by his sheer audacity. No ritual dance. No posturing. Pure ambush. Why would someone attack me for no reason? I’d fought box cutter–wielding monkeys before, but now I couldn’t get past my own shock. Finally, I broke the kid’s grip on my throat, flipped him onto his back, and drove my fists into his face, over and over.


Then his two buddies grabbed my neck and shoulders and dragged me to the ground so the first one could kick and smash my gut. Again I broke the grip and ran into the nearby deli. But before I made the door, I was sucker-punched to the side of my head and almost crumpled.


The sound of the fight was like a chow bell ringing. An excited crowd began to gather both inside the deli and out. Taunts and jeers were flying. A minute later, two big women in sooty work clothes came to my rescue. I knew the twin sisters who lived in my building and worked as welders nearby. They formed a human shield with the strength of their arms and shoulders as they hustled me out of the deli and safely into an elevator.


Once I was inside, they returned to the sidewalk. They grabbed the punk who’d attacked me, dragged him into a nearby pizzeria, beat him, and then repeatedly smashed a chair across him, breaking his arm in several places. The message was clear: You fucked with the wrong kid. Our building is our turf.


My dad got home just as the sisters returned. “Don’t worry, Mr. Pantano. We took care of the problem.”


Finally, a little breathing room.


Camp Lejeune
26 April 2005


The interrogation roles shifted, and the attorneys began vetting the investigating officer. The prosecution must have liked Major Winn for the job because Major Keane asked him only a few questions.


KEANE: There’s been various versions of events presented in the media and this case is widely publicized. Have you seen any of this media coverage?


WINN: No, I have not.


KEANE: Do you agree not to consider anything you may or may not have heard or seen about this case?


WINN: Yes, I do agree.


KEANE: Do you agree to only consider the evidence presented in this investigation and to completely disregard any outside comments on the evidence?


WINN: Yes, I do.


KEANE: No further questions.


I turned a Diet Coke can in my hand and wondered why that had been so brief. The prosecution wanted him, so by deduction, the defense, my defense, did not.


WINN: Mr. Gittins?


GITTINS: Actually, it’s Captain Bolling who is going to conduct the voir dire, sir.


Exhale. I knew that. I knew that Gittins and Stackhouse couldn’t do it all, but it still pained me that our first round was going to be conducted by our most junior attorney. These were deep waters for someone six years my junior, even if he did outrank me. It was very nice that Brandon Bolling went to University of Detroit Mercy Law School and had served stints overseas. I was happy for him and his family, but I didn’t need very nice.


Major Keane and the prosecution were throwing a lot of weight around the room. They had come in with boxes of files, notebooks, and legal pads. They looked like they literally had all the facts. All of them. Well, if they did, they weren’t sharing.


Captain Bolling went about showing Major Winn that the defense had made numerous requests for notes, service records of witnesses, intelligence reports, activity reports, and even the Rules of Engagement that applied at that time in April 2004. Finally, after Captain Bolling rattled off a list of fourteen pieces of evidence the prosecution had failed to provide, Major Winn inquired softly:


WINN: Major Keane, have you made everything that you’ve got available to—you know—reasonably available—to the defense?


KEANE: I have, sir.


WINN: Thank you.


What the hell? I felt a sharp jolt of panic. The defense needed Winn to fully meet the responsibilities of his role and be confident enough in his knowledge of the law to stand up to the prosecution. It was a tall order to ask a grunt officer to act like a judge, but that is what the situation required. We had been waiting for some of this evidence since the charges were filed, almost three months before.


BOLLING: Well, sir, I’m going to object to that because that’s not the standard. You can go and you can have produced anything that you think is relevant and important … It’s very easy just to say, “Look, I don’t want that right now,” and then the trial counsel doesn’t have it and then we can’t have it, but it doesn’t mean that it’s not relevant or that it’s not important to the determination of this case, and I would think that certainly you can see by the nature of the items I requested, it probably is not an outlandish request to ask for the Rules of Engagement that covered somebody’s conduct who’s being charged with violating those Rules of Engagement and murdering somebody.


The words “murdering somebody” seemed to hang in the silent courtroom.


Hell’s Kitchen, New York
August 1982


My parents’ concern that despite my schooling at Horace Mann, I remained stubbornly preoccupied with all things military only worsened in the early 1980s.


One afternoon after school I stood on our balcony looking down the Hudson River and watched straining tugboats push and pull the long gray slab of the decommissioned aircraft carrier USS Intrepid up to the old Pier 86 on Twelfth Avenue. Commissioned in 1943, Intrepid had fought in bloody Pacific battles in World War II, recovered spacecraft during the Apollo moon landings, and then launched strike planes against North Vietnam. A patriotic entrepreneur named Zachary Fisher had saved the ship from a scrap yard in Asia and intended to turn it into a living memorial and museum, dedicated to the American military and achievements in aviation.


Intrepid needed volunteers to accomplish this dream. I lived less than ten blocks away and was more than ready to help. Somehow, I knew working on the ship would change my life. It did.


I was among the first group of young volunteers. Veterans from World War II, Korea, and Vietnam, both from the original crew and from sister services, mentored me for hundreds of hours as I learned to wield a rust-picking hammer and to paint the corridors and hangar deck. I stooped and sweated in compartments where Japanese kamikazes had killed scores of sailors, first off the Philippines and later near Okinawa.


I was really happy to work alongside the veterans on the Intrepid. Many of them proudly wore faded old tattoos, the names of ships … and the tattoo I found most intriguing, the anchor-globe-and-eagle of the United States Marine Corps.


When I was fifteen, I joined the Young Marines branch of the Sea Explorer program. A Marine Vietnam vet named Jim ran the unit on the Intrepid. His day job was constructing the museum’s exhibits. But the Marine Corps remained his true love. Riding in on his Harley with square-toe engineer boots and a red USMC baseball hat, he was the archetype of a Marine.


Kids took the train from all the boroughs to come be a part of the Intrepid program. Our first challenge was a weekend “Boot Camp,” during which Jim, Anthony, and Rene taught us close-order drill, military customs, and courtesy—“Sir, Yes, Sir!”—and physical fitness. We would stand at attention during uniform inspections and rattle off past victories at strange-sounding places: Belleau Wood, Guadalcanal … Tarawa, Okinawa, the “Frozen” Chosin Reservoir in Korea …


I learned every verse of the “Marines’ Hymn.”


“The hymn belongs to every individual Marine,” Jim taught us. “And those individuals make up the Corps.”


Just to make sure we learned quickly, our Young Marine instructors reinforced their lessons with push-ups. We ran along the pier, chanting cadence. Jim yelled at us. We yelled at each other. We learned that there was dignity in polishing a pair of boots well. We found discipline, which for many of the kids was their first taste of it.


Before the Young Marines, my dad and I used to “camp out” on our balcony when the apartment got too hot in the summer. Now I went on actual camping trips to the Adirondacks, where we stayed in lean-tos and learned to eat “survival rations”: worms and dandelion greens. We did land navigation with a map and compass and patrolled the woods wearing combat utilities, our faces smeared with camouflage paint. It felt very Lord of the Flies.


There had been plenty of girls at Horace Mann that I lusted for, but despite my gifts of flowers or hand-drawn pictures, I got no “satisfaction,” as Mick Jagger put it. The whole Marine thing was a little too square for most of the urban hipsters. Then, the summer before my senior year, lightning struck. I was introduced to “Dee” through a friend, and in her urgency to exact revenge on an ex, she decided to use me like a prop for her Mrs. Robinson fantasy. A sixteen-year-old boy doesn’t say no to a beautiful twenty-two-year-old. Instead, he says thank you and pinches himself to make sure he isn’t dreaming.


She taught me a lifetime of sensual lessons in hotel rooms, at friends’ apartments, and in Central Park. One night a bunch of the Young Marine staff headed to the Copacabana, off of Fifth Avenue, in their dress uniforms (Alphas). Dee and I joined them, and I got in for free wearing my cadet uniform. The cigar I was chomping didn’t hurt. We drank and danced and grinded the night away.


Caught up as I was with school, the Young Marines, and Dee, I’d been too self-centered to realize that my parents’ marriage was in trouble. Or maybe I had noticed subconsciously and that is what drove me to seek the surrogate family of the Intrepid and later the warrior tribe of the Corps.


I didn’t know all the reasons they got divorced, but I certainly felt a measure of guilt over the cost of my education. I was entering the adult world. And by my senior year at Horace Mann, while other kids were sweating over their college applications, I had already decided that I would enlist in the Marines. My goal, as I proudly declared to my parents, was eventually to become the commandant of the Marine Corps. I would follow in the footsteps of all of the best officers: I would join and then get a university degree after doing time as an enlisted man. Coming up through the ranks as a “mustang” is what Chesty Puller did, and it was what General Alfred Gray, the commandant at the time, and arguably our best ever, had done when he enlisted in 1950. I wanted to see the world as a private. Then, my logic went, I would know what my men had gone through and would be better suited to lead them.


“College,” I assured my troubled parents, “isn’t off the table, it’s just being delayed.” So before twelfth grade even began, I had a Delayed Entry Program contract in hand. I had officially enlisted.


Both my parents had to sign, since I was only seventeen. Reluctantly, they did, knowing that I would do it with or without their support as soon as I turned eighteen. This program is typically reserved for recruits seeking a specialty vocational assignment like aircraft mechanic or meteorologist. But I wanted to be a grunt, and I was determined to lock in the Infantry Military Occupational Specialty (MOS). My biggest fear was that the needs of the Marine Corps would dash my hopes for glory on the battlefield and they’d turn me into some kind of intelligence analyst non-combatant pogue instead of the fabled “0311.”


My recruiter, Sergeant Baez, shrugged and smiled as he did the paperwork. I was the easiest sale he’d ever made. Others wouldn’t be so lucky. One of the sergeants at the Times Square station had “Fuck Off” written on the soles of his patent leather shoes. If a candidate walked in who wasn’t worthy, the shoes went up on the desk. I thought that was so cool. That was the Corps’ ploy, of course.


Camp Lejeune
26 April 2005


I was initially skeptical of Captain Bolling’s ability and worried that he might cave in to pressure from senior prosecutors in the JAG office. I had even considered having him moved off my case. The military practice of alternating tours between defense and prosecution meant that almost all the lawyers had worked with each other on both sides of the fence. The incestuous environment lent itself to a free flow of communication that was not what I had in mind as I battled for my life. But as Bolling continued to dig at Major Winn’s impartiality, I began to see that I had badly underestimated his abilities. He was doing an excellent job of putting all of the defense’s concerns into the record. And because he was our junior attorney, it wouldn’t damage the professional relationship that Gittins and Stackhouse would need with Winn once the hearing was actually under way. Brandon was taking one for the team.


BOLLING: Did you consult with your legal advisor about your decision not to allow the defense to make an opening statement at this hearing?


WINN: I informed him of my decision, but that is a decision I made.


BOLLING: Based upon what?


WINN: Based upon the fact that I didn’t need—I felt that I could fairly judge the evidence presented to me without hearing someone else’s point of view before it’s presented to me.


BOLLING: I think you would agree with me, sir, that Lieutenant Pantano should be afforded every reasonable opportunity to present any evidence in this case, correct?


WINN: Yes.


BOLLING: So what’s unreasonable about the defense’s request to make an opening statement?


WINN: Opening statement isn’t evidence. So—I don’t consider that evidence. I consider if it’s presented as fact as evidence, so I don’t consider opening statements from either side as evidence.


Winn was starting to get irritated, but Bolling remained adamant.


BOLLING: Well, what facts are you aware of that would allow you to draw the conclusion that you don’t need to listen to a road map of the evidence that’s going to be presented in the case?


WINN: I don’t know any facts of the case yet.


BOLLING: So then how can you say that the request for an opening statement is not a necessary thing?


WINN: Because I believe it’s not.


BOLLING: Just because that’s how you feel about it?


WINN: Because I believe that I can fairly evaluate the evidence that’s presented to me, and I don’t believe an opening statement is evidence nor is it required under Rule of Court-Martial 405.

OEBPS/images/bm.jpg





OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.jpg
X SOl 00L_0

sapw 00T ]
VIEVAV 1a0VS

[ peoazo
spsueny,

hTGQUE
w1

_ $00Z ‘berx 7






OEBPS/images/promo.jpg
Sign Up Here









OEBPS/images/title.jpg
WARLORD

Broken by War, Saved by Grace

By Ilario Pantano
With Malcolm McConnell

POCKET BOOKS

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi






OEBPS/images/pub1.jpg







OEBPS/images/9781416525066.jpg
ILARIO PANTANO

witH MALCOLM MCCONNELL

Ry

BROKEN
BY WAR;
SAVED'BY

GRAGE™

.
“ATOUGH; GRITTY, NO-HOLDS-BARRED SAGA OF WAR BY ONEWHO KNOWS
WHAT IT'S LIKE TO BE CAUGHT INACROSSFIRE."—OLIVERL. NORTH





