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ONE

FIRE FOR EFFECT

“My fellow Americans, major combat operations in Iraq have ended. In the battle of Iraq, the United States and our allies have prevailed. And now our coalition is engaged in securing and reconstructing that country.”

—President George W. Bush, May 1, 2003

ONE THOUSAND one …

Dizl saw the inside of a human head.

Another explosion ripped open the ground like a thunderbolt from a vengeful deity.

The head belonged to an Iraqi man who had recently—very recently—departed this earth and was now moving through the air between sky and sand. If death separates a human soul from the body, then this man’s soul had certainly gone on to better things by the time Dizl turned and saw the body cartwheeling on the upward thrust of explosives-displaced air. The man’s head, transected laterally, opened and closed like a Pez dispenser, and his brain slid out toward the dusty ground.

William “Kelly” Thorndike was a sometime clam digger, blueberry raker, offshore fisherman, hotelier, elementary school gym teacher, emergency services dispatcher, preschool teacher, prison guard, and longtime artist. But at that moment he was a US soldier affectionately called Dizl by his comrades, two of whom were weathering the storm of shrapnel with him.

Dizl was a Fort Benning soldier by trade: a ground-pounding infantryman, a grunt who’d found himself attached to an artillery battalion filling the role of untrained military police officers.

The other soldiers had taken to calling him “Private Major.” The title was a mash-up of the lowest-enlisted rank (private) and the highest (sergeant major). When they stepped off to Iraq, he was one of the oldest men with the lowest ranks among those shuffling onto the plane. The allusion to the prestigious rank of sergeant major came from Dizl’s ability to think above his rank, to take past experience and apply it to the clusterfuck that was their time at Abu Ghraib. He also had kids older than the eighteen- and nineteen-year-old privates he bunked with.

Dizl, middle-aged and a father of four, was a private in the 152nd Maine Army National Guard Field Artillery Battalion. Mobilized just before Christmas and sent to the Middle East, Dizl’s unit had arrived in Iraq in February of 2004. Field artillery refers to those units in a modern army that use large-caliber guns (originally catapults, more recently cannons, missile launchers, and howitzers) for mobility, tactical proficiency, and long-range, short-range, and extremely long-range “target engagement.” Basically, a FAB (field artillery battalion) exists to support the infantry from twenty miles out with things that go boom.

For various reasons Dizl and his unit been sent to war with orders completely different than the unit’s original training and purpose. The 152nd FAB had been sent to a detention facility in Iraq that none of them had ever heard of, where they would serve as military policemen (MPs).

Dizl’s unit was trained to drop ordnance on enemies from a distance. On what should have been the bright side, “detainee operations,” unlike field artillery, is supposed to be an MOS (the acronym for “military occupational specialty,” their way of making “job description” sound more impressive to prospective recruits) that does not expose one to battlefield conditions. Detainee facilities are not supposed to be sited anywhere near areas of active combat—one reason women are permitted to serve as MPs. But during the year of their deployment, the American detention facility at Abu Ghraib would come under fire from mortars, rockets, snipers, and suicide bombers virtually every day.

They would also be subjected to two assaults that resulted in what the military calls mass casualty events; so many people, soldiers, and detainees were injured that medical personnel had to triage survivors—find those who had a chance at survival, and separate them from those on the losing end of a mortal wound.

When the first of these mas-cas attacks began, Dizl was on duty with fellow soldiers Turtle and Sugar. The three men were up in the Hawk’s Nest, Tower G-7-1, which overlooked the portion of Abu Ghraib prison known as Camp Ganci.

Predominant among Ganci’s detainees were thousands of Iraqis picked up by Army and Marine units during missions throughout Iraq in the fall and winter of 2003 and 2004 and dropped off at Abu Ghraib. Many were undoubtedly Bad Guys—die-hard Saddam loyalists, native religious fanatics, or specimens of the Syrian, Yemeni, or Saudi jihadists who had come over the unsecured borders of Iraq after the invasion.

According to later US military intelligence, however, most (estimates ranged between 60 and 90 percent depending on the political leanings of those making said estimates) of the detainees shoehorned into Ganci were noncombatants with little or no intelligence value. Thus, statistically speaking, it is probable the man who flew and died in front of Dizl’s eyes was an ordinary citizen who, whatever his personal feelings about the end of Saddam’s regime and the presence of American troops on his home soil, had merely been caught in the wrong place at the wrong time. It had cost him his life.

Picked up and plunked down at Abu Ghraib, where no reliable mechanism yet existed for sorting the relatively innocent from the definitely guilty, he and his fellow detainees had shared their tents and dismal days with strangers, supervised by Americans who had recently acquired a worldwide reputation for brutality, torture, and sexual abuse. As if all this weren’t enough, the detainees were sitting ducks for insurgent attacks, targeted with no evidence that the attackers wished to spare their lives.

On this particular morning—April 6, 2004—the insurgents were firing 120 mm mortars into the middle of Ganci from a position beyond the multi-lane highway that ran along the southern perimeter of the facility. The attack itself lasted perhaps thirty minutes, but time doesn’t fly when mortars do.

One thousand two …

Dizl saw the man’s brain falling, and he glimpsed the underside of the empty brain cavity. Then the body landed head down, like a lawn dart. The force of the explosion had dislodged the man’s legs from their sockets at the hip and they were flapping freely before falling to rest on either side of the remains of the torso and forming a disfigured tripod of human flesh and bone.

Dizl took his eyes off the body in time to see another mortar explode and shouted at Turtle and Sugar, “Hit the deck!” He crouched over them, using his body to shield theirs from the chaos.

The mortars were “walking”toward the tower with the heedless, unstoppable power of a striding giant in a nightmarish fairytale. Between explosions Dizl raised his head and peered over the edge of the tower wall and watched the impacts burn orange in the center as high explosives threw rocks, air, and shrapnel outward through flesh and bone faster than the speed of sound.

One thousand three …

Turtle and Sugar, their views restricted by Dizl’s body, demanded details.

“What’s going on?” Sugar shouted from beneath Dizl.

It was what the military calls “fire for effect.” After a round landed and exploded, spotters on the rooftops in the town of Abu Ghraib would use their cell phones to report the results and offer suggestions for targeting adjustments to the mortar team, who would be set up well downrange and out of sight. Rules of engagement (ROE) prevented soldiers from taking out these spotters, a skill each could have performed without scratching through the surface of their abilities.

Krump

Krump

Captain Morgan’s tower, down near Ganci 2-4, was bracketed by a pair of explosions.

“What’s going on?”

“Morgan is … Ganci 2 just got smoked.”

One thousand four …

Two mortars landed in the center of a detainee tent about 150 meters from the tower—Krump—and a gaping hole opened up in the ceiling of the tent as smoke billowed out of both entrances and shrapnel tore ragged holes through fabric and flesh alike.

“What is …?”

Krump

The hajjis are flying …

It wasn’t just the man with the opened skull; the air was full of people and parts of people, along with metal, stones, and dirt. A five-ton army truck and the detainee water tower in the center of Ganci took direct hits. Rocks and shrapnel chewed up the thirty yards between the impact and Dizl, striking the tower’s walls with a loud whap while the truck burned, belching greasy black smoke into the sky.

The mortars were carving a destructive path through Ganci in twenty-five- or thirty-meter intervals. Fire for effect. The cell phone spotters would be calling it in: “Give it another thirty meters …”

Krump

“… another thirty …”

Krump

“On target. Allahu akbar!”

The Hawk’s Nest was next in line.

Dizl saw the inside of the man’s skull. He heard the rocks knocking at the tower door. He crouched over the two younger soldiers, the older GI carrying on the timeless tradition of the grizzled warrior protecting the young guys. Reflexively, he closed his eyes tightly and gritted his teeth. Gazing up into his face, interpreting his expression, Turtle and Sugar understood; the giant was walking closer. They were screwed.


TWO

THE WAY LIFE SHOULD BE

SADDAM HUSSEIN WAS a vicious man who had ruled Iraq with enthusiastic brutality (together with an oil-funded selective largesse) since attaining the office of president in 1979. He made extensive use of Abu Ghraib during his reign, finding it a convenient location in which to confine opponents and dissenters (including Hussein Shahristani, a nuclear scientist who refused to help Saddam develop the WMDs that weren’t there),1 a place where his thugs (and sometimes his sons) might torture and execute their countrymen and still be back in Baghdad in time for supper.

Having been at odds with the United States for a decade, he greeted the September 11 attacks with satisfaction, describing the day to one of Iraq’s state-controlled newspapers as “God’s punishment.” But it bears repeating that Saddam was not an Islamic extremist. He wasn’t even much of a Muslim except when political expedience demanded a show of piety. (Osama bin Laden loathed him and was offended when the Kuwaitis accepted American help in 1991 rather than give the job of expelling the Iraqis to al-Qaeda.)

When Paul Wolfowitz, architect and advocate for George W. Bush’s Iraq policy, likened Saddam to Hitler, Saddam was doubtless flattered. The twentieth century’s dictators Hitler and Stalin were his heroes, but whatever fantasies he may have indulged in, Saddam remained a Hitler wannabe and a mostly local threat. The rationale “We have to fight them in Iraq so we don’t have to fight them in America” gave Saddam far too much credit. In fairness, we might also mention that Saddam’s regime initiated social reforms that led to drastic decreases in the nation’s rate of illiteracy and genuine improvements in the status of women.

Still, as would so often be noted by those pressing for the invasion, Saddam tortured and murdered thousands of his citizens, used chemical weapons against the Iraqi Kurds, and deliberately trained his two favorite sons to torture the family’s enemies, apparently introducing them to sexual torture as soon as they were out of puberty.

Saddam’s family of origin was what an American might call a dysfunctional blended family. Saddam’s stepfather was reputed to be a real asshole, though whether he made a more regrettable male role model than Saddam’s birth father would have done will never be known: Bio-Dad was out of the picture before Saddam was born.

Suffice it to say that cruelty was already an entrenched Hussein family value by the time Saddam himself, at the age of twenty-seven, was held and—he would claim—tortured in an Iraqi prison. Once he gained power, Saddam would be judged excessive even by his peers in a region known for the harshness of its regimes.

“The enemy of my enemy is my friend,” may be an Arab saying, but it has been a universal principle of diplomacy. The United States supported Saddam in the fight he had picked with the Iranians during the 1980s, but then, nobody seemed to like Iran. They had a scary ayatollah for their leader and had held Americans hostage. The then Soviet Union, China, and especially France all backed Iraq too, and Donald Rumsfeld wasn’t the only foreign official who would later have to explain away his grip ’n’ grin photo with the Butcher of Baghdad.

Eight years and hundreds of thousands of casualties later, the Iran–Iraq war ended in a stalemate, with Saddam in debt up to his eyeballs. Hoping to forcibly squeeze revenue out of some oil-rich territory along the disputed border with Kuwait, he floated the notion of invading that country to American ambassador April Glasspie. Glasspie gave a tactful but discouraging answer that Saddam, unluckily, mistook for a green light.

When the United States came to Kuwait’s defense and attacked Iraq the first time around, the first President Bush really did have a broad, international Coalition of the Willing—willing, that is, to actually fight alongside our troops. Of the fragile coalition dragged into the sandbox by Bush II, only the British were genuinely able and willing to shed blood for the cause.

Sadism is not a traditional American value. Torture has been explicitly repudiated by the American military establishment dating all the way back to General George Washington’s admonition to his hard-pressed troops to treat even the most villainous British prisoners of war with generosity and respect. Moreover, Iraqis in general were not meant to be our “enemies.” Rather, they were named the primary beneficiaries of the invasion, a people whose oppression and longed-for liberation became our eleventh-hour casus belli once Saddam’s connection to al-Qaeda and his stockpiles of WMDs had both been proven nonexistent.

For symbolic reasons alone, Abu Ghraib’s notoriety among Iraqis might have been taken into account when choosing a place to confine persons suspected of rejecting our gift of freedom. “We had extraordinary concerns about using a facility with this kind of reputation,” admitted Brigadier General Janis Karpinski, the later-to-be-disgraced commander of detainee operations in Iraq, but apparently these concerns weren’t extraordinary enough.

Faced with a sudden, urgent need to house and interrogate a surprisingly large number of suspected intransigent “back-sliders” (the administration had not yet admitted that they might be called “insurgents”), the US-led coalition decided to make use of facilities already in existence rather than go to the trouble and expense of new construction. So to this, the haunted House of Ravens and Strange Fathers, America imported our own ghosts and demons.

If Charles Graner could claim to have been motivated to enlist by the terrorist attacks of 9/11, so could Dizl and many other Americans.

At the same time, it was 9/11 that inspired the re-definition of “prisoner of war” and “torture” by Bush administration lawyers, and it was 9/11 that justified the Bush Doctrine of preemptive war. The president repeatedly referred to 9/11 in ways that forged a mental link between the hijackers who had killed and injured thousands of Americans and the dictator who was injuring and killing primarily his own citizens on Iraqi soil. By the time of the invasion, 63 percent of Americans believed that Saddam Hussein was responsible for 9/11.

Civilian employees of the Coalition Provisional Authority in the Green Zone in Baghdad consumed their high-calorie and strangely pork-heavy, Halliburton-supplied, American-style meals beneath a wall mural depicting the Twin Towers framed within the outstretched wings of a bald eagle. It was the publication of a sermon praising the 9/11 attacks that provoked L. Paul Bremer to close the offices of the Mahdi Army’s newspaper al Hawza, which led to a stunningly bloody uprising of the Shia in Baghdad. And, as Dizl would note without pleasure, the disgusting and dangerous detainee compound known as Ganci had been named after New York City fire chief Peter Ganci, who died with his men in the World Trade Center on 9/11—a dubious honor for a good man.

To emphasize the presence of love in war is not to deny the horror, injustice, and suffering of warfare, nor the cruelty and carnage that are its character. Rather, it is to point out that even the most horrific, depraved, and wasteful of human behaviors do not and cannot eliminate love. Love simply exists within these environs, as it exists everywhere. And yes, sexual love is included, but it appears in other, far more significant forms too. Love offers safety, food, shelter, conversation; it is also the disturber of conscience, the seat of judgment, the impetus toward mercy, and the yearning for redemption.

Unbeknownst to anyone, redemption (and not merely damage control) would prove to be the mission of the 152nd at Abu Ghraib. Evil happens, as it happened at Abu Ghraib, in real time with real people inflicting and experiencing real pain. If we would claim that the 152nd succeeded in its mission—claim that redemption, honor, and, yes, love was not just possible but present at Abu Ghraib—it must be demonstrable, a spirit made manifest in the material reality of the human beings that breathed, drank, ate, walked, spoke, slept, dwelled, and died there.

The men and women who belong to the National Guard are by and large the same men and women who serve their communities in other ways. While sometimes looked down upon by insecure active-duty service members, National Guard and reservist units have a distinct advantage that active-duty units do not. While a majority of the active military is young and inexperienced outside of their time in the military, reservists come from various occupations outside the military. Police officers, firefighters, prison guards, construction workers, and all sorts of other skilled professionals can bring a myriad of experiences to the battlefield with them when called up from their civilian lives. The 152nd had a dynamic group of men that brought a variety of skills to the table. These Mainers could use their skills from home to fill the numerous gaps left by a lack of support from “Big Army.”

“Our guys had a wide variety of abilities,” said Mike Lord, the 152nd’s serious, bespectacled first sergeant (known for obscure reasons as Huladog). “We had everything from a satellite engineer to computer programmers, plumbers, and electricians.” It comes partly from a Maine culture, he explained. “There is a tradition of self-reliance, a tradition of being able to adapt, overcome, and repair just about anything with duct tape and string.”

One of those men serving alongside Dizl was a young man named Shawn Keyte. He got out of high school and served for three years in the Army as an active-duty soldier from 1991 to 1994. He spent a year as a civilian before enlisting with the Maine National Guard in 1995. One weekend a month, he donned his uniform and trained with his Guard unit, unknowingly preparing not for the common civil relief missions, but for war.

Shawn worked for the Dexter Shoe Company in (surprise) Dexter, Maine. At the same time he worked for the shoe company, he also trained and worked as a firefighter and EMT for the Dexter Fire and Ambulance Service. These skills would, incidentally, prove useful a decade later in Iraq.

In 2000 Shawn landed a job with Frito-Lay in Bangor. He would drive a delivery truck on a route through western Maine. Shawn drove along country roads through woods and farmland, past little rivers and old mill towns and the hamlet of Monson. Here, Kim and Mike, the owners of Spring Creek Barbeque, would offer Shawn a pulled pork sandwich. He was so skinny, Kim was sure he would starve to death before he got to Greenville.

Coming up over the rise just by the Greenville trading post, the dramatic panorama of Moosehead Lake would fling itself out before his windshield in summer blues and greens, or immaculate, glimmering winter white. It was a satisfying sight.

Shawn was a happily married man with a baby daughter when the events of September 11, 2001, shocked contemporary America the way December 7, 1941, and the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor shocked our parents and grandparents.

The national discourse became more combative, and when the White House started banging the modern war drum—with press releases and breaking news conferences—Shawn assumed and accepted that his country would soon be expanding the terms of his service. He was right. His country would send him to Abu Ghraib.

Andy Hazen started a microbrewery in the barn attached to the old Maine farmhouse he shared with his wife and three children in the ’90s. Fortunately located in the high hills above Penobscot Bay, where views extend all the way to Cadillac Mountain and Little Deer Isle, it was (and remains) a family-owned and -operated business.

By the turn of the millennium, Andy’s son Ben had graduated from high school, done three years of active service with the 82nd Airborne, and was helping his father brew four different ales and a nice porter between college classes in forestry and weekends spent training with the Maine Army National Guard and the volunteer fire department. When Ben was sent to Abu Ghraib, therefore, he was missed, not only because his family loved him, but because the business couldn’t really spare him. In addition to Andy Hazen’s natural worry for his son’s safety was the added irritation of having his son deployed to fight in a war that Andy considered a bad idea.

When Huladog was ten years old, his father went off to serve in Vietnam. As a young man, Hula had enlisted in the Marine Corps, and he carried that esprit de corps through his entire military career. Once a Marine, always a Marine, after all. Whatever reservations he might have had about military service were trumped by the news that Iraq, under Saddam Hussein, had invaded Kuwait.

When his enlistment was up, Huladog became an intelligence analyst for, among others, the Drug Enforcement Administration. He possessed the useful skill of being able to take disparate bits of information—the jottings in a drug dealer’s notebook, for example—and recognize the patterns that yield information.

After Hula left the Corps, he signed up with the Maine National Guard, which, like the rest of his men, put him on track to one of the most infamous places in modern memory.

Turtle had been a public school teacher in civilian life, instructing eighth graders in English and gym before his country decided it needed him at Abu Ghraib. He wrote letters to his college sweetheart, Alicia, whenever he had the chance, and when he wasn’t writing to her—his short legs braced on the sandbags stacked against the walls of the Mortar Café, a spiral-bound notebook balanced on his knee—he was generally talking about her.

War is terribly boring, and one cannot keep an eye out for mujahideen and read, so men and women in the armed forces use conversation to pass the time. The best topics usually involve the usual disgusting things that adolescent males—and members of your military—enjoy. And girls; soldiers love to talk about their girls. Every warrior, stretching back from Iraq II to the first dust-up between tribes of our nomadic ancestors, has talked—at length—about their girlfriends (long-term or single evening).

So Dizl and Sugar would eventually know all about Turtle’s plump, sable-eyed paragon. They’d learn her middle name, her high school accomplishments (all-state band, soccer team captain), her college GPA, her plans for the future (law school), and her opinion of the war in Iraq (not good). Indeed, Alicia would eventually take on mythic dimensions, occasionally appearing in their dreams, cast as an angel and, depending on the dreamer, bringing either the intimate or maternal care they longed for.

“Say hi for me,” Dizl had said to Turtle, minutes before the first mortar fell that fateful April day, and Turtle had added a note into the sweat-smeared margin.

The literary standard to which Turtle aspired was high. He was a Civil War buff, Joshua Lawrence Chamberlain of the 40th Maine was his hero, and the letters written home from Antietam, Richmond, Gettysburg, and Appomattox to nineteenth-century farm and fishing families in Maine were his models. That he could claim ancestors who fought for the Union, as well as a grandfather who served in the Second World War and a father who, like Huladog’s dad, fought in Vietnam, needn’t surprise us. Soldiering, like medicine, firefighting, and politics, tends to run in families.

The effort of composing prose that both met this high standard and conveyed his affection to his true love made Turtle’s rather high forehead pucker and his small, shy chin retract farther into the moist, salty folds of skin that tended to stack themselves between his jaw and the upper edge of his body armor. The visual effect was of a turtle pulled partway into its shell, which explains his nickname.

If Dizl, at forty, was the oldest member of the 152nd, Richard Parker was one of the youngest. The last of four children, Parker joined the Guard and was deployed virtually as soon as his high school graduation ended. Tall, lanky, with a thousand-watt smile, he was already a chain-smoker—not uncommon in the military. But this didn’t seem to affect his physical fitness scores; he could run like a deer, which the more aged soldiers attributed to his youth rather than to his actual skill.

Like many boys growing up in the predominantly rural and small-town environment of central Maine, Parker liked the outdoors. He enjoyed hunting and fishing in the expansive Maine forests. When he was old enough, he discovered the invigorating, adrenaline-spiked joys of riding a snowmobile across the wide, white expanse of a snow-covered Maine lake. He collected fossils and stamps. But what Parker really liked to do was read. He brought fantasy books about dragons and elves with him to Iraq. It was here that Dizl introduced him to the strangely appropriate desert fictions of Frank Herbert’s Dune series.

Dizl enjoys doing nice things for people and does so without any expectation of repayment. It was and remains one of his most steadfast traits; it is not uncommon to find him organizing art therapy for fellow veterans or helping his neighbors improve their gardens. He’s a big, friendly, blue-eyed man who regards and moves through the world with the humble self-confidence of one who knows how to do a lot of useful things well. He does, conversely, walk with a limp.

The limp is from an injury to his ankle sustained at Abu Ghraib, and he has a scar on his chest where he got hit with shrapnel. However, Dizl’s most severe war wounds are invisible. Like thousands of other American soldiers who served in Iraq, Dizl sustained what is known as a traumatic, closed-head brain injury, or TBI. He sustained the injury when a mortar shell exploded too close to him. He was outside the lethal zone of the shrapnel, but the concussive force of explosions can be just as damaging. The wave of air pressure passed through him and physically bashed his soft brain against the hard bone walls of his skull. It is one of the most common injuries our service members are returning home with.

A TBI is by definition neurological damage. Post-traumatic stress disorder is also the result of neurological damage. Except in Dizl’s case, the PTSD was caused not by concussive force but by the toxic neurochemistry of prolonged stress; the stress of imminent death, the concern he had for his fellow soldiers, and the strain of being responsible for thousands of inmates in the middle of a war changed the way Dizl’s brain would work forever.

Mental illness and neurological disorders are the unseen casualties of war. In the worst cases, leaders ostracized soldiers who came forward looking for help for their mental injuries. Contrary to popular belief, PTSD is not an inevitable pathology of the combat vet, but it is a fairly common one. Dizl’s got it. It hurts. However, Dizl sometimes says that PTSD was the price he paid for his brain keeping him alive. It’s the mark of a combat vet, and he holds some pride in the ailment.

Dizl has what is sometimes known as a photographic memory. It has been both a blessing and a curse for him. It is useful for remembering policies and procedures from more than two decades of holding various jobs (including prison guard) and being the standard “Maine Man,” taking on a variety of useful tasks like gardening and carpentry. But it is a curse, because there are things that he’d like to forget, but his brain won’t stop the movie reel in front of his mind’s eye.

To complicate the matter, he now also suffers from severe short-term memory loss. He can remember what time he woke up and what he had for breakfast in 1983. But he can’t remember conversations that happened in the last forty-eight hours.

These men made up the 152nd—the uniquely Maine-ish group that would be responsible for turning a controversial heap of humans’ rights abuse and murder into a fully functioning and (relatively) humane prison.

Previous visitors to Maine who have found themselves unable to stay away will cross the Piscataqua Bridge from New Hampshire these days and be surprised by a new message appended to the old Welcome to Maine sign. It now reads: OPEN FOR BUSINESS.

This is not the welcoming sign most Mainers know, remember, and miss, and it certainly was not the heart-stirring motto that the 152nd Forward Maine National Guard Field Artillery Battalion carried with them to Abu Ghraib.

Despite its pockets of deep poverty, Maine remains a place where people live because it is beautiful, and because it retains its own distinctive version of a traditional New England spirit, one that balances independence and interdependence, individualism and community responsibility. The old welcome sign summed up the state and the pride it prompts in its citizens:

MAINE—THE WAY LIFE SHOULD BE

There are three broad categories of armed persons that the US Army can bring into play when our civilian government tells it to go to war: active duty, the National Guard, and the reserves. The Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps have similar force structures, though the Marine Corps doesn’t have a National Guard component. A basic distinction can be drawn between those groups who perform federal missions exclusively (the regular Army and the reserves) and the National Guard, which exists first to defend and assist the citizens of a given unit’s home state.

Though the National Guard falls under the operational support of the reserves, it is the state’s governor who has the authority to call up the Maine National Guard when, for example, there is catastrophic flooding in Aroostook County. The National Guard undertakes federal missions—war in Iraq or Afghanistan, for example—only at the specific behest of the President of the United States.

National Guard troops were supplementing the active military in overseas engagements long before September 11, notably in the Balkans in the late 1980s. Still, during the war in Vietnam, service in the Army or Air National Guard was a way to avoid overseas deployment rather than a way to guarantee it.

Indeed, because of the reserve and National Guard’s historic role as supplement and backup rather than front-line, the bureaucracy at Big Army did not place the highest priority on equipping and training them. The shortages of body armor and equipment that so famously plagued the full-time military in Iraq would be even more problematic for the reserves. Reservists got the leftovers or hand-me-downs. Some of the gear issued to members of the 152nd came stained with blood.

The Maine Army National Guard’s 152nd Forward Field Artillery Battalion wasn’t originally destined for Abu Ghraib. They weren’t even supposed to go to Iraq. By the time the 152nd was called into service, the President of the United States had publicly declared Iraq to be a country in which combat operations had been successfully concluded. By definition, a field artillery battalion is a combat unit. Thus, in keeping with its structure and purpose, the 152nd was destined for Afghanistan where, as of the end of 2003, there was still unquestionably a war on, if an increasingly neglected one.

Activated in the winter of 2003, the Mainers had begun training at Fort Dix for battle against the Taliban and al-Qaeda in the slush and snow of a New Jersey winter. “It was a bit of a head-scratcher,” Huladog said. “There was always snow and the temperature was below zero.”

Pretend what’s underfoot are rocks and sand, not snow! Pretend you’ve got body armor and radios to communicate with, pretend these soda cans are 155 mm howitzer shells. Pretend that training in hand-to-hand fighting with broomsticks is an adequate substitute for training with real weapons. Pretend there is heat in your jeep. Any questions? OK, good, BOOM—you guys over there are dead.

In addition, the training they were receiving at Fort Dix had little to do with their mission once they went forward. There, they were given lessons in first aid, protection from chemical and biological and nuclear weapons, land navigation, and convoy protection.

They were trained and tested on the firing and maintenance of a variety of weapons, including the M16 assault rifle, the M9 Beretta handgun, the M249 light machine gun, the M203 grenade launcher—most often seen as an under-the-barrel attachment of a rifle—the MK-19 grenade launcher, and the “maw-duce” M2 .50 caliber machine gun.

Of course it was important for them to practice driving in formation, route reconnaissance, reacting to ambushes, and all the other skills one would like to have in the proverbial toolbox before stepping off to war. They were, after all, going to be working in a theater of operations where they would be under attack from un-uniformed insurgent groups via their favorite weapon: the improvised explosive device.

“In an insurgency, it is the political result that is always paramount. Though devastating physically, the most significant effect of roadside bombs was that they made US troops wary of operating among the people. The fact that insurgents were able to place so many bombs, often repeatedly along the same stretches of road, also made a political statement, because it meant the locals weren’t reporting on them. Coalition forces are forced to interact with the Iraqi populace from a defensive posture, effectively driving a psychological wedge between the people and their protectors,” Major General Peter Chiarelli, who commanded the First Cavalry Division in Iraq in 2004, observed.2

However, not only were most of their classes given via hours of PowerPoint lectures (a mind-numbing experience known as “death by PowerPoint”), some of the education they were receiving was incorrect. It turned out they spent hours learning phrases in the wrong dialects for the region they would be deploying to. Many of them wouldn’t find this out until they tried out their new linguistic skills on uncomprehending detainees.

A week before the scheduled deployment to Afghanistan, word came down. The Maine reservists would be going to Iraq instead, to a place none of them had ever heard of.

“Abu … what?”

“Abu Ghraib. It’s a detention facility. A prison.”

“What do they need a field artillery unit for?”

“Nothing.”

“What are we going to do?”

“We’ll tell you when you get there.”

When informed, at last, of the destination and duty awaiting his men, Captain Phillip Trevino also made one of what were to be many behind-the-scenes attempts to acquire some extra hands-on training and experience with prison equipment for them. Once he realized they were about to be transformed into military policemen doing detainee ops, Trevino wangled a field trip to the local federal penitentiary.

Except for Dizl, few of the members of the 152nd had ever set foot inside a correctional facility of any kind, and Trevino figured that the tour might offer at least a glimpse of what the care and control of prisoners actually looked like. Trevino also managed to arrange for a training session from civilian corrections officers in a skill that goes by the ominous name of “extractions.” This is what is required when a recalcitrant inmate refuses to come out of his cell upon request.
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