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  PROLOGUE:

  SCATTERED CRUMBS1


  It was an air assault mission into an insurgent enclave in the summer of 2006. Some soldiers were monitoring an insurgent safe house from behind a dirt mound next to a canal. One of them slipped down into the canal, filled with a viscous brown goo instead of water, and everyone, of course, started laughing. It was the second day—still two more to go—and the team leader suggested, “Well, you can sit here smelling like a shit rat, or you can grab a couple of guys and go jump in the other canal; it just might clean you up.” More laughter, but he did go and jump in the other canal. Later, nearly freezing, he continued watching the house all night, wrapped in a poncho liner and snuggling his buddies to stay warm, all the while mumbling a string of profanities. “I’m telling you man, the next idiot that tells me Iraq is a desert, I’m gonna punch in the face. Yeah, everyone talks about the desert, nobody talks about the goddamn canals!” For the rest of that mission he was an endless source of humor.

  Soldiers joked that somebody should write this stuff down, the simple charms of soldiering.

  A week later, the same soldiers were walking the streets of another insurgent enclave. On the third day of the mission, eight hours before pick-up, some of them walked to a little house in an orchard where, they had learned, there were some surviving victims of insurgent violence. The family—a prematurely aged mother, two adolescent kids, and a disabled father—told the same story of violence, displacement, destitution, and constant fear that soldiers had heard repeatedly in theocratic enclaves. Soldiers have seen entire villages emptied, every house booby-trapped, sometimes bodies of villagers piled inside—it just depended on the rabidity of the particular insurgent group that ran the show. This man had resisted leaving his house, and they shot him through the knee. The wound is not properly healed; some kind of fluid was still seeping out.

  What could anyone possibly say at this moment?

  Because “sorry” does not quite capture it; in fact it feels like it would be an insult. Blank stares and grinding teeth, that’s all. A soldier asked, “Is this all the children you have?”

  “No.” Of course not, that’s why he asked.

  They had a teenage daughter, but she is missing—because the Salafist virtue enforcers had taken her. Blank stares all around, what can one possibly say? There are many times when soldiers are constrained in their ability to act. Then they would resort to the only thing left: they collected some money and pathetically handed it to the family.

  Standing around and having a smoke before walking to the patrol base, one of them casually commented, “Ya know, why don’t people write about this shit, about these fucking lunatics that they deal with?”

  What started off as a casual attempt to recount the soldiers’ personal story, in the summer of 2006 in an insurgent enclave, quickly changed into something else when we entered into a different neighborhood—controlled by an identical bunch.

  It was a deliberate decision to write about this reality, that of Iraqis living through an insurgency as we understood it.

  Soldiers would get glimpses of TV news stories, accounts that captured little of the reality of life in the Iraqi streets. The human essence was always stripped from the images. Iraqis remained a grand abstraction with no names, voices or faces.

  Some soldiers and their leaders were increasingly obsessed with idea: Let’s write about counterinsurgency the way it really is— putting people center stage, weaving together the many stories of the Iraqi people we met, how we understood what was going on, and what some guys did. So other soldiers could use it, take what is valid from it, and try to improve upon it. It eventually became a simple promise among some friends…


  INTRODUCTION


  When in doubt, tell the truth. That maxim I did

  invent, but never expected it to be applied to me.

  I did say, “When you are in doubt,” but when

  I am in doubt myself I use more sagacity.

  —Mark Twain, “When in Doubt, Tell the Truth”

  (speech, March 8, 1906)

  This is an impressionistic account of our counter insurgency in Iraq. We hope it will bring to life the stories and voices of the many Iraqi people in neighborhoods where we walked.

  Given the nature of our job and the requirements of military security and the safety of the people concerned, this is written in the form of “creative non-fiction.” This account is truthful in the most important sense of the word, but it is also part hallucination. We have deliberately obscured time and fictionalized names and places, but we have remained true to reality in the illustrations of experiences, impressions, sentiments, imagining, and even our hallucinations.

  In these pages, we re-create the war that we were part of, and as we understood its historical, political, and cultural context—through the stories of people: ourselves and our friends, and the many Iraqis we encountered. The stories make up a larger whole: our counterinsurgency in Iraq.

  These impressions capture the way we fought and how we learned on the job. But we also capture an intellectual journey: how we came to understand a particular group of people—Iraqis—and how we learned from them about their world, their struggles and aspirations.

  This is mainly the story of enlisted men and enlisted leaders on the ground, along with a few young officers—friends—who shared their observations and insights. It relates how we came to terms with the (at times absurd) reality of counterinsurgency, and how we navigated in a culturally prohibitive atmosphere as American soldiers.

  These impressions were compiled with the hope that they would help young leaders better understand the gritty realities that soldiers face on the ground in a counterinsurgency. We hope it is filled with common sense, because counterinsurgency will always predominantly be basic common sense. War (and counterinsurgency is a form of warfare) is as much about life as it is about death—only in war they exist much closer together. An elemental part of combat will always remain how soldiers and leaders come to terms with this demanding reality and how well they follow through at the point of decision with a sense of responsibility.

  The impressions recorded here are drawn from many friends from myriad branches of the army, but the narrative centers on a group of very fortunate soldiers—fortunate in having had the experience of several dimensions of this conflict. A soldier’s experience in combat is usually limited by his or her occupational specialty, the particular mission-set, and the area in which the unit is deployed. We felt very fortunate to conduct three very different mission-sets in succession and to work side by side with a unique group of colleagues from other branches.

  We had the good fortune to conduct air assault missions into Jihadist theocratic enclaves in far-flung areas of Iraq during 2006 at the height of the Sunni insurgency, when Iraq was considered a lost cause. (Some of our friends continued this mission until 2008.) Some of us were then switched to fighting an entrenched Shia insurgency in an urban setting in the following year. Others were conducting Time Sensitive Target Acquisition (TST) missions, trying to capture insurgent leaders during 2006 and 2007. Some of us had the rare fortune to do all three mission-sets back-to-back. These disparate mission-sets provided a unique learning experience, a challenge that rarely comes around.

  A brief guide to what follows:

  Part I tries to capture the initial bewilderment of navigating a “battle space” that consists of people—with a different, even alien, culture.

  Part II introduces the reader to some of the remarkable people we encountered in Iraq, and even got to know a bit; no one could be more surprised than we were to find that many of these people were women.

  Part III takes us into the labyrinth of insurgency on the ground: How we began to understand the nature of insurgent control and the many insurgencies in Iraq.

  In Part IV we dive into the Sunni insurgency—itself a complex assortment of actors and motives—and we visit the Kurdish “non-insurgency insurgency,” with horrors of its own.

  Part V is an extended encounter with the Shia insurgency, well-entrenched—even well-established—in its urban setting.

  Finally, Part VI provides our reflections on soldiering in a counterinsurgency, followed by an Epilogue.

  We have written primarily for an interested military audience, but a nonmilitary audience may also appreciate these stories and reflections on counterinsurgency. Soldiers slogging through mud, canals and dirt piles, in unimaginable humidity and heat, are only part of the story. How soldiers keep their wits about them, capture the simple charms, maintain a strong sense of responsibility, and keep taking the next step with that deep sense of responsibility—this is the story we hope to communicate. The reader will find in these pages an intimate and honest ghost story that provides a glimpse into our world, our experiences, our imaginations, and, yes, even our hallucinations.


  
    PART I

    ENCOUNTERS

    The peculiar reality of a counterinsurgency dawned on some of us in the very first mission. The enemy—the insurgent—does not wear uniforms, and he can be anywhere and nowhere all at once.

    But soldiers need to be able to distinguish the enemy from the innocent—the children, women, and men—the people all of a sudden become integral to the way soldiers and leaders view the field of battle and make combat decisions.

    But American soldiers are not in Texas, they are in Iraq. And Iraqis are Muslim, speak Arabic, and tend to look askance at our presence, while the local, regional media and insurgent propaganda denounces us as an occupying force. We quickly learned that Iraq is a culturally prohibitive atmosphere that we somehow had to navigate.

  


  1

  THE BEGINNING, OR THE END


  In Counter-insurgency, the side that learns faster and adapts more rapidly—the better learning organization—usually wins.

  —Counterinsurgency Field Manual

  (USA FM3:24)

  Waiting and waiting. It is an elemental part of a soldier’s life. But today everyone is waiting with a purpose, in that strangely agitated way that soldiers wait just before a mission. Picking at the final details, going over the mission one more time, each time as if it’s the first and the last time. Everyone is sprawled across the makeshift helipad next to the tents, swapping jokes that range from the familiar to the obscenely perverted. Everyone is chewing too much tobacco. Very soon, after the Black Hawks and Chinooks drop them off, soldiers will be on their own for about four days.

  Despite the thick of night, the heat index is over 130 degrees. Even the little breeze that sweeps across the helipad feels moist and heavy. One thought clouds the mind: The walk to the objective, humping too much gear and stumbling through muddy fields in the green haze of night vision, will be painful. But the simple achievements at the end of the combat mission make everything bearable.

  Movement to the Objective

  On the ground once again, you encounter a thick wall of solid musty air that has to be chewed into pieces and swallowed in chunks—the only way to breach it—all the while mumbling the same phrase: “Goddamn, this can’t be real.”

  In the movement to the objective—the distance, terrain, the geographic reference grids—everything is etched in the brain. The weight of the rucksack sinks its way through the spine straight to the aching heart. Every soldier walking counterbalances the physical burden of the gear on their backs with the inspiration they get from one another and from the proud lineage of better men who dared far more and fared far worse. Yes, we do think of them. Our grandfathers before us who froze and starved and exploded in the Ardennes; who sweated, delirious with disease, at Guadalcanal; those who braved the incomprehensible quietly in the mountains of Korea, in that forgotten war; and fathers who dealt with the unimaginable in the Mekong Delta. No, none of us can complain in Iraq, and we know it: We have it far too easy.

  The thought eases the weight somewhat. Everyone steps off towards the objective bearing the weight of lineage, tradition, and gear—along with any number of ideas, instilled practices, and ingrained maxims of how one is supposed to fight in a war.

  Everyone is walking through the fields, orchards, and backyards in that dizzying green haze known as “night vision”: strange, alien, suffocating, disorienting, too damn hot and humid. The brain goes numb. Salty rivulets of sweat pour down through the optical device, hopelessly fogging it and increasing the disorientation. The physical senses overwhelmed, logic becomes subservient. But it’s the moment that matters, so soldiers keep looking, their heads always on swivel.

  They look with a purpose. Peering into dark crevices, through garbage and piles of dirt, at decrepit buildings, and through barely transparent windows; looking at civilians (maybe, who the hell ever really knows?) and their vehicles. Soldiers try to sift through all of this visual information in an instant, sifting through it for any incongruities. You seek the obvious, but you look for the not-so-obvious.

  A vehicle is parked slightly aslant from the rest; a van seems to be weighted down; a house has a half-open window on the second floor that doesn’t look quite right; a random guy looks like anyone else, but his strange gait catches attention; in an alleyway, the way shadows fall becomes etched in the mind. With every step, soldiers instinctively evaluate any possible signs of danger. Soldiers call it pulling security—trying to anticipate and see from the point of view of the enemy. It becomes second nature.

  A single thought focuses all our minds, keeps our heads swiveling, our eyes watchful, our hands on our weapons: The enemy is determined and formidable.

  He is elusive and hides among the innocent. He does not move in formation, clicking his heels and saluting. A scared-looking guy who scurries by with a sheepish grin could be the one who takes a shot at you later, or who attempts to sidle up to you in the market wearing a suicide vest. This elusive enemy is comfortable in his strengths, aware of his weaknesses, and has the ability to sneer at soldiers at a time and place of his choosing.

  The insurgents can be anywhere and nowhere all at once.

  The weight of the rucksack straps has by now dug creases into the collarbones. A glance at the guy next to you shows you a mirror image of yourself. He trudges along, seemingly nonchalant, muttering random curses, but always with that focused sense of purpose. His weapon is at the low ready. Behind the night vision goggles, his eyes scan calmly in all directions. He has the same painfully contorted expression on his face, and it is not from the heat or fatigue: He is busy trying to take it all in and figure it out somehow. You look at one another, slightly shake your head, and whisper the inevitable: “Shiiiiiiit man”—with the inevitable reply, “Yeah, shit is right!”

  Nothing more needs to be said. No one is alone, everyone feels exactly the same way. The weight on our backs seems a little less burdensome. The staggered column, the green vision of brothers scattered across the field is eerie yet intimate. Another wad of chewing tobacco wedges in the lip: inspiration in a can. We take the next step with more equanimity, moving closer to the objective—an elusive enemy that hides amid the innocent.

  How do we adjudicate between the enemy and the innocent on the ground?

  To assume innocence is to get blindsided. Sooner or later, the enemy will use that assumption to his advantage. To assume guilt is to alienate the innocent, to give more credibility to the enemy and his cause. Damned if you do and damned if you don’t. The clearly defined logic and clarity soldiers always covet, seeing the world in terms of grid-squares and flanking elements and visibly fortified bunkers, these methods and ideas don’t always work in a counterinsurgency. Nothing is what it seems.

  The Point of Decision

  After a few such missions, you and your buddies are trying to come to grips with this utterly unfamiliar reality, sitting on the ground, hiding from superiors and savoring long swigs of illicit booze while commiserating. The booze calms the raging soul and the commiseration warms the heart. It begins to sink in: Fighting a counterinsurgency on the ground means grasping all the imperfect information, internalizing all the moving elements, and making the best possible trade-off at the point of decision. Counterinsurgency is all about trade-offs—the good, the bad, and the ugly. It is like trying to find the alcoholic’s “delicate balance between the shakes of too little and the abyss of too much.” It’s an unreal reality, and we sure as hell ain’t in Kansas anymore.

  An American infantryman, a leader in the field, or a Commander in charge of an Area of Operation (AO)—all of them enter into a labyrinthine and nuanced environment. The enemy is waging an insurgency centered on the population.2 It is a struggle for power against the elected government and also against the American presence that supports the elected government. Insurgents fight using every exploitable advantage: military, social, economic, cultural, and religious.3 Soldiers trying to counter the insurgency have to constantly innovate, improvise, reassess.

  Of the many factors we consider on the ground, the singular challenge that alters the assumptions of soldiers is the role of the people: children, women, and men. People are center stage. Fighting effectively in a counterinsurgency, with all the trade-offs and the constant delicate balance, has its startling epiphany the moment soldiers recognize the population as “the battle space.”4 This recognition alters the weight of the many variables soldiers instinctively consider; it fundamentally changes the way soldiers operate.

  Counterinsurgency and People

  At the outset, things seem simple. Soldiers are supposed to defeat the enemy, however elusive, and to gain control and win the support of the Iraqi people. Roger that.

  The difficulty is that this population that we are supposed to secure from insurgents (and at times from our own actions) will feign indifference, or possibly resent us, as the enemy hides among them. The notion of the people ceases to be an abstract concept and becomes entirely too concrete. Soldiers get to see the people—talk to them, listen to their stories, stare at their eyes, and remember their voices.

  Conventionally, “the people” are viewed as prominent but (paradoxically) also peripheral, considered mainly in terms of the collateral damage that needs to be minimized. That logic still applies, of course.

  But in a counterinsurgency, the ultimate outcome in fact depends on the people and the way they react to the actions of soldiers—not just on the actions of soldiers. Soldiers’ actions affect the way people make their decisions, just as the people’s decisions affect the way soldiers act and react, each reinforcing the other in a circle that may be virtuous or vicious. This feedback loop saps the clarity we seek in the field of battle. Coming to terms with ambiguity is the hardest part of being a soldier on the ground in a counterinsurgency.

  Soldiers encounter an outlandish reality when people become central to our decisions, when we contend with an elusive enemy roaming freely among the very population we are trying to win the support of. In military jargon, the people become an integral part of the battle space; the people and their culture become the terrain that you navigate.

  The people are part of the battle space because the decisions of the soldiers and the people are inextricably linked, each influencing the other. The people are the terrain of the fight because, as a foreign intervention force, we are navigating an unfamiliar culture as we search for insurgents, gather intelligence, and try to safeguard the population.

  The Population as Part of the Battle Space

  People become part of the battle space in two ways. First, people’s actions affect the way we make decisions and the way we apply combat power. Secondly, people are, almost by definition, part of the battle space since our mission is to secure the population from insurgents.

  In a conventional battle space, a commander makes decisions based on understanding and anticipating enemy movements so as to outwit the enemy in the field. There is clarity, coherence, and an enviable sense of logic. In that conceptualization, even though people figure prominently, their presence does not determine how decisions are made; decisions are based on enemy movements (and anticipated enemy movements). People are normally a significant but peripheral consideration.5

  The same underlying logic of decision making applies in counterinsurgency, except that the people cease to be peripheral. The people become integral to the soldiers’ and leaders’ grasp of the battle space. The people are central to the way both insurgents and counterinsurgents make decisions in applying combat power—though sometimes in opposite ways.

  Insurgents, counterinsurgents, and the population become one extremely awkward threesome. Soldiers don’t walk around thinking in those terms, but we are faced with this elemental reality at the most unexpected moments when we are compelled to use combat power.

  End of the Night: Sunrise at a Girls’ School

  
[image: image] The people become part of the battle space


  Some places evoke an instinctive wariness that cuts through soldiers’ fatigue. This is one of the worst parts of town, an area right next to a girls’ school. After a long night of firefights (finally rounding up an insurgent leader and his cache of toys that go boom), soldiers arrive there at sunrise. The insurgent leader they captured happens to live right next to the school.

  You stand there keeping watch as the young girls line up, chirping incessantly, entering the school by dozens in their crisp white-and-navy-blue uniforms. They are distinguishable only by their unique facial features and their colorful headscarves and plastic bangles.

  Younger girls would come near the soldiers and talk to them in broken English. The older girls would walk by bashfully, making sly comments at soldiers and to each other. Infantrymen try out their hapless Arabic and are rewarded with hearty giggles and some attempts at conversation. A few soldiers seize the moment to try to befriend some female teachers (who spoke perfect English) and get their email addresses: no one knows the neighborhoods better than the women.6

  
[image: image] Actions of insurgents and people as part of the battle space


  It was a sudden sharp, ringing, snapping sound. A soldier instantly dropped. Some soldiers scattered to secure the area and set up a cordon, while others aided the possibly wounded soldier. In the next instant, an incredible amount of lead was directed in the direction of the sniper fire. But soldiers, paradoxically going against all soldiering instincts, did not fire a single round.

  The best of insurgents are well aware of their own and their enemy’s strengths and weaknesses. They make judicious tactical decisions to further their positions, trying to outsmart the Americans at every turn. The insurgent sniper used his combat power effectively, hiding in a densely populated area and targeting soldiers near a school, at the precise moment when hundreds of children were lining up to go to class. The deliberate insurgent timing made the population part of the battle space. Turning people into part of the battle space, by applying combat power without compunction, is one of the greatest, and most perverse, strengths of the insurgent. Tactically speaking, it is genius. It minimizes the asymmetry in power in insurgents favor.

  Any action by counterinsurgents can be portrayed in a negative light as part of the insurgent narrative that presents their own actions as better than the American response. Insurgents can make tremendously effective use of any overwhelming response or, especially, the death of civilians: One dead school girl in her bloodied uniform would be the insurgents’ ultimate wet dream. This is a driving objective in their tactical decisions, as in this case. The insurgent used his comparatively limited combat power (in relation to the soldiers’) very effectively by turning the population into part of the battle space.

  
[image: image] Actions of soldiers and people as part of the battle space


  Every soldier knew the direction, distance, and the general description of the area of the sniper fire. The impulse was overwhelming, with so much firepower and destructive capacity at their fingertips. Yet, despite the fatigue, not a single soldier or leader on the ground even thought of using their heavy weapons or flattening the city block. Instead, they cordoned, cleared, and questioned the people. And they returned (as always seems to be the case) empty-handed.

  Returning, they learned that the soldier, an officer, had been very fortunate. It was his first day in Iraq, and he evidently had the knack of making a grand entrance. Procedural cherry that he was, he actually wore all the prescribed body armor, and it saved his life. The soldiers had called him a retard7 for wearing all of it—in that endearing way grunts have when they like their officers. Later on they told him, amid general laughter, “Well, sir, good to have you in the fight.” What a hell of a lucky first day—and after that experience, the teasing would go in the other direction.

  The civilian considerations, the presence of all those school girls, the densely populated neighborhood—these were not a peripheral concern. They had to be integral and instinctive to the way soldiers and leaders on the ground made their tactical decisions. No one considered using the overwhelming force of machineguns laying hell in unison (the clanking empty shell casings so reassuring in combat). To be shot at and to have all that firepower at your disposal and not use it goes against every human instinct. Yet that is the defining way in which Americans fight the insurgency; it is the rule, not the exception. It is what differentiates us from those we fight and gives us the tactically essential moral upper hand.

  Soldiers instead resorted to a more arduous, painstaking method: cordon and walk around and question people—without success. Returning empty handed, angry, and filled with the “shakes of too little,” soldiers endured more sarcasm than hookers at a cheap whore-house. Yes, flattening the city block might (or might not) have caused the death of the sniper, but the Americans erred on the side of saving the civilians. For both insurgents and counterinsurgents, the presence of the people became integral to the way they made tactical decisions and the way they used combat power.

  
[image: image] Act IV: People caught in the middle of the “awkward threesome”


  At the moment of the sharp snapping noise of that sniper round, the difference between civilians and soldiers became instantly apparent. Soldiers reacted instinctively, moving toward the direction of fire, swiftly, cautiously, and with a purpose. The civilians find themselves running away, or perhaps frozen in place. In the first few seconds of a firefight, people find themselves trapped, their fate hanging in the balance with no means of control, frantically asking themselves, “Am I going to live, am I going to die, what could I possibly do?” The soldiers sprint instinctively away from the girls. The world of the chirping little girls was frozen in time for that fleeting moment, looks of apprehension and fear contorting their young faces. They took a few tiny steps in trepidation and then hurried away.

  But afterwards, an amazing thing: Slowly the chirps, the giggles, and the sly comments were back. A short while later, the little girls, teachers, and some parents were moving about, laughing and joking. And so were the soldiers, of course keeping a constant watchful eye to catch a glimpse of the sniper. That day the schoolgirls remained schoolgirls and not collateral damage. The sniper walked away to eat his goddamn falafel for another day—we would find him or his brother one of these days, we pledged ourselves—and the officer stayed on to fight and fight well, to have other close calls but still return home. For this rare instance, the stars were aligned.

  When tactical decisions are made and combat power is applied, the stars play no role. Insurgents, counterinsurgents, and guns decide, and someone ends up dying. Americans try their damnedest to make sure it’s the insurgents. Insurgents try their best to make sure it’s the Americans— and their own people: If not at their own hands, then at the hands of the Americans. And in the meantime, the people have to navigate the contesting claims of control and the multiple forms of violence.

  When people become integral to one’s decision making, clearly understood as an inherent part of the battle space, the necessary trade-off between “the shakes of too little and the abyss of too much” finally ceases to be a metaphor: it becomes the cold, hard bitch of everyday life.

  People as Part of the Battle Space in the Area of Control

  Getting rid of the bad guys is the offense of counterinsurgency; preventing them from coming back is the defense. But even if one miraculously succeeds at offense and defense, soldiering does not stop at that point—it merely enters a new phase. The ongoing challenge is still to get people to make favorable decisions: to obtain their support and complicity and prevent their active opposition. This adds a painful new dimension to the conventional idea of the battle space. This third task, dealing directly with people, at first resembles a bad dream, and soldiers begin to rigorously debate the meaning and sanity of their enlistment contract. Now they need to learn some diplomacy. It’s part of the new job—and it causes a roiling stomachache.

  The reaction is not unique to the grunts; in some ways it pervades the entire chain of command. A leader on the ground is engaged in a tenuous high-wire act in a new dimension—but to complain is to get screwed from both above and below, so he buries his head, muttering to himself, and stepping on his own foot. A commander in charge of the area of operation finds himself faced with a new challenge, so he puts on his best Commander Face, fighting his own contorted expression and trying for a stoic appearance. “Of course, sir, oh, absolutely,” is his only response, though he may later mumble his true opinions in his sleep. Dealing with people: It is what it is, it’s part of the new job description, everyone’s in it.

  Soldiers, leaders on the ground, and commanders in charge of an area of operation now need to acquire a nuanced understanding of the social dynamics of the population. Dealing with people is taxing on the soul, but it is imperative for controlling the population and for intelligence gathering. It forces soldiers to question the obvious, to take nothing for granted, and to find meaning in the incongruities they see every day.

  The elemental question for soldiers is just this: How do the insurgents retain their offensive and defensive capabilities? As you go after them, other questions erupt: How do new insurgents emerge, who in the hell are they, how are the leaders replaced, where were these guys before, how do they deepen control through the use of violence, how do they sustain themselves, where is the money goddammit—and how do the people react to the actions of insurgents?

  You have to pay attention to the changing power relations on the ground, the crisscrossing loyalties to personalities, insurgent groups, political parties, clans, and sects. A voodoo queen or the village prostitute, whoever it turns out to be—if someone has intelligence value, you have to find a way to get at it. You pay attention to the machinations of local big-wigs (sometimes entertaining, sometimes not). Knowing the personal affiliations of the locally important personalities helps illuminate how the local agenda is manipulated within the city councils responsible for delivering basic services (the Neighborhood Advisory Councils and District Advisory Councils). These organizations proved to be pork-barrel politics on steroids, and some of the members were affiliated with the very insurgents we fought on the ground. These people get your special attention. And despite the risks, what started as a royal pain in the ass begins to develop its peculiar charms. Soldiers drinking obscene amounts of tea and listening to people’s stories and hanging out on the army’s dime: That’s never too bad.

  Part of the new job requires listening, listening until the brain goes numb. Talking as little as possible and hanging out with Iraqis from all walks of life and doing it systematically. That adds a new dimension. It’s a new mission set for which we are woefully unprepared. When you wake up from the long bad dream with a tremendous gut ache, you do what you always do when in doubt. You look to your left and right, at the brothers around you, and find your solace in seeing that everyone shares the same sentiment: “Are you serious?” Masked, of course, with the usual sarcastic nonchalant grin. And that’s always a good sign, at least we will have a laugh.

  People and Culture as Part of the Terrain in the Battle Space

  Navigating the people and their culture as terrain is more than simply understanding the neighborhood and the people. This is, in fact, a tactical military concern in a counterinsurgency. Insurgents, being at a disadvantage in military and technical capability, use their local knowledge to minimize the asymmetry of power. And at that point the terrain—that is, the people and the culture—becomes a tactical concern.

  While Americans try desperately to navigate the people and their culture, the insurgents swim in it, and do so in style. Insurgents have an instinctive and intuitive understanding of their own people and neighborhoods. That is their greatest strength, and they know it. By exploiting the differences between Americans and the local people, insurgents minimize the asymmetry of power, both tactically and as a matter of control. Their deep understanding of their own people (fears, prejudices, loyalties, and beliefs) assists in the attempt to control them. They know well how to exploit the differences between Americans and locals, how to posit a narrative that appears better than the reality the counterinsurgents represent.

  Not only are insurgents aware of the changing social dynamics, power relations, and loyalties of the people, they are sometimes very much a part of the dynamic. They show up, things stop happening; they make a phone call, things start happening. They know how to manipulate the agenda at the neighborhood advisory council meetings, skillfully securing contracts to reward helpful local bigwigs. With a nod of the head, someone can change the agenda of a meeting, gaining the support of the few and the complicity of the rest, and running circles around Americans all the while.8

  The insurgents’ advantage is control attained through subversion by changing events on the ground. They have the ability even to anticipate future points of friction and eliminate them without leaving fingerprints. For counterinsurgents, minimizing this subversive advantage of insurgents is absolutely critical.

  It was a quick-dawning realization. Insurgents can hide amid the innocent because of their subversive advantage. To blow them out of their subversive advantage, we need to be able to distinguish the enemy from the innocent, and that requires the help of the people.

  Subversion is a prominent tool of any successful insurgency. An insurgent engaging in subversion skillfully straddles two realities at once, maintaining the convincing pretense of working for the government and being a believer in its project. The deception has to be more convincing than the truth. The insurgent engaging in subversion has to be surefooted, constantly on his toes and steady on his feet—and he has to know when to fold ’em. Successful subversion is not about doing it as long as possible. Subversion requires focusing on a single-minded objective, picking fights carefully, and recognizing that sooner or later things come to a head and everyone will get burned. Not all insurgents are that astute, but some are very, very good indeed. Their success in subversion comes from the intuitive contextual knowledge they have at their fingertips: the neighborhood, the people, the culture—the feeling and pulse of the people they can feel creeping along their flesh in a way Americans can’t. Without that contextual grasp, subversion is damn near impossible. But facing an adversary that is a foreign intervention force makes subversion infinitely easier.

  Insurgents can be in plain sight and yet still be indistinguishable to the intervention force. That simple reality vastly diminishes the asymmetry in capabilities between insurgents and counterinsurgents; it is why the enemy can be everywhere and nowhere all at once.

  It adds an extra layer of complexity and burden to the Americans’ task on the ground. People may intuitively see what is happening; Americans have to look purposefully in order to see. Americans as an intervention force have a daunting learning curve to overcome and no time for gradual enlightenment: Subversion is an immediate tactical concern.

  Distinguishing the enemy hiding among the innocent is, therefore, the elemental concern in counterinsurgency. It becomes possible only if counterinsurgents develop formidable intelligence capabilities in their area of operation. Understanding how insurgents use their contextual knowledge requires deepened intelligence gathering, centered on the population you seek to control. And now we have come full circle. It’s about people, once again, but now it is also about their culture and how you navigate it with a purpose.

  It’s a very different fight from the one the soldiers imagined, the first time they got on a bird flying into some far-flung area of Iraq. But soldiers got the hang of it. One soldier summed it up, walking out of the house of an Iraqi gentleman they knew quite well: “Goddamn, man, you know, these Iraqis, they will smile, laugh, even kiss you if you let them, but it’s like a goddamn rabbit hole—you just don’t know how deep it goes.”

  He was right on the mark. Fighting a counterinsurgency as a foreign intervention force is a rabbit hole. One must make a conscious choice to see the unfamiliar reality, come to terms with the nature of the peculiar fight, slide into the rabbit hole to grasp the unfamiliar and the unknown. It is a choice we make. A beginning if we get the hang of it, and an end if we don’t.

  We do not know how the rabbit hole ends, but we do know how the rabbit hole begins. It begins with a concussion.


  2

  ENCOUNTERING THE OTHER: NAVIGATING WITH A CONCUSSION


  People thus had three choices when they encountered the other: they could choose war, they could build a wall around themselves, or they could enter into dialogue.

  —Ryszard Kapuscinski, Encountering the Other

  Agood concussion: You lose your bearings; you stumble around, disoriented. “Man, you guys did the crab walk, looked like Cheech and Chong,” a soldier commented sagely, a few hours after the Improvised Explosive Device (IED) cratered their Humvee.9

  It is humorous only in retrospect. At the moment of the concussion, the “Oh shit” moment, the graceful internal balance between the senses, the brain, and the body is momentarily disrupted. The brain tells you to maintain “situational awareness”: Be aware of the surroundings, anticipate further dangers. The senses try to keep up. Trained instincts guide you to find a tactical disposition,10 but the body has lost its bearing and carries you sideways—the crab walk. After a few seconds that feel like an eternity, you recover that delicate internal balance, despite some residual ringing and the momentary brain blips.

  A New Terrain: Culture

  The first encounter with a culture and people so profoundly different has the same effect, strangely enough: you momentarily do the crab walk inside your head, trying desperately to figure it out, mumbling all the while, “Are you serious?” Walking through the bustling market among people’s stares, sheepish grins, and hastened steps, one feels like an alien, utterly lost in the colorful collage. Soldiers recognize the absurdity of their situation (made worse by presenting such a great target for a suicide bomber11) and they joke, “Man, where is the clown music?” The soldiers’ laughter merely evokes more perturbed and quizzical looks from the puzzled Iraqis.

  American soldiers in the midst of hundreds of Iraqis: different language, different culture, different people—but physically next to each other in this moment in time, so close that everyone can smell each other’s sweat, mingled with the smells of raw sewage and garbage that hang over the market. There is no confluence, no common points of reference of the two parallel worlds: two groups of people, as close and as far apart as humanly possible. But backtrack now to the starting point. Yes, differences—that is what counts. If one can navigate the differences, taking people as they are, you quickly get around the disorienting feeling of a concussion.

  Then you pause for a moment, startled by the simple, glaring realization that amid the sheepish grins, scared faces, and occasional enthusiastic greeting hides the enemy.

  The culture of the Iraqi people, the web of meaning behind the Iraqi way of doing things—language, religion, manners, beliefs, and whatever else one can think of to throw into the mix—it all gets seared in your head.12 Not as an abstraction, “culture,” but as the dramatic differences between two groups of people: Iraqis and American soldiers. The reality of culture will always be important because navigating those differences is critical for a soldier in a counterinsurgency.

  Soldiers do it, strange to say, just the way you get around in any inhospitable terrain, by playing GI Joe in the woods. It’s only that this time, it involves people. People become the waypoints and the terrain features. This is land navigation with a built-in concussion.

  In land navigation, some prominent features of roads, rivers, and creeks are the “waypoints” (the predetermined coordinates). They are the hand-rails—the wider parameters—and the backstops (pre-determined points we pass, so we know we are headed in the right direction). They define the limits of navigation. Prominent terrain features—saddles, hills, depressions, etc.—help us navigate to the end. Navigating in Iraq, people are the waypoints and backstops: Their questions, concerns, issues, bitches, moans, and gripes are the terrain features that help us travel within the culture, or at least get around it instead of getting hung up on it.

  Navigating the Terrain: Us vs. Them13


  Americans take pride in wearing their hearts on their sleeve and place a premium on being frank and forthright. In Iraq, you encounters a very different mindset, a culture that is completely opaque. At first one concludes that this society has mastered prevarication as a veritable art form. Yet you quickly realize that this may have less to do with culture than with trying to survive. The intimidating idea of cultural differences slowly diminishes as you begin to see people as just people.
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  The difficulties are obvious: Soldiers are bunch of sunburned, sweaty men with guns. Americans in America are uncomfortable or aggravated at being stopped by their neighborhood police officer. How many would invite armed police officers into their homes to drink coffee? An average Iraqi is faced with armed foreigners. And the propaganda of insurgents, abetted by the regional media, promotes the worst perception of American soldiers.

  When an American soldier and an Iraqi face each other, they are not simply two people. So much ignorance, prejudice, suspicion, history, and bad blood is captured in that moment. At first, they lack any common ground or shared points of reference. That becomes the job of soldiers on their patrols: finding that common ground. The burden is with us, the counterinsurgents; it is the nature of the fight. Finding this common ground needs to be a priority, whatever our personal preferences might be. Over time, this simple idea paid great dividends.

  Another concussion: There is the simple human paradox that an encounter between a soldier and an Iraqi cannot be normal because it never takes place on an equal footing. The advantage of being a soldier becomes a distinct disadvantage in a counterinsurgency. Overcoming this disadvantage becomes imperative.

  Soldiers can choose who they talk to, when, where, and how; they have the power to enforce a meeting. Iraqis have no way of denying that request—a distinct disadvantage. Every time an Iraqi is stopped, or Americans go to a house or talk to an Iraqi in a restaurant, no matter how humble or polite the soldiers may be, there is the reminder that Iraqis have no capacity to object to these armed foreigners. Technically, of course, they could object with impunity—but how many people would decide to simply brush off a bunch of armed men?

  It is not the best way to start a meeting. As there is no way of avoiding it, we simply recognize that behind each and every encounter is an asymmetry of power in our favor.

  For the meeting to be meaningful, the burden has to be deliberately borne by the soldiers. Soldiers do this by simply being polite (as most American soldiers are) or, better, by minimizing the asymmetry of power by being humble. The best case is the soldiers who attempt to speak Arabic. These are soldiers who have chosen to learn Arabic on their own, using self-study Arabic materials with the help of interpreters.

  The advantage of having some rudimentary language skills cannot be underestimated. When soldiers take off their dark shades and brain bucket (the Advanced Combat Helmet, ACH) and try out their pathetic Arabic, they find themselves stumbling and smiling at their own amateurish phrases. The interaction for a moment takes on an equal footing. The asymmetry of power disappears as the soldier becomes someone asking for help, needing forbearance and assistance. It gives the Iraqi the edge in the conversation. Iraqis appreciate the effort. They may laugh at the soldier’s antics, but he has established an important point, and he has almost achieved a genuine human interaction. On many occasions Iraqis—patriarchs, matriarchs, girls, or boys—would simply stare at the soldiers, laugh, and correct them. Or they would simply shake their head and brush off the soldier’s effort with a wave of the hand and start speaking in crisp English. At that point, the cultural task is accomplished.

  Not all encounters are so heartwarming in a war zone. The primary concern of grunts is anticipating dangers; nothing can be taken for granted. To do so would be to risk the life of those around you. Any encounter with an Iraqi evokes one single, immediate thought: Is this guy up to no good? Is he insurgent, militia? If so, what would he try? You hold the pistol grip a little tighter.

  If it is a woman, the encounter holds another element of danger—that has nothing, and everything, to do with the way she looks.

  The first thought is always about her shape. “Checking a woman out” takes on new meaning in a counterinsurgency, as soldiers have to be mindful of suicide bombers. Well, this woman is a bit on the plump side, a suicide vest might fit perfectly around her gut. You cannot strip search or frisk a woman—let alone at random—so you have to trust your instincts, your deductive capacities, and your humor. If it’s a Sunni woman dressed by the book—covered head to toe with a tiny slit for the eyes—you look at the eyes and you look for the quick waddling step. Sometimes the woman is not covered head to toe, especially if she is Shia, and you try to gauge her body in proportion to everything else. Look at the fingers, are they chubby or nimble? Is the gut or the back flabby? Does the body look in proportion to her apparently nimble hands and fingers? If she looks in proportion, she must be the real deal, just another woman trying to make it through the day, trying to live. As long as nothing goes boom when she waddles by, good job, soldier.
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  The ability to successfully navigate a terrain does not mean the soldier is an expert. It means he has the basic ability to get to where he wants to be. He has the skills to follow the terrain, be a part of it, take the short cuts. Follow the saddles, avoid the hills, and exploit the inherent strengths and weaknesses in the terrain to make it to the end.

  Slogging it out in a cultural terrain is no different. Soldiers will not be culture experts at the end of their tour. Nor do soldiers need to be anthropologists, trying to define the deeper meanings and myriad nuances in order to complete the mission. Culture only means the differences between people—and at the bottom, everyone seems to have the same issues.

  While no soldier on the ground will ever be a culture expert, it soon becomes possible to get around and have meaningful encounters and even build lasting acquaintances—while always being mindful of the first rule. No matter what, never give anyone the benefit of the doubt. That would be to invite an ambush. After all, this is Iraq, and someone is always prepared to take a shot.

  The singular challenge in navigating among the people as soldiers is to evoke a human interaction, to convey the sense that, behind the shades and the weapons, there is a man—a rather ignorant one—who does not mean harm unless he is forced.

  Soldiers have to start by avoiding the obvious. Avoid asking about the insurgents because the answer is predictable: “Oh this area, it is very safe.” Avoid preaching our own magnanimity: They have lived the results of our actions and empty promises long enough. Instead, we talk about the general politics of the country or the mountains of Irbil, and, above all, we listen to their concerns. The respectful conversation means that we will be welcome in the house the next time.

  People who are sick of the insurgents will simply start sounding off. But they will usually only talk to American soldiers alone, without interpreters. This is when even a rudimentary level of Arabic is a great boon. At first, people’s stories seem convoluted. A story that starts in Baghdad might end up in Basra by way of Nasiriya, with a hiatus in Kirkuk. You are left wondering, “Wait a minute, so how did the guy in the gutter end up in Basra?”

  The Iraqi patriarch laughs and wags his finger, “Oh no, no.” He proceeds to clarify by telling another story, highlighting what the soldiers had missed, and this becomes a story all by itself: another cultural concussion.

  But then you get a peculiar handle on how, in some stories, the sense of time collapses, events signify some sort of time and place instead of a precise date. The moment of concussion becomes simply, “what the hell,” and you get hooked on the story and begin to go down-down-down the rabbit hole.

  The many gains that American soldiers and leaders on the ground have made in Iraq show that getting hung up on culture is not the key to this counterinsurgency. Culture will always matter, but for soldiers, the practical “operational concept” on the ground is how you navigate the differences. Those differences represent a singular enemy advantage that insurgents exploit to hide among the civilian population. Navigating the differences is the way to minimize that advantage to be able to distinguish the enemy from the innocent. The effort needs to be serious and systematic and done right; it has the effect of bringing the neighborhood to life.

  Rabbit Holes and Stories: Intelligence Gathering

  Good intelligence gathering and its astute exploitation, will determine how effective soldiers can be on the ground in a counterinsurgency. Intelligence, when stripped of its mind-numbing jargon, always means, in essence, a series of great stories.

  Nearly every kill-capture and Time-Sensitive Target acquisition mission has its seed—usually, a story told by some pissed off Iraqi that, in the hands of competent soldiers and leaders, turned into actionable intelligence yielding results on the ground. Those stories, of course, are just supplements to all the high-tech and low-tech wizardry the armed forces use, the stuff that puts a grin on the faces of soldiers on the ground.

  If soldiers walk the streets every day, meeting people from all walks of life, they have more chances of discovering useful rabbit holes. Listening to stories, however ordinary, eventually helps develop the best sources of intelligence. But it has to be done systematically, following a special kind of common sense.

  Navigating the population is all about seeing behind the surface, seeing everything that helps sustain that particular reality. We begin to see a hidden reality, the subversive world of insurgents. Making systematic attempts to listen to stories can help us develop this capacity to instantly recognize multiple realities. The obvious is always tempting, but critical to resist. Seeing only the obvious instills a dangerous consistency in thinking. On the ground, a belief in consistency means predictability—and we walk into an ambush sooner or later.

  Finding credible actionable intelligence and credible sources is very similar to locating illicit drugs in a neighborhood. Anyone can buy drugs on certain street corners, but that is never the good stuff. Parents in the suburbs wisely tell their kids to stay out of that part of town—but neighborhoods are not the whole story. In so many cities, you can have the shit delivered to your house, hell, they will throw in an ounce of the latest and the greatest “on the house” for a good customer. The guy’s neighbors have no clue: he is good guy; he’s a doctor, the neighborhood kids even play in his swimming pool.

  Stumbling around like a jackass without a clue gets you nowhere. The idea is to locate some sources. Locating a reliable source with quality goods is ninety percent of the battle. So you look around, keep your eyes and ears open, get a feel for what is out there in the streets, locate people that might have some idea, who just might be near the source, perhaps even find some possible sources. One cannot hurry it, you try to get into the flow of things. Eventually you get to one of the sources with potentially good stuff, and a strange thing happens: You develop the ability to distinguish the obvious and the not-so-obvious that exist side by side.

  As you begin to get a general idea for the drug scene in the town, it dawns on you that many people have been aware of it all along; after all, it is their neighborhood. Surprise: More people than you imagined are actually smoking some good stuff. It’s a different reality, underneath and next to the obvious. “How in the hell could I have missed this?” But better late than never. So, the next time you walk down the street, you nod at the doctor—not as neighbors anymore, but a knowing nod. And you nod at the perceptive neighbors who also see both realities simultaneously.

  In Iraq, we are looking for insurgents, not drugs, and we have to find the people, the observers and neighbors, who can lead us to the source. We must pass many credibility tests, many charades, before people will actually say anything. (Not always, however; some people will immediately inform us, depending on how much they hate the insurgents and how credible the soldiers have been in their actions.) Eventually we get to the source, some insurgent nut-job, and you find that everyone has been aware of him all along. “Oh, mister, yes, he was always ferry, ferry bad.”

  The Rabbit-Hole Matrix

  Walking into a neighborhood for the fiftieth time, it is easy to indulge in the mistaken belief that we know it intimately just because we’ve walked it long enough. One senior enlisted leader with multiple deployments always kept repeating this phrase: “You’ve got to feel it on your skin as you walk in.” Even so, intuition and gut are never enough to make decisions, when lives depend on those decisions. The trick is to apply rigorous logic along with the intuition. Soldiers heard it repeatedly after their first few missions and follow-on operations: Follow some goddamn common sense.

  The Rabbit Hole Matrix (RHM)14 is a commonsense template that simply adds some logic to that feeling in the skin. We recognize the obvious, we find inconsistencies within it, and then you try to make sense of the insurgents and their affiliations. It is strangely exciting; it can bring the neighborhood to life through the stories of people.

  The Rabbit-Hole Matrix is a simple template of making profiles of people we meet based on a set of criteria. We begin to see them in relation to one another and to the neighborhood, in shifting alliances. A simple database made it possible to collate the many stories and gauge their credibility. It helped us cross-reference people and their affiliations, adding location grids and sometimes photos, email addresses, or phone numbers. It is an imperfect picture, of course. But the steady accretion of marginal information eventually adds up to something greater than the sum of its parts.15

  With this semblance of a logical system in hand, it becomes possible to see the affiliations, sectarian identities, and political and clan loyalties behind the stories—knowledge that exposes their inherent biases. It made our lives easier and our work that much better, and we even had a good time along the way.

  The essential criterion for inclusion in the Rabbit-Hole Matrix was simple: Is the house worth visiting another time, and is there a possibility of actionable intelligence? In more concrete terms: Does he have great stories? Do the stories have any relevance and does he have a good grasp of the events that surround him? If “yes,” do a quick profile of the person or family.

  Soldiers try to include a family’s ethnic, sectarian, professional, educational, economic, and familial background. After one gets familiar with the neighborhood and its sectarian and ethnic composition, basic situational awareness does the rest. Is he affiliated in any form or manner with the current or the former regime? Soldiers then add their own impressions: Is he a lying sack of shit? Does he look at us favorably, or can you feel the hatred and antipathy glowing in his eyes? And there is always another question in the background: Why? Why is he so forthcoming with information, or why is he so reticent? Nothing can be taken for granted. Does his story have credibility, does it check out with others soldiers have heard?

  It is unending extra work. But if you can manage to collate all the gossip and then go after a bunch of insurgents, it fills you with a simple sense of accomplishment and the dawning realization: Damn, the shit actually works.
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  People don’t want to be “informants.” No one likes a rat, especially soldiers. Yet some people do rat on their colleagues, in aid of the cause. Usually the cause is their own well-being—but this is irrelevant if it might serve the purpose.

  Victims of violence were always more forthcoming than others. Moreover, on the very first missions, soldiers encountered a simple truth. People may be afraid to talk about insurgents—but they always tell the truth about the victims. When soldiers put emphasis on finding victims of insurgent violence, people have a stake in the matter, however terrified they may be. Soldiers can become (as we liked to call it) “insurgents behind insurgents.” To be insurgents behind insurgents is simply a different way of looking at the neighborhood. As counterinsurgents, we are looking in from the outside. But as insurgents behind insurgents, hearing the stories of the dead—through the anguished whispers of the living—we can turn it around, looking outside from within. We can better understand the effect of insurgent (and counterinsurgent) violence on the population and their reaction to it. It was a simple tactical concept that paid many dividends over time for some soldiers.

  As one learns the neighborhood, with its loyalties, its big wigs, its brothels and underground whiskey bars, it becomes possible to pick and choose who you want to meet. Sometimes the meeting is to further the mission; other times it is just for fun, to enjoy some good food, good company, and good stories. The everyday stories people tell made it possible to get to know their relatives and friends as well.

  Underlying all of these efforts to get the neighborhood under the skin is the quest for actionable intelligence: distinguishing the enemy from the innocent, locating insurgents and their leaders, collecting dirt to develop a profile and a target packet, and trying to get the hang of the changing nature of the neighborhood.

  When soldiers get word that there is someone of stature in town, you cannot miss the opportunity. This was how some soldiers came to be in the doorway of Mr. Ahmad Chalabi himself. In his palatial residence, he certainly appeared to be doing well. He is affable, thankful for the services of soldiers, their sacrifices and dedication for the betterment of Iraq: His appreciation seemed genuine. But the minds of soldiers were preoccupied by the many books they had read while in Iraq. Some had just finished reading Inside the Resistance by Zaki Chehab, describing Chalabi as “the man who could give Machiavelli a run for his own pasta.” Soldiers had to see this guy. Chalabi was certainly remarkable in managing, in just a few minutes, to drop the name of every U.S. high official in the Green Zone. He pointed emphatically to the many U.S. generals on his speed dial.

  But there was the not-so-obvious concern that crept into the mind. How is it that the affable, wheeling-and-dealing corner store guy knew all about the many people going in and out of the vehicles at Chalabi’s house? If he (and others, no doubt) knew so well what times he would come and go, and what other shady cats were in the house, how much knowledge did he retain of the patrols and actions of soldiers?

  People’s grasp of their own neighborhood was mind-boggling. Holy shit, came the singular thought: How to get a glimpse into that rabbit hole?
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  The only way to do it is to start walking. Walking is the best way—the only way—to do counterinsurgency.

  Soldiers walk, walk, and walk some more in the heat and the bone-chilling cold, despite the fatigue. In army speak, that means dismount: Get off the damn trucks, Bradleys, Strykers and tanks. Keep looking for stories, head on a swivel, eyes open, ears alert.

  Whatever the deep-seated cultural differences between American soldiers and Iraqis, if we walk, we will be forced to interact. Both sides begin to see each other as people; they learn to navigate the differences without getting hung up on them. But the burden of properly navigating a prohibitive cultural terrain—as a foreign intervention force waging a counterinsurgency—lies with the Americans. Some do it better than others, but every soldier on the ground, operating outside the wire, keeps trying.

  Yet throughout these encounters, from all the stories they heard in the first few missions, soldiers had a nagging feeling that there was something missing, something vitally important. Ah, of course: Iraqi women.


  
    PART II

    THE CIRCLING SONG: IRAQI WOMEN

    What could a bunch of enlisted grunts—Airborne Infantrymen from small towns of America—possibly have to say about Iraqi women?

    Certainly, Iraqi women presented a mystery. At first sight they were abstract entities, black-clad creatures scurrying about in abayas, showing only shifty black eyes. The official Army PowerPoint on culture was memorable, mainly for its soporific effect. Basically, it conveyed to us that Iraqi women are “religious and conservative”—i.e., women in Iraq are trouble and leave them alone. And Iraqi men are even more “conservative”—i.e., they get really pissed off if you talk to Iraqi women.

    But soldiers had to walk the streets, and some of us soon came to terms with a different reality. Iraqi women (and most men) are not the boogeyman abstractions depicted in the Power-Point slides. And many Iraqi women were extremely effective in helping us hunt down insurgents.16 Strangely enough, some of them hated the insurgents even more than we did. That always produced a very pleasant feeling in soldiers’ hearts.

    The first-ever encounter with an Iraqi woman is utterly puzzling. The women at first seem to be standing in the shadows of men. In public, this is the standard, though it is often different inside their houses. Yet even inside the house they often stand in a corner constantly displaying a conscious, almost judicious, sense of subservience.

    You look closer at the deliberately subservient yet constantly moving eyes of young girls and wonder, “What exactly is going through their minds?” You scrutinize the faces of older women, some with so many deeply etched crevices in their faces they seem to count off each year of their life. Even faces as bland as the stucco walls have something going on in there. Soldiers are instinctively aware of their own peculiar situation: They are men with guns, standing unwelcome in a house. They would wonder, “What the hell, man, these women are they acting like this because we’re in the house, or is it because of the other Iraqi dudes in here?”

    What do you do? The rulebook suggests showing respect, which translates into leaving the women alone. To talk to them deliberately would only mean more women would get smacked in the head while further pissing off those petty men.

    Culture and religion undoubtedly have an immense impact. But it seems to be the men that define and enforce those standards, the majority of women are simply complicit in it.

    “Values” and “morality” are the greatest excuses to become the worst of men.17 Culture, religion, and men may authorize it, but men can get away with it only if women acquiesce to it, as most do. But some, and they are formidable women, sure as hell don’t.
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  ALONE WITH THE DAYS: ASPIRATIONS AND DEAD ENDS18


  No one can make a fool out of a man better than a woman. Being effective and staying out of trouble always requires coming to terms with our own imperfections as soldiers and men. This is not only a time-honored truth—it is also a word of advice.

  As long as we are wearing a uniform and carrying a weapon, romance is on hold. When deployed, it is a line that we never—ever—let any of our soldiers cross.

  Given the anonymous existence of women in the shadows of men, it is difficult for soldiers to have meaningful conversations with women. Yet difficult does not mean impossible. Adapt, overcome, and “Charlie Mike”—Continue Mission, soldiers joke sarcastically. But no matter how cynical or jaded, there is no sarcasm among infantrymen when it pertains to meeting a woman, American or Iraqi.

  The situation is hardly normal. An American soldier and an Iraqi woman are mutually ignorant of each other’s realities, and most conversations are based on assumptions and prejudices on both sides, bringing about a mild concussion: “What the hell is going on?”

  Encounters

  An Iraqi woman finds herself face-to-face with an American soldier. Her justifiable apprehension is palpable. These are foreigners, armed to the teeth. How many Americans would welcome armed police officers into their own homes for coffee? How many would welcome armed foreigners, in uniform or not? Moreover, stories of abuse of women by American soldiers are actively propagated and are widely believed to represent a norm rather than some horrendous exception.

  A woman confronts armed, sweating men standing in her doorway, their faces burned from miles of walking, their clothes unwashed and stinking from funk; even their deliberate smiles look menacing. At first, the woman understandably worries about her life, security, and personal dignity. The only common ground is their prejudices and ignorance concerning one another. An uneasy moment passes. Depending on the context, soldiers will show a little humility: With the asymmetry of power, they know they can always control the nature of the encounter. An Iraqi has no way of refusing, and we must show respect when we can. Generally, it is not too difficult.

  Then there are moments when one gets completely star-struck. A beautiful and elegant Iraqi woman with eloquent eyes, perfectly defined features, and disarming eyelashes speaks English with an incredibly alluring accent. A woman so completely feminine, with such an obvious sense of modesty; once again we ask, “Is this real?” To someone completely deprived of any feminine presence, not having slept in three days, and sent on a mission in the middle of nowhere, it is a sublimely hallucinatory moment.

  She is well aware of her own beauty and the power it engenders. She is subtly but effectively coquettish—as long as she is surrounded by other women. Soldiers really want to capture the charm of the moment. Fatigue does not help; “God damn, where is that smattering of Arabic I learned?” Too late; the soldier quickest on his feet, with better Arabic skills, captures the moment. You silently curse him and wait for your turn, Charlie Mike.

  Countless Iraqi women have described to soldiers their precarious existence. Some unfortunate ones live in a world that is forcibly pious and puritanical, enforced by insurgents, militias, and the militias affiliated with the government. Preachers, insurgents, and militia leaders have inspired village idiots and sexually repressed young men to become AK-47-wielding enforcers of religious piety. Men that embody the worst of men act in the name of god, their actions sanctified by some cleric; failing that, the AK-47 they have in their hands is sanction enough. Many women pointed out this stark reality to soldiers. One only has to listen to understand the details.

  An Iraqi woman would launch into passionate diatribes against insurgents and would point out how insurgents are responsible for most of their misery. And Americans are responsible by extension, by not being in control. It is not a statement of support for our invasion, only a reflection of their miserable situation and their understanding of the changing dynamics of the battle space. Yes, their lives were not much better before Americans came in, but now, with the lack of security and with the unleashing of religious zealots, their lives had become even worse. They highlight their desperation with a fervor that fills the air. Only the gleaming eyes and their words express their true sentiments: By virtue of their sense of modesty, they sit still with a minimum of movement. The comportment of some of the women quickly became incongruous with the sentiment they tried to convey.

  Focusing all their frustrations at the soldiers, they would ask, “Why, why, why?” with the tips of fingers tightly clenched in a raised right hand. “Why you don’t kill these people, you American soldiers, you need to be strong, strong, you need to kill,” and the hand would gesture with a pointed finger—jab-jab-jab—“why do you let them go?”

  It is a peculiar moment. These women really want some people dead, perhaps more so even than the American military lawyers who verify and approve the target packets. Some of the women have so much anger in their eyes that their usually lyrical-sounding Arabic takes on a distinctive edge. There is a little opening, and you must capture it. The frustrations of these Iraqi women and their deep-seated hostility to the insurgents become a clear tactical advantage in a counterinsurgency centered on a population.

  But many Iraqi women, like many men, also drive you nuts with their prevarications. Sometimes they are genuine supporters of the insurgents, but, more often, they have no choice but to be complicit with the insurgents in order to save their own skin. And many women were surprising and disarmingly unpretentious. Some consistently engaged in acts of subversion and resistance, running circles around the insurgents, their own parents, and their prohibitive culture. Some women impressed and humbled us with the clear, cogent articulation of the freedoms they sought, and their sense of optimism and aspiration. Others broke our hearts with their stories of despair.

  The Feisty Progressive: Miramar19


  An Iraqi girl asks, “Do you read Dostoevsky? I think he is a great man.” Again, you do the crab walk. Are you serious? What the hell? And her shiny eyes suggest that she has read a whole lot more than a page or two of Mr. Dostoevsky. The trick in talking to her is always trying to anticipate the next question, but no one expected this.

  But it’s the army, and as unbelievable as it may be, even some of enlisted humanity has read the good Russian.

  “Hey, you ever read Dostoevsky? Notes from Underground? Well, shit, come on, man, this is your moment.” A lot of laughter.

  “Well, Miramar,” (soldiers gave her the pseudonym for her own safety, taken from one of her favorite stories)—“yeah, we have guys who love Dostoevsky. I mean, who hasn’t read him?” She laughed, well knowing he hadn’t read a lick of the crazy Russian. “Oh that is wonderful, my dear, that is so wonderful; I love this writer!”

  Soldiers would joke: “Miramar, what’s with you and the Russians? You’ve got no love for Americans. And this just breaks our heart.”

  “I like Russians and their stories maybe because of Dostoevsky. He had a strange effect on me, and I loved his writings and always saw myself as one of his characters. My mother first led me to his writing as a teenager.” She comes from a long line of accomplished family members: writers, painters, even poets. She is a teacher by profession, a painter by passion, a writer in her soul, and a feisty woman with an attitude of resistance in everyday life.

  She is also in love with Naguib Mahfouz. “Miramar, how come you are so in love with dead men?”

  She agreed with a laugh. Yes, Dostoevsky and Naguib Mahfouz are her lovers, adding, “It is better to be in love with dead men, my dear.”

  Soldiers, perhaps being men and giving into their own prejudices, had missed the obvious. It took an educated, feisty Iraqi girl with an attitude to elucidate it for us. Miramar posed her opinion in the form of a question: “You know why these stupid men [the Iraqis] don’t want Americans to talk to Iraqi women and don’t let Iraqi women talk to Americans, you know why—you know why?” And here she paused, elongated her accent and raised her pitch: “Because they are afraid you will learn the truth about these stupid, s-t-u-p-i-d men.”20

  Her joking comment had some validity in relation to the primary job of soldiers. Soldiers are always looking for information concerning the local men. Soldiers seek information on the insurgents, on the evolving situation in the neighborhood, and on the changing dynamics of the battle space. If you strip away the complexity of the military and legal jargon in the operations order, it simply says there is some fat guy we are going after—some guy with a wife, or a few wives, who also happens to be an insurgent or an insurgent leader. Not all of the multiple wives are as happy and content as the men would have one believe. And neither are the many children from multiple wives all content with their situation, nor the families of the many wives. Usually it is not one big happy Brady Bunch family.

  It was the women and girls who articulated this background for a bunch of wide-eyed soldiers, listening to the volleys of neighborhood gossip and getting a very rapid education. Soldiers are dependent on village gossip for information to learn of the whereabouts, effectiveness, and actions of powerful men and their allies in order to catch them at the most propitious and least expected moment. The information can come from a myriad of sources. But women, it seemed to the soldiers, did have a peculiar advantage in Iraq.

  Being ascribed a marginal position in their own society has caused Iraqi women to redefine the ideas of subtlety and nuance. It has made some of them incredibly astute students of men, both American and Iraqi, as well as experts on their own surroundings—which in Iraq was also the battle space of soldiers. One began to see how at times they retained an element of resistance against Americans as well as against their own men, and how they precariously navigated multiple forms of authority, the contesting claims of control, and various forms of violence they contended with. Some especially impressive women, as we’ll see, even volunteered to provide actionable intelligence and take risks in support of soldiers.

  It seems that to live without being true to oneself is to merely exist out of habit. A man or a woman forced to live in an oppressive atmosphere many choose to be complicit, all the while engaging in a desperate attempt to find meaning in their complicity. A very few refuse this complicity and find meaning instead in acts of resistance, no matter how trivial. Miramar has found a delicate balance. She does not seek to change the world with her small acts of resistance, but she refuses to be defined by the environment surrounding her. In that refusal she makes others uncomfortable, rattling their cages by stating the obvious. Of course, this being Iraq, that’s not always the best idea. To her credit, she is still doing it with a smile; she is not yet a victim of the religious thought police who are the bane of her everyday existence.

  To an American unfamiliar with nuance, she comes across as contradictory. While she has no place in her heart for clerics, religious zealots, or anyone implementing religious edicts in social life (she calls them the Taliban), she remains a devoted Muslim. Although she despises insurgents of any sectarian identity, she is proud of her own sectarian identity, and she laments the inability of Iraqis to fashion their own destiny. She appreciates the efforts of the coalition but feels they should not be in Iraq in the first place. Yet for all her criticism, she would assist the Americans in order to get rid of the insurgents. She only wished that Americans were stronger and delivered more often on their promises: “What is wrong with you American soldiers?” she would staunchly demand.

  It slowly sinks in how some women navigate the oppressive attributes of culture and religion when taken to extremes and imposed by violence propagated by zealots. Here is Miramar, an educated woman full of character and passionate opinion on every conceivable topic. Yet the moment she steps out of the house she is forced to wear a headscarf she detests: It is not the scarf but being robbed of the choice that angers her. So her mission is to irk the militiamen, not to walk around like just another frightened little bird. She refuses to be an indistinguishable creature with hunched shoulders and shifting eyes, deliberately subservient and stripped of individuality. (Of course, this is an Iraqi city, not a city in Saudi Arabia or a Taliban-controlled enclave.)

  Women without choice embody the ideal world of religious fanatics. For a woman to exercise choice, even at the margins, constitutes resistance; and in a neighborhood run by zealots, this can be a death-defying sport. Miramar seems oddly astute in her ability to irk them. But a remarkable number of young women were equally determined to say the hell with it, always trying to irk the zealots and laughing uproariously about it later. Soldiers would get entertaining e-mails describing the moment of walking next to the militia hangout wearing jeans and the resultant looks of apoplectic men.

  The question inevitably came up, for such a beautiful and a charming woman: Why is it that you don’t have a boyfriend or husband? She responded with a long e-mail that captures the attitude of a teacher trying to instruct some ignorant American soldiers:

  
    “NO, NO No… Now, here, the men have so bad thinking, so bad view about the women. I’m sure you met many Iraqi men and you felt that maybe you felt you couldn’t like them, or maybe you hated them, and if you really felt like that I will agree with you. I think, no, I’m sure, those men are afraid of the women, they think women maybe will take the jobs and the positions, and then take the lead.

    If you lived in an Arabic country, you will see and feel it firsthand, you will understand why all that happens. In most Arabian families, the boys are treated so different from the girls in the same family. The boys have absolute freedom to do everything they want, they can do, go, think, even dress, as they want; any boy can take his decision himself, but the girls don’t. Every girl can’t do what she wants, can’t go when she wants, can’t dress or even talk and think as she wants, the women and girls here live in a cage, in prison, they don’t have the freedom.… I think these societies will not be developed until liberated from religion’s control.

    Maybe you will find it strange, but I decided to stay single because I don’t want to chain myself; I want to still be free and marriage will chain and stop me, and I have many other aims in this life.

    On the other side, I hate the men here, all of them are narrow-minded; they look at women’s faces not at their minds, they treat the woman as slaves not as human. They even don’t understand the meaning of friendship, so it’s difficult finding a man as friend here, but I’m forced to work and talk with them. Where can I run away from those stupid men? The people here cannot imagine that someone dares to refuse all their old traditions, refuse this reality.”

  

  That was a beginning. Miramar also explained two realities that we never knew.

  First, there are countless women in Iraq who organize conferences and practical organizations to help out the many young women who were abused or raped, the victims of violence, as well as the many women and families harassed by insurgents and militias. These organizations are scattered all across Iraq, founded and run by women. Miramar would attend the meetings, and we would get calls and e-mails with the latest information.

  Imagine for a moment if soldiers could be lucky enough to find the names and contact information for some of the women who were victims of insurgent violence—there is a source of intelligence (contingent on its verifiability). Many woman would provide that information after you have known them long enough.

  Miramar also explained to us a peculiar poignancy: That a woman’s beauty becomes, in the eyes of the religious fanatics and pretentious moralists, her greatest sin. Her point was simple. No matter what happens to a woman—raped, abused, groped (things that happen more often than men would like to acknowledge)—it is always interpreted by the religious crowd as the fault of the woman. It was her modesty and virtue that failed! The simple reality that some man forced the act is quickly discarded. Instead, the issue is that the woman wore jeans or was not dressed modestly enough. In Miramar’s opinion it has nothing to do with religion and everything to do with “these stupid, stupid men. It is terrible to be beautiful here; I worry so much about my sister, oh, you know my dear, she is such a beautiful girl.” She was not talking about some abstract idea but a reality she contends with on a daily basis, walking down the street in her own neighborhood. She would not give in, resisting in her own small ways, and she generated much respect in the eyes of these gun-toting, sweaty foreigners.

  Since she has resigned herself to a single woman’s life of intellectual pursuits, soldiers always joked, “Well, Miramar, no problem; I think it’s great, you can scare away all the men you like. Hell, even we are pretty scared.” She appreciated that sentiment.

  Today Miramar is wearing her tight, long black skirt, a tight purple silk shirt with white stripes, short dark hair scattered, looking stunning in her Sunday best.

  “Hey, Miramar, you look very elegant today, dressed to kill as they say.”

  “Oh, thank you, my dear, I had to go to a party, a wedding party actuuually, my friend got married.”

  Smart-ass grunts can’t resist. “Ha ha, so tell me, should I be happy or sorry for your friend?”

  Miramar laughed, “Oh my dear, yes, love and marriage, this word scares me, but this poor girl, she decided to fall in love”—and then comes her sideways glance, quietly shrugging her shoulders. “Now she will live in hell with her lover.” Everyone was doubled up in laughter.

  It was surreal: The world of American soldiers and that of an Iraqi girl who has never left Iraq, strangely collapsing into one, converging upon numerous common points of reference and their own sarcastic humor. Especially surreal: That she feels more comfortable with a bunch of armed foreigners than in her native world as she steps out of her house.

  “Miramar, what do you want to do, other than start a woman’s revolution in Iraq?” No, no revolution, she wants to do a Ph.D. “To do some good in this earth. That’s my inspiration.”

  “Damn, well you could do some serious damage then.” But it is true: When so many people worry about which road to take, which road has the most roadblocks, no one worries about the “earth ball.”

  Miramar’s upbringing in a family of scholars and professionals has molded the way she looks at the world around her. “Ever since I was six years old, I have been painting, and painting is my true passion. But I always loved reading. I grew up with war, many wars, too many wars: the Iran-Iraq War, then the Kuwaiti War, then the 1991 War (the uprising against Saddam), then sanctions, then the 2003 war, and now this. But reading always helped me. I first read Les Miserables when I was eleven years old and ever since then I have been reading.”

  As she became acquainted with soldiers, she would constantly be in touch by e-mail and cell phone. She would get into lengthy arguments and debates on every conceivable topic, commenting, “Ooooh, this is terrible, why I must teach these Americans! You should know, you should know this.” She was a teacher by profession and always acted the part. That was perhaps her problem. Soldiers found it humorous, often educational, and always insightful. It was insurgents who saw her as a threat. Soldiers would end an e-mail, an Internet chat, or a phone call by telling her, “Please be safe and don’t do anything crazy”—and she would break into a laugh, “Yes, we are all crazy, my dear.”

  At first she seemed the exception to the rule. But many Iraqi women, especially the young girls and university students, shared similar aspirations. Many harbor deep convictions but very few act on them in the face of such overwhelming odds. Miramar and a few others were different in their willingness to take risks, following through on their convictions. Their penchant for subversion and resistance was infectious.

  Many Iraqi men, as you get to know them—especially the young students who want to escape Iraq—would inevitably ask, “How can we come to America?” Soldiers had a standard response to that question: “Go to America? Man, we are wondering about that ourselves!” It generated lot of laughter among the soldiers, though not many Iraqis understood the humor.

  But this was a question no woman ever brought up, no matter how well they came to know the soldiers, Miramar included. But if there was any Iraqi who deserved to be in America studying (besides some of the Iraqi interpreters, who continually risked their lives), it was Miramar. Her intellectual curiosity and broad knowledge far surpassed that of most American college students. The soldiers were always googling shit in Iraq to impress her, not the other way around! Soldiers would ask if she had ever considered studying in America.

  She had not, it was not possible, she said. But she had considered Lebanon and Egypt, since some of her family members had visited those countries during Iraq’s glory days. She was afraid to consider applying to school in America because of the war. Soldiers tried their best to explain that in America no one really gives a shit about Iraq or Iraqis. “Sweetheart, it wouldn’t matter if you were an alien from another planet, that’s one of the great things about America!”

  She was intrigued but not convinced. “I need to think about it.”

  A few months later, after much prodding, she was willing to check the websites, explore some opportunities soldiers suggested, and eventually she even let the soldiers have copies of her official papers so they could make inquiries on her behalf. Of course, to hand over one’s papers in Iraq is to hand over one’s life.

  “You know, Miramar, you’re absolutely crazy—now we have all your papers! You’re crazy to give them to us and trust us.”

  She readily agreed, laughing, “Yes, I think so, I am mad, a little crazy.” Yes, we are all crazy. Being crazy (as Waylon Jennings said) keeps us from going insane.

  So Vast the Prison: Lubna21


  An overwhelming amount of misery, except for those directly affected by it, sometimes has the strange effect of losing its meaning. It is no longer real. Strange to realize that an abundance of misery becomes a spectacle, and we could be indifferent to misery and laugh at the spectacle.

  However, that was before we ran into Lubna.

  Thousands of Iraqi men have died—mostly at the hands of other Iraqis but also at the hands of American soldiers—and have left behind thousands of widows to tend to families. Iraq has over two million internally displaced people, not counting another two and a half million Iraqis living abroad as refugees. (A consistent joke with the soldiers, why are the figures always so round—how come it is 2,500,000 and not 2,500,001? We want to know the story of that 1.)

  Many widows care for their families with the help of extended family. Others have to do it alone. An invisible casualty of war is that families are torn apart, traditional forms of safety nets cease to exist, and people become helpless and then hopeless. Thousands of women live in abject poverty with their children in makeshift shacks, bombed-out abandoned government buildings, or hastily constructed mud or plastic houses. The worst-off live in the middle of garbage dumps. There, the threat is usually only the smell of garbage and oozing sewage— something people can get used to. Soldiers know this firsthand.

  At first it is unbearable, but if there is no choice, and if you have to walk, crawl, and hide among sewage-infested garbage mounds, spending hours in it, you do it and get used to it. Soldiers spend countless nights, crawling and hiding and hanging out in these shit holes in the hot summer nights and on muddy rainy nights. On freezing cold nights, they snuggle next to each other, spooning with one another to use body heat to stay warm. They live covered in mud and garbage, smelling like sewer rats while they try to kill insurgents and contemplate the meaning of life, confiding in each other their dark secrets and darker fantasies. The surrounding miserable stew becomes an abstraction; it even begins to develop a perverse charm. In this catatonic and fatigued state of mind, it is easy to disregard the immediate reality that surrounds us: kick the dirt, hop over the garbage, and ignore the people living in misery. Yet this fantasy of indifference does not last long.

  A soldier was scanning his sector with his NODS (Night Optical Device), leaning on a mound of dirt and staring at the dark silhouettes of people walking across the mounds, through the smoke of the intermittent fires burning in this ocean of garbage. Then he spat, almost talking to himself. “We need to go talk to these people. Who the hell are they anyway? I mean, what brought them to this shit hole, where do they work, how do they get paid? And the kids!”

  He bellowed, “I mean what the hell, look at those kids, the kids have no life. You know man, the kids! That shit pisses me off, I mean—fuck.”

  Two soldiers nearby turned lazily. It was as if they had never seen the place before, the place they were becoming intimately familiar with yet knew so little about. The people living there were just an abstraction, images that flashed by but were never seen, and until that moment, no one had given it much thought. It was on that day that they first tried to see.

  “You’re right, man, what the hell do they do, how do they live, how do they get paid, where do they get money to live? We just need to go talk to some of them when we get a chance.”

  They never did get the opportunity to talk to very many people or visit many houses in the garbage dump. It’s hard to do courtesy calls when you are laying an ambush with the hope of killing people, and it is damn near impossible to do so when you are freezing your balls off and eager as hell to kill somebody just to get to a warmer place.

  The place stretched for miles, bordered on one side by a Shia militia stronghold and on the other by a Sunni militia (recently converted to our side). In this shit hole lived a strange mixture of Iraqis—not in any way happily, but amicably enough—while mortar rounds flew over them. They lived together irrespective of sectarian identity or clan loyalties, a perversely peaceful community linked by a shared, unique, all-pervading misery. There was a common cohesion: displaced people trying to eke out a living and survive. Tensions certainly exist. As the soldiers learned, there are rules, norms, a semblance of an authority structure, and lines one does not cross. Even in the garbage pit there are men who run the show; men who are liked or hated, dim-wits and cock-suckers. They’re everywhere.

  There is a sense of community between people from the same provinces, but the abject poverty of the pit seems to have formed its own bizarre kind of universe. It has always been a place where the itinerant have found refuge. But the massive influx of displaced people was recent, a result of post-invasion violence. You run into people from as far west as Anbar province, as far east as Nineveh, as far southeast as Maysan province. Almost everyone has a similar story of destitution, death, and displacement by force and threats of violence, with extended families that would have helped but are by now equally destitute. The men, women, and children sound, look, and smell the same. They are undernourished, thin, burnt by the sun, and weathered beyond their age. The kids: thin, matted hair, dirty clothes, runny noses, covered in mud or dust; and everyone emanating a putrid smell that one eventually gets used to. Differences between people are mainly a matter of their features, degrees of misery, and distinctive smells. One is always left wondering what the children might grow up to be: criminals, thieves, insurgents?

  And what about the little girls?

  No education, barely a family, they spend the formative years in a garbage heap they call home. How many prostitutes can a country sustain?

  The stories of despair and grief were so similar that the mind often refused to make sense of them. We find ourself making a conscious effort to empathize. Then we just shake our head. The soldiers may be crouching inside one of the houses, sitting on an empty olive oil can in a corner, listening intently while someone speaks, only a few inches away so that you smell the body odor slathered in layers over their skin for so many months, perhaps years. It takes effort—a tremendous effort—to truly grasp their precarious existence. It’s easier to ignore it and be indifferent, to imagine that we soldiers are just as miserable. Their stories seem too removed from this earth, too removed from any point of reference soldiers are familiar with. It is strange to be in the middle of it and be unable, or unwilling, to completely open our eyes.

  Then we ran into Lubna, a prematurely aged, undernourished mother of three who resembled a matchstick. She began enlightening us simply through the twist of fate that she could speak some halting English. That blew us away. She explained her story simply, with no flair, conviction, or vivacity. Her subdued monotone voice was lifeless. Having heard countless sob stories, it was this monotone that soldiers found distinctive, and it made her story all the more compelling.

  Her ability to speak halting but coherent English (interspersed with Arabic) made it easier to grasp her story, but it also made her existence in that tiny twenty-by-twenty shack with flapping plastic sheets amid the rotting garbage all the more incongruous. Our own prejudices had led us to expect that English speakers are usually better off. She was a woman from Ninaweh province, the wife of a schoolteacher turned small-time entrepreneur who was displaced, and she moved to be with her family. She was displaced again and eventually found a home here, in this shithole, as a temporary place to live on her way to a different town.

  Why would you move across Iraq? She did not say. But her husband had disappeared, along with one of her older kids. Perhaps he left her and the family. Unable to provide for their families, many men have chosen to simply abandon them instead. Perhaps he was killed with the kid, or perhaps he was apprehended and was languishing in some prison. Only god knows the answer, if there is one, but even he seemed to be hiding. She did not believe that her husband left; only that he was either killed or apprehended.

  “Please find him!”

  As incredible as it may sound, some Iraqis still saw American soldiers as supermen, capable of anything. It was more a reflection of Lubna’s own hopeless condition than a real perception of American soldiers. There was something strange in the way she made the request. It was as if finally some determination had infiltrated her voice. That was a good sign. She was past the frantic, almost fanatical period of pointless hope, of refusing to come to terms with reality. Lubna would always hope, even if it’s a hopeless hope, but she sounded smarter than to hope foolishly.

  This was not the first time soldiers were asked to find missing Iraqi family members. Who keeps a roster of missing people in Iraq, or the names of civilian deaths? No one we know. If only soldiers could do it, they would—especially as it would be an enormous enhancement to our credibility on the ground. For over a year, Lubna languished in that shit hole with her three children, ages four to nine. The question in everyone’s mind was: How does she manage to live? What does she do for a living? How does she make ends meet? If she was at least pass-ably good looking she could sell herself. But that appeared to be a hard sell. Then again, there were undoubtedly less attractive prostitutes than Lubna. One can always count on men; desperate men and women are everywhere.

  She claimed that she sold gasoline by the side of the road to make ends meet. That story is not very plausible. The local militia controlled all the gasoline distribution, as well as the black market. It was not easy to buy gasoline, and it would be doubly difficult to buy enough to sell it on the black market without connections to the local militia. She certainly did not have the money. Furthermore, a quick scan of her shack did not reveal any gasoline cans or bottles. If she was telling the truth, gasoline cans would be her most precious possession other than her kids, she would never leave them outside. They would be inside her shack and she would guard them with her life. Most likely, during the day she walked to some black market vendor and sold it by the side of the road on his behalf, getting a commission of sorts in return. That job she might be able to do, even as an internally displaced person with few connections.

  “Lubna, do you have any papers?”

  It was the only time she became animated during the soldiers’ numerous visits. Visibly excited, she exhaled in that dejected way people would speak of death after they come to terms with it, explaining that she had lost all her papers. When her husband disappeared, all the family’s papers were in his possession. From her body language and eyes, that was very believable. It was likely that, after having found a temporary refuge in this shit hole, her husband left with their papers to find some sort of assistance. Despite the fact that there is virtually no assistance, everyone tries anyway, going to the Iraqi Red Crescent Society, the myriad ministries, and any number of local assistance groups run by Iraqis to assist internally displaced people and refugees. Mostly they try to use their papers to obtain food rations. If that was what her husband was trying to do, he may have taken a wrong turn and ended up dead; it happens more often than one would like to admit.

  It is strange being displaced. A person’s life and all of its meaning comes down to the papers that say who you are. Every internally displaced person or refugee holds on to their papers for dear life: Only death would force them to relinquish them. They do so precisely to avoid Lubna’s fate. Displaced in her own country as a result of violence, trapped in a strange town and in an incomprehensible level of poverty—not knowing anyone of importance who could help. And soldiers knew to expect the next question, one for which they again had no answers.

  “Can you get me papers?”

  How can you possibly say no to such a seemingly simple request? But soldiers can only make promises they can keep, and bad news never, ever gets good over time, you just have to say it.

  “No, Lubna, we don’t know how to get you papers or where to find them.” She did not look disappointed at this; nothing could disappoint her any more.

  In each and every encounter with displaced people, soldiers are constantly faced with the dilemma of what we can possibly do to help. On countless occasions, soldiers and officers have assisted Iraqis with their own money. It does help, and destitute people are glad to get anything free. But it is only temporary gratification; it does not fundamentally alter the situation they are in. And the fact is, there are so many that deserve assistance. Where do we begin and where do we stop? How do we pick between one miserable family and another? The depth and intensity of the misery can’t help but make one humble.

OEBPS/Images/star.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
NIGHTCAP
DAWN

AMERICAN SOLDIERS' COUNTERINSURGENCY

IN IRAQ

These experiences, impressions, imaginations, and hallucinations
were compiled by a group of enlisted Airborne Infantrymen, with the help
of many friends and colleagues. The opinions, assessments, and conclusions

are our own and do not represent the views of our chain of command or
of the United States Army.

J. B. WALKER

SKYHORSE PUBLISHING





OEBPS/Images/9781620871706.jpg
“A TRULY EXTRAORDINARY BOOK . . . [WRITTEN] IN THE MOST VIVID
FIRSTHAND MANNER. THESE RECOLLECTIONS, POOLED EXPERIENCES, AND
SHARED SACRIFICES CONSTITUTE THE MOST AUTHENTIC ACCOUNT YET
PRODUCED OF THE IRAQ BATTLE.”

NIGHTCAP
DAWN

IN IRAQ

aginations, and hallucinations.

These experiences, impression:
were compiled by a group of enlisted Airborne Infantrymen, with the help

of many friends and colleagues. The opinions, assessments, and conclusions
are our own and do not represent the views of our chain of command or

of the United States Army.






