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Foreword

______________

By Jesse Ventura

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Author’s Note

______________

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 1

A Soldier’s Story

______________

From November 2003 to April 2009, in a lonely area of the Iraqi desert approximately twenty miles north of Baghdad, the United States operated a military base called Camp Taji. The camp was located in what is known as the Sunni Triangle, which in the early days of the Iraq War was one of the most battle-torn areas in the country.

In June 2004, Army Specialist Brian Thornhill was deployed to Camp Taji for a one-year tour of duty in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. Brian was twenty-two years old when he left for Iraq. He was born and raised in the small town of Snyder, Texas. He came from a tight-knit Christian family. His parents were hardworking Americans; his father was a sheet metal worker at a local factory and his mother a part-time clerk at a local dollar store. He had two younger sisters, Emily and Amber, and a younger brother, Steven.

Brian was a good-looking young man; cheerful, friendly, and quick with jokes, but serious when he needed to be. He had blond hair and blue eyes, stood six feet tall, and weighed in at a muscular one hundred and ninety pounds.

Like so many other young men and women his age, the events of 9/11 affected him deeply. Shortly after the attacks, Brian made the decision to serve his country and joined the U.S. Army. He had been working part-time as an assistant coach for his local high school football team, and he thought the Army would provide him with opportunities as well as a personal sense of pride he would feel for serving his country. He figured that if he could stretch his enlistment to last for four years, he could save enough money, supplemented by GI Bill benefits, to pay for a bachelor’s degree. With the education he received courtesy of the Army, he hoped he could get a well-paying job and would be able to marry his high school sweetheart, Lisa.

Brian enlisted on October 12, 2003, and was assigned to Fort Benning, Georgia, for basic training and infantry training school. After twelve weeks of combat training, he was stationed at Fort Gordon in Augusta, Georgia, and was assigned to the 3rd Infantry Division. Shortly after arriving at Fort Gordon, his unit received orders to ship out for Iraq. Brian’s infantry unit arrived at Camp Taji in the unbearable heat of the Iraqi summer and he soon learned that for the next year he would be working as a guard in one of the many tower posts that ringed the perimeter of the base. Camp Taji was often attacked by Iraqi insurgents and rebels with small arms fire and mortars. Brian’s responsibility was to continuously monitor a sector of the outer perimeter of the base from his tower, visually scanning his area with binoculars and reporting anything that looked suspicious.

Nearly every minute of every day that Brian spent at Camp Taji was accounted for, and he had very little free time for himself. Every day he woke at 5:00 a.m. and got dressed for duty. He carried a fully loaded M-4 assault rifle and he wore a camouflaged Army combat uniform, a Kevlar helmet, and a Kevlar-plated vest that was stuffed with a first aid kit and five ammunition pouches holding one hundred and fifty additional rounds of ammunition already loaded in magazines. The combined weight of all this gear added an additional sixty pounds to his head and chest. After strapping on his gear, he reported for duty by 6:00 a.m. sharp, taking his position in the guard tower, where he would continue standing for twelve monotonous hours in the unforgiving Iraqi heat.

It was stifling inside his guard post. The tower was made of wood and stood about fifty feet high. The perch at the top was surrounded by walls four feet high—just big enough to capture the desert heat inside the tower and obstruct air circulation. By seven in the morning on most days, the temperature outside was already a hundred degrees. The weight of Brian’s gear only added to the misery he already felt from the unbearable heat, and he seemed to sweat from every pore in his body. The swath of desert terrain he stared at each day was flat and dry, broken up by patches of high brush, as well as the occasional wilting tree. Day after day, for an entire year, he watched over the same boring landscape.

Even though the base had been attacked several times by Iraqi insurgents, his particular sector had never come under fire. That fact only made it more difficult for Brian to remain vigilant in his job. He knew his duty was important, but the days were endless and miserable. He sometimes found his mind drifting. Alone in the tower, it was hard to stay focused; he would catch himself daydreaming about his hometown, his girlfriend, or his high school days when he played football and ran track.

Brian knew that, just as sure as the day would bring boredom and heat, it would also bring a suffocating cloud of black smoke and white ash that would invade his tower. He had a good aerial view of the camp interior from up in his tower. About a half a mile away, he could see the flames dancing from the open-air pit where the base disposed of its trash. The inferno would roar to life each morning around 9:30. Thick, dark plumes would begin drifting toward him and then white ashes would float down from above, blanketing the ground like a Wisconsin snowfall. Inevitably, the smoke and ash would come swirling into his tower. His eyes and throat would burn first; then the sharp, chemical smell would make his stomach turn. He would choke and cough and eventually begin dry heaving from the smoke, all the while trying to catch his breath. The white ash would cover him from helmet to boots, and would carpet the floor of the tower. About thirty minutes after that, his head would begin to ache, a dull pain that built quickly, as if a little man were inside it chiseling away at his skull. But there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He had to remain at his post, squinting through his binoculars, doing his best to see through the haze created by the smoke and ash, ensuring that his sector remained secure.

The smoke and ash that invaded his tower followed him home each night when he was finally done with his shift. It filled the air when he walked to the chow hall or the PX or his living quarters. He always tried to get indoors as quickly as he could, to alleviate the burning in his eyes and throat, but more often than not the cruddy air would follow him inside, flowing through open doors and into air conditioning systems. Sometimes, soldiers covered up their air conditioners with towels at night, to block the smell and soot, and by the morning the towels would be black with the stuff.

One day Brian saw his commanding officer on his way to the chow hall, with the smoke and ash falling from the sky as usual. Brian had been having a lot of nasal congestion and seemed to be getting colds all the time, something he had rarely dealt with as an adult. He worked up his nerve to approach his CO, asking him about the constant fallout from the burn pits and if it was dangerous. His commander assured him that while the air pollution was annoying, it was not harmful. Brian accepted his CO’s answer—what other choice did he have? It was not a good idea for a low-ranking enlisted soldier like Brian to question the wisdom of his commander.

The one-year tour felt like five years to Brian. War was not like the movies or television, at least not for him. Guts and glory were replaced with three hundred and sixty-five monotonous days in a place where his worst enemy was not a terrorist but the rancid smoke and ash that bedeviled his days and nights.

After finally completing his time in Iraq, Brian returned to Fort Gordon in Georgia on June 29, 2005. He was thank-ful to be back in the States in one piece. But his health was worrisome. Though he was uninjured and whole, he was still plagued with nasal congestion and cold symptoms. Soon after coming back, his military contract came up for renewal. The Army asked Brian to reenlist, but he respectfully declined. All he wanted to do was go back to his hometown and start a new life with Lisa.

On July 17, 2005, his enlistment was officially over. He boarded a Greyhound bus in Augusta and arrived back home in Snyder, Texas. Lisa and his family were waiting for him at the bus station. They celebrated his return by taking him out to dinner. The next day, he and Lisa flew to Disneyland for a one-week vacation. It was the best time he had in his life. They walked through the “happiest place on earth” hand-in-hand, unwilling to leave each other’s side for a minute. They talked endlessly about their future together and how they never wanted to be apart again.

When they returned home from their vacation, Brian applied for a job at the local grocery store and was hired. He also enrolled part-time at the local community college. Lisa was working at a local bank as a teller. They were madly in love and saw each other every chance they could. In June 2006, they were married and they rented a house right outside of town. Life could not have been better for Brian and Lisa at that point. Brian felt like he was living the American dream. He had so many plans for himself, his wife, and their future.
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