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Foreword


The most remarkable part of Jason’s story is that it is so normal, yet rarely told. For tens of thousands of young Australian men and women who joined the Australian Defence Force in the years after the 9/11 attacks in New York, it was normal to serve in Iraq and Afghanistan. It was normal to envy those who had fought there before you and to convince yourself that the thing you desired most in the world, to go to war with your mates and earn medals, was for a clear purpose and an achievable mission. It was normal to be in grave danger of injury or death, to have mates killed or wounded, and to rely on coping mechanisms such as black humour, bravado, and belief in the mission as effective methods of dealing with the experience.


It is also normal in war for some of the best and worst experiences of a soldier’s life to be intertwined. Anybody who remembers being young and doing dangerous things with their best mates will understand the intoxicating nature of that experience. The combination of youth, adrenaline, heightened emotions, shared experiences and small victories can be amplified in war and feel truly magnificent. However, when such positive memories and emotions are intertwined with horror and tragedy, they become difficult to process. Genuinely positive experiences from war, combined with bravado and black humour to mask the horrific and tragic parts, make for a great combination when sharing nostalgic and funny stories with fellow veterans over a few beers on ANZAC Day. However, when the bravado and black humour eventually dull, and if belief in the mission falters, once positive memories can become dominated by fear, horror, and often tragedy. Whether this occurs soon after an event or years later, mental chaos can ensue. Jason’s first-person description of this journey is insightful and articulate.


Through this book, you will follow him across the highlights of more than a decade of Army life, including service in Iraq and Afghanistan. When Kabul fell to the Taliban in 2021, you will accompany him back to Afghanistan as part of the evacuation mission. You will share his confronting array of emotions as he tries to reconcile not only what happened in those few weeks, but what he had experienced in Afghanistan years earlier. As the Taliban rapidly recaptured the country, his belief in the previous Afghanistan mission crumbled. With the humour and bravado having long since dulled, there was nothing left to mask his experience of the war almost ten years earlier. His journey is a descent into near madness and eventual recovery, and you will follow him through it all.


Jason’s story also touches on the concept of ‘warrior culture’ in the Australian Army — a term made taboo when it was hijacked to describe a small group of soldiers accused of war crimes, but which was never replaced with any other description of what kind of culture is acceptable in an organisation that is heavily armed and trained for the primary purpose of fighting and winning wars. This omission left many soldiers without a clear sense of identity, at the same time that the mission in Afghanistan was failing. Jason’s story contributes to this important discussion.


If you know a soldier who deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan, this book may help you understand some of their experiences. No two soldiers share exactly the same story, but the cycle of their journeys is often alike: training for war, desperately wanting to go, and convincing themselves of its merit. Then, while deployed, enduring the experience with bravado, black humour, and belief in the mission. Afterwards, if these protective mechanisms wear off, suffering can follow. Though common, this journey can be difficult to articulate and is rarely told. Jason’s description of these experiences is the best I have encountered.


This is not a story of blame or victimhood, nor is it about any unique heroism or bravery. This is a story of one soldier’s personal experiences, which may resonate with many others. It is also a story of evolution — of Jason’s mind, of the Army as it sought to implement lessons learned, and of mental health treatments as understanding grew about how the human brain works and is impacted by wartime experiences.


To provide context for my relationship with the author, we first met during Persian language training in 2010. I later served with him in Afghanistan’s Chora Valley in 2011-2012, where I was the combat team’s battle captain. In 2021, I was closely involved in the Kabul evacuation mission from Australia. For the parts I was involved in, I can attest to the accuracy of Jason’s recollections. Knowing his character, I have no reason to doubt the rest. This is Jason’s story, in his own words, as he remembers it. It is human and raw. Would he do it all again? As it turns out, the answer is yes — growth through adversity is a powerful thing.


Lieutenant Colonel Luke Wessell




Prologue


Kabul Airport, Afghanistan, August 2021


The last full day of interviews was difficult. In the chaos, heat and stench of the place, as an Army soldier-interpreter I had been assisting Australian immigration officials to process hundreds of desperate Afghans attempting to flee their fallen country, now that the Taliban once again ruled. One of the cases involved a young man whose visa was being denied. He had worked with other coalition forces as a guard and had a brother living in Sydney, but that was not enough. Nor was the fact the Taliban would kill him the second they had their hands on him. He had not worked as an interpreter for Australia or as a guard for our own embassy, so he did not qualify.


‘I’m sorry, you’ve been denied,’ I told him, then watched as he burst into tears. Moments later, as terror overwhelmed and consumed him, he began hyperventilating and shaking uncontrollably. The immigration officer looked at him and then at me, but allowed no pity to creep across his face. Pity would not help get the job done. Bound by the harsh realities of time, threat, and government policy, and unable to offer any consolation, the officer looked away.


I tried to escort the desperate man outside the perimeter, but he collapsed onto the ground and wrapped his arms around my legs. Prostrate, he began begging me for his life. He did not speak English so I was one of only a few who could understand him, and I knew what he was saying was true: I was dragging him to his death. ‘They’ll cut my head off,’ he bellowed, ‘please, I don’t want to die.’


I dragged him along the ground halfway across the courtyard towards the entry to the compound, then paused to look around for help. There were two infantry guys slouched against a nearby fence trying for a few moments of precious sleep, and two more posted at the compound gate. As I gazed further, I saw the other immigration officers had momentarily paused their interviews, unable to continue over the man’s wailing and pleas. And sitting on the ground just metres away was a group of Afghans who, lucky enough to have been granted visas, were waiting for the next flight out. Everyone had stopped what they were doing to stare, and as I caught their eyes, I saw horror in them. In that moment, I wasn’t a soldier — I was a monster dragging a man to his death. No one came to help me, not until the man’s hysterics finally spurred the two infantry soldiers up from their concrete sleeping spots. They helped carry the man and we left him sitting cross-legged and weeping outside the compound, waiting for a few more infantry to come and drag him the rest of the way. They would take him out to the airport gates where hundreds of thousands of desperate people were begging for help, and to where the Taliban stood menacingly, AK-47 rifle in one hand and wooden cane whip in the other. As I left the man, I walked around the corner and into a concrete bunker out of view, and I cried.




CHAPTER 1


Iraq


I was nineteen years old when I first went to war. I had enlisted in February 2007, the year prior, and thrown myself wholeheartedly into the military’s transformative training process of breaking down civilians and rebuilding them soldiers — a process perfected over the ages. I emerged unwavering and dutiful, marching in-step with those around me, and ready to serve wherever needed. And that place, it seemed, was Iraq.


In 2003, five years earlier, the Australian Prime Minister, John Howard, agreed to accompany the US into Iraq with the aim of capturing the corrupt and brutal dictator Saddam Hussein, finding weapons of mass destruction, and combating the country’s ties with radical Islam and al-Qaeda. By the end of the year Saddam had been found hiding in a dugout hole two hours north of Baghdad and was later tried for crimes against humanity and executed. In the years following, Western forces focused on the reconstruction and stabilisation of the country. Australia sent troops to the south to defend an engineer unit, and to help train the Iraqi military. We also deployed a security detachment to Baghdad to protect our diplomatic mission. No weapons of mass destruction were found, but Saddam loyalists continued their insurgency for many years.


I admit, I did not think much about the politics of it at the time. I knew Australia’s involvement in the Middle East was a contentious issue, but it was not my place to query. It was my place to follow orders. With both parents having served in the Navy, I had grown up in a military family. Changing schools every few years as we moved across the country probably helped prepare me for the instability of military life, but so too did the family discipline. If my father asked something of me or my three siblings, it was done with minimal complaint or delay. We often walked in single file through shopping centres, never slouched against walls, and had periodic room inspections for tidiness. To us it was normal; I would say we even flourished under the structure, rules and expectations of our upbringing. In the eyes of childhood friends, however, we lived in an oddly strict household.


In many ways I was perfectly groomed for a career in the military, though that did not always work in my favour. At basic training, my eagerness to be there and ease with the environment occasionally led to some tension with the instructors. I would struggle to hold in a smile as they stood yelling just inches from my face (usually just for smiling in the first place), while other recruits struggled with tears. It was almost a game at first.


After completing basic and initial infantry employment training, I was stationed in Darwin at the 5th Battalion of the Royal Australian Regiment. I had been there for six months when lead-up training for the deployment began, which would continue for another six months before departure. Our mission was to protect the Australian embassy and its staff in Baghdad, escort them throughout the city, and facilitate supply runs to and from the Baghdad International Airport (BIAP).


The lead-up training was designed to prepare my platoon as best as possible for the mission and included long weeks at the shooting range honing our skills. We practiced with every weapon we might carry, the F88 Styr, Minimi and Mag58 machine guns, 66mm M72 and 84mm Carl Gustav rocket launchers, the M203 and M79 grenade launchers, and the 9mm Browning high powered pistol. We practiced lobbing grenades towards mock enemy pits, then dived for cover as dirt and debris peppered the nearby ground. ‘Down, down, down,’ the instructors would yell the second our grip around the hand grenade freed the spring-loaded lever and armed the device. Those grenades, the Australian-made F1 model, were more volatile than the previous generation of M26 grenades used, occasionally detonating too early, or not at all.


After that, we switched all our training from the field environment to an urban one and rehearsed storming buildings and clearing rooms. We practised firing from moving vehicles (a difficult task to complete accurately), ran counter ambush and roadside bomb scenarios, and learned how to protect a VIP such as the ambassador or diplomats we would be guarding. Then the Close Personal Protection unit from the Military Police taught us how to perform high-speed vehicle manoeuvres. We skidded up to a scene, laid down covering fire, then ran with the VIP while using our body as a shield from potential returning fire.


We sat through lessons on Iraqi culture and learned basic Arabic phrases like ‘Stop or I’ll shoot!’ Then briefings explaining what to expect if we were captured by al-Qaeda (like rape or beheadings); ‘Don’t worry if your dick gets hard if you get raped,’ the conduct-after-capture instructor advised, ‘it doesn’t mean you’re gay.’ We had life insurance companies pitch to us their higher likelihood of a payout should we lose a limb: ‘Think of your loved ones and sign up today.’ And we were ordered to go to the post office and buy a $30 Last Will and Testament kit and follow the instructions. None of this dampened the mood, however. I, like most, was filled with the supreme confidence of youth, emboldened by months of training, and surrounded by a tightknit team of men who would accompany me during whatever challenges lay ahead.


We were issued our new body armour and helmets and given desert-camouflage uniforms to replace our usual green ones, wearing them with an air of pride. Once the final preparations were made, we were released on leave for a week prior to our departure. I took my new uniforms to my parents’ house and posed for a photo. My father, who had the same uniforms after returning from a deployment to Afghanistan weeks earlier (where Australia had fought since 2001), donned his, and we stood side by side in front of an Australian flag to capture the moment. A week later I said goodbye, before leaving the country of my birth for first time in my life.


The staging area for Australian Defence Force (ADF) operations in the Middle East at the time was in Kuwait, a small Arab state bordering Iraq and Saudi Arabia. As I stepped off the plane, I was struck by an inescapable wall of stench. I am not sure what it was, perhaps the mix of sweat, aircraft fuel, and a nearby rubbish burn pit, fused together and magnified by the 45-degree heat. The air itself seemed heavier than back home, as though infused with tiny particles of sand like those stretching as far as I could see in each direction.


We stayed at a large American military base in the desert for a few days while undergoing some additional ‘in-theatre’ induction training. A few US Army medics gave our contingent lessons on the latest first-aid and trauma management techniques, and watched closely as we rehearsed fitting tourniquets on our own arms and legs and then on each other’s — first with two hands and then with one (in case we lost an arm). The Australian military was hesitant to use tourniquets at the time due to the risks of blood poisoning or unnecessary limb amputation, but our US counterparts, with the experience of countless battlefield lessons, swore by them. In fact, the prevalence of roadside bombs in Baghdad saw US soldiers driving the city with loosely tied tourniquets already on their arms and legs, so that if a strike took any of their limbs, all they had to do was crank them tight to stop the bleeding.


The risk of our vehicles being attacked was also the reason for our next training serial: a rollover simulation. We were ushered inside an otherwise innocuous hanger where the shell of a Humvee vehicle, suspended on a huge rotisserie, came into view. With the push of a button the instructors demonstrated it rolling left, right, then completely upside-down. Then it was our turn. Inverted and disorientated, we were timed on regaining our coordination, unbuckling, opening the hatch, and escaping, and once we had it down pat, the lights were turned off and we did it again in complete darkness. ‘Not quick enough, reset!’ they ordered, without regard for the futility of the exercise (since our vehicles were a different design from theirs). The training did teach composure in an upside-down vehicle, however, and we participated enthusiastically.


We zeroed our weapons at the shooting range and practised close-quarter battle shooting techniques, a style of shooting more pertinent to the kind of warfare we were to face. The asymmetrical and three-dimensional urban environment meant enemy targets could appear from any angle and at a close range, so traditional marksmanship training from a prone position at long range targets was redundant. After that we were given leave to explore the array of shops and fast-food outlets that accompanied the US wherever they went to war. There was a Green Beans cafe, a Subway, a Pizza Hut, and of course the PX, the US military’s convenience store offering clothing, snacks, drinks and military equipment.


Some guys purchased better pistol holsters and ammunition pouches, and I upgraded my weapon sling to the wolf-hook style we weren’t yet allowed to use in Australia. All non-issued equipment was banned back home, after an incident where a non-issued pouch was not cleared of live rounds properly after an exercise at a firing range. However, our hierarchy knew that the non-issued equipment was better than what we were given, so outside of Australia the rules were dropped.


Conversely, some gear we used in Australia wasn’t allowed overseas — UnderArmour clothing. The moisture-wicking shirts were a favourite in the heat, but just after we stocked up at the PX, the Army banned them from being worn in Iraq. Apparently the elastic microfibre material could melt into the skin of soldiers when exposed to blast flames, so no more UnderArmour.


After stocking up at the PX, a group of us headed to the base pool to relax, but before long a Sergeant called us all together to deliver a message: ‘Listen in you shits, you’ve fucked up already. The RAAFies have complained about the noise and gotten us kicked out. Everyone out,’ he shouted, before I had even had a chance to go in. It did not matter, though. We had bigger things to think about; before the week was over we were crammed in the back of a Hercules C-130 and flying into Baghdad.


***


‘Helmets on!’ the crewmen tried yelling over the deafening aircraft engines before resorting to hand gestures. Flying in a Herc is similar to how I imagine flying in the cargo hold of an ordinary aircraft would be: pretty shit. We sat shoulder to shoulder with our legs interwoven and our rifles jammed between, and grunted and groaned as we grabbed for our helmets. Suddenly the aircraft banked violently to the left, throwing me firmly into the man next to me. ‘Oh, sorry,’ I managed before the aircraft banked firmly to the right, throwing me in the opposite direction. A steep nosedive later, I remembered being warned about this: on approach to Baghdad the pilots would fly as erratically as possible to try to avoid any rockets or small-arms fire from the ground. Three years earlier an Aussie was killed when a British Herc leaving Baghdad was sprayed with bullets, igniting the fuel tank, and causing the plane to crash into the desert below. The manoeuvres continued, as did the sensation of losing my stomach, and were it not for the grim reason behind the flying, I might have enjoyed it.


We landed as the last rays of the sun crested the horizon, disembarking to the sound of an Arabic melody. The Muslim call to prayer sounded soothing, exotic and poetic, but equally unnerving. We were there, in part, to combat radical Islam, and the realisation of having placed ourselves in the centre of the hornet’s nest was dawning on me.


In the years prior, al-Qaeda and other Islamic extremist groups had spread terror across the globe, including right up to our doorstep when eighty-eight Australians were killed in the Bali bombings of 2002. For centuries, religion, for better or worse, had driven endless unrest in the region, with the different versions of Abrahamic religion incessantly killing each other — all in the name of their true doctrine. Now in 2008, Sunnis and Shias would shoot at each other, then pause in seeming cooperation to attack an opportune coalition target, before resuming combat with each other. The call to prayer came five times a day and was a stark reminder of how different this country was to the one back home. After a few weeks, however, the sound lost its chill, in fact, I stopped noticing it at all.


The plan was for Blackhawk helicopters to pick us up and fly us to the embassy, but a sandstorm over the horizon had grounded them. Sandstorms often swept across the city in a ferocious red haze, halting all air movements and forcing us to travel by land. Our embassy was twelve kilometres away inside what was known as the Green Zone, from where a convoy was then dispatched to pick us up. The risk was considerably higher than air travel, though, as it involved traversing the only road in and out: Route Irish.


Known among the Coalition soldiers as IED (Improvised Explosive Device) Alley, Route Irish was subjected to daily roadside bombs and rocket attacks, and was considered the most dangerous road in the world at the time. It was filled with craters from previous explosions and lined with mounds of garbage fastidiously used by insurgents to hide more devices. The exit ramps often harboured suicide bombers, lingering in wait for the chance to charge a Coalition vehicle, and the overpasses concealed enemy equipped with rocket launchers waiting for their prey to pass underneath. The standard tactical method for a military vehicle travelling Route Irish was to floor it, push the pedal to the metal, weave erratically between the obstacles, and shoot any vehicle that came too close. And we were about to experience it for the first time.


The convoy of ASLAVs (Australian Light Armoured Vehicles) soon pulled into the airport to collect us. They were driven by the soldiers we were there to replace, burdened by one last mission to pick us up, and I felt a pang of guilt at the thought of anything happening to them on our account. I could sense the seriousness of every action they took as they quelled my attempt at chit-chat to concentrate on their work. Any boyish excitement I still held about being in Iraq was quickly subdued by the sombre mood.


I sat in the darkness as the vehicle accelerated and felt my heartbeat growing stronger against my chest. I imagined what we were driving past and could not help thinking that at any moment the vehicle could be engulfed in flames. It was at that moment I realised the idleness and lack of responsibility of being a passenger rendered it more difficult than positions with a purpose; the gunner standing out the rear roof-hatch was busily scanning for enemy targets, always ready to shoot if a suspect vehicle moved too close, and the driver and crew-commander were likewise engaged, scanning for obstacles while maintaining their position within the high-speed convoy — as close as possible to the vehicle in front while never losing sight of the vehicle behind. Passengers, however, had no such means of occupying their minds. We were, instead, relegated to using our free time in catastrophising over every sharp corner or sudden application of the brakes.


Our contingent had been split into two groups: one would stay at the embassy for the first few months, while the other would stay at a location in the Green Zone called The Cove, and later we would swap. The Cove was where our headquarters team was located, along with our mechanics, armourer, medics, and the cavalry guys who drove the ASLAVs. The fleet of ASLAVs themselves were kept there too, as they were too large to park at the embassy. The Cove guys were responsible for conducting the resupply trips to and from the airport and escorting our diplomats during meetings outside of the Green Zone. My platoon was to stay at the embassy first, so once we reached the Green Zone the convoy split into two.


Upon arriving we unloaded our gear and were ushered through the maze of corridors created by concrete barriers and reinforced roofing, until finally reaching our demountable accommodation. The bedrooms were tiny; each with two bunkbeds about a metre apart, two slim steel lockers at the end, and just enough space to open the door and squeeze four guys in. And resembling a pubescent teenage boy’s den, pin-up girls from dirty magazines smuggled as contraband into the Muslim country were plastered all over the walls.


There was a common lounge room with a few old couches, a television, and a coffee table covered in bodybuilding and motorcycle magazines, and a shared kitchen with an endless supply of poptarts, two-minute noodles and left-over protein powders. We were shown the bathroom and told not to brush our teeth with the tap water for risk of cholera; apparently the dead bodies in the nearby river had caused an outbreak the year before, killing seven thousand people in the city. I admit, however, on occasion I ignored the advice, surely one of the dozen or so inoculations I had received prior to deploying immunised me against whatever cholera was.


Finally, we were shown the three gyms to which we had access. There was a small workout space in a conex at the back of the embassy, a small gym in the basement of the embassy itself (but which we were discouraged from using by the embassy staff who claimed it as theirs), and a larger and well-equipped gym in the compound next door, which belonged to the US military unit running the combat support hospital in Baghdad. It was the best gym and the Yanks didn’t mind us using it; both of our compounds shared the same driveway and vehicle check point (VCP), so we spent a lot of time working together. Access to a good gym is a high priority for most deployed soldiers; without much else to do in the time-off, being able to exercise is a great de-stressor and way to maintain the fitness required for the job. After the tour I slept, somehow easier than expected for my first night in a warzone.


For the next three days we shadowed the rotation of soldiers we were replacing, absorbing as much as we could of their tactics and procedures before they headed to BIAP for their flights home. Then the responsibility for the embassy and the lives of the diplomats was in our hands, and we took to it with the eagerness expected of fresh replacements. We had three six-hour shifts each day: the first six running the VCP, the next manning the static security positions around the embassy, and the final shift on standby as a quick reaction force (QRF) if required. The remaining six hours of the day were allocated to much-needed sleep.


The vehicle check point was the preferred shift for most of us. Searching vehicles and chatting with our US counterparts allowed time to pass relatively quickly. We inspected any vehicle or person entering the embassy, while the US soldiers searched those continuing through to the hospital, and together we shared the explosive-detection dog Rex, a German Shepherd of whom I grew very fond. The threat of a vehicle-borne improvised explosive device (VBIED), or car bomb, was extremely high in Iraq, and to gain a better understanding of the threat, during our training we were shown a number of videos of soldiers being targeted at check points. A vehicle would speed past the stop signs and signals, and when close enough to inflict as much damage as possible, detonate. A common tactic then involved a delayed detonation of a secondary device, designed to target first responders with devastating carnage.


The threat was real and with that in mind we did our job diligently. We opened every door and compartment in the vehicles and looked for wires that shouldn’t be there or signs of weapons or explosives hidden inside seats or the doors. With a telescopic mirror we checked the underbody for abnormalities, then judged how low the vehicle was sitting on its suspension to try and guess if it was burdened by the weight of hidden explosives. At the same time one of us would be talking with the driver and passengers, checking their IDs, then patting them down for a body search. If anyone found something suspicious, we would use a codeword to let the others know, in the hope of detaining the insurgent before they had the chance to detonate. And while all this was happening, one of us was watching from behind a MAG 58 machine gun, pointing directly down the driveway and poised to open fire at any moment.


There were check points and vehicle searches on all the roads entering the Green Zone, but it didn’t mean we could let our guard down. The latest tactic for al-Qaeda was to identify local nationals working for Western forces, such as cooks, cleaners or security guards, and blackmail them into carrying out an attack on their behalf. They would visit the workers at their homes and threaten to kill their families unless, for example, they drove a car bomb or wore a suicide vest into their place of work. With ID cards and building access, they were perfect trojan horses, so it was vital that we remained vigilant even towards those we saw every day. Conversely, we couldn’t allow ourselves to become skittish or trigger happy — a somewhat difficult task when viewing everyone with an eye of suspicion.


An incident occurred during a rotation of soldiers prior to my arrival that served as a cautionary tale, ever present in my mind as I sat behind the machine gun. Every week a garbage truck would pull into the VCP and stop to be searched before moving forward to collect the embassy’s garbage. One day, however, the driver failed to stop. He drove straight past the signs and yelling solders and continued towards the command post. The man on the machine gun, armed with just two considerations, then had to make the split-second decision whether or not to open fire. Firstly, the threat level (likelihood) of a vehicle intentionally failing to stop and the mass casualties that would result, and secondly the rules of engagement (ROE), which dictated when he was allowed to fire. The threat was real; it was a proven tactic which had killed countless coalition soldiers in Iraq and had even been a method of attack targeting Australians. Just two years earlier our embassy was located just outside the Green Zone at a building called The Flats, and in February 2005, a truck carrying 500 pounds of explosives rammed the building. The soldiers present watched the truck approach but due to strict ROE, held their fire. The resulting blast left two of them with shrapnel wounds, destroyed a two-storey building and shattered windows for three blocks.


Now, as the garbage truck hurtled past the stop signs of the VCP, the updated ROE legally permitted the soldier to shoot. So he did, and the driver of the garbage truck was killed. After the incident the truck was searched and no explosives were found. Why then did the driver fail to stop? Was it complacency after working so long in the job, or had he been threatened by al-Qaeda but not wanted to kill Western soldiers, choosing instead to die to save his family? Who knows, but the incident was sure to have a lasting effect on all involved that day, including the poor bastard behind the machine gun. We had a weekly reminder of the story because the next garbage truck driver to take the job refused to drive into our check point until one of us walked down to escort him up. The lesson was that war isn’t just black and white. All any of us could do was to understand our ROE, and if we felt our lives or those of our colleagues were in danger, pull the trigger.


Searching people as they entered the embassy was equally complex. A few weeks after I arrived, the Australian Government contracted a new building to be constructed adjacent to the current embassy, which resulted in a large number of local builders and labourers accessing the compound daily. It was easy to become relaxed with the same faces coming and going, and even to foster friendships with the men.


The locally employed project manager spoke enough English to hold a basic conversation and was always jovial and easy-going. He’d even joke around with us as we conducted the intrusive pat-down searches prior to entry. On occasion, however, we would find a mobile phone in his pocket, which was strictly against the rules. He would joke about smuggling it into the compound and I generally afforded him the benefit of the doubt, believing he had simply forgotten to hand it over. I always followed his joke with an edgy glance to my partner, John. The reality was we couldn’t trust him, no matter the relationship we thought we had. We couldn’t trust anyone except the guy next to us wearing the Australian flag.


Aside from the car bomb threat at the embassy, there was a constant risk of rocket attack. Rockets were often fired into the Green Zone from a hotspot enemy suburb just across the river from our location, Sadr City, and it was really just a matter of luck as to where they landed. A few weeks before I arrived a rocket struck our embassy and destroyed part of the roof and upper walls. Luckily no one was injured or killed. Usually when rockets entered the airspace above the Green Zone an alarm system, called the counter rocket artillery and mortar (C-RAM), would activate. It detected the rockets mid-air and attempted to shoot them down while warning us to take cover. Often, however, some rockets would still make it past the defences, or the C-RAM wouldn’t detect them until after they had already hit. The first time the alarm activated I was in bed on my rest cycle and woke to the siren. My fireteam and I jumped out of bed, threw our helmets and body armour on, looked around for the best place to crouch, then stared up at the ceiling expecting an impact. But after a few weeks, the C-RAM tone, like the Muslim call to prayer, had habituated itself into our daily lives, no longer bringing a piercing chill, but instead a sense of hindrance, more than anything. If it activated while I was asleep, I’d begrudgingly roll over, slide into my armour, then roll back to sleep, foolishly confident in my lucky-dip invincibility. Not long after I returned to Australia news arrived of a rocket hitting the VCP of the embassy just days after my rotation departed.
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