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“STEVE DELIVERS THE MOST ACCURATE ACCOUNT I HAVE READ TO DATE OF THE CAPTURE OF SADDAM HUSSEIN.

The brave and heroic actions of his soldiers, along with the countless sacrifices and actions by so many like them, have forever shaped the future of the world in which we live.”

—Gen. Raymond Odierno, Commander of the 4th Infantry Division (2002–2004); Commander of III Corps and Multi-National Corps—Iraq (2006–2008); Commander Multi-National Force—Iraq (2008–2010)
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“STEVE RUSSELL AND HIS REGULARS USED TOUGHNESS, INGENUITY, AND GOOD OLD-FASHIONED STREET SMARTS TO BREAK OPEN SADDAM’S INNER CIRCLE.

When I was embedded with Russell’s battalion in Saddam’s hometown, I watched them tighten the noose on Saddam. But I never knew how they did it—until I read this book.”

—Brian Bennett, Washington correspondent for the Los Angeles Times and former Baghdad bureau chief of Time magazine
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“AN EXTRAORDINARY PERSONAL GLIMPSE OF THE WAR. A monumental credit to himself, his troops, and the United States of America.”

—The late Robin Moore, author of The Green Berets and The French Connection





    “A GROUND-EYE VIEW OF THE COOPERATION OF THE U.S. ARMY AND SPECIAL-OPERATIONS FORCES THAT LED TO SADDAM’S CAPTURE, AND A MODEL FOR THE WAY THE FORCES HAVE WORKED TOGETHER SINCE.”

—Kimberly Dozier, Associated Press/former CBS News correspondent and author of Breathing the Fire: Fighting to Report—and Survive—the War in Iraq
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When U.S. forces exterminated Osama bin Laden in Pakistan on May 1,2011, the world cheered not only the death of the 9/11 terrorist mastermind but the unmatched might, skill, and perseverance of America’s military elite. It was a brilliant example of history repeating itself in the most positive way; less than a decade earlier, the capture of Saddam Hussein, a triumph of military strategy in and of itself, opened the door for the most recent and essential victory in the War on Terror. Here is the riveting account of a grand human saga that tested every element of character and fortitude: the six-month manhunt that ended at a hole on the bank of the Tigris River, and the blow-by-blow plays of the actual raids that netted Saddam, culminating in the electrifying quote heard around the globe, “We Got Him!”

No other event in Operation Iraqi Freedom caught the attention of the world like the hunt for and capture of Saddam Hussein. Square in the middle of the search, living in Saddam’s hometown of Tikrit, were Lt. Col. Steve Russell and his men of the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry Regiment, 4th Infantry Division. Packed with rare photos and insider information, We Got Him! chronicles the day-by-day search and the successes and dead ends as regular and special-operations soldiers tore into Saddam’s social networks. This is the definitive account of this major historical event and of the sacrifice that made it happen. It also provides a rare look at the enemy side of the action. With his extensive journal notes, combat reports, and painstaking research, Steve Russell has preserved the story as only someone who lived the experience can do.
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STEVE RUSSELL served 21 years in the United States Army as an infantry officer, deploying operationally to Kosovo, Kuwait, Afghanistan, and Iraq. During the first year of the Iraq War, his command of the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry Regiment, 4th Infantry Division was widely covered by Time, CNN, Fox News, ABC, CBS, NBC, Associated Press, and Reuters. He and his unit were featured in BBC Panorama’s Saddam on the Run documentary, as well as Discovery’s Ace in the Hole. Russell retired from the Army in 2006 to return to his native state of Oklahoma, where he has advocated nationally for veterans of Iraq and Afghanistan. Now an internationally renowned speaker, Russell lives in Oklahoma with his wife and five children.
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To the soldiers of the 22nd United States Infantry
who have given their lives in the defense of freedom



FOREWORD
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General Raymond T. Odierno

TIKRIT, IRAQ—DECEMBER 13, 2003, 8:30 PM

“Sir, this is Jim Hickey.”

“Yes, Jim.”

“We’ve captured Number One. . . . ”

In my 35 years of uniformed military service, I’ve received many memorable reports from subordinate commanders. Many will remain with me for the rest of my life, fostering visions of families whose lives will be forever changed by the loss or maiming of a loved one fighting in a conflict thousands of miles from home.

This particular report from Colonel Jim Hickey, then Commander of the 1st Brigade, 4th Infantry Division, would have a profound impact. When made public, this news would have an immediate effect and induce mixed reactions within the city of Tikrit, from elation to violence. The news would provoke a spectrum of mixed reactions throughout Iraq, from relief and hope to fear of the unknown to come. The news would impact the Middle East and the world. What now? Will the Americans see this through? Al-Qaeda would view this news as an opportunity: “The Americans have been focused on Saddam, while we have been organizing. They will not stay. We will fill the gap created by the collapse of the government and the pre-existing fissures of multi-ethnic Iraq. This is our chance.”

THE ENVIRONMENT

In June 2003, the environment in Iraq was volatile at best. In May 2003, the President of the United States announced the end of major combat operations in Iraq. The people of the United States were preparing to receive their victorious troops with open arms. Over the previous four months, televised live in their living rooms and offices, the U.S. Joint Force invaded, conquered and toppled a brutal regime, liberating the people of Iraq. However, the Multi-National Force on the ground was beginning to realize that much deeper problems remained. There were many underlying complications that had been building for years inside of Iraq: ethno-sectarianism, societal devastation, and economic underdevelopment, just to name a few that were not yet resolved.

So, while some believed victory was in our hands, we found ourselves, in fact, at a perilous juncture. How we handled the situation in the months and years to come would have a lasting impact on the nation of Iraq and on the Middle East.

Tikrit, Iraq, was Saddam Hussein’s birthplace. It was also his final hiding place. In 2003, Tikrit was home to Saddam loyalists who unwittingly served as the first insurgents. Most of them were nationalists, not religious fundamentalists, loyal to their tyrannical dictator of thirty years and confident in their ability to restore him to his rightful place of power. They saw the Americans as they always had: enemies with great strength, but small hearts and no staying power.

1st Brigade, 4th Infantry Division, commanded by Colonel James Hickey, understood these nuances, as did many incredible and dynamic young commanders across Iraq. They understood what was at risk and, equally important, they understood what had to be done. The rest of the world, including many within our own government and our military, did not understand the dynamics or the reality unfolding on the ground. Many were quick to criticize the tactics of the ground force commanders as “heavy-handed,” but the critics’ understanding of the operational environment was marginal at best. For those of us who participated in this campaign and for many who have studied it in retrospect, we can appreciate the difficulty of culling irreconcilable enemy combatants, while simultaneously gaining the support and cooperation of the reconcilable population. It was an incredibly complex environment; complex in a way we had not anticipated prior to the invasion.

Each area of Iraq was unique and faced a unique set of challenges. Tikrit and Sal ah Din Province were vastly different from Mosul, Basra, Baghdad or Anbar. Each area presented unique challenges while demanding equally unique solutions. Additionally, to make matters more challenging, we did not appreciate the level of internal turmoil that existed in Iraq prior to our invasion. During the previous 30 years, Iraq was profoundly impacted by several key events, including: the Iran-Iraq war of the 1980s; its grab for Kuwait and resulting military defeat in 1991; the subsequent economic sanctions of the 1990s and the implementation of the no-fly zone; the intra-Shia rivalry; the Sunni-Shia issue; and the Arab-Kurd issue. However, we learned as a military and as a nation. I believe I learned as a commander at the division, corps and force levels. As a force, over time, our experience allowed us to understand the underlying dynamics of the Iraqi culture and we began to adapt to this complex environment.


THE TIKRIT APPROACH AND ITS LESSONS

To pave a solid path to a new future, Iraqis needed to believe that the brutal regime would never return to power. Talk would not achieve this effect. Deeds were necessary to enable them to follow that path. The best way we could reassure them was to permanently remove the threat of Saddam, his family and loyalists to the people and the country. Tikrit and Sal ah Din were a nest for loyalists. Twenty-two of the 52 original “most wanted” in Iraq would be captured or killed in the 4th Infantry Division’s area of responsibility (Sal ah Din Province). Accomplishing this took a relentless pursuit of the enemy by organizations whose senior leaders were willing to underwrite appropriate levels of risk to accomplish the mission without handicapping their force.

This relentless pursuit of a path forward taught us all many lessons. These lessons would be revisited and sometimes, unfortunately, relearned over the years. We made mistakes and paid a heavy price, but never lost sight of our primary objective: a free and democratic Iraq, led by a government representative of its people and in strategic partnership with the United States.

The story of success detailed in this book resulted from the teamwork among many players. 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry Regiment (“Regulars, by God”), commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Steve Russell, Jim Hickey’s brigade, and the 4th Infantry Division cannot take sole ownership of the successful hunt for Saddam Hussein. It took a unity of effort between all partners to accomplish the mission in a very complex and evolving environment. I can say unequivocally, however, that Colonel Jim Hickey and Lieutenant Colonel Steve Russell were the two individuals most directly responsible for the capture of Saddam Hussein.

This time period served as a transition point for the way we as an American military will fight in the future. We have learned in Iraq that success cannot be attained unilaterally. The transparency, cooperation and resulting relationships between the 4th Infantry Division (ID), 1st Brigade/4th ID, and our special operations forces (SOF) were unique and broke new ground. Initially built through strong personal relationships, this set the stage for future widespread cooperation between conventional and special operations forces which today is considered routine and necessary, both in Iraq and Afghanistan. In 2003, it was not.

Steve Russell’s relationship with his SOF partners is indicative of the cooperation leading to success throughout the echelons of command in Iraq. Steve delivers the most accurate account I have read to date of the unprecedented partnership between SOF and conventional forces and the approach taken by both to accomplish our critical mission together. What Steve and his partners learned and demonstrated was that it takes a network to defeat a network. Steve vividly describes his interpretation of the enemy network he faced in Tikrit in the summer and fall of 2003. Through personal relationships, he successfully developed a network which included his SOF partners, Iraqi government officials, Iraqi police, sheikhs and elements of the Iraqi population. This friendly network, and our burgeoning ability (from platoon through Corps and the inter-agency) to collaboratively attack complex problem sets formed the basis of what would eventually yield one of the guiding principles for our success in Iraq: Unity of Effort.

Over time I have concluded that achieving unity of effort, operating on the ground among the population and maintaining constant pressure on threat networks are enduring characteristics of successful operations in a counter-insurgency environment. The operations of the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry “Regulars” in 2003 provided the basis for many of the tactics, techniques and procedures that were later implemented during the “Surge” of 2007-2008 and beyond. These principles enabled coalition forces to significantly reduce the impact of the insurgency, allowing us to transition to stability operations and turn complete control of security over to the Government of Iraq in 2010.

THE FUTURE

Some would argue that generals have demonstrated a propensity to fight the last war. I believe that we cannot afford to validate this assertion. We live in a dynamic world with diverse threats requiring flexible and adaptive leaders and organizations to deter and to defeat them. Two things we can be certain of about warfare in the future: First, our military will never again fight alone. There will frequently be a multi-national component and we must always take an inter-agency and whole-of-nation approach to warfare. Second, there will always be an irregular warfare component to any fight in which we may find ourselves. We cannot afford to relegate the Regulars’ lessons to historical archives. Rather, we must keep them alive, learn from them and continue to grow.

It is an honor for me to introduce this personal memoir by one of the finest battalion commanders with whom I have served. His story captures the human dimension of this awful thing we call war, not often seen in the media accounts during the 24-hour news cycle, and usually overlooked during the search for the sensational. The brave and heroic actions of his soldiers, along with the countless sacrifices and actions by so many like them, have forever shaped the future of the world in which we live. It is humbling to serve alongside them and has been a distinct privilege to command them.

General Raymond T. Odierno
Chief of Staff
United States Army



PROLOGUE

After a wild ride spanning half the globe, the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry Regiment mobilized from Ft. Hood, Texas, in late March 2003 to deploy to Iraq in mid-April. I would join them in a few more weeks after a wild ride of my own. The original assault against Saddam Hussein and his army was to have been launched from both Kuwait and Turkey. The plan called for the 4th Infantry Division (to which the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry belonged) to attack northern Iraq from Turkey, but the Turkish parliament reneged and denied entry just before any equipment arrived. As negotiations waned, the war started without the 4th Infantry Division.

Their heavy equipment had bobbed on scores of vessels from the Gulf of Mexico across the Atlantic Ocean and finally to the Mediterranean Sea. The divisional army’s “navy,” larger than that possessed by many countries, now charted a new course south through the Suez Canal and the Red Sea eastward to the Indian Ocean and north through the Persian Gulf.

Porting in Kuwait, they off-loaded the ships and raced north. Their heavy mechanized and armored units churned hundreds of miles of Iraqi dust on roads and dunes. They bypassed the 3rd Infantry Division and Marines already fighting in Baghdad and other Marine elements that had briefly occupied Tikrit. Company A split off the battalion to join a tank unit supporting the 101st Airborne in Mosul as the race continued toward the original objectives in northern Iraq.

Finally getting into action about the time Baghdad was secured, the remainder of the battalion fought the last vestiges of the Adnan Republican Guard Division near Tikrit by the end of April. The bulk of those remnants had collected near the village of Mazhem, wedged between the Tigris River and their home base known as the “Tikrit Military Complex,” which headquartered the Republican Guard I Corps and the Iraqi Army Tank School. The 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry fought some fierce battles from 26 to 29 April. Tragically, First Lieutenant Osbaldo “Baldo” Orozco, a fine officer and collegiate football star, was lost, and several more were wounded in an assault of a farm holdout near Mazhem cleared by their C Company and Scout Platoon. Lieutenant Orozco was the first casualty of the 4th Infantry Division in Iraq and, in an odd repetition of history, from the identical company of the division’s first casualty in Vietnam.

Following these engagements, the battalion was given orders to occupy Tikrit around May 1 and relieve the 8th Infantry’s 1st Battalion, also from the 4th Infantry Division. The 8th Infantry had relieved the Marines. Now the 22nd Infantry would take up residence for the occupation.

It was during this brief respite that I joined the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry Regiment, “Regulars, by God.” The regimental moniker originated in the War of 1812, as described in the “The U.S. Army in Action” series from the Center of Military History: “The Battle of Chippewa—Chippewa, Upper Canada, 5 July 1814. The British commander watched the advancing American line contemptuously, for its men wore the rough gray coats issued those untrained levies he had easily whipped before. As the ranks advanced steadily through murderous grapeshot, he realized his mistake: ‘Those are regulars, by God!’ It was Winfield Scott’s brigade of infantry, drilled through the previous winter into a crack outfit. It drove the British from the battlefield; better still, after two years of seemingly endless failures, it renewed the American soldier’s faith in himself.” One of the regiments in Scott’s brigade was the 22nd. The name stuck and the uniform was adopted for West Point cadets in 1815. Thus began the long tradition of fighting excellence for the 22nd Infantry, a unit celebrated from Cuba to the Philippines, Normandy on D-Day, the Hurtgen Forest, the Battle of the Bulge, at Kontum, Suoi Tre and Tet in Vietnam, in Somalia, and soon—Tikrit.
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1. TIGRIS


Qais (“KAI-iss”), whose full name was Qais Namaq Jassim, settled down for a quiet evening. The air cooled slightly as long fingers of waning sunlight filtered through the trees in the orchard. He liked this time of year with its forgiving temperatures, blooming desert, and rich growing season. The citrus trees and towering date palms were laden with their bounty. In the near distance, the gentle ripples of the sun-dappled Tigris signaled a powerful undercurrent as the river swelled with winter rain. The fishing would be good.

There was still some work to do but the evening promised to be a pleasant one. He needed to prepare a meal for his guest now. That was his job. Qais and his brother, both caretakers who had served him for many years, enjoyed conversation with him, but were acutely aware of the need to be vigilant at every moment. The American patrols could appear at any time. Several close calls had taught them that seconds counted. In the last few months, the Americans had materialized undetected on his farm hut patio several times but had found nothing. They had been lucky thus far.

He was confident that their contingency plan was far too clever for the Americans. They would never find the guest. He looked weary. Still, there was a quiet strength in the guest’s demeanor. He might have looked like a farmer with his common attire and unkempt beard, but one look across the river toward Auja was a reminder of his importance. Down at the riverbank, one could still glimpse the magnificence of his mansion standing stalwartly, even majestically, on the distant hillside.

Not even the American bombs could bring it down. Certainly it had been damaged. Even so, it remained. Just like their guest. The Americans had tried to break him for decades and could not. Now, though they occupied the entire country, their search for him had been in vain.

Qais was glad that, since their guest had begun life as a humble farmer on this land, the hardship was not intolerable for him. He and his brother could prepare meals and tend to their guest’s needs until things got back on track. The setbacks were many, but they were substantial for the occupiers as well. Soon, they would leave, and their leader could restore power. He had endured similar hardship in 1958 under parallel circumstances and escaped from this very farm. Fate had brought him back. He would survive again.

With the setting sun obscured, the lights of Ad Dawr to the south and Tikrit to the north framed the horizon. As Qais prepared for the evening, the electricity failed. Again. This was not at all unusual, but it did cause him to wonder. Canting an ear to the distance, he could hear the low rumble of approaching vehicles. He strained his eyes through the latticed fence toward the wheat field to the east but could see nothing. Still, he didn’t like the sound of things. He could hear too many vehicles in the distance. He began to hear what sounded like . . . helicopters!

Qais’ mind began to race. (Quick! No time! Hurry! The carpet. Move it. Get the ropes. Please hurry! Be careful. Are you OK? Take this pistol. Get down. Brother, we must get this covered. No! They are coming! They are coming here. Run! Run!)

Qais and his brother snapped through the palm fronds and small branches lining the orchard. The sound of their crackling footsteps in the crisp evening air was muted by the rising furor they heard in the wheat field and over their heads. Propelling themselves forward at breakneck speed to avoid capture, they ran through the trees to the north, hearts pounding in their ears, every breath a painful gasp. If they could just get some distance from the hut, then maybe . . .



2. TOWNS



TREK TO TIKRIT

The Blackhawk helicopter blades fluttered with a breezy high-pitched clamor as I approached. I talked my way into a ride on the bird with a local and reasonable Air Force sergeant who did the manifesting. It had one seat. The other seats on the bird were filled with support troops. Support troops. Leaf-eaters, we called them. Though we gave them a hard time, we really did love ’em. They did the vital work of supplying meat-eaters everything they needed—everything but ammo in Kuwait, apparently.

“You can get it when you land north,” a sergeant back at Camp Doha informed me. “If you draw it here, it comes from accountable stock. You will have to sign for it and return it.”

All I needed was ammo for my passage north into a combat zone. I suppose in the sergeant’s mind, a colonel had no need for ammo anyway. God help us! At what point did reality and regulation meet? To the admin types, they might as well have been as far away as the east was from the west.

I had scrounged an unclaimed rifle back in the arms room at Ft. Hood. It was a good one, an M-4 carbine that came in after the guys shipped out. I felt good about not pulling a rifle off the line. I had a pistol, but my first time in a firefight with one was the last. That’s why I found a rifle.

It was in my hands now, muzzle end down with butt end braced between my legs, as I sat in the troop seats on the bird. Even though the rifle was empty, it was an old training habit to position it this way on a helicopter. It would be disastrous for a stray round to fire into the engine and rotors above. I tried to make myself as comfortable as possible on the cruel netting braced over aluminum that masqueraded as seats. I’m on my way to war again.

My mind raced back to the events that led me to this journey. Although slated for command in June, I had not been released from my previous job at III Corps Headquarters in time to deploy with the 22nd Infantry in March. Consequently, I took an “interesting” commercial flight from Ft. Hood, Texas, to Kuwait City some six weeks later. From the airport, I proceeded directly to Camp Doha in need of ammo and transportation, but was told that would have to wait for processing. Suddenly feeling very tired, I took advantage of the wait to get some rest. There was no time for administrative games, so I drew no linen and filled out no forms. I had my orders and I simply wanted to get north to my unit. I slept on my kit with a cap shielding my eyes from light in the cooler outside air. It sure beat sleeping with 600 of your closest friends in a hot tin warehouse.

Hurry up and wait—that’s the army tradition. I tried to play by the book but found no one to comprehend the urgency of getting me to my unit. Taking matters into my own hands, I bummed a ride the next morning to Ali Al Salim airfield in Kuwait. I had stowed away from there many times before in my treks to Afghanistan. Something had to be flying north. I was in luck. A corps support commander had come from Tikrit to check on the flow of supplies into Kuwait, and I was just skinny enough to wedge myself and my kit onto his bird for the return trip. Now here I sat with blades whirring.

I could not help but think of that fast and furious last day at home. The uneasy sinking feeling began to come back to me. I never could understand it. Regardless of how often I reminded myself that things were usually better than the mind portended them to be, I found little solace. My mind blurred with the million little things that I might need, or might encounter, or might leave undone at home before I left. At the end of it all, I realized, as I always did, that I would just have to do the best I could and trust that things would turn out all right.

Goodbyes were always hard. This one was no different, but unlike the previous wartime deployment goodbyes, my wife and I both knew that the stakes were much higher and that my trade as an infantry commander put me at more risk than normal. I had just about packed up everything I needed. Then I added the toiletries and small comfort items that I held out for use that morning.

It was time to go. I hugged my five kids one by one. Hard. I smelled them and embraced them in the hopes of remembering their every detail. I knew from previous deployments that it was actually possible to forget the sharp details of what my loved ones looked like.

I shouldered my rucksack, tossed a duffle bag on top of that, carried another in one hand, and grabbed my assault pack with attached Kevlar helmet with the other. Burdened with the weight of my gear and of leaving my family, I shuffled out to the car. Since I was deploying after the main body of my troops to take command of a unit already there, I had to go to Ft. Hood and pick up my rifle and pistol for the flight. It always seemed odd to me to fly commercially with a weapon—and to war for that matter. Now, my M4 carbine would be neatly and innocently packed in a locked Wal-Mart black rifle case and put in the cargo hold of a commercial jet. What if this gets lost? I thought.

When I went to the 1st Brigade headquarters to get my rifle, I had a message to see the rear detachment commander, who had been the adjutant before the deployment. What he said made me angry. He asked me to carry a very large framed print with me to Iraq.

Are you out of your mind? I thought and then followed verbally with something very similar. “I have tons of gear and am deploying to a war,” I countered.

“It is for the brigade commander,” he offered pathetically. “It is his going-away gift.”

Colonel Don Campbell, the brigade commander, was about as fine a commander as anyone could wish. He was a soldier’s soldier and a leader. I could not imagine him wanting something like this to fumble with in Iraq. Further, I also could not imagine how he could get the frame back without some degree of difficulty himself.

“This thing could be shattered. And even if he gets it in one piece, why burden him with getting it back?”

“You can talk to Colonel Genteel about it,” said the adjutant, retreating for safety.

Lt. Col. Gian Genteel was a fine man and one whom I would come to greatly respect. But right now, I had dagger eyes for anyone who thought this was a good idea. After talking to him over a faint phone line in Iraq, I consented and hated myself for it. It was, in my view, dumb to send it over and dumb to bring it back and dumb to ask me to do it. I was dumb to agree. I guess that made us all even. As I fumed about it while securing my weapon, I was informed that the gift was not ready. How terrible. I was heartbroken.

I left the headquarters, satisfied that I did not have to run that fool’s errand, and got into my car for the last time. Cindy drove me to the airport. The flight would be long. Very long. From Killeen, Texas, to Dallas to Chicago to London to Kuwait. Then I would catch whatever military transportation I could to Iraq.

Cindy and I embraced at the airport. We had done this before. Nothing made it any easier. It was hard to watch her walk away. It was even harder through moist eyes. I felt a wash of guilt flow over me for leaving my wife to shoulder family responsibility single-handedly for months on end. Left alone with five kids, worried about my safety, and staring at a long separation, she could scarcely relate any of it to friends and family at home. Like so many military wives, it was her burden to bear alone.

Soon the line was moving, and I had to get my boarding pass. Shuffling along with my gear, I began to focus on my mission. I braced myself for the responsibility of leading a thousand soldiers in combat.

During the flight over, I reviewed the high points of T. E. Lawrence’s Seven Pillars of Wisdom. I found it helpful earlier when I had deployed to Kuwait and Afghanistan. But it seemed so much more applicable now. I also started and finished Alistair Horne’s A Savage War of Peace about the French experience in Algeria. Something in my gut told me that any war with Arabs was bound to have insurgent problems. Little could I have known.


COMMUTERS AND CAPTIVES

The high piercing whine of a Blackhawk powering up brought me back to the present. The full colonel using this bird was gracious enough to let me strap hang. Frankly, I think he mistook me for an enlisted infantry soldier. It was a great compliment. I eyed the mixture of soldiers on board wondering which of them could fight if we landed unexpectedly. Opening an ammo pouch, I brandished an empty magazine, shouting over the noise to a sergeant, “No ammo! Give me a magazine!”

“Sure thing, sir,” he shouted back as he tossed me a 30-round mag and I tossed him the empty one. I instantly felt better.

Brown dust corkscrewed into billows surrounding the bird. With snout down and tail high, the Blackhawk nosed its way north into Iraq. I flipped on my handheld Garmin GPS to track our location should we go down. We crossed the big berm and anti-tank ditch Kuwait built as a barrier against another possible attack from Saddam’s Iraq. War debris littered the landscape for many miles—charred hulks, flattened cars, and buildings in ruin.

Clipping along the Iraqi countryside, I absorbed the view. Every building was square with a walled roof, similar to those in Afghanistan but more highly developed. The entire population seemed to be clustered along the rivers and streams. Infrastructure connected the clusters in a constant flow of humanity tracking north toward our destination. Things were calmer now that the Iraqi army had been driven from the field. Still, the route struck me as risky given the ample supply of RPGs and shoulder-fired anti-aircraft missiles in Iraq.

Approaching Baghdad, we veered west in favor of a less populated route. The city was massive. Millions of Iraqis, about one-fourth of the population, lived there. As our flight path took us toward more deserted areas, the silhouette of the city faded on the horizon.

Suddenly, I heard the rotor pitch change as we leaned into a sharp bank. Peering out the Plexiglas window, I noticed two Iraqis with a pile of munitions in the back of their pickup truck. They were inside a square-bermed ammo storage bunker, one of many dotting the desert flats. The slapstick comedy act was about to begin.

I couldn’t guess what was taking place as we touched down. Once the swirling sand settled, I saw two aviators in flight suits moving with their pistols drawn toward the two Iraqis. Suddenly, the crew chief threw open the troop door.

“You and you!” shouted the colonel, pointing at two soldiers armed only with pistols. The two support soldiers followed the colonel as he moved toward the two military-aged Iraqi males already covered by the aviators. Whatever was about to develop, it seemed senseless to leave us on board as they developed the situation.

“Come with me,” I ordered the only other rifle-armed soldier on board, the one who had given me a magazine. He seemed fit and perhaps able to fight.

“Yes, sir,” he replied with energy as we left the bowels of the Blackhawk.

Chambering a round, I approached the colonel. “Sir, would you like me to search them? I’m an infantryman. I might be able to help.”

“Sure! That would be great!” he gushed with a look that demonstrated my presence and rank had still not been noticed. Perhaps he believed two rifle-toters had just been beamed there for his benefit.

“Cover me from an open side, and do not let the Iraqi get between us,” I explained as I handed my rifle to an aviator and instructed the sergeant.

“Roger, sir,” he acknowledged.

I began my search. These were young Iraqi men, perhaps in their early twenties. Armed only with a wooden mallet between them, they appeared to be harmless. Like some characters from a Bugs Bunny cartoon, they were cracking the seals of stolen 57mm anti-aircraft shells, discarding the warheads and powder and tossing the brass into the back of their pickup truck. Spying a little teapot and two Turkish cups over a small fire, it appeared we had interrupted their coffee break.

Some soldier had handcuffed their wrists with plastic zip ties which were far too tight. I took note of their red and white checkered headdresses lying on the ground in the blazing sun. After my search, I knew they were both clean—no weapons or other contraband. I flipped out my Gerber ”Gator” knife, a gift from the 3rd Special Forces in Afghanistan, and snapped it open. The Iraqis’ eyes widened to the size of Eisenhower dollars as I carefully worked it under the zip ties to cut them free.

“Too tight,” I offered by way of explanation to one of the soldiers nearby. “Redo them with a finger’s width of slack to prevent permanent damage.” I stooped to the ground, grabbed a checkered kaffiyeh and tossed it to the Iraqi to cover his head.

“Yes, mister!” He smiled, getting a modicum of relief from the heat as he reapplied it. “Thank you!” He nodded, giving a thumbs-up before being recuffed.

Once the two Iraqis were secure, I searched their truck for weapons and grenades. Nothing. As I emerged from the cab, the colonel expressed appreciation for my help.

“It’s good to get more ‘captives’ on the ‘scoreboard’ for the support group,” he announced.

I listened respectfully, trying to conceal utter amazement at this corps support group commander. Are you serious? Scoreboard? What scoreboard? Did he think this was some kind of grandstanding game?

“I called ahead for support since we are close to Tikrit,” the colonel continued. “There is a QRF (Quick Reaction Force) on its way now.”

Thank God, I thought privately, to save us from ourselves.

In the distance, I could see dust geysers rooster-tailing from Bradley Fighting Vehicles as they spotted our location. As they neared, I was relieved that fighting troops would be handling this “crisis” but wondered what important work they had been drawn from to do so.

First Lieutenant Matt Myer’s platoon from A Company, 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry had arrived. The support command colonel instructed Myer as he reported. I already liked the look of this unit. Their kit was practical; ammo was within fighting reach, their weapons were clean and oiled, and the Brads were stripped to no-nonsense fighting trim. Not yet in charge but curious about the unit I would soon command, I went to the rear of a Bradley to talk with the men. To my surprise, I saw Staff Sergeant Mark Dornbusch, a soldier I served with in Kosovo, leading his squad.

“Welcome to Iraq, sir. We heard you were coming.” He grinned.

“Ranger Dornbusch!” I exclaimed. “Great to see you. Staff Sergeant, is it? Wow! It was private the last time. Thanks. It’s good to be here. These guys don’t look like much of a threat—just a couple of coffee-drinking looters melting down brass to make plates and teapots would be my guess.”

“Roger, sir,” replied Mark. “We’ll take care of them.”

I then talked with Lieutenant Myer briefly and asked him for a general update on his platoon. Speaking with confidence, he gave me a very thorough rundown of his mission.

“We’ve been guarding these ASPs (Ammunition Supply Points) out here,” Myer briefed. “Tons and tons of stuff, sir. It’s all pretty dangerous if it falls into the wrong hands. Every type of ammunition imaginable is inside these bunkers.”

Matt said there had been some small arms contact with factions attempting to raid the ASPs. He told me his company was positioned in the village of Auja (“OH-juh”), the infamous birth village of Saddam Hussein, several kilometers to the northeast. A platoon had been rotated to this location to provide security.

“Do you have mortar support?” I asked.

“I don’t think so, sir,” he replied. “But we are within artillery range of the 4-42 across the river and attack helicopters.”

Good answer, I thought. A stray platoon out here in the desert was a disaster waiting to happen without proper indirect fire support. As we talked, I realized I had served with Matt’s father, Colonel Steve Myer. Suddenly, I felt old.

Not wanting to miss my ride, we parted company. I walked back to the bird with a very good first impression of the battalion I would soon grow to love in ways only soldiers can understand.


WAKE-UP CALL

Dust clouds billowed from the Blackhawk, sand-blasting the infantrymen who I am certain had nothing but “praise” on their lips for this unimpressive, ragtag element they had come to rescue. I mused at the whole thing, thankful we had encountered only coffee-drinking pot-makers.

The Tigris rose up to our right, connecting us to the village of Auja. Spectacular housing and palaces linked Auja with the city of Tikrit. Ornate mosques sharply contrasted with the squat, blocky, communist-style architecture below. Alongside the river to the right was a sea of military vehicles and a few helicopters on well-manicured, palm-lined avenues within an enormous, walled palace complex. To the left, the city sprawled in a crescent shape, each tip connected to the river.

The choppy sound of changing rotor pitch signaled the end of our journey. We landed on a flat, paved surface that made a decent airfield. To the east, several lines of 5-ton “expando van” trucks marked the headquarters of the 4th Infantry Division.

Duffles and kit in hand, sweat dripping from nose to kneecap, I made my way toward the vans to find a ride to the battalion. I recognized a few faces from Ft. Hood and was soon greeted all around. Someone made a call to the 1st Battalion, 22nd Infantry. They would come get me. I wandered toward the division operations truck for an update while I waited. Lieutenant Colonel Mark Woempner, the current battalion commander, soon greeted me.

“It sucks to meet my relief,” he asserted. “I’m glad it’s you.”

“I won’t get in your way, Mark.” I offered. “You’re still in command. I would like to get around to the units, though, as much as possible to make my own assessment.”

“Whatever you need, Steve,” he replied. “You are welcome to come with me or have the run of anything in the battalion.”

I felt like my entire life had been preparation for this moment in Iraq. While I could never have imagined the events to follow, I could sense something significant was taking place—an opportunity to shape events for the good of our nation and perhaps even the world. It was surreal.

One of the first things I did was get acquainted with the environment. I wanted to see what we were up against in the city and how our soldiers interacted with local Iraqis. I had the opportunity over a couple of days to do just that. The city struck me with a mix of sights, sounds and smells. Communist overengineered, square, squat, pre-fab apartment buildings sprouted above the flat-topped, Arab houses. Hanging laundry flapped with companion swirls of dust and fluttering trash. Rivulets of filth and greasy sewage kept company with dingy yellow and white candy-striped curbs. The burnt smell of diesel fumes mixed with other assorted odors. Young Arab men haunched everywhere, busy at nothing. To the casual observer, it appeared that the national occupation must have been sitting.

Women occasionally appeared but were always busied with some task. How they maneuvered in their black burqas while carrying loads in the oppressive heat was a great mystery. The locals believed the rumors that our sunglasses were x-ray capable, angering the men as they mentally accused us of lusting at their women. (Even if we possessed such technology, nothing could seem more repulsive to us than to ponder what lay beneath a few of these well-filled black sacks bustling their way along the sidewalks. Perhaps their modest attire was a merciful benefit to all.)

Men, young and old, wore kaffiyehs. A square yard of soft cotton, linen, or silk was folded diagonally and then turned and twisted to suit their various stations of life. The still-thin, young working men twisted it turban-like around the head. Sometimes one corner would be pulled across the nose to filter the dust, revealing only dark brown eyes. Those holding some tribal station in life framed their faces with the cloth in a neat arched fashion, topped with double ropes made of goat hair. If they held some special tribal importance, the ropes might be square instead of round with tassels dangling to further denote magnificence.

From the neck down on most men, a shirt of their favorite pale blue or cream color flowed down to near the ankles. We dubbed them “man dresses.” Their feet were shod with flip-flops of varying simplicity, but some of the younger men wore tennis shoes. Some middle-class men wore pants and shirts, and some of the administrative and government types appeared in their best polyester brown or blue suit with a few daring to sport a Western trademark tie vice the open collar.

Kids, nearly all of them beautiful, were adorned in bright red, orange, yellow, and green shirts and pants. Some wore shoes. Many did not, but it seemed more a function of youth rather than lack of availability. They appeared smiling at the portal of every gate, allowing a glimpse to their houses within. Walls of cinder block and mortar, some finished and painted, some not, garrisoned the yards from the streets and public. Scuffed, underinflated soccer balls rested nearby. Standing vigil over the kids between gates and walls were the piercing but almost welcoming eyes of their mothers, tracking us as we passed.

These were the daily scenes of the city and surrounding villages of Tikrit, Iraq, as well as a thousand other cities, towns, and villages. Tikrit was where Saddam Hussein was spawned, its notoriety secured by a man rather than by important geography or natural resources. This made it an interesting place to secure, as many “diehard” old-regime loyalists populated nearly every section of the city. Most of their neighbors were not as committed but played the game with true Arab flair and deception. Many, regardless of loyalty, appeared to welcome our soldiers but their eyes betrayed this. They feared that their neighbors would kill them for desiring to work with us or for living privileged lives under Saddam. Consequently, nearly all wore a façade of hate as we occupied the city and surrounding desert villages.

In the brief span that followed, I also talked to hundreds of my new soldiers. Information was water, and I was a sponge. I scoured the countryside, absorbing the sights and sounds, looking for subtle nuances of trouble or opportunity as I considered how our soldiers would mesh with this city. In a few short days, I would shoulder the responsibility of nearly a thousand troops. I prayed that God would give me wisdom, confidence, protection, and clear thinking.

The phase of war unfolding before us seemed to be an insurgency. I noted in my journal how the signs of danger belied the false sense of calm governing the actions of many commanders in the division. The current discussion was focused entirely on submitting “wartime” awards. The cutoff was May 1, the date President Bush had declared as an end to major conflict. Plans and talk centered on governance, reconstruction, schools, and public works.

Mark Woempner presented a good assessment of his command team. I agreed with most of it. The Command Sergeant Major, Salvador M. “Pete” Martinez, was everything one could ask for in a battalion’s top soldier. Pete was not built in the typical form of most modern infantry sergeants major, the type that usually comes with youthful, square-jawed seriousness, a great physique, lots of “scare badges,” but not much experience. Pete was older and baldheaded. He sported a thick graying mustache and a thicker Puerto Rican accent. Having encountered nearly every situation that could come his way, he was an outstanding sergeant major, akin to the old regimental sergeants major of World War II. He had already been a brigade and battalion sergeant major. Rather than wait for a brigade when he was reassigned to Ft. Hood, he asked instead to return to the Regulars. Since he had been a platoon sergeant and first sergeant with the 22nd Infantry in previous years, some might view the move from brigade to battalion as a step down. Pete would tell you it was a step up. He preferred life with the troops.

The executive officer, Major Brian Reed, was second to none. Tall, laid-back and with a humorous nature, Brian was simply the best. The operations officer, Major Mike Rauhut, was the same. Although more serious, there was none more thorough or conscientious than Mike. Both were big men, with Brian standing even taller than Mike. Brian had close-cropped dark hair; Mike wished he had hair. Their long-standing relationship traced all the way back to their years at West Point. The friendship and love I would feel for these men after the trials we would face together cannot be described.

Two of the three rifle companies were well led. Ironically, the least competently led company seemed to have the most crucial mission inside the city. It didn’t seem to me to be working. Perhaps this was allowed due to the experience of a very good top sergeant and a compensating aggressiveness found in the executive officer. Whatever the case, I believed that something had to change—the company, the leadership, or both.

None of this was so much a reflection on Mark Woempner as a commander as it was a misinterpretation of the present situation. In May of 2003, no one in the entire command, from generals to soldiers, knew how the Iraqi people would react following the overthrow of Saddam Hussein and the defeat of his army in the field. It was assumed we would simply “transition” to better times. Neither Colonel Jim Hickey, who would soon be my commander, nor I believed the theory of better times.

Colonel Hickey and I sensed danger lurking within the city. Perhaps it was because we were about to assume command of a brigade and a battalion. We discussed the numerous concerns we had. I noted, at the time, the danger of the stability operations or “Balkan” state of mind among some of the Army’s leaders. The people of this culture were decidedly different and would need to be handled with an understanding of their penchant for display, bravado, forcefulness, and magnanimity so common to the Arab culture.

Whether it was the mind-set of the time or lack of tactical awareness, the battalion seemed to me to be unprepared for the current set of dangers. The mortars were not being used for indirect fire support missions, and a more incapable officer to lead them in that crucial task could not have been found. The scouts, while extraordinarily led, were not being used for reconnaissance; their mobility had been siphoned off for dubious escort missions. The battalion snipers no longer existed. They had been dispersed among the companies rather than being used with scouts and outposts for battalion ambush missions.

The company missions were little better. The soldiers’ strength and awareness seemed to wane as they guarded schools, banks, and other important static points. Consequently, there was little movement in the battalion and many seemed vulnerable to ambush. Some elements were assigned to guard areas beyond the range of indirect fire protection and that with only spotty radio contact. There were no 72-hour observation posts; foot patrols were lacking in the town, and many of the hasty outposts that did exist had security gaps.

All the components for trouble were present. The Iraqi army had no formal surrender. Enemy soldiers were not officially processed anywhere. They simply dissolved into a hundred cities, towns, and villages—many with weapons carried from their armories as yet undiscovered. There had been much finger pointing in the press about the mistake of “disbanding” the Iraqi army. That was nonsense. The army disbanded itself.

Most of the Iraqi soldiers defected to get on with their lives. In Tikrit, however, there was a high concentration of Republican Guard, and, as we would later learn, actual Saddam Fedayeen units. These soldiers remained unconvinced and had even been instructed to prepare for the defeat. Saddam had them convinced that, if they struck back as resistance fighters, the Americans would grow weary with the rise of casualties and eventually withdraw. Then he could make a play for restoration to power. Consequently, the Fedayeen and some Republican Guard loyalists were now ready to take to guerilla warfare. They were already being supplied and funded with hidden stashes of weapons and money. This small minority, clinging to the past, began to attack our soldiers. Just before I would assume command, the activity began to escalate.

On May 25, 2003, I turned forty years old. I never imagined myself turning forty in Tikrit, Iraq. Though I no longer feel so today, I somehow felt I had been robbed of something. As the time to take the battalion colors neared, I prayed that the unit would be protected until I could assume command on June 11. Sensing an imminent threat and reading the danger signs in Tikrit as I made my way around, I worried we would be attacked before I could establish a more aggressive footing. My worries, unfortunately, were well-founded. The battalion was about to receive a brutal wake-up call.

In the first week of June, our soldiers would be attacked in a series of small hit-and-run skirmishes with rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) and automatic weapons fire. The new insurgents were not afraid to engage our troops. One could call them many things, but cowards they were not. Their utter disregard for surrounding civilian life could be called evil, but not cowardly. They demonstrated a willingness to attack us with weapons and technology far inferior to ours.

On June 4, insurgents attacked a section of our Bradleys from Scott Thomas’ B Company, attached to the 3rd Battalion, 66th Armor in the oil-refining town of Bayjii (“BAY-gee”). The enemy attempted to hit our men as they entered a residential area, but our infantry evaded the initial strike. As our patrol came around the village, insurgents lurking in the alleys and on rooftops popped out and fired a volley of four RPGs. One of them connected to the rear of B-13, the lead Bradley. The rocket swooshed in a direct line to the ramp door. These doors, while fairly robust, were neither intended nor designed to stop anti-tank rockets.

The rocket’s penetrator sliced through the door, threading the narrow gap between the infantry fire team sitting on the bench seats in the back of the vehicle. Miraculously, none of Sergeant Charles Myers’ men were hit directly. The warhead smashed some electronic equipment near the turret wall and exploded. The brilliant hot flash was immediately snuffed out by halon from the internal fire extinguishers, sucking the air out of the lungs of the men inside. The soldiers suffered flash burns, broken bones, fragmentation wounds, and asphyxiation but were miraculously spared serious injury. Armored vests and Kevlar helmets saved their lives. All five of them, Charles Myers, Devon Pierce, Hector Lopez, Joel Deguzman, and Timothy Moore eventually recovered. Some returned to duty within a few days of the attack.

The next night, B-34, also one of our B Company Bradleys, hit an anti-tank mine on the front left side of the vehicle. The blast ripped a hole through the driver’s compartment and sent the front drive sprocket, a couple of road wheels, and the six-foot-wide armored hull access cover flying.

The driver, Private Joshua Schoellman, endured the shock of the blast. He instantly suffered two broken legs and a broken arm. His body armor and equipment saved him from more serious harm. Despite his injuries, Schoellman did not think of himself. He kept his head and immediately hit the fuel shutoff valve and the switch that dropped the ramp door, allowing his fellow infantrymen to escape out the back. His comrades came to his aid, pulling his broken body from the vehicle.

Schoellman would recover physically over the next several months but would have a much longer mental recovery after this episode. Whatever his struggles when we returned home, his bravery and selfless actions to cut off the fuel and lower the ramp quite possibly saved the lives of his fellow soldiers. The Bradley was out of action permanently. The resulting laceration in the armored hull floor was almost big enough for a man to climb through.

That same night an RPG also hit one of our C Company Bradleys as a section patrolled down 40th Street in Tikrit near the Women’s College. The residential area was an upscale neighborhood built for Saddam’s favorites. This street was actually called “The Street of the Forty.” We would learn all too soon that “The Forty” were part of Saddam’s inner circle of Special Security Office (SSO) soldiers who served as his bodyguards and functionaries.

As the Bradley headed past the college, an RPG rocket slammed into the upper hull area. The cone of the warhead hit a case of water bottles, causing it to malfunction. Astonishingly, the charge did not explode, and our soldiers were able to safely remove the fouled rocket from the water bottles. Thankfully, there would be no wounded in this attack.

About the same time this attack unfolded, the crack of mortar rounds impacting in another part of the city alerted everyone. Our men reacted quickly, capturing the mortar with 15 rounds of ammunition. Unfortunately, the enemy crew fled before our soldiers could seize them.


A FIGHTER TO THE END

Situated on the west side of Highway 1 at the northern tip of Tikrit was a group of buildings once used by the Iraqi police. A residential neighborhood adjoined the former Baath Party Headquarters across the street. The Baath Party building lay in a heap of rubble, obliterated in the opening attack on Iraq by the U.S. Air Force. Regrettably, it was unusable. We endeavored to use buildings once occupied by Saddam’s government as we aided the establishment of a new government. Our goal was to avoid evicting residents or viable businesses occupying sound structures in the process.

A Civil-Military Information & Coordination (CMIC) office was established in one of the nearby police buildings. This would be a place for local Iraqis to make claims, receive or provide information, or just generally grumble about how bad conditions were. The latter use was most prevalent. The Army had begun to establish these CMIC offices in previous deployments, particularly in the Balkans. Lt. Col. Woempner had been ordered to provide a secure area for such a place to be manned by civil affairs soldiers and others, both from the brigade and our own battalion.

The Military Police battalion, the 720th, would man the police station while our infantry would secure the CMIC. It made sense to reopen the Iraqi police station and locate this new CMIC in close proximity for purposes of government efficiency. But civil efficiency was not always consistent with sound tactical position. Using HESCO Bastions (five-foot-high mesh boxes of fabric and cage wire filled with dirt), our soldiers positioned a perfunctory amount of defensive protection by connecting the existing walls with these sod contraptions. Scavenged wire further reinforced this minimal protection.

For Abdullah Ghalib Mahmood al-Khatab, the American outpost across from the former Baathist headquarters was too much to bear. There was already plenty of planning on how to strike the Americans with guerilla operations, just as Saddam Hussein had instructed. Abdullah was ready to answer that call. He had been in the Fedayeen and his family was intensely loyal to Saddam. He was related to two of the four Aces in the infamous “deck of cards” list used to help expose the most wanted in Saddam’s regime. While not on the list himself, Abdullah’s father, Ghalib, was married to Saddam’s half-sister, Bissan Ibrahim al-Hasan. His brother, Fuaz, had a daughter married to Saddam’s Presidential Secretary, Abid Hamid Mahmood al-Khatab. Abid Mahmood was also his cousin. The motivation to strike back was inherent, and the time appeared to be right as the American soldiers seemed to be relaxing.

Organizing a dozen former Republican Guard, Fedayeen, and Special Security Office soldiers, Abdullah was convinced he could inflict damage on the Americans. The best place to start would be with a nighttime strike on the former police station that had a coordination office set up next to it. They could move down the back alleys, hit the Americans from multiple directions and rooftops, and then make good their escape.

On June 6, 2003, Abdullah and friends launched a volley of RPGs into the CMIC’s walled compound, rupturing the stale night air. Soldiers scrambled for cover as hostile small arms fire peppered the bastions, pocked the buildings, and chipped the pavement. Fragmentation sliced into Staff Sergeant Darrell Patton’s shoulder and Staff Sergeant Larry Taylor’s leg. It also perforated the support company Humvee (High Mobility Multi-purpose Wheeled Vehicle) at the entrance. Sergeant Matt Lesau from C Company had wounds in the face and leg. Specialist Juan Cabral was also wounded.

The men continued to fight the dozen insurgents situated on the rooftops of homes across the main highway. At the police station, Military Policeman Jesse Halling spotted some of the assailants and opened fire with a .50 cal machine gun atop his Humvee. Private Halling walked the rounds along the rooftops, fracturing stucco and sending concrete sailing in all directions. His suppressive fire allowed the men at the other building to reach cover, organize, and energize Sergeant Jason Tatro in the turret of a headquarters Bradley.

Scurrying along the erupting rooftops, an insurgent buddy team fell back and then established a better position with an RPG grenade launcher. As Jesse Halling blazed away at the enemy directly opposite the soldiers at the CMIC, a rocket swooshed from a rooftop across the street and landed squarely in the MP Humvee. The deafening explosion hurled flame and debris across the small courtyard. The .50 cal machine gun immediately fell silent.

A struggling Private Halling collapsed in the truck amid scores of empty shell casings and steel links from an entire can of machine gun ammo he had fired before slipping into unconsciousness from loss of blood. His efforts allowed Jason Tatro to follow with machine gun and 25 mm cannon fire along the rooftops. This effectively decided the contest. All firing ceased at that point.

At battalion headquarters, the radio crackled with frantic calls. The battalion radio operators flipped to C Company’s net to get a reading on the situation. Reports of wounded accompanied the distant sounds of the firefight. Major Mike Rauhut and Captain Matt Weber in the battalion headquarters ordered relief from C Company and dispatched a battalion evacuation team for the wounded. The aid station began to fill with the realities of combat. Most of the soldiers brought to the aid station suffered from fragmentation wounds. Our field surgeon, reserve Captain Phil Billoni, managed to stabilize the badly mauled Halling. Despite Captain Billoni’s efforts, nineteen-year-old Private Jesse Halling of Indianapolis, Indiana, died that night, a fighter to the end.

When reinforcements arrived at the CMIC, the enemy had vanished. Combing the alleys, dwellings, and rooftops produced two RPG launchers that had been ditched as the enemy fled the Bradley’s fire. There were also blood trails. Four of the enemy were eventually captured; four others were wounded. Other enemy losses remain unknown.

This bloody encounter sent shock waves through the battalion. The slow reaction that night caused me no small concern. It is precarious to second-guess another’s situation, but my own belief was now firmly cemented that this had been building up over the last week. The battalion had not been vigilant to this kind of activity, though the signs had been present. Small insurgent attacks had harassed our troops for several days without response on our part. There had been no increased patrols, no ground-walking infantry. During the fight, reaction had been somewhat better. It appeared that the troops had a clear assessment of the situation, and while a decent plan was formulated in the hours after the engagement, it was, in my view, far too slow.

As I assimilated the events of both this day and the previous week, it was clear that we had an insurgency on our hands. The CMIC attack was proof enough for me. It was a well-organized ambush using an effective combination of small arms in mutual support. My view was that we were now in the thick of it, despite questions in Iraq and denials at home. In a single week, in our battalion alone, we lost two Bradleys and had two others attacked with RPGs. We survived several mortar attacks without injury, but ten soldiers were wounded, and one was killed in action as a result of enemy ambushes. The enemy clearly had the initiative in our city. If major hostilities were now over, someone failed to tell Saddam’s loyalists in the city of Tikrit.

The posture of the battalion had to change. We desperately needed scout observation posts coupled with snipers and infantry foot patrols. We currently had none. Our soldiers needed to be on a reverse operations cycle, with activity at night and rest during the heat of the day. Our troop layout in the city, while fairly decent, demanded reinforcement in the north. We needed to develop civilian ties in every sector and match them with existing police and government infrastructure. Absent that, we would need to cultivate our own informants.

It was agonizing to observe from the sidelines for the four days before I assumed command. I prayed for Mark Woempner and felt terrible for him as he ended his service with the Regulars on such a note as this. He had trained these men with skill, deployed them at the head of the division, and led the battalion capably in the fight against the Iraqi Army in late April. He had captured Adil Abdullah Mahdi al-Duri, who was on the Iraqi most wanted list and number 52 in the “deck of cards.” Mark also had developed some precursory relationships with local Iraqis that later proved invaluable as we pursued those harboring Saddam. I hated to see him leave second-guessing himself. The transition from a full-scale fight to a fight with insurgents shrouded among the civilian population was something few could see at the time.


KEEPING TIKRIT BEAUTIFUL

Lt. Col. Mark Woempner responded quickly from this point. In essence, he locked down the city. While a curfew had already been in place, it would now be strictly enforced. Any movement at night would be regarded as enemy movement. Hopefully, this would convince the locals to stay off the streets. Mark and I discussed what action to take with violators. I suggested a penalty that we had used successfully in Kosovo. Those caught out after the curfew would be involuntary “volunteers” for community trash detail. The next morning he did just that. Scores of Iraqi men, both young and old, were pressed into service in full public view to pick up the greasy garbage matted to curbs. This attempt to help beautify Tikrit was optimistic at best.

The effect was immediate. The locals had no desire for such work, and the streets were eerily empty during subsequent nights. For the next few days, Mark focused his efforts on departure as I focused mine on the tasks at hand. Colonel James Hickey, the officer due to replace Colonel Campbell as the 1st Brigade Commander, and I met several times to discuss our assessment of the situation. He made some key points about standards and aggressiveness toward the enemy that were music to my ears.

Major General Ray Odierno, our division commander, also gave us some guidance. He, too, was concerned about what he sensed was a rising insurgency. He impressed upon us that fighting this type of enemy would have to be a decentralized fight. We must take risks and trust our junior leaders. We should underwrite risks of our leaders when they executed a plan. We should not be afraid to operate freely within the general’s guidance. He ordered us not to label captives as Enemy Prisoners of War (EPWs) as we had done earlier when fighting the Iraqi ground forces. They would now be labeled terrorists, and their acts against our soldiers or the new Iraqi government would be recorded as acts of terror.

Having leaders like Colonel Hickey and Major General Odierno gave me confidence to aggressively propel the battalion forward and move quickly with what I knew would be necessary to defeat the enemy in our area. We needed to take an offensive stance. No recent action had taken the fight to the enemy. We had little to show for the efforts of the past week other than being scuffed up pretty badly.


TO THE COLORS

The air was filled with dusty heat and the foul smells associated with a dirty city. As I awoke and pulled on my faded desert uniform, I was fully aware of the responsibility I would wear by the end of the day. Nearly a thousand soldiers, including our attachments, would benefit or suffer directly from my decisions as we dealt with an immoral, elusive enemy bent on using the civilian population as a shield. People back home thought that our mission was coming to a conclusion. Even some soldiers believed it.

Those who entertained fantasies about our mission could not see the reality that I saw. We were fighting a homegrown variety of criminal insurgent that operated in direct violation of everything decent and moral among civilized societies. No scheme to regain lost power was beneath them. The insurgents used any expedient reasoning, whether newfound “religious” fervor, conveniently acquired zeal for nationalism, or a longing for the nostalgic “bad old days” of power. The Baathists under Saddam’s sway had never surrendered. They merely disappeared. Now they materialized from the shadows and lurked among the innocent, hoping to strike a blow to us while shielding themselves from our response.

This had to end. How long it would take to thwart them was directly proportionate to the amount of nonsense that we would tolerate. I believed the most humane resolution for the Iraqi people, our own nation, and my soldiers would be to ruthlessly pursue the enemy. The old proverb about “removing the scoffer and contention ceasing” could not have been more true. The enemy had to be annihilated. I could do that with a clear conscience, though some Americans could never reconcile that concept. Fine. They were not in Iraq. We were, and all we wanted was support for the effort to which they had committed us. I prayed that morning for God’s wisdom to be the leader that these soldiers and our nation needed and expected me to be.

After oiling my weapons and readying my kit, I joined Mark Woempner for the ride to Saddam’s Birthday Palace. Our C Company and support company had occupied this infamous half stadium, half palace complex where Saddam once reviewed the Iraqi military on special occasions such as his birthday. No longer. Today, our soldiers would be on review.

The sergeant major assembled skeleton units to represent full-strength companies currently on point around the city. High palace walls framed the formation that centered on the bright and inspiring banners gently blowing in the intermittent breeze. A confident soldier with set jaw and proud heart gripped a pole made of ash on which was mounted our nation’s colors. Some idiot in high command whose boots likely never walked on sand had deemed it unfitting to fly the American flag in Iraq at our outposts and troop concentrations. We were told it might offend Iraqis or cause them to think that we were occupying Iraq. It was little wonder that I got a bit choked up as our occupying soldiers held the Stars and Stripes high now.

Adjacent to the national flag, the weighty dark blue colors of the 22nd Infantry Regiment stood fringed in gold, adorned with an American bald eagle holding a scroll in its beak embroidered with the motto “Deeds, Not Words.” Scores of brightly colored streamers dangled from atop the pole. Bold names somberly declared the reason they hung there: Chippewa, Pine Ridge, Santiago, Normandy, Huertgen Forest, Kontum, Suoi Tre, Tet, Somalia. Now these same colors unfurled on another battlefield—this one. I wondered what would hang on these colors from our efforts. Would we achieve the same high standards as those who earned these streamers? I prayed we would.

Colonel Don Campbell, 1st Brigade Commander for yet a few more days, proudly marched our small command element to the colors. Major General Ray Odierno surveyed this minute component of his vast 4th Infantry Division with a look as reassuring as his commanding presence. I was not nervous. I felt ready, as though my whole life had been preparation for this moment. The moment would begin now. In the short span of an hour, we would resume our current operations. We were, after all, at war, and there was a war to be won.

With short recitations of orders, the battalion colors marched forward. Command Sergeant Major Pete Martinez forcefully snatched them from the soldier, as is the custom. Every soldier knows he must not waiver when the Sergeant Major grasps the colors. Martinez faced about and presented them to Lt. Col. Woempner. “It’s been a pleasure, sir,” Pete intoned in heavily accented English.

Mark’s last act of command was to hand them to Colonel Campbell who praised him for his successful command. Campbell then entrusted the colors to me with this charge and encouragement: “A lot of people expect great things from you, Steve. I wish you every success.”

So I took the colors under which tens of thousands of men have served in its rich history. Over three thousand American soldiers had died under these colors. I was determined that no dishonor would ever befall this banner. Not on my watch. Following a short march past the reviewing officers, the formation returned to war.


HIGH POWER

His face was framed with an intelligent brow, short, thick black hair, and a neat mustache. There was a trustworthy look in his eyes and facial expressions. He spoke with sincerity and gentle force.

“We face many difficulties,” declared Major General Taha Achmed Mezher al-Ganaim, the Salah ad Din Provincial Chief of Police. “I have few vehicles. Much has been pilfered. We have to rebuild everything. Everything. I have few weapons. My police, some of them patrol with no weapon at all. You must help us.”

I reserved judgment, knowing that there were always two sides to every sad story. He did indeed have challenges, but weapons were not typically in short supply in Iraq. Yet, I sensed he was being truthful. His appraisal actually was possible in that we had already intercepted many caches of weapons from raided armories. I knew I would have to earn Mezher’s trust if this liaison was to be successful. In the spirit of T. E. Lawrence, I was prepared for the moment. Lawrence knew the importance of playing to the Arab sense of honor and penchant for display without belittling the essence of the people. Still, I never imagined the opportunity about to avail itself as two kindred spirits pondered the impossible security challenges facing my troops and his police in the city of Tikrit.

“I don’t even have a weapon,” he insisted with a shrug of his shoulders and open palms extended for emphasis. “I gave it to one of my men,” he said with overemphasized resignation.

Looking to the ground and holding up my hand in an exaggerated gesture to stop, I interrupted, “Wait, you have no weapon?”

“Yes, it is true.” He nodded, placing his right hand over his heart.

“I can fix this now. Please, take my pistol,” I commanded as I unholstered a Beretta 9mm handgun, offering it to him, butt first.

With a shocked and puzzled look he insisted, “No, I cannot take your own pistol. What will you have to defend yourself?”

“I have my rifle,” I answered, patting my M-4 carbine. “Besides, I have an entire battalion of soldiers. I can get another pistol, but we cannot get another Chief of Police.”

General Mezher paused. Our eyes locked. I could detect a slight moistening in his as he realized that I was totally serious. “Please, General, we have a long road ahead together, and you must be protected. I will try to work on the other issues as well.”

“Thank you, Colonel Rasool,” he articulated in his best English. With a sincere nod he added another: “Thank you.”

Thus began my long association and friendship with General Mezher. He didn’t know the pistol I gave him had been captured from a Baathist big shot. It was identical in appearance to our own service pistols. I had grabbed it that morning for the change of command ceremony as Mark was still assigned the one that would become mine upon his departure. I had not foreseen giving my pistol to General Mezher that morning, but it was a most fortuitous opportunity. (It also protected some good soldier from the temptation of sneaking home a pistol identical to ours, thereby escaping scrutiny upon redeployment—whenever that might be.)

If there were only half a dozen decent, honest men in Iraq, Mezher was surely one of them. I would meet others, but my first day in command was rewarded with a bond to the provincial police chief that would have incalculable impact on future operations.

By the time the meeting with General Mezher was over, sweltering heat that can only be simulated by sticking your head in an oven had engulfed the area. I patrolled our area and checked the various companies, static points, food warehouses, and key public works in the city. Eventually, we made our way to the cluster of government buildings housing the Salah ad Din Provincial government.

While the security outside was unimpressive, the small personal bodyguard of Governor Hussein al-Jabouri was intimidating. Several fit and intelligent young men armed with MP-5 submachine guns looked more than capable. We had soldiers in the area, and the brigade had a liaison of soldiers on site as well should there be trouble.

Hussein al-Jabouri was an odd combination of former general, smiling politician, and tough soldier. Unlike his contemporaries, he made no attempt to blacken his thick silvering hair, but the obligatory Arab mustache was darkened so drastically that it lent a Groucho Marx-like appearance to his face. His smile was stretched but sincere.

Translating through his doctor, Ali, we carried on a remarkable conversation that drew me to the governor in short order. He hated Baathists. His tribe, the Jabouris, had a long-standing grudge with the Nasiris who were the tribesmen of Saddam and most of his henchmen. The Governor warned of certain locals trying to impersonate government officials and gave us a list of names to monitor. He linked a few of them with other names to flesh out more detail.

Soon a tray of shot glasses appeared. They were filled with two-thirds hot tea and one-third sugar. After engaging in this custom, we were offered what appeared to be canned Pepsi with Arabic lettering. An average-sized man, with many scars and eyes that bored right through a person, entered the room and joined the conversation. Colonel Mohammed Jassim Hussein was introduced as the governor’s head of security. He offered his services, of course, as a matter of protocol. Only later would we realize what those services could deliver. After some business, he asked for a pistol for himself and his assistant. Not to be excluded, the Governor, of course, needed one as well. “High Power,” he specified, referring to the superb Belgian 9mm Browning handgun.

My, how quickly word travels! At least they were not asking for U.S. service 9mm Berettas. Still, loyalty through firearms was a prospect we could probably maintain. They wanted legitimacy. We wanted loyalty and cooperation. A stockpile of captured handguns might put us on the same page.

Making my way back to headquarters, I checked with the ops center for the pulse of things. Their read was similar to my own observation on the ground. I passed on the Governor’s list of names to Tim Morrow, my intelligence officer, and then prepared to attend a dinner hosted by Governor Hussein al-Jabouri in honor of Colonel Don Campbell, our brigade commander. The location of the banquet was an isolated farm in an area known as Allum.

That evening, the cooler air gave respite from the oppressive heat of the day. Our open-topped hummers magnified the breeze even further. One of my first acts of command was to strip our vehicles like a chicken bone—no canvas, no doors, no encumbrances. If called to fight, split seconds mattered. These changes allowed us to see in all directions and allowed us to provide cover with our rifles as we traveled.

My eyes were on heightened alert as we followed the narrow dirt tracks leading to the Governor’s farm. If we were ambushed here, there would be no room for a maneuver of any kind. Thick green brush and tall monkey grass lined much of the path, gapped only by farm entrances. It was noticeably cooler here in the bottomland near the Tigris River. Ahead, guards and a few familiar faces from earlier in the day greeted us. We steered our vehicles into the Governor’s fields and made our way to the first of many feasts we would dub “lamb grabs.”

Transitioning from combat patrol to dinner party, we crossed a plush, green lawn that was garrisoned by the ubiquitous, white plastic chairs. Always, the white plastic chairs. I became convinced there were more of them in Iraq than there were Iraqis. They doglegged from a large communal table, completing the arrangement. Lamb, fowl, fish, various vegetables, nuts, and fruits crowded the table. Bare hands reached into bowls and deposited generous portions onto plates. Noticeably absent was the fine instrument known to us as the fork.
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