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Praise for


Echo in Ramadi


“This is a masterfully told story of brave warriors and heroic deeds in battle, but it also defines the unbreakable bonds of men who would rather die than let down their fellow Marines. Scott shares in vivid detail the challenges of leadership, his love for his men, and the pain endured from those killed or wounded in battle. Precisely details the day-to-day pressure in combat, the individual bravery, and his humility as a proven combat leader.


“During a military career, ‘one must prepare himself for a moment that may never come: to thrust himself into the unchartered arena of battle.’ For Huesing, that moment occurred more than once—each time he successfully rose to the occasion with courage and success.”


           —Brigadier General William “Wild Bill” Weise, USMC (Ret), commanding officer, 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, 1967–1968, Dai Do, Vietnam, recipient of the Navy Cross for Valor, Silver Star, and three Purple Heart Medals


“Absolutely perfect . . . Unique and captivating . . . Of all the books I’ve read on the War on Terror, Echo in Ramadi puts the reader on both sides of the wire with the men—seeing it through their eyes on the battlefield and back home with the families that share their pain and perception of waiting for news of their Marines. Major Huesing has delivered a timeless account of war for all to read.”


           —Gunnery Sergeant Jack Coughlin, USMC (Ret), New York Times bestselling author of Shooter and thirteen other bestselling books


“Huesing drops you into the middle of the action and shows you what fighting was like in the toughest areas of Iraq against a determined enemy at the height of the insurgency. You will feel as if you are standing side by side with these heroic Marines as they move from one firefight to the next, courageously overcoming uncertainty and dealing with the attacks, fear, and excitement. More apparent, he shows how they overcame the friction they faced on many fronts of the war.”


           —Patrick Van Horne, author of Left of Bang, U.S. Marine captain, and founder of the CP Journal


“Expertly told as you turn the pages. You feel the pain, cold, and heat these Magnificent Bastards endured, cheering through their experiences, only to be pulled back into the grim reality of combat. Echo in Ramadi is destined to be a classic narrative of men in war—not due to the great heroics often highlighted in most military works but to the lack of such grandiosity by a loyal commanding officer who provides honest and unvarnished reflections of those in his charge. It will be hard not to admire these Marines, and even harder to forget them.”


           —Colin Heaton, co-author of Noble Warrior, U.S. Marine, and owner of Heaton-Lewis Books
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To all of the brave Echo Company “Longhorns” who fought and died defending the freedoms of our nation, both on and off the battlefield, to all of the “The Magnificent Bastards” of 2d Battalion, 4th Marines—who battled alongside—and to the families who gave their unyielding support to us all.
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Corporal Dustin J. Libby USMC


Born: 4 January 1984


Killed in Action: 6 December 2006
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Lance Corporal Emilian D. Sanchez USMC


Born: 29 May 1986


Killed in Action: 21 January 2007
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Lance Corporal Andrew G. Matus USMC


Born: 14 September 1987


Killed in Action: 21 January 2007
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Lance Corporal Anthony C. Melia USMC


Born: 29 August 1986


Killed in Action: 27 January 2007
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Corporal Richard O. Quill III USMC


Born: 27 November 1984


Killed in Action: 1 February 2007
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Sergeant Major Joseph J. Ellis USMC


Born: 8 September 1966


Killed in Action: 7 February 2007
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Sergeant Clinton W. Ahlquist USMC


Born: 1 December 1983


Killed in Action: 20 February 2007
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Lance Corporal Steven M. Chavez USMC


Born: 21 November 1986


Killed in Action: 14 March 2007
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Corporal Andrew W. Marrari USMC


Born: 26 August 1985


Died: 3 December 2009
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Corporal Simon R. Litke USMC


Born: 27 December 1984


Died: 2 November 2015
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Foreword


Major General James E. Livingston, USMC (Retired), Medal of Honor Recipient


Major Scott Huesing has written a book not just about Marines in combat, but also about life as a Marine in my old command: Echo Company, Second Battalion, Fourth Marine Regiment. The narrative comes through clear and concise, and exposes the reader to the collective boredom of warfare, punctuated by moments of sheer terror that these young Marines, soldiers, and sailors endured during the second battle of Ramadi.


As a combat Marine officer and leader of warriors, I endorse this book for many reasons, not the least of which is the honest, paternalistic approach taken by the author as he details the heroism, suffering, and collective brotherhood of those Marines and sailors under his leadership.


This is a solid work written by a warrior who was there in command, which is always the best approach to writing such literary works. What I found most impressive was his clearly demonstrated admiration for his subordinates, those who carried the burden of fighting, some wounded, and others killed in action, while neglecting to mention his own valor.









Prologue


War was not an oriflamme adventure filled with noble deeds and tilts with destiny, as believed, but a vast, uncaring universe of butchery and attrition, in which the imaginative, the sensitive were crippled and corrupted, the vulgar and tough-fibered augmented—and the lucky were lucky and survived, and they alone.


—Anton Myrer, Once an Eagle


I used to think about the medals and ribbons and parades when I was a young Marine and how they were a measure of one’s success. Ten deployments and multiple combat tours later, I no longer did.


In Ramadi, none of that meant shit to me.


The United States Marine Corps had seemed romantic—blue dress uniforms, shiny medals, the bumper stickers, and the Hollywood movies that glamorized war. I joined in 1989, enlisting on the advice of a high school friend who did it on a whim. I had just turned nineteen. Not having college prospects on the horizon, it seemed the right thing to do at the time. I didn’t really know anything about the Marine Corps or what I was getting myself into.


It wasn’t like Hollywood depictions. Within a year of enlisting, Operations Desert Shield and Desert Storm were under way. I was scheduled to deploy to the Middle East with my unit in January 1991.


After we received orders to fight in Operation Desert Storm, everybody took a week or two to spend with their families. I went home to Illinois. My mother drove me to the airport and walked me all the way to the gate ready to send her youngest son to war. Back then, there were no security checkpoints and no such thing as the Transportation Security Agency.


My mom was worried just like any other mother. She cried, but then again, she was a crier. She was always emotional, but now with the thought of her son going off to war, it hit her very hard. I remained tough and hugged her tightly as she sent me to the gate, knowing how hard it was for her, but deep inside I was excited to go because I was finally getting what every U.S. Marine is trained for—war.


My unit flew from North Carolina to Saudi Arabia on a big white commercial jet. We weren’t in first-class seating, but the flight attendants treated us as if we were.


The flight took almost twenty hours. When the plane landed, we grabbed our gear and rifles and walked down the set of stairs that had been pushed up to the plane.


We stood on the tarmac in a large military formation in our “chocolate-chip” desert uniforms. A gunnery sergeant walked through it, handing each of us five little brown cardboard boxes, each containing twenty rounds of live 5.56mm ammunition to put in the 30-round magazines for our M16-A2 rifles. Very administrative and procedural—and very different from what I imagined landing in a war zone would be.


For the next several months, we set up camp, did our jobs, stood post, burned barrels of human shit with a blend of gasoline and diesel fuel, filled sandbags, cleaned weapons, and all the other monotonous tasks needed to maintain our position.


We were preparing for war, too.


We thought it would be a magnificent battle—and we were all very excited to fight. In the meantime, we waited.


We played endless games of Spades to fill our time in between the mundane day-to-day tasks. The arrival of care packages was another relief from the monotony.


I remember each one of those small, white cardboard boxes addressed to “Any Service Member.” I can still smell the Corn Nuts snacks that filled them and the scent of crayons on the letters written from grade school kids packed inside.


Occasionally there were some enemy rocket attacks—SCUD missiles that hit close to our camp a couple of times. One night the shrapnel from the impact of a missile shredded the tent where we ate chow. Luckily, no one was in it at the time.


It was, however, the first time I experienced enemy fire.


The whining of the SCUD alarm sounded. It was an old firehouse siren with a crank handle on it, but it was loud enough for everyone to hear. Most took shelter, or were directed to, in one of the bunkers that were nothing more than massive holes covered on top by metal engineer stakes, plywood, and sandbags stacked two or three high. I thought they would be death traps if a missile hit one, so I took my chances in one of the fighting positions that our heavy machine guns occupied.


Although it wasn’t close combat with the Iraqi Army—no blazing gunfire, it was still very new and thrilling to me. But not everyone was like me.


Some Marines were terrified. Some actually cried. Most just waited it out with little show of emotion.


When the air campaign commenced, and Desert Storm officially began, I was on post, manning a Browning M2 .50 caliber machine gun. I watched in awe as more than one hundred coalition aircraft took off from Shaikh Isa Air Base out of Bahrain.


It was a magnificent sight watching and listening to the planes scream over my position, knowing that they were about to deliver their deadly ordnance against Saddam’s Iraqi Army.


Romantic.


At least it was to a young lance corporal.


My unit fought during that war and did its part, but it was over very quickly—just over four months. Honestly, it was a very forgettable experience for me in comparison with my future combat deployments. Nonetheless, I was proud of what we accomplished, and I still keep in touch with some of the Marines with whom I served.
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Fifteen years later, I was in command of Echo Company, 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, deployed to Ramadi, Iraq. It was the third year of Operation Iraqi Freedom, and my command was assigned to the U.S. Army’s 1st Brigade Combat Team (1-BCT) “The Ready First” which consisted of the largest armor and infantry alignment in modern warfare. I worked directly for Task Force 1-9 Infantry Battalion (TF 1-9 IN) “Manchu” under the command of Lieutenant Colonel Chuck Ferry, U.S. Army.


During this nearly nine-month deployment (our mission: kill or capture Anti-Iraqi Forces [AIF]), Echo Company stood in the line of fire daily in Ramadi—the most dangerous and most densely populated area of insurgent activity in 2006. It would test us and would take the best of us.


I do not want to boast Echo Company was the most badass company of Marines ever to walk a battlefield, or that we endured the most pain. Many other units were plenty tough and endured an equal level of pain and loss, if not more than we did.


What Echo Company and our U.S. Army brothers accomplished in such a short amount of time made a difference in the most dangerous area in Iraq, and it certainly made a difference to the Marines who fought.


Echo in Ramadi is not a story about my time as a Marine or an infantry company commander, or the job I did when I was privileged to lead some of the best men I have ever known. I think I will admit more than most that I am quite sure I had more than my share of fuck-ups and tough decisions to make.


This story is about—and for—the warriors of Echo Company, 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, and their families. It is their voices that tell of the battles we fought, the relationships we shared, and the pain we still bear today. It is a tribute to them—to those that are gone, those who served, and those who continue the fight today.


During our time in Iraq, we didn’t think about war movies, parades, and shiny medals.


All I thought about was bringing my Marines home alive.









CHAPTER 1


Phone Call


When I lost my first Marine in Echo Company, I was thirty-six years old.


We’d been battling in Ramadi, Iraq, in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom in 2006. Echo Company was made up of 248 men. But they were my men. Each of them was my watch, my responsibility. I trained them hard hoping that it would protect each and every one of them from the dangers of combat. I knew it was impossible in reality. I knew in my head that Ramadi was a dangerous place. I had prepared myself for the inevitability of losing Marines—or at least I thought I had. Now one had died, and it felt like a part of me had gone missing.


Corporal Dustin Libby—twenty-two years old from Maine—had taken a fatal bullet during a grueling four-hour firefight in Ramadi. He had died fighting to protect his platoon. Our Company. My Company.


[image: ]


Libby’s death hit me hard. It was almost incomprehensible to me to think about it. There was so much chaos that night. His death stunned us all, and when we heard the official report—the blur of fighting throughout the dark hours had distracted us from expressing any real emotions. But as the morning came, so did the reality that Libby was gone.
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I was stationed at Camp Pendleton in Oceanside, California, when I met Libby before shoving off to Iraq. I was living in my office at the battalion command post and Libby, like the rest of the single Marines, was at the Bachelor Enlisted Quarters.


They tell us from day one as an officer that we should never have favorites, or at least not show that we have preferences in our unit. But I would be lying if I said Corporal Libby wasn’t one of my favorites. He was one of many, I suppose.


He had a cool, nonchalant attitude about him, yet he exuded confidence well above his years. Libby was as even-tempered as they came. He wasn’t timid in any endeavor—this included engaging his superiors in conversation.


I showed up at the barracks late one evening. Libby stood on the catwalk leaning against the metal railing. He was a good-looking kid with blonde hair—wiry 160 pounds at five-ten. He was shirtless. I read the Old English style letters “USMC” tattooed across his stomach, about four inches and centered above his belly button. Tattoos were badges of pride that many Marines wore.


I had none.


I’d come close on a couple of occasions as a lance corporal—drunk and waving a fistful of cash at a local tattoo artist in Oceanside and both times denied service.


Libby politely struck up a conversation as I approached his room. Like British royalty asking me to sit down for tea, he had a beer at the ready and asked if I would care for one. I didn’t decline.


It was times like those that my relationship with Libby developed. From then on, I always counted on his honesty, opinions, and loyalty to the Marines he led. His force of personality was something that made Libby indispensable to the men of his squad and made his leaders depend on him. When rounds are flying, they don’t distinguish between rank, age, color, or religion—Libby understood this intrinsically. We were all brothers thrust into the chasm, and we took care of each other better than anyone else we’ve ever known.
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On that fateful night, Lance Corporals Jonathan Neris, Christopher Muscle, Jonathan Yenglin, and Hospitalman Nate “Doc” Dicks, sat with Corporal Libby in their room at Entry Control Point (ECP) 8, their battle position in the heart of central Ramadi. They were bullshitting and cracking jokes at each other’s expense like most Marines do to kill time. Libby regaled his men with excerpts and quotes from his favorite movies, Hang ‘Em High and The Boondock Saints. They were interrupted when gunfire snapped against the walls. Their adrenaline surged.


Fourth Platoon was completely engaged in one of the most complex attacks we’d faced to date. They raced to the rooftop. A blaze of intense small arms fire lit the air. Deafening bursts from machine guns made it impossible to communicate. The battle raged on, and the Marines fought side by side. Neris caught Libby out of the corner of his eye. He heard Libby say, “I’m reloading my M-203.” But then Libby didn’t come back up. He looked down and saw that Libby had fallen.


With rounds still smacking the walls of ECP 8, Neris took a knee in the middle of the roof. Tears came down his face, his chest heaved, and he tried to stifle the short audible gasps. He didn’t want his squad to see him cry.


As the firefight wound down in the early morning hours, every Marine in 4th Platoon found out about the loss of Libby and began to feel it. The next day, I carried their pain and mine, and I moved about numb and willing myself to not break down. I couldn’t because my Marines were looking to me for strength.
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There is a formal process in the Marine Corps called the Casualty Assistance Calls Program (CACP). Select Marines—Casualty Assistance Calls Officers (CACOs)—have the unenviable job and the immense responsibility of being the first to officially notify family members of Marines killed in action (KIA). They arrive in formal blue dress uniforms and knock on front doors of family members, bearing the worst news anyone could ever get—or ever give. The CACO process had already been completed for Corporal Libby when I began to put pen to paper and started writing my letters of condolence to his mother, Geni, and his father, Judd.


Marine Corps officers get a minuscule amount of training on how to properly approach family members about the loss of their son or daughter. Normally, “training” involves a class or two with a homework assignment of writing a fictional letter. I’ve got a news flash—no class can teach the right protocol. To find the right words in real life is near impossible. Emotions run rampant at the death of a Marine who, hours before, stood next to you, fought beside you, was someone you knew at a personal level—someone who became your brother—someone who would have died for you.


But I knew I couldn’t just write Libby’s parents a canned letter of condolence.


He deserved better. His parents deserved a phone call.
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In terms of time, Ramadi is eight hours ahead of Castle Hill, Maine, so it wasn’t until late that night that I was able to call Libby’s family via an Iridium satellite cell phone.


Everyone from the Echo Company headquarters staff was in the Tactical Operations Center (TOC) in our little corner of the battalion command center planning space. I told First Sergeant Thom Foster that I had to step out to make a phone call.


He looked at me with a face lined with deep wrinkles. Those around his mouth were set and grim. In a quiet voice, he said, “Take all the time you need, sir. I have everything covered for a while.”


Outside the TOC, darkness engulfed the area. Within the confines of Camp Corregidor, AM General High Mobility Multi-Purpose Wheeled Vehicles (HMMWVs—also known as Humvees), generators, and pallets of supplies were laid out in no particular fashion. The M1-A1 tanks, however, were lined up in a nice neat row, twenty deep.


I found a place out of view from the soldiers and Marines. A Humvee sat parked in the shadows behind the TOC, so I set my helmet on the hood then placed my satellite phone next to it. Despite the cool night air, when I ripped open the Velcro closure on my body armor, musty steam instantly escaped. I rifled through my breast pocket. The dialing instructions for the phone and my CACO sheet with family notification phone numbers sat tucked inside.


I turned on the small red-lens Petzl helmet light strapped to my Kevlar so I could read the information. The papers were damp from my sweat, and I pushed the tiny power button of the phone on. The keypad and screen lit up with a greenish glow. My stomach began to knot tight as I dialed the number for Libby’s mom.


As the phone rang, my throat tightened from nerves as a hundred thoughts of how this speech was going to sound ran through my head. I thought for sure she wouldn’t even want to talk to me. I had no idea what to say to a mother who had lost her son. I thought that surely everything I had to say would sound so canned and insincere as if I was reading off a pre-written government script.


On the fifth ring, a frail-sounding, sweet voice came on the line.


“Hello.”


Geni Libby. Corporal Dustin Libby’s mother.


I introduced myself. “Mrs. Libby, this is Captain Scott Huesing, your son’s company commander and . . . ”


My voice began to crack. I had to take a moment and find the words.


“ . . . I can’t tell you how truly sorry I am at the loss of Dustin.”


Tears came quickly to my eyes, and a lump rose in my throat as I uttered that first sentence. I had not felt that afraid to speak since I was a child and endured that uncontrollable terror of having to tell the truth after something bad happened—I struggled with it.


I tried to imagine what Geni looked like as I spoke. I wondered what she was doing and if her family was around her at the time. I didn’t expect it to be so hard, and I tried to hold back the pain, but I couldn’t seem to get a grasp of my emotions. I knew she could hear it in my voice.


As the conversation continued, I tried evading some of her questions, but she pressed me for specific details about that night. She already knew that he had died from a single gunshot wound to the neck, having been told this by the CACO.


I gently tried to explain the events, including how I was in the Tactical Operations Center at Camp Corregidor when the call for the casualty evacuation (CASEVAC) came across the radio as we raced to her son’s aid.


I told her that Dustin had fought bravely in the face of a tough, well-organized enemy, and that his actions saved the lives of countless Marines in his platoon before he was wounded. I told her how we rushed Dustin to the battalion aid station at the Combat Outpost in my Humvee.


“Thank you for telling me the truth,” she said.


“Dustin meant a lot to me,” I said. “He was truly one of my favorites in Echo Company. I know there isn’t anything he wouldn’t do for his Marines.”


Geni was silent for a moment. “Dustin loved being a Marine more than anything. I’ll pray for your continued safety. Please continue fighting.”


I told her we’d stay safe and that Dustin would be with us in spirit as we continued our mission. “He won’t be forgotten. He didn’t give his life in vain.”


We spoke for several minutes more, and she kept telling me how proud she was of all of us and they’d be thinking of us and praying for us.


She thanked me for calling.


She was thanking me?


Tears spilled freely down my face, through the layers of dust, as I listened to Geni’s soothing voice speak to me not as a Marine or Commander, but as a mother would to any son. It was humbling beyond words. I felt cared for so much by this lady whom I’d never even met. A sense of relief, compassion, and forgiveness came over me all at once. My breath began to come back to me as I felt the love she had for her son and for all of us fighting in that miserable place.


She passed the phone to Chris, Dustin’s older brother. I told him that his brother was a warrior who took it to the enemy that night and how all of the Marines in Echo Company were proud at how fiercely Dustin fought.


After we spoke, Geni came back to the phone. “If there’s anything that you and the boys need, you just let us know. We love all of you, and we’re proud of all of you back here.”


Geni, in all of her pain, and as only a mother can, knew how hard it was for me to make that phone call. In her compassionate way, she thanked me again.


Where do people like this come from?


They’re not ordinary people—they’re extraordinary.


They lose so much, yet can still care so deeply for others like me and the hundreds of others that Libby died protecting that night. I was—and remain—in awe of the strength she possessed.


It wasn’t any easier when I spoke to his father who lived apart from Libby’s mother. When I finished, I pressed the red button on the Iridium and the phone shut off.


I felt as if someone had rammed a stake through the middle of my chest. My heart was straining to beat. I took short, painful breaths, exhaling through my nose as I folded up the papers and shoved them back into my left breast pocket.


As I fastened my body armor back together, I scanned the area to make sure no one had been watching or eavesdropping on my conversation during my brief moment of weakness. I always wanted to be emotionally steady in front of the Marines.


I wiped my hands down the front of my cargo pants to clean them off and then pressed the heels of both palms hard into my eyes to repress the swelling from the tears that had been pooling there for the past half hour.


As I gathered myself back up, I walked back toward the entrance of the TOC, to the Echo Company office. It was almost pitch black. Only a few streams of artificial light peeked out of the buildings around me to illuminate the area. Even though I carefully navigated the darkened pathway, I tripped and ripped open my shin on a sharp metal tent stake jammed into the ground for no apparent reason.


“Great! Being fucked up like this isn’t enough; this is just what I need!” I wanted to yell. At least, for an instant, the bleeding gash in my leg took my mind off the emotional hole in my heart.


I walked back into the Company Operations Center and put the satellite phone into its case and tucked it away. As I did, the eyes of every soldier and Marine in the TOC were on me. Everyone in that room knew where I had been. No one wished they had been in my boots.


I told Foster the call was the toughest thing I ever had to do. He pursed his lips and nodded—silently expressing a sober understanding of what I had just endured. Unfortunately, it wouldn’t be the last time I’d go through that experience during our deployment.


19 December 2006


Geni mailed me a letter. It wasn’t until late January 2007 that I received it. The words she wrote eased my heavy heart and at the same time reaffirmed my resolve to keep fighting. To keep the boys together. To win.
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CHAPTER 2


Lieutenants


The story of Echo Company in Ramadi is a series of instances of collective discipline, life-saving vigilance, ceaseless patience, depthless love, and steady resolve demonstrated daily by young men of the strongest character.


Among those young men were the lieutenants in my company. It was their leadership that was the difference between life and death on most days. They were lucky, though. They had some of the best and most seasoned senior enlisted Marines by their sides to guide them along the way.
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Within the Marine Corps—and across all branches of the military—the Infantry Officer Course in Quantico, Virginia, is acknowledged as one of the toughest schools.


It is a grueling thirteen weeks of patrolling, offensive and defensive tactics, marksmanship, hiking, and drilling designed to push students past their physical and mental limits. The lieutenants going through IOC will never be as hot or as cold, as tired or as hungry, or as fatigued in combat as they are in training. Only select few make it into IOC, and not everyone makes it out. That is by design. The Marine Corps entrusts only the very best to command our nation’s finest.
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I was a captain in Twentynine Palms, California, when I got the first chance to meet the lieutenants who had orders to Echo Company—they’d been flown to Twentynine Palms to conduct desert training. My good friend, Major Martin “Crawdad” Wetterauer, was the director of the Infantry Officer’s Course. I called him up to let him know that I’d be stopping by the training area—our old stomping grounds—to meet them.


Marty was a “mustang,” like me—we’d been enlisted Marines before receiving our commissions. I served as his company executive officer in Lima Company, 3d Battalion, 4th Marines, in 2001 at the Marine Corps Air-Ground Combat Center in the high desert. Marty taught me a lot about leadership, even though I had to decipher his teachings through his thick, Louisiana drawl—his relentless methods shaped how I led and pushed my lieutenants.


My lieutenants were in their final stages of IOC when I was introduced to them. Their squad advisor, Captain Brian Chontosh, escorted John McLaughlin, Jay Grillo, Pete Somerville, and Seth Nicholson over and introduced them to me. They looked beat up. From the looks of their tired, gaunt, sweaty, and begrimed faces as they stood in front of me, the Infantry Officer Course was obviously still the unrelenting bastion it had always been.


But behind the grime and sweat that covered their faces, there was excitement in their eyes. They had that fire that all new lieutenants have. They were ready to lead. They had spent a year of their lives in Quantico, preparing for the chance to step in front of a rifle platoon as its commander.


During IOC or under my command, I made them train as if it were the last day.


They undoubtedly had heard a lot about being an officer at The Basic School—that training period that all Marine officers go through at the start of their careers—and IOC. But I was their commander; I had my own philosophy, and I made them listen.


I told them, “There is no such thing as combat leadership—just leadership.”


I never subscribed to the idea that because one had been in combat, shot at, or injured it made them a better leader. Leaders lead in any condition, although some shine a little brighter under chaotic conditions—real leaders control the situation even in the absence of chaos. Training for restlessness and boredom is not a mission-essential task, but something a good leader has to deal with to keep Marines sharp when the madness begins.


All infantry lieutenants have received phenomenal training and gone through rigorous mental preparation before they enter the operational forces. What they tend to lack is a fundamental understanding of the magnitude of their responsibilities that only combat can prove to cure.


My lieutenants were keenly aware they lacked experience, but tried to make up for it by bulldozing through the friction when presented with tough decisions. I doubt any of them would admit it, but this amateurish mindset was wholly absent from the essence of what it meant to lead Marines. It is a lesson that I like to think I set by example.


My lieutenants were young, around twenty-four years old when they came to Echo Company. It was evident to them that I had a passion for the Marine Corps. I had a visceral excitement about being a Marine and I never tried to mask my enthusiasm, and it probably intimidated them a bit.


I required more of my lieutenants than anyone else because that is what’s needed to be a Marine officer. I never let them forget that. Like most young Marines, they enjoyed their time off. But I infringed on it on occasion. They would have rather been on the beach in southern California, or out romancing the girls, or spending time with their families. Yet they knew that it was a necessity within our shared vocation.


Like most things in the Marine Corps, our timeline was very compressed, especially within a Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU). It wasn’t uncommon for me to call my lieutenants on their days off to talk about the Marines, or have them come in on a Sunday to work on our standard operating procedures as a helicopter-borne company.


I insisted they visit the Marines at the barracks on the weekends to see how they lived—those who stayed around and who didn’t go on liberty—and try to connect with them. As a former enlisted Marine, I knew that officers who really cared, or at least made an effort to care, were the ones you could trust.


During their training period, I impressed upon them the importance of what good officers do. There were a few bad examples of what “wrong” looked like throughout my career insofar as leadership went. I never wanted to be “that guy” to my lieutenants or my Marines.


It was always the little things that mattered the most, and I wanted my officers to understand what a difference they could make. Never intending to portray myself in the image of a Marine poster boy, I’m the first to admit that I was no Boy Scout, but I tried to lead by example.


I was usually at the barracks on the weekends and at night (probably much to the chagrin of the boys at times) to check on them. In training or combat, I was always right there with them. If there were sandbags to fill, I had a shovel in my hand. If there was shit to move, I moved it, and shoveled it on occasion, right alongside the Marines.


If there was a patrol, I was on it.


If there was a firefight, I was in it.


I never subscribed to the notion or adage that, “Officers need to know their place,” suggesting that officers shouldn’t be seen doing menial tasks only enlisted Marines would have to do. I was part of a team—my place was always with my Marines doing what they were doing.


Period.


I explained to my lieutenants, “Every infantry officer is expected to know how to lead a platoon. I know you can lead a platoon. That’s what IOC produced. My job is not to train you how to be platoon commanders. My job is to teach you how to be company commanders.”


They were probably shocked to hear this, and some may have falsely assumed that IOC gave them their learner’s permit and I would be the one handing them the keys to the car along the way. That wasn’t the case. I expected them to be able to drive in the fast lane when they showed up.


They all had different personalities, but all had one thing in common. They were so enamored with the guts and glory aspects of what being an infantry officer should be—they shunned the other mundane but essential tasks of being officers.


Like most, they did not enjoy tasks like writing fitness reports, preparing page after page of operations orders, creating PowerPoint briefs, the relentless bureaucracy of the awards system, and all the other administrative headaches they neither understood nor appreciated.


I was proud of my ability to excel, not just in spite of the minutiae we all coped with, but also because of it. I learned early on from my mentors that it is easy to be good at your main job, but excelling at the collateral duties young officers are assigned is what sets you apart from the pack.


Honing communication skills, learning to write with clarity, serving as something like the voting officer, recognizing a Marine’s accomplishments through awards and acknowledgment—these were the sort of “little things” that made the difference.


Put another way, they saw the bureaucratic aspect of the Marine Corps as a nuisance. I saw it as a channel through which I properly took care of my Marines.


An example of this came in late December 2006 in western Ramadi.
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We had just ended a long clearance operation during which we didn’t sleep or eat much, even by Marine Corps standards. We were under a tight timeline to clear a part of the city, and we pushed hard, at times working twenty hours a day straight. It was mentally draining and physically exhausting work.


After a long push, I’d pull my Kevlar helmet off and could feel the top of my head throbbing from its weight that had dug into my skull. I scratched my hair for some relief.


I cursed my helmet often.


At the conclusion of this and similar operations, the immediate reflex is to take care of yourself—get some sleep, take a shower, find food, or just decompress at the firm base.


We weren’t back for more than an hour or so when I called for all of the lieutenants to come to the company office. It was a metal cargo box on the back of a dilapidated U.S. Army 7-ton truck parked outside of the Task Force 1-77 Armor Battalion (TF-1-77 AR) command post at Camp Ramadi.


When they arrived, I told them that the commander of the task force had given us the opportunity to recognize our Marines who had been fighting in his unit’s battlespace for weeks by awarding them medals—called “impact awards” that are presented for actions during specific time periods of meritorious action and valor. The catch was that we—that is to say, they—needed to write the award citations. Furthermore, they had to be done immediately so the task force could approve them the next day. I did not want to miss any chance to recognize the Marines.


They were tired, hungry, and filthy, but I ordered them to sit down at the computers and start writing out the citations for deserving Marines.


For the next few hours, I made them work on the citations until they delivered acceptable products.


I returned draft after draft to them saying, “These need to be better, cleaner. These are your Marines. Don’t give anyone a reason to deny your Marines the recognition they earned.”


I sensed the resentment for being so strict about something the lieutenants thought others should have to do. I’m quite sure they were under the impression that there were little award fairies who typed these things up and sent them to some magical place from which shiny medals and colorful ribbons and proper award citations then appeared.


I am quite sure they were thinking, “Why the fuck are we doing this? Isn’t this what administration Marines do? We’re warfighters. Admin is bullshit!”


The fact is, good officers do the right things for their Marines. Making sure Marines were recognized for their actions was the right thing to do. In the end, their hard work paid off and we got the citations in on time, and my lieutenants and I pinned Army Achievement and Commendation Medals on fourteen Marines in our company. My officers saw how their jobs as leaders were not limited to leading their men on the battlefield.


Each lieutenant had his strengths, but each still had a lot to learn about the gravity of his responsibilities. Their leadership development was vital to the success of the company.


[image: ]


Ever since Second Lieutenant John McLaughlin was a child, he fantasized about the military. He didn’t know that he would be a Marine, but he did know that he would serve the military in some capacity.


The advertised culture of the Marine Corps is what drew him to it. The more he learned about the Corps, the more he desired to earn the title of U.S. Marine. The more closely he followed the news of the burgeoning stages of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, the more he realized he had to contribute as much as the Marines who were serving.


McLaughlin was oblivious as he watched the Middle East conflicts unfold, not realizing that many of the young men whom he admired and wanted to emulate would soon be under his charge.


McLaughlin imagined that his first platoon would be an experienced group of guys. Subordinates, yes, but only in rank and billet. Trusting the guys who had been in for a while was a tenet of leadership that would be unchallenged. For the Marines of Echo Company, the term “experienced” was never thrown around loosely.


About fifty of the Marines in the company had experienced a grueling deployment to Ramadi in 2004. During that mission, Echo Company and the battalion as a whole sadly amassed a casualty count that would be rivaled by few other units during the War on Terror.


When he received his commission as an officer in the Marine Corps from the U.S. Naval Academy, the war in Iraq was already more than two years old. McLaughlin didn’t know what to expect, but by the way the news portrayed the war, he anticipated an incessantly kinetic environment in which both he and his Marines would perform superhuman acts in the face of certain death on a daily basis.


Certainly, the combat that Echo Company experienced was frequent, intense, and probably quite similar to what thousands of other operators on the ground experienced during their time in Iraq. Nonetheless, it was not a constant. In fact, the experience of Ramadi could be best described as periods of extreme boredom punctuated by episodes of inexplicable chaos.


McLaughlin was twenty-four years old. He stood six-two, physically fit, with broad shoulders. His short, cropped hair was dark brown and he wore a smile on his face even when things were at their worst. He spoke with a thick, muddled New York accent, like a cab driver from Long Island. His voice was deep and fitting for his size, but I could always hear traces of the innocuous kid within it. He was confident about everything but humble. He knew he had as much to learn about following as he did about leading—it was one of his most admirable qualities.


While he never diminished the sacrifice, diligence, and courageousness of the Marines of Echo Company, McLaughlin never boasted that his platoon or the company had experienced more combat than any other unit. His accomplishments in Ramadi gave him a professional education like no other, and rid him of any inaccurate preconceptions of service in the Marines, and helped him grow as an officer. He found quickly that being boisterous about what Marines endured in war was reckless and it was immature to make trite comparisons of death, destruction, and wildness.
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Most Marine units are given definitive timelines and are assigned to specific areas of operation well before they deploy to a combat zone. This deployment was one plagued by uncertainty and continual extensions. Living aboard the USS Boxer, it seemed as if we floated around aimlessly. We didn’t find out where we’d end up. We didn’t know how long we would be there. We didn’t know when we would go. We were only told to “Be Prepared.”


The USS Boxer (LHD-4) was a 40,000-ton Wasp Class amphibious assault ship—an eight-hundred-foot-long mini-aircraft carrier with more than forty helicopters and airplanes from which the Marines launched operations. Nearly two thousand Marines and sailors lived inside the large vessel. It was one of the several ships in the Expeditionary Strike Group (ESG) that sailed together out of San Diego to the Middle East.


Platoon commanders had to get to know the Marines. Beyond their likes and dislikes, they became intimately acquainted with who they were, the commonalities shared, and the differences they had. The tight confines of the ship made becoming familiar much easier.


Over the course of several months, McLaughlin came to understand that the Marines who had been in combat before were different than the rest of the men in his platoon. They had an intangible grit to them, and something that exacted respect. It wasn’t necessarily synonymous with maturity. He couldn’t exactly put his finger on it, but he believed it was something that could only be possessed by young people who have both lived amongst—and caused—unnatural death for an extended period.


After McLaughlin had received official word from me that we were getting called forward to reinforce a U.S. Army unit in Ramadi, he experienced what he later described as “a scared giddiness” to share the news with his platoon.


McLaughlin got his platoon together in the berthing spaces and told them everything I had briefed him on. Knowing the system by then, McLaughlin would never take full credit for breaking the news to them. The ubiquitous “Lance Corporal Underground,” a rumor mill that spread faster than wildfire, tended to beat anyone to the punch every time, and it certainly did in this case.


They still talked about it, though, as a platoon. As vividly as anything else that had ever happened in McLaughlin’s life, he quickly learned that the area that Echo Company would be operating in was the same exact place where his combat-experienced Marines had deployed two years prior. He listened intently to his platoon’s Ramadi veterans.


Some appeared detached from the discussion. Others spoke with a level of detail he’d never heard before. It wasn’t their eloquence but the palpable emotion behind every fact they stated that made everything seem more real.


McLaughlin, like many other lieutenants, would lose Marines during his time in combat. He thought about the Marines who paid the ultimate sacrifice. He thought about the other Marines in the platoon and how much those incredible young men meant to each other.


Combat is a very real thing, but the severity of it has a tendency to escape you if you are not being shot at, and mortared, or whatever else. The repetitiveness and the boredom, the chaos and the horror seemingly don’t exist. But they do—and they are never more real than at those moments when you look the parents of a young Marine in the eye and express your sympathies for the death of their son, the young man who was ultimately your responsibility.


[image: ]


McLaughlin braced for the shock of what he imagined his first war would be like as we drew nearer to Ramadi—many of the other Marines did as well. Their training was sound, but even the most demanding training can never fully prepare anyone for the full force of war’s impact or teach how to react to it.


Echo Company’s seven-month deployment would ultimately turn into almost nine—extended twice by our higher command—a psychological kick in the sack for all of us. But we endured for over two hundred fifty days.


For most, they would be the most important months they ever lived.









CHAPTER 3


Movement


It is not easy to kill another human being. Not for anyone—no matter how it is portrayed in fiction, on television, or in movies. There is nothing romantic or cavalier about it. It is horrific. Life-changing. Killing is what happens, and Marines are trained to kill. But in war, destruction is everywhere. It eats everything around you. Sometimes it eats at you.


Killing is an unnatural act.


It starts with the enemy fixed in the scope. The breathing is controlled, but the heart races, muscles tense, and eyes adjust sharply. Slowly, deliberately, the finger slips onto the trigger of the rifle and then presses smoothly. A piercing crack. The gentle recoil. The small bullet, no bigger than the tip of a pencil, crosses space in an instant. It penetrates flesh and tears through the body. As the small projectile searches for the path of least resistance to exit the body, it shatters bone, explodes organs, severs veins and arteries. Crushed and mangled inside, the enemy falls. With a small, seemingly simple movement, executing one conscious decision—it is then you know you have killed.


Marines are masters of their art—but they do it not only with lethality, but also with honor, knowing that they are fighting for a greater purpose.


8 November 2006


When the USS Boxer Expeditionary Strike Group moved into the Arabian Sea, it ‘chopped’—that is, it came under the control of—the U.S. Navy’s 5th Fleet, headquartered in Bahrain. The amphibious warships then pushed north through the Straits of Hormuz and into the Persian Gulf. Two days later, on the 231st birthday of the Marine Corps, the 15th MEU Commanding Officer, Colonel Brian Beaudreault, stood on the Boxer’s flight deck and announced to the hundreds of Marines and sailors gathered there that we’d be going into Iraq.


They responded to the news exuberantly.


I sensed an excitement from the new Marines, the ones who had never been in combat before. Many, I suppose, still harbored romantic notions of how combat was going to be—running into the blaze of battle, firing their M-16s, and annihilating an untrained, inferior enemy.


If that’s what they were thinking, they’d know better soon enough. They were about to experience the intensity of combat and see death on a scale like they’d never imagined.


15 November 2006


Captain John Smith, the commander of Fox Company, 2d Battalion, 4th Marines, and I flew into Iraq after the colonel’s announcement to get an idea of the environment in which we’d be operating. We landed at Camp Ramadi, and we waited for a ride from the brigade headquarters to Camp Corregidor to where we’d meet Lieutenant Colonel Chuck Ferry, U.S. Army, the commander of Task Force 1-9 Infantry.


At Camp Ramadi, a television was tuned to Fox News—hammering away with coverage of the war. A breaking story came across the air. The correspondent informed the viewers that the Marine Corps was deploying twenty-five hundred specially-trained warriors of the 15th Marine Expeditionary Unit to Al Anbar Province as part of the broader “surge strategy.”


Smith and I looked at each other in disbelief. We had been told that our plans to flood the battlefield in places like Al-Anbar Province were secret.


“So much for Op-Sec,” Smith said.


“Op-Sec” meant “operational security” steps taken to keep the enemy from knowing your force’s composition, movements, and intentions.


I replied with appropriate eloquence, “Holy shit!”


The gall of the news media. Did they have any regard for the fact that what they announced to the world might affect our mission and our safety?


A surly, older-looking U.S. Army second lieutenant walked into the lobby. He was dressed out in full battle gear: helmet, body armor, and Army-style issued digital battle dress uniform. His M4 carbine rifle, covered in dust, dangled from his right shoulder from a D-Ring clip. His uniform’s nametape read, “Peterson.”


He spotted us and came over. “Excuse me, gentlemen. I am Lieutenant Peterson, and I’m supposed to be picking up some Marine, some Jack Ryan character. I’m expected to take him over to meet Lieutenant Colonel Ferry. Is that you?”


The derisive reference to the Tom Clancy novel series didn’t strike me as funny.


I only responded, “Yeah, that’s us. You ready to roll?”


He was.


Outside, a four-Humvee convoy awaited us with the engines running.


These were not like the Humvees Marines had. They were outfitted with the most up-to-date gear—high-powered radios, Raytheon GPS systems, Blue Force Tracker—small computer monitors that displayed high-speed digital moving maps that showed all of the friendly unit positions at all times, and electronic counter-measure devices meant to thwart remotely detonated roadside bombs or improvised explosive devices (IEDs). Armed with M240B 7.62mm and M2 .50 caliber machine guns, they were combat ready.


We drove what we would come to know as Route Trans Am, moving slowly, maybe five miles per hour, on the left-hand side of the road which had been cleared of IEDs. The vehicles bounced and rattled as we moved down the unimproved roads that were gutted with potholes and craters from mortar strikes and IEDs.


On the right-hand side of our Humvee’s windshield, someone taped casualty evacuation (CASEVAC) procedures and call-for-fire (templated methods for calling in artillery and air strikes) like cheat-sheets for a pop-quiz, to the bulletproof glass, ready for immediate use. Additional tactical notes, written in black grease pencil, were scrawled on the glass. The radios chirped and beeped before and after the transmissions as they broadcast across the net.


It was a crisp, clear day. We could see that during its years of being the site of some of the most kinetic fighting in Iraq, Ramadi had been torn to shreds. Everywhere, there were piles of concrete rubble and garbage, bullet-pocked houses, and shattered remains of houses that barely stood. Some structures literally looked like “half-houses,” as if someone had taken a giant sword and sliced diagonally from the top corner to the bottom corner—one part left standing, the other reduced to a pile of wreckage on the side of the yard.


Concrete barriers that were once used for counter-mobility were reduced into mounds of rubble on the roadsides from constant attacks—Ramadi looked like a vast wasteland from some post-apocalyptic fantasy novel.


The only intact structures were the mosques. I counted at least a dozen. Their minarets accented the cityscape which towered between thirty to fifty feet high—blue domes stood in stark contrast to a sea of gray and tan wreckage that was the capital city of Al Anbar Province.


The infrastructure was flattened. Telephone and electric wires dangled from bent poles that jutted from the ground at strange angles. Nothing was green. Even the few surviving palm trees were covered with a film of gray dust kicked up by explosions and dust storms.


Peterson pointed out the Army checkpoints as we drove past. They were nothing more than dilapidated buildings reinforced with sandbags, concrete dividers, and HESCO barriers—square, collapsible, metal cages lined with cloth and filled to the top with sand that when interlinked, made an impenetrable wall. I could see the barrels of rifles and machine guns poking out of sandbagged windows.
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