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This book is dedicated to the unsung heroes


of all conflicts—the military family. Spouses, children,


parents, and extended family have to endure the


loneliness, painful separation, and grueling reality of


“not knowing.” Christina, my wife, bore the weight


of raising a newborn, helping Steve-O, and handling our


personal affairs while I was deployed to Operation Iraqi


Freedom for twenty-five of the last thirty-six


months. Christina’s sacrifice and the many spouses


and families in the same situation will never be forgotten.

Christina, Sydney, and Steve-O…


I am eternally grateful and I love you.






Preface


Any soldier who has experienced the relentless onslaught of machine-gun fire, the punishing rain of shrapnel, or the tragedy of losing a fellow soldier will tell you that there is nothing any of us want more than peace. We fight willingly, but we understand the cost.

As soldiers, we do not choose the wars or conflicts in which we fight. We take an oath and pledge to go anywhere, anytime our nation calls. We do not fight for some greater political cause. In battle, we rarely think of the global significance of our mission. We fight for the soldier standing next to us suffering the same hardships. Every day, our primary objective is simply to do our jobs and get one another back alive.

With every sunrise in Iraq, we faced our mortality. Mortar and rocket-propelled grenade attacks, improvised explosive devices, suicide bombers, mujahideen, corrupt police, foreign fighters, Al Qaeda, and innocent civilians used as weapons—these are the threats we confronted every day.

After the overthrow of Saddam Hussein, my unit, Dragon Company, was dispatched to Husaybah, on the Syrian border, just as the insurgency began to emerge as a threat. We quickly realized that it had become the primary entry point for mercenaries, zealots, and veteran foreign fighters responsible for increasing resistance throughout the country.

Husaybah was the most dangerous assignment of my military career. It required absolute focus and constant improvisation. The soldiers of Dragon Company responded to the challenges with courage and tenacity. We worked to provide security for people who often seemed intent on killing us.

In the beginning, I had a one-dimensional view of the Iraqi people. But then along came a slight, cross-eyed Iraqi boy who gave us a deeper understanding. We came to trust him and then to consider him one of our own. This boy named Jamil, later nicknamed “Steve-O,” saved our lives more times than we could ever count. In return, I made a promise to protect him at all costs.

—Daniel Hendrex, February 14, 2006


The end of my second tour in Iraq
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KIA on the Front Page




It was two a.m. We were at the city’s edge. It had taken us twenty-four hours just to reach this point. We hadn’t had a shower in more than a week. We hadn’t slept in almost forty-eight hours. Inside the tight confines of the tank’s turret, we were soaked with sweat. The stench of cordite, hydraulic fluid, oil, and fuel filled our nostrils and permeated our uniforms. The turbine engine in our M1A2 Abrams armored tank idled in a low rumble as Sergeant Wilkening, the gunner, completed final checks and preparations to fire. The sergeant, a live wire from Seattle who was always ready for a fight, scanned the foliage and outlying buildings for any threatening activity through the gunner’s thermal imaging system. I keyed my CVC, a helmet with built-in communications, and informed Lieutenant Wilkins, my new platoon leader, of my location and my intentions.

The moon offered zero illumination, but the distant flashes provided glimpses of what was to come. The infantry had breeched the city’s defenses. They were trying to set a stronghold so they could then begin the tedious and dangerous task of driving out the enemy, building by building, room by room, step by step. Our mission was to obliterate any heavy resistance. Radio communication in urban environments was intermittent at best. The buildings, tight alleyways, and dead space played havoc with the technology. The lack of radio contact was maddening as we prepared to move our seventy-ton vehicle into the enemy’s heavily fortified position amid sporadic gunfire, thundering explosions, and a thick fog of battlefield smoke.

“White One, this is White Four. We have cleared the last minefield, and we are moving in from the north. White Three, follow me.”

We were the first heavy armor to enter the city, and we drew a lot of attention. Machine-gun and small-arms fire flashed from surrounding buildings and echoed in the alleyways. It was deafening. Pure chaos. Muzzle flashes seemed to come from every window, nook, and cranny. Both soldiers and insurgents darted in and out of the shadows. Civilians screamed for help.

Staff Sergeant Smith, my lanky tank commander, who was always coolheaded whether he was lining up an approach shot on the fairway or bearing down on an enemy stronghold in battle, positioned his tank, White Three, in the southern sector. I pushed our tank eastward. We were armed with the most lethal direct fire weapon system in the U.S. Army’s arsenal, yet our hands were tied because we had no radio contact with our infantry. Sgt. Wilkening yelled, “I have hot spots everywhere, but I can’t tell who is who!”

Then, suddenly, Wilkening found his mark: “Friendly soldiers, three o’clock, approximately fifty meters.”

He had identified our troops through his thermal sights because their Kevlar helmets have a distinct heat signature. I jumped from the tank and signaled to them. A soldier sprinted over and gave me the most accurate situation report I’d heard all night. His company had not yet established a stronghold. They were taking heavy casualties. The three buildings to our north were still in the hands of the insurgents, who were using them as cover to fire on our troops on the south side of the road.

I relayed that we would neutralize the insurgents in those buildings so that the infantry could continue their mission. He sent word to the other infantry platoons and told them to keep out of the targeted buildings. He thanked us for the support before disappearing into the darkness. I had to smile at his display of gratitude. In barrooms and chow halls, armored soldiers and infantrymen argue constantly over which of their branches is best. But when the shit hits the fan, the boys in boots do love to see a friendly tank.

We moved into a blocking position and immediately took heavy fire. It was time to go to work.

“Gunner COAX troops, identified! Fire!”

But we were both the hunter and the hunted in this fight. No sooner had we knocked out one nest of insurgents than I saw a flash and a distinctive puff of smoke near a third-story window. A rocket-propelled grenade was coming right at us. Luckily, it missed, but behind it came a flurry of fire climaxing in a large explosion that rattled our tank. The yellow light on our MILES (Multiple Integrated Laser Engagement System) immediately began blinking and the audio system began blaring in our ears as an eerie female voice intoned, “Catastrophic kill. Catastrophic kill.”

“You’re done!” yelled the observer controller, the head referee for this mock battle. “An insurgent threw a satchel charge on your front slope and blew you up. Everyone is dead!”

Training or not, I hated to lose, especially when it was bullshit. I emphatically tried to make a case that our crew would have survived that sort of attack on a real battlefield. An explosion seeks the path of least resistance, so it is doubtful that there would have been enough downward force to do lethal damage to our heavily armored tank or the crew inside. But this wasn’t the NFL, and my argument, peppered with too many expletives for the ref’s taste, sealed our fate. There were no play reviews in war games. Game over. The MOUT (Military Operations in Urban Terrain) site named Shuttgart-Gordon at the Joint Readiness Training Center in Fort Polk, Louisiana, would remain in the hands of the “enemy.”

 

The sun was breaking over the horizon and the urban warfare training exercise was wrapping up when Lieutenant Colonel Kievenaar, my squadron commander, walked over to me. He had watched the entire battle from the water tower, which was the command center where footage from hundreds of cameras throughout this thirty-five-million-dollar mock city was fed and recorded for postbattle reviews. Lt. Col. Kievenaar and I had been stationed together several times over the course of my career, and as I shared my concerns and discussed the shortcomings of the exercise, I was approached by a civilian in a baseball cap. He had a pen and notepad in hand and was shadowed by a photographer.

“Are you the tank commander of that vehicle over there? I’d like to interview you,” the reporter said.

I was still fuming and not at all thrilled to be discussing the demise of my tank and my crew. But media training is often part of such exercises. Each battle is videotaped and critiqued, and they’ll sometimes ask us to do mock interviews so we get used to dealing with embedded news media. I answered all of his questions, playing along with the game and not really paying attention. Then, as we wrapped it up, I asked him what unit he was with. He squinted, looked at me impatiently, and said, “I am a reporter with USA Today.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I can see the sticker on your cameraman. But you can break character now. Is this going to be used in the after-action review for commanders?”

Confused, he pulled out his wallet and handed me his business card. “Look, I don’t know how to tell you this any other way. I am from USA Today. We’re doing a story on this exercise. You are going to be on the front page of my newspaper tomorrow.”

And that is how I came to die along with my tank crew on page one of the newspaper with the largest circulation in the nation even before Operation Iraqi Freedom had begun. It was a mock death in a mock battle in a mock city—and thanks to USA Today, I was mocked plenty about it when the story appeared on October 31, 2002. I laughed off the ribbing, jokes, and e-mails that seemed to come from every soldier I’d ever walked by in my twelve-year military career. But I also used the war game defeat as a wake-up call to ratchet up my level of preparation for what would prove to be the most challenging deployment of my life.
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A Child of War




Summer 2000

A convoy of four white Mercedes sedans came cruising out of the desert, trailing dust from Baghdad, which lay two hundred miles to the west. They’d followed the greenway created by the Euphrates River as it snaked across Iraq through the Al Anbar Province to the Syrian border. The slender, dark-haired boy from Husaybah watched from a hilltop as his father, a captain in the Republican Guard, saluted the sleek vehicles. They seemed to glow like starships in the brilliant sunlight.

When the men in Iraqi army uniforms stepped from the cars, it was difficult at first for the boy, Jamil, to determine which one was Saddam Hussein. So many of them were of the same build and sported similar facial hair. But then the other men stepped back to let their leader come forward to inspect the troops. Jamil saw his father’s body stiffen as the powerful leader of their country approached. Saddam did not appear to single his father out. Instead, he appeared to be addressing the higher-ranking soldiers nearby.

Yet, on their way home that night, his father replayed the scene as one in which he and Saddam had conducted intimate conversations on important matters. Jamil reflected on the disparity between the bond that his father claimed to have with Saddam Hussein and what he had seen take place that day. He had long suspected that his father exaggerated both his ties to the president and his own standing in the Baath Party. Even at that point, he was beginning to suspect that his bullying father had little true influence beyond his men, their town, or the reach of his fists.

 

Husaybah lies uneasily on Iraq’s western border with Syria. The outpost of 100,000 inhabitants has a sordid and violent tradition as a lawless den of smugglers and prostitutes, ruled through the centuries by contentious tribes. Two Sunni Muslim tribes—the Mahalowis and the Salmanis—control cross-border trade at the sprawling marketplace inside the town’s landmark arched gates. Their bitter rivalry and the bloody infighting kept even Saddam Hussein from meddling much in the affairs of the cutthroats who rule the Sunni stronghold.

Husaybah was the birthplace and home of ten-year-old Jamil, the oldest of six siblings, including two sisters (Inaya and Nada) and three brothers (Imad, Kadar, and Hassan). Their mother, Tahira, doted on the children and did her best to serve as a buffer between them and their father, Nassir. As the eldest, Jamil was positioned as the favored child, yet he was most often the target of his father’s anger. In his role as a captain in the Republican Guard, the Iraqi armed forces, Nassir had grown hardened and unforgiving through decades of relentless war, first with Iran and later with Kuwait and the American-led coalition that came to its aid and drove the Iraqi forces out.

Nassir was a soldier in the army of a dictator who posed as a benevolent father while torturing and preying upon his own people. The military itself was largely ruled by violence and intimidation that seeped into the daily lives of all Iraqis. Jamil bore the scars of that brutish existence at an early age. Home from battle, his father once accused him of stealing a coin from his sack purse. Jamil, then eight years old, pleaded his innocence, but only after his father held a spoon over a flame and pressed it into the back of the boy’s hand. Jamil screamed and called for his mother, but she dared not help. It was not allowed. Her interference would only have brought more suffering down upon them.

A few months later, Jamil neglected to close the gate on a sheep pen shared by several families, and his own uncle knocked him to the ground and kicked him in the head, crushing a muscle and causing one of his eyes to cross. Tahira took her son to the Husaybah hospital, where a visiting Japanese surgeon from an international medical volunteer group repaired the damaged muscle in a long and painful procedure. While still healing, Jamil drew his father’s wrath once again. Nassir lashed out, knocking the sutures loose and undoing the surgeon’s work. Such brutal treatment left Tahira fearful for all of her children, but especially for Jamil.

After the terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001, Nassir grew more volatile than ever. The Republican Guard was put on alert for an American invasion. Saddam was defiant, but the rank-and-file soldiers had learned in Kuwait that they were ill equipped to fight more modern armies. As the threat of invasion grew, Nassir’s dark moods intensified.

His wife and children did their best to protect one another while staying out of his reach. They were a close-knit group of strong-willed characters. Inaya was as tall as Jamil and equally spirited. He loved playing pranks on her, but she was no pushover. One day, as Inaya prepared to go to school, she discovered that Jamil had emptied her schoolbag and claimed it as his own. When he refused to give it back, she chased him around the house, whacking him on the back of the head with his own sandal until he gave it up.

Jamil’s younger brothers shared his knack for pranks and provocations. Imad, who had made a study of his father’s extensive vocabulary of curse words, was notorious for tampering with Jamil’s homemade pigeon roost. Jamil kept the homing pigeons in a pen he’d built from scavenged chicken wire and wood. Imad would raid the roost, trying to play with the birds but often setting some free in the process. Each time, Jamil first chased down the birds and then hunted his brother, who would fly around the house squawking and cursing fluently, provoking laughter from his pursuer and the rest of the family.

Unlike many victims of abuse, Jamil was not inclined to anger or violence himself. He’d developed a natural charm as a survival instinct, but it offered little defense against a father who seemed to resent the boy’s innocent existence. Nassir pulled Jamil out of school in the third grade and forced him to work to help support the family. He was expected to buy his own food and clothing, which he paid for with earnings from a variety of jobs. He made bricks at a factory that belonged to one of his uncles, worked in a restaurant with another uncle, washed cars, and did rudimentary mechanical jobs, like fixing brakes and tires. In the open desert, he and his friends also hunted and picked chi-nah (mushrooms), which they sold to local markets for tidy sums. The boy’s skill at earning money became one of the rare things that his father praised him for, as long as he turned the earnings over immediately.

Yet, Jamil’s self-sufficiency at such a young age also led his father to expect more of him. Nassir began to treat him as one of his soldiers. He rode Jamil constantly, telling him that his days as a boy playing in the streets were about to end. When the Americans came, it would be time to put down his toys and fight as a man. He, too, would be a soldier in Saddam’s army.

This confused Jamil. He was too young to be a soldier. How could he possibly fight men twice his size without getting wounded or killed?

His father seemed to want to treat him like a soldier and a man, but he still bullied him like a child. Somehow, the small cruelties Jamil suffered day to day hurt as much as the physical wounds. Fishing was the one thing he and his father could usually do together without conflict. They made a good team—Nassir was skilled at tossing the weighted net but could not swim, and Jamil, a natural swimmer, would retrieve the catch and free the net from any snares in the water. One day, Jamil tried his hand at tossing the net and then swam out and found he’d snared the biggest fish either of them had ever caught. It was nearly half Jamil’s own length.

His father said nothing and did little to help the boy as he brought the hefty catch to the riverbank.

“You keep fishing. I’ll take this home and have your mother cook it for us,” said Nassir.

Jamil swelled with pride, knowing that he had provided a meal for the whole family, and he was eager to share in it. His mother was an excellent cook. In fact, she’d taught Jamil many of her culinary methods and recipes during Nassir’s extended military absences. He was looking forward to watching her prepare the best catch he’d ever made, but when he got home, he found his father and several of his friends seated at the table, devouring his prize fish.

“Your father caught a very big fish,” one of the friends grunted while filling his plate with another helping.

Nassir just smiled as Jamil looked to his mother, a wave of indignation rising inside him. She quickly herded him into another room.

“I caught that fish!” he whispered to her.

“I know, but don’t say any more,” she said. “You don’t want to make your father angry.”
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A Delayed Entry into War




Shortly after September 11, 2001, I was sure the Pentagon would be unleashing the heavy armor of the Third Armored Cavalry Regiment and that we’d join the push into Afghanistan in pursuit of Al Qaeda and its leader, Osama bin Laden, immediately. But instead, a few weeks after the terrorist attacks, we were sent to Tooele, Utah, to set up the defenses at the military’s chemical depot there as part of Homeland Security’s Operation Noble Eagle. We spent nearly three months there before returning to Fort Carson, outside Colorado Springs, where we began training for the next phase of the war.

There was no doubt that the United States would be going back to Iraq to put Saddam Hussein out of business once and for all. It was never a matter of “if” we would invade, just a question of “when.” We were the only heavy-armored regiment in the army, and we anticipated leading the charge across the desert when General Tommy Franks gave the command. That seemed to be the plan when we were sent for readiness training at Fort Polk in the fall of 2002. But we were still there in January when President Bush made his intentions clear in his State of the Union Address, saying, “A brutal dictator, with a history of reckless aggression, with ties to terrorism, with great potential wealth, will not be permitted to dominate a vital region and threaten the United States.”

Our commander in chief then spoke directly to all of us in the armed forces: “Many of you are assembling in or near the Middle East, and some crucial hours may lie ahead.” The message was as clear as one could expect. Little did we know just how many crucial hours we’d spend overseas—nor did we realize how many excruciating hours there would be before our regiment entered the fight. And after President Bush laid out his plans, we figured they’d be calling us for deployment to the Middle East any day.

We had been hearing rumblings for a month, but the rumors of our deployment shifted with the winds. We were going. We weren’t going. Sometimes, that’s just the way it goes in the military, but it never gets easier. The uncertainty and tension are hard on us but so much harder on our families and loved ones. The vying reports and rumors had been flying for so long that we’d become desensitized to a degree.

The call finally came on Friday, February 14, 2003. It was a crisp Colorado day. So normal. So peaceful. My wife, Christina, had gone grocery shopping. I was balancing on a ladder in the foyer, putting the finishing touches on some trim, when the phone rang. I climbed down from my shaky perch and answered it. My troop executive officer’s voice came through the receiver: “Sergeant Hendrex, we just received the orders for our deployment to the CENTCOM [central command] area of operations.”

The first thing I thought was, It’s about fucking time. Tired of not knowing, I was glad to have finally received solid orders. I had been pushing my platoon for months to get them in shape for deployment. Yet, the thought of leaving my wife sent pangs through my chest. How the hell was I going to tell Christina? Hey, honey, I may be gone for up to a year and a half or possibly killed—happy Valentine’s Day from your awesome husband.

Christina is incredibly strong and has always supported my profession one hundred percent. When she came home that day, she knew by the look on my face that I’d gotten “the call.” She took it with grace. She was a rock—my rock. Still, I could tell that she was thinking the same thing I was thinking: This is the worst Valentine’s Day present ever.

The next month was filled with the exhausting process of preparing equipment, personnel, and weapons for a trek across the world. Moving a heavy-armored regiment is every bit as difficult as it sounds. The paperwork alone is enough to drive you to madness. And the Third Cavalry doesn’t pack light. We are a small, contained army of tanks, helicopters, Humvees, and our own extensive arsenal. It took the better part of a month just to get all of our equipment on boats. The demands of overseeing weapons qualifications, updating soldier personnel records, prepping vehicles and equipment for stowage and saltwater erosion, and closing out offices and soldiers’ billeting kept me distracted from dwelling on the fact that my time with Christina was quickly running out.

As for the men in the platoon, I suspect they wanted to kill me at times. I pushed them as hard as I had ever pushed anyone; physical training and teamwork—those two objectives were at the forefront of everything we did. The constant message was that we work as a team, never quit, and support one another at all times, under all conditions. The mountainous terrain and high altitude tested every soldier to the limit. If one soldier fell back, his crew carried him forward. If another passed out, he, too, was picked up and carried the rest of the way. There was no quitting.

It was brutal. After running for miles, members of the platoon had to carry one of our biggest soldiers up a forty-five-degree incline for almost two hundred meters at five thousand feet above sea level. If anyone stopped, we did it again. If someone didn’t pull his weight, we all did it again. In the crisp Colorado air, steam rose from piles of fresh vomit at the top of the hill. I had never been happier to see bile and snot drooling from the mouths of my men. They were ready.

Then the war started without us. It was March 30, 2003, and we were still at Fort Carson. I watched the initial push into Iraq on CNN like a civilian. Despite my years of training and firsthand combat experience, I stood there watching my first major military operation on television, as if I were not even in the army. The invasion that we thought we’d be leading had left us behind. The news stung; it was a pride issue. Instead of rolling across the desert, we were training a group of North Dakota National Guardsmen how to shoot M-16s. A lot of the gung-ho guys were depressed at missing the big show.

Everyone in the platoon seemed to fall into one of two camps: gung-ho or naive. Some wanted the deployment to happen, and others seized on any rumor that led them to believe we were staying put. I fell into the first category because I train hard and just expect to go. I figured my soldiers would have a better chance of surviving with me than without me. After all the action I’d seen in previous deployments, I felt totally disconnected from one of the biggest military actions of my career.

As we waited, on standby, things started progressing with Operation Iraqi Freedom. I posted a list of things my soldiers should pack for Iraq. It was second nature to me. Every year or two after enlisting, I was dispatched to one troubled corner of the world or another. I had been to more than thirty foreign countries courtesy of the U.S. Army. The experience I’d gained had served me well. I moved up the noncommissioned ranks from private to sergeant first class at a rapid pace. I was years ahead of the normal schedule when I made the list for the Sergeants Major Academy—the school at Fort Bliss, Texas, where you train to reach the highest rank available to a noncommissioned officer.

I was in Operation Desert Storm (the first Gulf War), and I’ve been involved in peacekeeping efforts in Somalia, Bosnia, Macedonia, and Kosovo. I was swept up in a new wave of heightened military activity around the world. In a relatively short period, I saw more action and gained more combat experience than soldiers twice my age.

In all the excitement, I barely had enough time to convince Christina, my whip-smart, raven-haired Italian girlfriend, to marry me. We’d met when I went to visit my cousin Sherrel at Florida State University in Tallahassee. I had just returned to Georgia from my deployment in Africa, and a visit to a college campus sounded like a great idea. My friend Sergeant Paul Stafford, who had also been in Somalia, came along for the trip. While enjoying the social scene in Tallahassee, Paul met Sandra. She had a close friend named Christina. We went out on a double date. There was a lot of verbal sparring between Christina and me, but we definitely had a spark. The next thing I knew, I was spending every free moment either on the phone with her, traveling to see her, or with her.

Three years later, Christina was working in the gracious southern town of Savannah, Georgia, when I proposed to her. I rented a suit of armor and borrowed a white horse for the occasion. Fortunately, we had some time to build the foundation of our marriage during my second three-year stint in Germany. It was like an extended honeymoon. Memories of that period have gotten me through many difficult days and nights without her. The bonds of trust and love that we formed in our travels then have given me strength time and time again.

Long Good-Byes

I am good at my job. I am not good at sitting around waiting to do my job. But waiting was the order of the day once it was announced that we were headed back to Iraq. Even as other troops moved out for the Middle East, we waited and waited for our orders to deploy. Veteran soldiers can deal with almost any situation that calls for action, but sitting around and doing the “hurry up and wait” is the shits. It messes with your mind. “Not knowing” and “not going” are two of my least favorite states of existence.

It’s hard enough when you have a definite deployment date. In fact, of all the aspects of war, the day of departure ranks in difficulty only behind dealing with a soldier’s death on the battlefield. It is the time when grown men struggle to find a way to say good-bye to wives, children, parents, fiancées, girlfriends, and grandparents. The emotions are unbearable.

I’ve gone through it so many times, but it seems to become more difficult with each deployment. The unknowns are what drive us nuts. How long will we be gone? Will this be the time I get hurt? Will this be the last time we see our wives, our children, our parents? I dread these days and the images that accompany them: children looking up to parents for guidance, confused and tearful because of the fear and despair they sense; tough soldiers with swollen, red eyes trying to maintain composure; wives weeping so hard that their knees go weak and they need help to stand. I had been with the men in my troop for the past two years, and I wanted to reach out to their loved ones, not only to do what I could to ease their fears, but also to impart my pride in their military accomplishments and my own commitment to their safety.

I remember that when I was a young private heading out for the first Gulf War, my parents received a letter from my platoon leader. He assured them that he would do his best to bring me home safely. Then he added a few nice, and mostly true, things to make them proud of me. That letter always stuck with me. And it meant a great deal to my parents, too. So as a platoon sergeant, I wanted to do the same for my soldiers. Here is an example of one of the sixteen letters I wrote to every spouse or parent before we deployed:


To Rosemary Gill,

Good afternoon, I am SFC Hendrex, the platoon sergeant of Second Platoon, Killer Troop, Third Armored Cavalry Regiment. I am responsible for the training, care, and welfare of your son while assigned to Second Platoon. I have been your son’s platoon sergeant for just over a year and a half. In light of current events, I write you today to inform you of my pride in serving with him and his personal achievements within the platoon.

I consider Christopher Gill family. I have known your son for over eight years and have seen him grow as a person and soldier—from a young private at Fort Stewart, Georgia, to a seasoned tank commander at Fort Carson, Colorado. S.Sgt. Gill’s passion and professionalism know no bounds. I was witness to this within the first week of knowing him. Private Gill was assigned to my tank, and the very next day we had a twelve-mile road march in full military gear (about forty lbs.). I told him I was going to run, and he wanted to run with me. That summer day in Georgia, he felt all the heat the South had to offer. With no acclimatization, and running an event that is designed to be walked, your son never quit. I truly saw what he was capable of. He can do anything he wants, and his never-quit mentality has taken him far. As I transferred to Fort Carson and took over a platoon, I ensured that I would get your son as a tank commander. He is a vital part of this platoon, and I am proud of everything that he has become.

Currently, we have been called to deploy to the central command area of operations (Middle East). This is a very emotional time for everyone, and the anxiety level is high. With the ever-changing landscape of the political arena and the probability of combat operations, soldiers’ and families’ fears are amplified. The sacrifice we make goes unnoticed by many; being away from loved ones, not knowing the length of a deployment, being placed in harm’s way, and the unknown are all sacrifices we will make. We do not take them lightly.

This is not my first deployment, and I have a very unique perspective, one based on twelve years of experience and being called to duty numerous times—the first in 1990 as a young private facing Operation Desert Storm with little to no experience, wondering “how and why.” I was shaped through this and following combat deployments in Somalia, Bosnia, Macedonia, and Kosovo. My luck (depending on the perspective—you can consider it good or bad) has led me to realize that you must always be ready, train as you fight, never quit, and build a great team. For the past two years, we have done exactly that with this platoon. Your son is part of that team, and I have the utmost confidence in his abilities.

I also have extreme confidence in the abilities of our equipment. The M1A2 Abrams tank is as good as it gets—designed for firepower, speed, and survivability, and light-years ahead of anything we may possibly face. If we must go in harm’s way…I would not want to do it on any other vehicle and pity those who would want to do us harm. Our sacrifice is great, but Second Platoon will help the enemy to make the ultimate sacrifice for their cause.

These times are filled with anxiety. The one thing that I do not fear is this platoon’s ability to succeed with any given task, or your son’s abilities. It puts my mind at ease that this platoon is highly capable and is full of talented and well-trained individuals. Every position is filled with competent and experienced personnel, and I am extremely proud and consider it an honor to be working with your son.

Daniel T. Hendrex

SFC, U.S. Army

2/K/3/3ACR



Several parents or spouses responded to these letters. One of the most touching came from the father of my platoon leader, Lieutenant Olric Wilkins. Normally, I wouldn’t write to the family of an officer, but Lt. Wilkins is unique. He has a slight build and, with his big eyeglasses, looks more like a bookworm than an army officer. Yet, he is a leader everyone respects. He’s very unassuming and low-key. He claimed that he joined the army on a bet because someone said he’d never do it. Everything about him ran contrary to expectations. He is the only black guy I’ve known to be a Conway Twitty fan. And he’s a great leader whose men are truly fond of him. I wanted his father, a navy chaplain with the rank of colonel, to know that about his son. In return, I got an eloquent and moving e-mail that said my letter to him had given him one of the proudest days of his life.

I’m better at writing letters to my soldiers’ loved ones than I am at saying good-bye to my own.

Christina and I have always kept our farewells short and to the point. We’d said good-bye so many times already, but still, the buildup of emotions was huge. There was an eight-thousand-pound elephant in the room, and it was using up all the air. Neither of us slept well the night before my departure. We just sat staring at each other, too sad to say much. Christina said she was trying to memorize every single thing about my face because she was afraid she might forget. She got teary-eyed a few times. I fought to maintain control.

We drove to Fort Carson at three in the morning so that I could complete preparations for the eight a.m. flight out. We try to keep our good-byes private on these sad occasions. The drive was so quiet and so unlike our usual talkative rides together.

When we arrived at post, we parked and went inside the building that served as offices for Killer Troop. There were a few other soldiers around, all in uncharacteristically somber moods. Along the wall of the back room were dozens of military packs stuffed with gear waiting to go. Christina later told me that those packs reminded her that she was not alone in her grief; that so many people she knew and cared about were leaving and facing the same painful good-byes with their families. She hung out in my office for about an hour while I packed up the last of my things. We tried to joke around and lighten the mood, to relieve the aching in our chests, but it was a losing battle.

When it was time to say good-bye, I walked Christina to the car. She walked so slowly, I could tell she was trying to make the moment last. I was struggling to keep my emotions in check. I’m not afraid to cry, I just didn’t want to make it any harder on her. We hugged and kissed for what we knew would be the last time in a long while. When you don’t know how long you are going to be gone, it is really hard to let go. She was sitting in the car with the window rolled down when I started to back away. I got to the door and looked back with my hand on the doorknob. It was dark out, but the floodlight from the building lit my position. I knew she could see me clearly even though I could not see her. I blew a kiss to the most important person in my life as she drove away. I was relieved that I could not see her face. I didn’t have the strength to look into her eyes.

We were shipping out nearly twenty-seven days after the start of Operation Iraqi Freedom. The time had finally come to put on my game face. Grab my helmet. Time to focus on getting there, doing my job, and bringing every single one of us home safely.
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Son of the Insurgency




It was a sweltering day in May of 2003 that seemed like any other in Husaybah. Shops were open. Children were in school. The border trade was in full swing at the checkpoint bordering Syria. Jamil planned to wash cars at the gas station for a few hours and then spend the hottest part of the afternoon swimming in the river. He left home that morning as usual, following his normal path past the hospital. But as he walked on that familiar route, he felt a strange rumbling that came up from the ground and shook the bones in his chest. He feared an earthquake was beginning. Then a terrifying series of images, scenes from a war movie he’d never imagined, played out on his hometown street.

American military vehicles swarmed in like desert scorpions. Menacing camouflaged vehicles bristling with weapons sent Iraqi drivers, bicyclists, and pedestrians scrambling off the streets. Tanks and other vehicles moved on monstrous tracks instead of wheels, rumbling under the arches of Husaybah and down the street toward the police headquarters and the market. Was his town under attack? Should he run home and warn his family? Were they going to start shooting at him? Was this a new invasion? Were the Americans attacking Syria, too?

Hundreds of foreign troops poured into town from the deserts in the south and bore down on the border checkpoint. Within minutes, every corner of town seemed to be guarded by American soldiers. They filled the sky overhead with the deafening roar of their helicopters and fighter planes.

Every Iraqi Jamil saw in the streets looked panicked. No one seemed to know what was going to happen. It suddenly occurred to him that his father was gone, meeting with his friend Sayed (Sa-eed) and other former soldiers. Jamil ran home, worried about his mother and brothers and sisters. He found them safe, hiding indoors, and frightened. When his father came home, they were actually glad to see him, but then the house filled with Nassir’s anti-American diatribes. He said they would fight the Americans and drive the infidels out of Husaybah.

The war was now in their backyard.

In the days that followed, the American troops dominated every street and alleyway. They set up offices in government buildings, appeared in the hallways of schools, and patrolled the marketplace in combat gear. Jamil’s father spent more and more time away from the house. He would return late at night, exhausted and muttering about the Americans.

One day, Jamil found his father laughing with a small group of men outside their home. Instinctively, he turned to go the other way.

“Come here, boy!” Nassir commanded.

Jamil walked over to the men. He could feel their eyes measuring him.

“This is what those who side with the Americans have waiting for them!” said Nassir, handing his son a photograph. Jamil looked at it and then turned away. He felt sick but tried to mask his revulsion in front of his father and his men. They were laughing at his discomfort.

The photograph showed a bloodied and disfigured man, his body contorted in an unnatural pose. His facial features were distorted, swollen and discolored from blood and bruises. A sickening red puddle had formed in the dirt beneath his head. His torn gray dishdasha was stained with blood.

Nassir boasted to the others that he had shredded the man’s robe while beating him with thick steel cords. Jamil could not erase the image from his mind as his father went on and on with his detailed account of the beating he’d administered. It frightened Jamil that Nassir could do such a thing, especially to another Iraqi, and a Muslim at that. How could his father nearly beat to death a fellow Muslim when he’d preached to his children that Muslims do not hurt Muslims? This was the same man who told them to hate the Americans and their coalition forces because all they wanted to do was kill Muslim people.

“I thought you told me that Muslims fought the infidels but didn’t raise their hands against Muslim brothers?” the boy blurted out. “You told me that the reason for fighting the Americans was to keep them from killing Muslims.”

As soon as Jamil spoke the words, he regretted it. Nassir glared at him. The other men made jokes about his manhood. Sayed, whom they all feared, did not even bother to acknowledge him. He shook his head in disgust but kept his eyes on the photograph, studying it.

When Nassir mentioned the victim’s name, Jamil realized that he knew this man. He was a local shop owner, and Jamil used to see him all the time when he was in town working odd jobs. The realization made his stomach churn. This man had always been kind to him and seemed to be friendly with his father. How could his father do that to anyone, let alone an acquaintance?

As Nassir and Sayed discussed the beating, it struck Jamil that all the talk of a “war at home” and the tirades about killing Americans and their sympathizers had not been empty rants. His father and these men had joined the insurgency. That explained Nassir’s intense interest in the activities of the American forces in Husaybah. It also explained why his father was always going off to talk on a new cell phone that rang day and night.

The invasion by the U.S.-led coalition and its dispatch of Saddam Hussein’s government had transformed Jamil’s father from a proud military man and leader in the local Baath Party into a tribal thug and underground leader of the rebel insurgency. Saddam’s quick defeat and the overthrow of his regime enraged Nassir. To reassert his influence and control in the village and in their home, he became even more violent and explosive.

A few days after Nassir showed his son the photograph of the man he’d beaten, he told Jamil that it was time he joined the fight against the coalition forces in Iraq. It was time for him to become a man, his father said. “We are still at war, and you will join us in fighting the Americans. They have taken over the border checkpoint and set up a camp at the old train station just outside town. They cannot be allowed to simply move in and take over. This is our town. Our country!”

Tahira, as always, tried to protect Jamil and to shield him from his father’s violence. She argued that at the age of only thirteen, Jamil was too young to be carrying a gun in combat. Nassir won out by threatening to beat his wife for interfering. He would kill his son if he refused to do his duty and fight. It was not her place to question his decision. Women were not allowed to do that in their family or their community.

In the Insurgency

Jamil walked along the street in silence next to his father, whose mood was dark. “This is the first step,” Nassir said.

His father told him to do exactly as he was told and not to say a word—no one could be trusted, the Americans had spies everywhere. It was late afternoon as they entered the courtyard of a home next to his old school. The large metal gate and high stucco walls shielded their activities from the street. Jamil felt nervous and excited as they entered. This is not a game, he thought. The image of the shop owner brutalized by his father flashed into his mind. Yet, he could not help but feel some pride in being accepted as a man in his father’s circle.

They found eight men inside the house. Jamil saw several he knew from the community, including the menacing Sayed. There were two men whom Jamil had never seen before. He heard them speaking Arabic with unfamiliar accents. They eyed him warily, so Jamil kept his distance. He took a seat in a corner and pretended to be bored while listening to their plans for attacks on the infidel Americans. The men discussed the best places to store weapons, strategic sites for ambushes, and who was most qualified to fire mortars and rocket-propelled grenades.

“You will be responsible for getting the weapons and explosives we need,” Nassir said as he handed a thick stack of cash to each of his men.

Nassir had never before had large amounts of cash around the house. Jamil realized that his father was serving as a conduit between financiers of the insurgency and the foot soldiers. Nassir was distributing the money to buy weapons and explosives and to pay for mercenaries and foreign fighters, who were coming into Iraq, primarily from Syria, but also from Jordan, Saudi Arabia, and other Middle Eastern nations, to wage a guerrilla war.

Before the overthrow of Saddam, smugglers along Husaybah’s main highway traded mostly in cigarettes, gasoline, goats, and sheep. After the overthrow, they began dealing in weapons and foreign fighters. The Mahalowis and the Salmanis, who also controlled the town’s police and politicians, still warred between themselves, but their primary focus had shifted. Their primary target was now the American army that occupied their town.

Jamil had been drafted into a local insurgent cell of about forty Iraqis operating under the leadership of his father and his next-door neighbor, Sayed Atta Ali, who would become a major target of U.S. intelligence agencies. The boy would also come to realize that Sayed and his father were widely feared in their own community because they were responsible for keeping local Iraqis in line with the insurgency’s mission. If a male family member refused to join the insurgents, or if a family member was suspected of sympathizing, cooperating, or trading with the American soldiers in the region, these men stepped in. They raped, tortured, mutilated, and killed the offender and sometimes his family members, too.

There would be many more meetings with the insurgent cell in the weeks and months that followed. Jamil sat transfixed by the strategies and the planning but terrified at the prospect of participating. He listened as they talked about weapons caches they’d created in their homes and yards for mortars, rocket-propelled grenades, and rifles. He accompanied them on scouting trips to select ambush sites along routes used by the American troops.

The American soldiers and their menacing weaponry were all over Husaybah. Yet, Jamil’s initial fear of them had given way to curiosity. They were intimidating with all of the military equipment and protection they carried. He’d seen them awkwardly trying to greet people in the marketplace, although most Iraqis were afraid to trade with them for fear of reprisals from the ever-present spies for the insurgency. Jamil had watched American soldiers reaching out to schoolchildren and adults in his neighborhood with gifts of clothing, shoes, food, soccer balls, toys, and candy. Some had even helped repair the school. It was difficult for him to reconcile the men he’d observed with the hated “Great Satan” of which his father and Sayed spoke. He had never seen them attack anyone. The American soldiers could be aggressive and threatening but only when threatened themselves. They rarely fired their weapons unless someone was firing at them.

The day Jamil had dreaded finally came. Late into a meeting of the insurgency cell, his father disappeared and came back with a battle-scarred AK-47 rifle and tossed it to him. Nearly every boy in Iraq learned to fire these rifles at a young age. But Jamil had never had one of his own. And this rifle was not for shooting games or target practice. His father expected him to kill with it. If he refused to fight, he was essentially signing his own death sentence and perhaps putting his other family members in jeopardy. If he did not join his father, Nassir might recruit his younger brothers. Jamil had gone along with the insurgent training, pretending to be as enthused as the others even while dreading the night when he would be forced to join an attack.

Now it was upon him, and there was no turning back.
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