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MCRD, Paris Island

Jan 16, 2002
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“You messing with me?” Sergeant Yarra, one of the platoon drill instructors asked the marksmanship instructor.  “Recruit Gollum?” 

I just focused on the target downrange.  It was a simple mathematical equation, guiding the round into the bullseye, and math was one of my strengths.

“This is freakin’ amazing,” Sgt Yarra went on.  “We’ve finally found something that this recruit can actually do.  There may be hope for him yet.”

At 300 yards the slight wind would not have much effect on the round.  I sighted in and squeezed the trigger.  A moment later, the target went into the butts only to rise back up almost immediately.  The white marking disc in the middle of the target had not moved, indicating one more bullseye.  I felt a glow of achievement, of being right yet one more time.

“Are you a Gunny Hathcock there, Recruit Gollum?  Some super sniper?” he asked in back of me.

I didn’t respond and stayed in my kneeling position, staring downrange at the bank of targets.  Sgt Yarra had labeled me “Recruit Gollum” on the very first day in the squad bay.  I wanted to tell him that Tolkien’s Gollum had large, closely-set eyes.  Because of my condition, I had smaller, widely-set eyes.  I looked different from most people, but I was the polar opposite of Gollum.  Sgt Yarra was breaking the regulations governing the conduct of drill instructors by not referring to me by my proper name, but even I knew that pointing that out would have dire consequences. I might be socially inept, but I was not stupid.

“Cease fire, cease fire. Clear and lock all weapons.  Coaches, check ’em,” the voice of the range SNCOIC intoned over the loudspeakers.  “Clear on the left?  Clear on the right?  The line is clear.  Shooters, once given the command by your coaches, and only then, move off the firing line.” 

Once checked, I stood up and moved back to the ready bench.  Sgt Yarra was there waiting for me.

“Do you know you’ve got 200 out of a possible 200 so far?” he asked me.

Of course I knew.  I could count.  The standing position had been a little iffy, though.  I could see the target clearly, and I knew what I had to do.  But holding the M16A2 steady was easier said than done.  I had to resort to “ambushing” the target, only squeezing the trigger when the sight-picture was correct.  

“Yes, Drill Instructor!” I said like a good little recruit.

“You going to get a possible?  You’ve still got the 500-yard range, and that’s not easy.”

Actually, I felt more comfortable with that.  At 500 yards, the wind would have more effect on the round, but in the prone position I could keep the weapon steady.

“Yes, Drill Instructor Yarra.  This recruit will get a possible!” 

“Hmph!  We’ll see.  It would be about time you actually do something right,” he said.

I sat down on the bench, ignoring the other recruits around me.  As usual, I didn’t interact well with others.  I preferred my own world, to be honest.  I could understand that.  Understanding others was a skill in which I was sadly lacking.

Recruit Mabrey took his place on the line to fire, shooting the same target as I had.  Once his group was finished, we would move back to the 500 yard line and fire the final 10 rounds of qualification.  The commands were issued, and shots began to go downrange.  A call went out to have Target 19, Mabrey’s target, checked.  It disappeared in the butts only to rise back up after about 30 seconds without a marking disc in it.  The big red disc used in the butts to show where a round hit was slowly waved from left to right across the target.  This signified a “Maggie’s Drawers,” a clean miss.  Mabrey couldn’t afford to miss many more if he hoped to qualify.

I am not a person who gives too much in the way of emotions, but I felt a growing sense of satisfaction.  Here was something in which I could do well.  There hadn’t been too many things in my past that I could point to where I was better than most people.  I knew I was smarter than most people, but others tended to dismiss that because of both my appearance and my lack of interaction.  Here, the numbers didn’t lie.  I was a good shot, and soon I would earn the coveted Expert marksmanship badge to put on my uniform.  

Recruit Mabrey had another Maggie’s Drawers, then a two.  He’d blown 13 points in only three shots.  I could tell some of the DI’s wanted to jump all over him, but at the range, they were not allowed forward of the ready benches.  

Dr. Grant kept telling me that one of my issues was a lack of empathy for others.  I guess there was a degree of truth in that, but I did feel for Mabrey.  I had been at the receiving end of our DIs’ attention myself more often than not.  I’d never been very physical.  Sports were verboten for me as my skull was much more susceptible to injury, and boot camp is extremely physical.  I struggled, to put it mildly.  When the DIs would scream in my face, I tended to zone out, and that got them even more upset.

“Don’t you care, Recruit Gollem?”  

“Where’s your passion, Recruit Lindt?”

As Mabrey scored a three with his next shot, his chances of qualifying were rapidly fading.  I knew the DIs would be all over him as we moved back to the 500 yard line, and I think I did feel bad for him.  I wondered what Dr. Grant would think of that, me feeling bad for someone else.  That was progress, at least.

Time expired for the current shooters.  I knew that Mabrey only had a three point cushion going back to the last course of fire.   We policed up the 300-yard range and moved back to the 500.  I sat on the bench eager to get going.  I looked over at the range flags, the huge red flags that fluttered in the breeze, revealing wind direction and speed.  The range was pretty wide, though, and the wind at the edges of it did not necessarily indicate what it would be in the center of the range. My target, number 19, was well removed from the partial protection the trees at the edge of the range provided.  I studied the grass between the 500-yard line and the targets.  Close to the firing line, the breeze wouldn’t have as much effect on the round, but closer to the butts, the effect would be more pronounced.

The range coach started reminding us to calculate windage and elevation, but I tuned him out.  I could almost see the wind as it swirled around.  I had read about idiot savants and super calculators.  Some of them saw numbers as colors, and they were able to do calculations based on those colors.  I wasn’t either one of those, but along with my slight degree of autism, I think I had a bit of that ability.  I wasn’t actually seeing colors, per se, but I could “see,” if I could use that word, the wind downrange.  I knew exactly what effect it and gravity would have on my round, and without even trying, I knew what dope to set on my sights.  

“Shooters, approach the firing line and assume a good prone position.  You have three minutes, shooters, three minutes to prepare,” the range NCO passed over the loudspeakers.

I moved forward and got down on my belly.  I adjusted both my windage and elevation, not waiting for the coach.  Adjusting my sling, I waited for the command to lock and load.

As I watched the conditions on the range, I was barely aware of speech, and like a bee buzzing in my ear, I ignored it until someone kicked my boot.  

“Recruit Lindt, are you deaf?  I asked to see your dope,” my range coach was telling me.  

I rolled over to my side and showed the coach my weapon. He inspected it, then asked, “Did someone give you that dope?”

“No, Corporal.  This recruit calculated it himself!”

“And is it correct?” he asked.

“Yes, Corporal!” I answered.

“OK, then, we’ll see,” he said before moving on to the next recruit.  

“Shooters, your preparation time is over.  With a magazine and ten rounds, lock and load,” the range NCO instructed us.  “Ready on the right?  Ready on the left?  Shooters, you may commence firing when your targets appear.”

I tuned out everything except for my weapon, my target, and the intervening distance between us.  The target was a man-sized black profile, from about the waist up.  Any hit on the black counted as five points.  Hits outside the black went down in value depending on how far out they were.

I knew my dope was on, so I held my site picture slightly to the right of the center of the target.  I should have kept it on the midline of it, but I wanted a heart shot.  My sight picture was perfect and the wind steady as I squeezed off the shot.  The M16 kicked back against my shoulder, hardly noticeable.  After a moment, the target disappeared below the berm.  Ten seconds later, it came back up, the white disc indicating a shot right at where the heart would be in a real person.  The shot value disk then came up, the white side facing us, the disc held center to indicate a bullseye.

“Good shot, there recruit.  But come over two clicks left windage.  That’ll put you dead center,” the voice of my coach barely registered in back of me.

Of course, I ignored him.  I sighted exactly as before, then sent another round downrange.  This time, the target went down in the butts to come right back up, the disk hadn’t have moved.  Up came the shot value disk—another bullseye.

The coach moved up alongside of me.  “Did you adjust your windage?  You’re still in the bull, but not center mass.”

I knew he wasn’t going to leave, so I reached down and took my windage two clicks to the left.  This time, when I sighted in, I used Kentucky windage, that is, aiming at a different point to adjust the strike of the round.  I aimed closer to what would be the armpit of the target and squeezed off my shot.  The target went down for only a moment before bouncing back up.  Once again, the marking disk hadn’t been moved.

“You moved that windage, right?” the coach asked me.

“Yes, Corporal,” I shouted back, dutiful little recruit that I was.  “This recruit came left two clicks.”

“Well, try another round,” he said before moving to the recruit two over from me.

Actually, I put two more rounds downrange before he got back to me, neither of them requiring the spotting disk to me moved.  I was in the zone.  Around me, I was peripherally aware of other shots, other targets being marked.  The slow swing of the shot value disks across the breadth of the target indicating a Maggie’s drawers were hard to miss.  But I tuned those out.

On my next round, just as I started to squeeze the trigger, the grass two-thirds of the way downrange shifted position as the wind did a 180.  I adjusted my point of aim to the left and continued squeezing, my round going off almost simultaneously with that of Recruit Billings, shooting just to the left of me.  The white spotting disk in my target fell off as my round hit it.  Our targets went down into the butts together.  Mine came back up as the recruits in the butts got the disk put back in.  I heard a “Shit!” from Billings.  On his target, the red side of the spotter disc was showing, off to the right.  He had not taken into account the changing wind. 

“Recruit Lindt, are you trying for a heart shot?” my coach asked.

“One shot, one kill, Corporal!” I shouted back.  I felt a little goofy spouting off like that, but that seemed to be what was expected.

After three more shots, all in the heart area, I had three coaches around me.  Sergeant Yarra, my DI, was in back of me as well.

“One more, Recruit Gollem! One more.  Let’s see if you can’t do it without fucking it up,” he shouted out.

“Another heart shot?  He’s got nine in a row,” one of the range coaches asked as they watched me prepare.

“I bet you a six-pack he does it,” my coach said.  “He’s got this in the bag.”

My coach, a corporal, had not come down hard on me during range week.  He seemed earnest enough, and I wouldn’t have minded him winning his bet, so I’m not sure why I shifted my aim.  I only needed one more bullseye to score a perfect 250, a “possible.”  I knew I could hit the torso without even trying.  

Instead, I shifted my aim up and to the left.  I pulled the trigger.  The target was pulled down.  It took a bit longer to come back up, and when it did, the spotter disk was not at the heart area.  It was dead center in the head of the target.  

“Oh shit!” I heard in back of me, and “You owe me a six-pack,” to be followed by “Bullshit!  He got his possible!”

I didn’t really care about them, who owed whom what.  I just looked at the target, the white disk indicting a sure kill shot.  After a rocky start, it was gratifying to know that there was something I could do well.  Shooting a rifle was at the very core of what it meant to be a Marine, and shoot I could.
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Hurricane Point, Ramadi, Iraq

March 12, 2006
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“You know this is bullshit, Staff Sergeant,” Doug Taggart said, echoing what I would guess every one of us thought.  “Just because those reservists got whacked, well, we knew what we were getting into when we became snipers.”

“Bullshit or not, it is what it is.  The LT, he’s goin’ to push the case with the major, but for now, it’s teams of five,” Staff Sergeant Tui Rawhiu said, pronouncing out the platoon commander’s rank as “El Tee.”

Snipers were trained to go out in teams of two: a sniper and a spotter.  I had been a spotter during my first tour, assigned to the Scout Sniper Platoon simply because of my rifle range score.  I hadn’t been school-trained, still a PIG.  My sniper was Sgt Idaho Tensley, a Brooklyn boy despite his cowboy name, and together we notched up 26 kills during the invasion, him shooting and me spotting and providing security.  

A few months ago, though, six snipers from 3/25 had been killed in an ambush, so the word from on high was that there were to be no more two-man teams.  What that seemed to ignore was that the Marines killed were in a six-man team and had been spotted as they moved into their hide.  Two-man teams would better be able to get in and out of their hides unnoticed.

I looked around the platoon “office,” a small partitioned area in the larger SWA that served parts of H & S Company.  We had 16 Marines in the platoon with SSgt Rawhide (never “Rawhide” to his face, though) as our Chief Sniper and 1stLt Tammerline, the battalion S-2, as our commander.  Six of us were HOGS, “Hunter of Gunmen,” graduates of one of the four Marine Corps Basic Scout Sniper Schools and entitled to wear the “Hog’s Tooth” around our necks.  Another seven had been given informal training as scouts and as snipers, and three Marines had been assigned as security, each carrying an M-249 Squad Automatic Weapon, the SAW. 

This was the second combat tour for four of us and the third for Doug, one of those being in Afghanistan.  Doug was an opinionated Marine, and he felt it was his responsibility to let us know those opinions.  He’d made one confirmed kill of 1,450 meters in Afghanistan using the Barrett, and that, in his mind, made him the defacto Shell Answer Man of the platoon, despite SSgt Rawhide and two sergeants out-ranking him.  

In this case, though, he was pretty much expressing what all of us thought.  We’d been trained for two-man teams, and that was what we wanted.  We’d done some training back at Lejeune and at the Stumps with larger teams, but I think we all thought that once we got to Iraq, we would be able to revert back to the traditional mode.  I was in that group, too.  I understood what the brass thought, but I didn’t particularly like change.  It had taken me long enough to work as a team with my spotter, and now I would have another dynamic thrown into the mix.

The staff sergeant droned on and I tuned him out, something I often did.  Instead, I looked over at PFC Jeffrey Linn Stoelk, his left butt cheek up on a desk, half standing, half sitting.  He was my polar opposite.  Tall and strikingly good-looking, he would have looked at home on any recruiting poster.  Where I tended to be withdrawn and a loner, he was personable, everyone’s best friend.  He was that guy, the one who every girl wanted and every guy wanted to be.  Every unit had one of them.  I tended to ignore most people around me, but that would be difficult in Jeff’s case.  He was my spotter.

Most members of SSP, the Scout Sniper Platoon, came right from the line companies.  Jeff had been assigned from Fox Company about two months before our deployment.  I had just lost my previous spotter, LCpl Marcus Boyd, because he had complained to the Chief Sniper that I was “weird.”  In the Marines, you work with whom you’ve been assigned, personalities aside.  But in a sniper team, where you depend on each other so much and work almost as one, personalities matter.  So Boyd was gone and the newbie Jeff was in.

At first, I wondered how it was going to work out.  Jeff talked non-stop, something I normally found annoying.  He was earnest in his job, trying to contribute, but it didn’t take him long to realize that on the range, at least, I paid him little heed.  I tuned everything out when I was firing, and that included my spotter.  He had asked me if I was angry with him.  When I assured him that I wasn’t, he seemed to accept that and started looking for other ways to contribute.  I can’t say we were extremely close, but we seemed to have settled into a good working routine.

One problem with tuning things out is that I often missed things.  It took a number of loud “Oo-rahs” from the others in the platoon to catch my attention.  SSgt Rawhiu had just let us know that the platoon would have its first mission tonight.  Sgt Nelson would be leading a five-man team to a hide where he could observe the High Water Bridge, one of the routes into the city from the north.  Jeff and I would be pared with Doug and his spotter, along with LCpl Eric Thanh, “Chuckie” as we called him after the movie doll, who would be our SAW gunner.  We were designated Team Three and our mission would go tomorrow night.

After all our training, it was time to get to work.
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Ramadi

March 13, 2006

––––––––
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Doug Taggart slipped into the building as the India Company patrol started up again.  The platoon-sized patrol had stopped while a team had quietly cleared the building.  It was known to be abandoned, but that didn’t mean someone hadn’t slipped inside in the meantime.  With the building clear, the platoon stood up and moved off again, only this time, we didn’t go with them.  One by one, we slipped in, five of us and one sniper from the outgoing 1/6, the battalion we were replacing.  We had been briefed ad infinitum by them since our arrival, but one of them actually going out with us was going to be more beneficial.

It wasn’t that we didn’t trust the team from India, but these were our asses on the line, so we quietly cleared the building once again before taking our position in a corner room on the top floor.  Four stories up, it gave good observation of the bridge and another 30 meters of Route Michigan to the south.  Something had taken out a huge chunk of the corner of the building, connecting what had been the north and east-facing windows.  This gave us great visibility, but that also opened us up to observation.  The insurgency wasn’t known for having night vision devices, but with light walls in back of us, we could still possibly be spotted.

We had ways to combat that, though.  All of us carried various pieces of fabric and materials.  By stringing up black woven polypropylene, the same material as the bright blue tarps back at home, we could create our own shadows and dark spots.  Within minutes, we were set up, and after sending Chuckie Tranh to cover the ladderwell leading up to our hide, the rest of us edged forward to where we could observe the area.  Doug and I flanked Sgt Pohl, the 1/6 sniper, so he could more easily communicate with us.  We flipped down our night vision goggles.

“OK, over there, about 10 meters before the bridge, see that flat spot before it rises up to the bridge itself?” Sgt Pohl asked, his voice in a whisper.

Night vision goggles were great, bringing the night to life, but they tended to flatten out images.  It was a little difficult to see just what part was flat and what part was rising from 400 meters away.

“We’ve had three kills right there over the last six months.  We got one last Tuesday, in fact.”

I studied the area.  While there were buildings going down Michigan, the area right in front of the bridgehead was pretty open.  The insurgents must know they were out in the open there, despite the darkness.

As if he was reading my mind, Sgt Pohl went on, “The ragheads who emplace the IEDs are just regular hajjis.  They get paid or threatened by the mujahideen to put them in.  The bomb makers and the fighters, they sit back and let the peons take the risks.  I’d love to take one of the bosses out, but I’ll take what comes up.”

For the next 30 minutes, we listened as the sergeant pointed out various hot spots for the bad guys and places where they’d set up hides before.  One wasn’t a building but a shallow depression alongside the banks of the river not 120 meters from the bridgehead.  It seemed rather exposed to me, but they’d once spent all night, the next day, and the following night there, waiting for an IED emplacement that intel had promised.  That emplacement never happened, and I wondered if that was due to faulty intel or if the team had been compromised and the IED emplacement plans changed.  Two days later, a National Guard Bradley armored vehicle had been hit by an IED after crossing the bridge.  No one had been hurt, but it begged the question of why nothing had happened when the sniper team was in position.

With a five-man team, the normal SOP, as we had developed it during pre-deployment workups, was for one team of two to be observing while the rest of the team relaxed or slept.  Particularly when looking through night vision goggles, it was difficult to stay focused, and the eyes could begin to play tricks on you if you didn’t take any breaks.  But this was our first mission and all of us were amped up.  We all stayed awake, scanning the area around us.  A couple of times Jeff noted movement, but when we looked closer through our scopes, it was just the normal activities of the local population.  There was nothing suspicious.  

At about 0420, we got a message over our PRR that the patrol was returning.  We watched as their point man came into view, soon to be followed by the rest of the platoon.  We picked up our gear, making sure nothing was left to indicate we had been there.  We crept back down to the bottom deck, made contact with the India company Marines and unobtrusively slipped in with them.  This had been a short orientation mission, but I think all of us were still disappointed that we hadn’t had any action.

Chapter 3

Route Michigan, Ramadi

March 15, 2006

––––––––
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Jeff and I scanned the area below us, looking for anything out of the ordinary.  We were on the top floor of an abandoned five-story building that had pretty decent observation of a good stretch of Route Michigan below us.  

SSP Marines are not just snipers.  We are the total package:  snipers and recon, the battalion commander’s eyes in the battlespace.  Today, we were not in direct support of an infantry operation, nor was there intel of any insurgent activity.  Reconnaissance was part and parcel to our mission, and we were merely observing what we could, trying to get a feel for the city and reporting anything we saw back to the battalion.  On the other hand, I had my M40A3 in my hands, and if anything did come up within our Rules of Engagement, I could and would take action.

We had come into the hide in the early morning darkness.  Doug pulled seniority and took the first watch with LCpl Bo Wilson, his spotter while Jeff and I tried to catch some z’s on the deck below with Chuckie on security.  Jeff spelled Chuckie at dawn, and a couple of hours later, we took over for Doug and Bo.

“Nothing out there,” Doug had told us during the changeover.  “I need some action!”

There hadn’t been any action for us, either.  Two convoys had gone down Michigan, probably on their way to the government center, and that had been the highlight of the morning.  Iraqis has started to stir with their daily routine, but for a city the size of Ramadi, there weren’t really many people out and about.  

A war setting or not, though, about 1500 meters away, through an opening in the buildings, I could see part of a dusty, empty lot.  A handful of kids ran back and forth in a soccer game.  I watched them through my scope, as they passed the opening, first one way, then reappearing going back the other way.  These kids didn’t seem to care that their city was essentially under siege.  They cared more about their game like kids the world over.  Despite myself, though, I went over the windage, elevation, and counteraction to the spindrift in my mind in order to make a shot on that small soccer field should the need arise.  

The day was getting hotter as the sun rose in the sky.  We weren’t even moving, but sweat was already soaking our cammies under our battle gear.  We still had all day here in the hide and most of the night before we would get back to Hurricane Point, out of these uniforms, and into a shower.  

“Psst, Noah, I’ve got something here,” hissed Jeff from the window opening on the south-facing side of the room.

We had rigged the room with the existing broken furniture and fabric to make observation into the room difficult, but any movement could possibly be picked up.  I slowly edged back from my window opening, then low-crawled over to him, edging up to where I could see.  

“Over there, by that broken utility pole, 700 meters out,” he told me.

I looked through my brand new Schmidt and Bender scope, the Corps replacement for the old venerable Urnetl that I was used to, its 3 X 12 magnifying bringing the area into clear focus.  I liked the Urnetl and tended not to like changes, but I had to admit that the quality and ruggedness of the Schmidt and Bender was outstanding.  At the base of a broken concrete utility pole, a man was furtively digging a hole in the road, glancing up and down the road as he dug.  This was in broad daylight, on the main thoroughfare. A woman in a full burqa walked by, but from my vantage point, she didn’t even give him a glance.

“Should I get Taggart?” he asked me.

“No, call it in, and let’s see who else shows up,” I told him.

The Iraqis often used several people to emplace an IED.  One or more might scout out an area.  Someone else would dig a hole or move garbage, a dead animal, or anything that could hide the explosives into position.  If the guy in charge, who could be observing all of this from hundreds of meters away, felt it was safe, someone else would come up with the explosives and emplace them.  Either he or yet someone else would arm the device.  If it was remote controlled, the final person would observe and fire it off when it would do the most damage.

“The TOC says to make sure these are bad guys, then take them out if we can do it without compromising our position.  There’s going to be some National Guard Humvees coming up from their COP in about 30 mikes, so we need to make a decision before then,” Jeff told me.

“OK, we’ve got time, 30 minutes they say.  Let’s wait and see what happens.”

“What about Taggart?  Should I go get him?”

“No, let him sleep.  If we need him, we can still get him later,” I told him.

In reality, I had no intention of getting my fellow sniper.  He’d want to take the shot if it came to that, and this one was mine.  I had never fired a round in anger, and I was curious to see if there was any difference when firing here for real rather than when back on the range. Paper targets don’t bleed.   The math of this shot was interesting, too.  We had a good breeze coming from the southwest, and we were five stories up.  On the open range at Lejeune, we could see the breeze as it blew the grass.  Here in the concrete canyons of Ramadi, we had to hope for dust or trash to indicate the wind speed and direction.

We had previously gotten the range for some landmarks within view.  Based on those, I estimated that the utility pole was at 730 meters.

“Give me a range to the pole,” I told Jeff.

He aimed the laser range-finder and looked at the reading.  “I’ve got 732 meters to the base of the pole.”

We settled down to watch.  The man took a couple more shovels of dirt, then threw the shovel to the ground.  He glanced over his shoulder and hesitated for a moment before turning back, and with his face down and eyes looking to the ground, quickly strode off.  

I took the scope and backtracked along the direction of the man’s glance.  Nothing jumped out at me at first.  There were just building fronts.  Then I saw it.  Just a small flicker of movement in one of
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