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  INTRODUCTION

  This book does not take a position for or against the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Instead, it explores the lives of US servicemen and servicewomen that have remained invisible during these wars, revealing how these wars affected them and wounded their psyches for years to come. Warriors don’t just come home and reenter the life they had left behind as if they hadn’t changed. They return with a war that keeps haunting their dreams, their memories, and their behavior.

  It’s important to realize that it’s not just our troops who sacrifice their lives. It’s also their entire families, parents, spouses, children, and siblings. The soldiers’ homecoming is fraught with unique challenges of social reintegration and the reestablishment of family ties. Many servicemen and servicewomen return from war with psychological and emotional problems due to combat stress that may alienate them from their loved ones or cause them to become reclusive. Their families experience great anxiety while the soldiers are gone, and they have to rebuild their relationships when they return. Many wives and parents spend a great deal of their time caring for their returned family members. And the children of returning soldiers often mourn a closeness that eludes them.

  Adequate healthcare for combat stress is seldom available. Returning veterans must deal with a bureaucracy that causes too many of them to wait for months or even years to be treated. During the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, more soldiers have died from suicide than from combat. Every day, eighteen veterans from all the wars the United States has been engaged in commit suicide.1

  Returning soldiers harbor a grief that is not widely understood. Their battalions, companies, and units felt closer to them than their own families, and many warriors have watched their buddies die from explosive devices or rocket-propelled grenades. While in combat, they did not have time to grieve because theirs was a 24-7 job. And so many soldiers return feeling numb with pain and grief.

  Since our army is a volunteer one, there is a chasm between the military and civilian cultures. Few people are aware of warriors’ sacrifices, of their accomplishments and their bravery. Soldiers return to a country where people are preoccupied with what may seem to them to be trivial issues and where the political debate is focused on elections, jobs, and the economy rather than on their needs.

  Unlike in previous wars, there is little media coverage about combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, and especially about the needs of our warriors. To respond to this lack, a number of organizations and caring people have created innovative ways of providing returning veterans free counseling and assistance with legal matters and homelessness, and they spread the word by informing the groups that are part of those veterans’ lives, such as schools, clergy, and coaches.

  As a society, we need to listen to the warriors’ stories and have them become part of our lives. Caring groups have created exhibits of photographs of servicemen and servicewomen that serve both as memorials and as a way of helping the civilian world relate to soldiers. Our returning troops have earned our gratitude and our respect. They deserve to be honored.


  
  Chapter 1

  THE WARS IN IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN: Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation Enduring Freedom
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    WHAT EVERY SOLDIER SHOULD KNOW

    To yield to force is an act of necessity not of will;It is at best an act of prudence.

    —Jean-Jacques Rousseau

    If you hear gunfire on a Thursday afternoon,It could be for a wedding, or it could be for you.

    Always enter a home with your right foot;the left is for cemeteries and unclean places.

    O-guf! Tera armeek is rarely useful.It means Stop! Or I’ll Shoot.

    Sabah el Khair is effective.It means Good Morning.

    Inshallah means Allah be willing.Listen well when it is spoken.

    You will hear the RPG coming for you.Not so the roadside bomb.

    There are bombs under the overpasses,in trashpiles, in bricks, in cars.

    There are shopping carts with clothes soakedin foogas, a sticky gel made of homemade napalm.

    Parachute bombs and artillery shellssewn into the carcasses of dead farm animals.

    Graffiti sprayed onto the overpasses:I will kill you, American.

    Men wearing vests rigged with explosiveswalk up, raise their arms and say Inshallah.

    There are men who earn eight dollarsto attack you, five thousand to kill.

    Small children who will play with you,Old men with their talk, women who offer chai—and any one of themmay dance over your body tomorrow.1

    —Brian Turner

  

  A VOLUNTEER ARMY

  In the United States, the army is a volunteer army. It is carrying the burden and experiencing the dreadful consequences of two long wars, the longest in American history: Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) in Afghanistan. Most of the soldiers have been redeployed many times to make up for the low number of troops. One marine was redeployed six times despite having sustained injuries. Because these wars are fought by a volunteer army, few Americans have any personal stake in them or even know about what is happening in Iraq or in Afghanistan. Previous wars were covered extensively by the media, but only in the past few years have the efforts of US soldiers on the ground been made public. Returning soldiers should be honored and respected for their sacrifices. Learning about the hidden wounds they carry home with them is a matter of human rights, not only because their suffering is unseen but also because so many of them receive neither adequate mental healthcare nor the support they need to regain social trust and to become reintegrated into society.

  People enlist in the army for a number of reasons. For example, one woman wanted to get a job and thus get away from an abusive husband. Another woman was dissatisfied with her work and thought the army might be a good place for her. For yet another young man, becoming a soldier was a way out of a dangerous neighborhood; he hoped to build a better life.

  Many young people enlist for socioeconomic reasons. They are promised that they will be able to retire after twenty years. They see the military giving them money or college opportunities that once only seemed like distant possibilities. Some young men and women enlist because their parents asked them to leave home and get a job. Many who just graduated from high school are looking for a purpose in life. A number of young people enlist to get away from dysfunctional families and seek a better life.

  Among those who enlisted were many young men, like Noah Charles Pierce and Alexander Hohl, who had dreamed of joining the army since they were very young because they wanted to serve their country. A young man, a classics major at Dartmouth College, decided to join the Marines in 1998. It never occurred to him that he would end up in a combat situation. He felt he should join because he was privileged. There were young men who wanted to become heroes, and many of them did, but in ways that they never expected.

  The impact of 9/11 was a major factor in increasing the number of volunteers, although, contrary to the claims of the Bush administration, there was no connection between 9/11 and Saddam Hussein’s regime in Iraq. Though many of those who joined the military had high hopes and a sense of purpose, a large proportion of those who came back were disillusioned and suffering from severe trauma.

  National Guard units and reserve forces called up to active duty have drawn heavily on first responders. Those who volunteered often wanted to benefit from the education recruiters had promised them and that they couldn’t afford otherwise. The use of the United States National Guard for overseas combat is a new role for this branch of the military. It has traditionally been used as a civil-defense branch of the armed forces, helping in domestic crises or national disasters. Yet more than 50 percent of US troops in Iraq and Afghanistan have been drawn from the National Guard forces.2 These weekend warriors generally had full-time jobs, families, and ties to civilian communities. They were older and had a stable income before leaving for battle. But at the same time they may have lacked the intensive combat training, unit camaraderie, and strong leadership from nonactive-duty commanders. Also, in comparison with active-duty soldiers, a greater percentage have suffered from combat trauma when they returned from Iraq and Afghanistan.

  For some soldiers, being in the military is a career. Perhaps over time, during the Iraqi war, some lost the sense of national purpose or sacrifice that might have helped them mitigate the hardships they experienced. But many of them were proud of what they accomplished even though the justification for the war shifted over time from hunting for weapons of mass destruction to overthrowing Saddam Hussein. In the end, they helped establish a supposedly democratic government, but one in which there is still a struggle for power among opposing Shiite groups, Sunnis, and Kurds. The prime minister of Iraq, Nour Kamel al-Maliki, is a Shiite, and the parliament does include Sunnis and Kurds, but Iraq is still suffering from recurring terrorist bombings because these factions remain at odds. Also, American influence is waning, as the military withdrew by the end of 2011, even as units of the highly secret Special Operations Forces were brought in3 and the American embassy is being rebuilt and protected by security forces. Meanwhile, the Iraqi prime minister has expanded his power and undermined the fragile democracy America tried to help create.4 These developments have affected the attitudes of some of the soldiers who served in Iraq in the final years of the war.

  But for others, like the author-soldier Shannon Meehan, what prompted service in Iraq was a desire to put their officer training into practice and exercise leadership. Meehan’s father had been in the military in several conflicts and had instilled in him a yearning for honor ever since he was a child. For a professional soldier like Paul C. Rosser, it was his duty to defend his country. And for the noted writer Brian Turner, who came from a military family, it was the desire to be part of that endeavor.

  IRAQ

  Saddam Hussein’s Iraq was dominated by elite security units of the army, such as the Republican Guard, the Special Republican Guard, Fedayeen Saddam, and a paramilitary force, all of which were part of the huge Baath Party. The soldiers were well trained, well armed, and politically loyal, and few of them died in the war.5 At the beginning of the US occupation, L. Paul Bremer, the president’s executive director of the Coalition Provisional Authority, fired all the Baathists and disbanded the Sunni-led soldiers. That left them jobless, and it helped foment a Sunni insurgency that continues today. In so doing, Bremer helped empower the deeply religious Shiite parties that eventually came to power. He paid no attention to the intelligence reports warning that the Iranian secret police were working in Iraq. He didn’t appreciate that the open border with Iran was a problem, either.6 Yet, Sadr City, on the outskirts of Bagdhad, became one of the most dangerous places for US troops. It was named after Muktar el-Sadr’s father, the Shiite leader who was killed in 1999 by Saddam Hussein’s regime. There were many unemployed young men there who were placing explosive devices on the roads that US soldiers traveled. The city had a huge population that was oppressed under the Sunni regime, as well as many Iranian fighters who crossed the border to join in the battles. And there were many Shiite death squads.

  Fallujah was another hostile place. Jaysh-al-Mahdi (JAM) is one of the major terrorist groups that operated there and in Diyala. It has close ties to Iran and is affiliated with the radical cleric Muktada al-Sadr. It infiltrated the local government and rose to positions of power. The mainstream media never covered it, while al Qaeda in Iraq, which was responsible for open, violent attacks, received substantial press coverage.7 Although there were other, smaller, groups, JAM and al Qaeda were responsible for the killing of thousands of civilians and Iraqi government officials.

  There was yet another terrorist group the US Army had to deal with, the People’s Mujahadin of Iran (Mujahadin-e Khaliq or MEK). They were Iranian ex-patriots who fought with Saddam Hussein during the Iran-Iraq War to bring down the ayatollah of Iran.8 Although the MEK is Shia, its main objective is to control Iran. Thus its enemy is JAM because of its connections to the Iranian military. As a consequence, it aligned itself with al Qaeda to limit Iran’s influence in Iraq, which helped to destabilize both countries.

  From the start of the occupation, the US Army was confronted with the country’s dire need for basic services, including water and electricity. But it had insufficient troops available even to prevent the widespread looting that occurred everywhere. Soldiers looked on as people emptied hospitals, homes, museums, libraries, and universities of anything they could carry away, including ammunition and even copper wires and electrical wiring ripped from the walls. The capital city was plagued by weeks of utter lawlessness while American soldiers stood by and watched helplessly because they were stretched too thin to intervene.

  There were significant barriers between the US troops and the Iraqi culture. Few soldiers, diplomats, or reporters could speak more than a few words of Arabic, and there were few translators on the ground. That meant that for many Iraqis, young US soldiers did not appear as benevolent people carrying out their country’s good intentions, but rather as a terrifying combination of firepower and ignorance.9

  As a result, there were countless instances of tragic misunderstandings. After finding a cache of weapons that was hidden under a truck belonging to suicide bombers, soldiers were under orders to stop every car approaching a checkpoint. When a car carrying a large family failed to stop as ordered because they didn’t understand the word stop, the car was gunned down. After lifting out the dead bodies of a mother and her children from that family, one of the soldiers broke down and wept.10 This kind of incident happened over and over again. Once a woman passed a convoy and raised a white scarf as a gesture of peace. But that gesture was misinterpreted and she was gunned down. Sometimes the reverse happened. What seemed like an innocent child playing on the side of the road turned out to be a terrorist who threw a grenade at a passing Humvee.11

  Former Defense secretary Robert Gates, who liked to refer to himself as the Soldiers’ Chief, admitted that US troops were not prepared for the Iraq and Afghanistan wars. For servicemen and servicewomen, leadership and organizational support are essential to creating stability in their lives, especially when they are deployed in combat situations. One soldier recalls being a gunner in an armored truck that had a high center of gravity.12 It was nerve-racking because if the truck turned too quickly, it could easily turn over. He knew that IEDs (improvised explosive devices) were going off on the road and that there were frequent small-arms attacks on the street they traveled. Sometimes he would realize that he escaped death time and time again. He was given two weeks of superficial instruction, basic refresher training, and then he was sent to a base where he received more advanced training. He was originally in air defense artillery with Patriot missiles and studied air defense for a month. After that, he went to Fort Benning for three weeks, where his group was engaged in clerical tasks rather than actual training. Fort Sill, Oklahoma, where he was supposed to be relearning his job, had no relevance with what he would be faced with in Iraq. Rather than receiving weapons training, he spent his two weeks watching movies about equal opportunity and sexual harassment. By the time he arrived in Iraq, he felt completely lost and didn’t feel that he was ready to meet the challenges he would face. He soon found himself behind the wheel of a truck that he wasn’t qualified to drive. Despite not being prepared, he suddenly found himself in a gun turret in a combat zone. This was deeply anxiety inducing, particularly because, after he returned, he remembered how some of his best friends who went to Iraq had been blown up.

  When they arrived in Iraq, many US soldiers felt that they had been trained to fight a battle against a conventional, uniformed army. They believed that the US military had such great superiority that the war would not last long, and that peace would be quickly secured and end with Iraqi elections. Instead they discovered that they were saddled with a multiplicity of goals: holding elections, making friends with local sheiks so that they could work together, providing water supplies and electricity for farms, and more. Sergeants found themselves consoling their severely wounded soldiers, going to frequent memorial services, and trying to keep up the flagging morale of their troops. Ultimately, they learned that befriending Iraqis who cooperated with them could cause the Iraqis to be killed. One soldier remembers that the home of his battalion’s translator was bombed and the man and his family fled to another part of Iraq.

  During the first two years of the war, Iraqi men and women would try to run for office, campaigning for votes for the first election of the new national assembly. A number of political parties were created. But then patrols began to find the bodies of those hopeful candidates after they had been tortured and killed. Frequently, Iraqis who sought to become newspaper editors, judges, or politicians were gunned down by insurgents as they went about their daily lives. Soldiers found themselves caught in a confusing war. On the one hand, they had to deal with the insurgents and militias from Sadr City. On the other, they were trying to help the country and depose Saddam Hussein.

  The US military began a program to train and equip Iraqi security forces, army divisions, and police forces. But soon they discovered that one of these groups went into Sunni neighborhoods killing and kidnapping civilians.13 A short time later, al-Sadr began an uprising, and the Iraqi civil defense garrisons, police, and National Guard disappeared.

  Besides the barrier of language, there were also two realities, one of which US soldiers were unable to fathom. There were always two conversations the Iraqis were having, one telling the Americans what they wanted to hear, to make them think that they were winning and to keep the money flowing, or even bring them a little peace. Then there were the conversations in Arabic they had among themselves right in front of the US forces.14 The Iraqis lived a double life. They were concerned with their own survival and their need to look after their children. In their neighborhoods, they were endangered from all sides.

  Another notable barrier was the dress and appearance of the insurgents: “It was everywhere and it was nowhere. The Americans would bring in the heavy artillery and the troops. They would roll into Iraqi towns ready for a fight, and would invariably discover that the enemy had disappeared. Often the people they were looking for were standing a few feet away.”15

  Shannon P. Meehan, a commander and a platoon leader, was in an impossible position, a situation with no clear winner, and the enemy was much more organized than the press revealed. He and his company were not confronting a formally trained army. They kept encountering new methods of inflicting damage with minimal manpower. They didn’t know who the enemy was and they never felt safe, knowing that IEDs were all along the roads they traveled and that HBIEDs (house-borne IEDs) might detonate when the soldiers were inside. Once a soldier had to carry a wounded comrade down the stairs as his buddy’s blood poured into his own mouth. That was an experience he could never forget and that marked him forever.16

  The military established the Green Zone in central Baghdad, a heavily guarded diplomatic/government area of closed-off streets where the military commanders and Iraqi politicians live and work in relative security. It was surrounded by armed checkpoints; chain-link fences; and reinforced, blast-proof, concrete walls. There were constant lines waiting to go in. One soldier was ordered to shoot an unidentified man who was waiting in line in his car. The young soldier was devastated when he found out that the man he had killed was a physician.17 But no one could tell who was a friend and who was an enemy. Soldiers and civilians in the Green Zone lived in a false and imagined sense of security while outside, the war moved from one province to another, one village to another. There was no front line, no demarcated area where they could do battle. According to an anonymous Iraqi source, sometimes, after leaving an area, the Iraqi military would blow up an entire village out of rage for what had occurred in one house.

  The soldiers lived with the sound of bombs, mortars, and explosive devices like RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) sometimes going off more than twenty times a day. Their bases were often mortared at night. When they were in their Humvees, soldiers would hold their arms behind their backs and keep one foot in front of the other so that their arms and legs wouldn’t be blasted off if their tank was hit by IEDs, EFPs (explosively formed penetrators), or RPGs. After a while, everything began to sound like a bomb—a car backfiring, a door slamming. Sometimes the only sounds they heard were bombs and the call to prayer. When there was silence, the soldiers were worried about a deadly attack in the offing.

  Servicemen and servicewomen were no longer able to distinguish between certainty and doubt. They lived and worked with constant ambiguity. Because they could not tell for sure who was an insurgent and who was not, they would often end up killing innocent people. And that was an experience that would haunt them forever. So when soldiers return home, they often have lost their pride and their sense of purpose. Because they have faced so many deaths and suicides in their units, companies, or platoons, they feel numb and they try to bury their turbulent and conflicting emotions. Many of them feel that they are losing their identity. Some of them have had so many close buddies die such horrible deaths, and have seen so many horrors, that they don’t care whether they live or die. It will take years after they return before they are able to care about living and to acknowledge their feelings. One veteran told his professor that he felt every soldier who returns experiences Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder.19

  AFGHANISTAN

  The Soviet Union invaded Afghanistan in 1979 and withdrew in 1989, leaving behind 1.5 million dead Afghans and millions in refugee camps in Iran and Pakistan.20 When they pulled out, the Soviet forces also left behind a country mined and economically ruined, without infrastructure, roads, schools, healthcare, or institutions that could provide legitimate governance. The destruction of the water supply for orchards and farms ultimately led to the production of poppies and a brisk trade in drugs.

  After the Soviet withdrawal, there followed a long struggle between the mujahideen and President Najibullah until the latter was finally overthrown in 1992 and the mujahideen captured Kabul. Burhanuddin Rabbani served as president from 1992 to 1996, unable to abate the civil war between Uzbek forces, Tajik forces, and a number of warlord alliances whose fighters kept changing sides, including the mujahideen. The United States trained, funded, and armed the mujahideen.21 This turbulence paved the way for the Taliban takeover.

  In 1994, Pakistan intelligence officers began funneling arms, money, and supplies, along with military advisers, to guide the Taliban in battle. The Taliban was a cross-border movement led by Pashtuns trained in madrassas, Islamic theological schools for boys, where students are sometimes taught warfare in addition to the Koran. The Taliban was unique among Afghan political movements in the exclusively clerical origin of its leaders and in the refugee origins of its followers during the Soviet war.22 The Taliban’s goals included disarming the population, enforcing Sharia law, and defending the integrity and the Islamic character of Afghanistan. Sharia, which means “path” in Arabic, guides all aspects of Muslim life, such as daily routines, familial and religious obligations, and financial dealings. The sayings practices, and teaching of the Prophet Mohammed are the basis of the Koran and the Sunna. There are distinct schools of Islamic thought. The Hanbali school, the orthodox form of Islam, is embraced in Saudi Arabia, where it is known as Wahabi, and it is also embraced by the Taliban.23

  By 1996, the Taliban effectively controlled Afghanistan. They imposed strict enforcement of fundamentalist Islamic law and provided a haven for Osama bin Laden, a founder of al Qaeda. Osama bin Laden, an outspoken critic of the United States, fled his native Saudi Arabia in 1991 to Sudan, where he formed and financed al Qaeda as a militant Islamic revolution.

  After 9/11, President George W. Bush declared that the United States was now at war with international terrorist organization and gave the Taliban an ultimatum to hand over Osama bin Laden. When it refused, the United States joined forces with the Northern Alliance, a collection of rebel groups that didn’t accept Taliban rule and represented minority tribes. Shortly thereafter, the president demanded that President Pervez Musharraf of Pakistan support the US policy. The government of Pakistan switched sides from helping the Taliban to supporting the United States’ invasion because it feared that its refusal might entail being bombed, having its nuclear facilities threatened, and having the United States create military bases in India, Pakistan’s long-standing enemy.

  On October 7, 2011, Operation Enduring Freedom began with heavy US bombing raids on Taliban bases and infrastructure across the country and against the Taliban troops outside Kabul defending a long front line against the Northern Alliance forces. Some of the first major combat of the war occurred in the mountains near Mazar-e-Sharif, where US forces were working with the Northern Alliance. The terrain and conditions were astonishing and extremely difficult for American servicemen and servicewomen. They trudged on mountain paths bordered by thousand-foot precipices. Since even four-wheel-drive vehicles couldn’t maneuver on those winding mountain trails, they used horses to carry their equipment. Many of these troops had never ridden horses. Because of the sheer drop-off, they were told to keep one foot out of the stirrups so that if the horse stumbled, they could fall on the trail as the horse slid off the cliff.24

  The first forays against the Taliban were in northern Afghanistan because Tajik and Uzbek opposition to the Pashtun regime was strongest there. The fall of Mazar-e-Sharif ended the Taliban’s hold in northern and central Afghanistan. Only two months after the September 11 attacks, the strategically most important city, Kabul, was conquered. Within a month, the Taliban were routed, and soon after northern, western, and central Afghanistan fell to the Northern Alliance as the Taliban retreated to Kandahar in the south.

  Afterward, Special Operations Forces advanced from the south toward Kandahar. Elements of the US 101st Airborne Division and 10th Mountain Division were involved. They faced insurgent fighters equipped with sniper rifles, machine guns, recoilless rifles, RPGs, and man-portable air defenses (MANPADS). The terrain lent itself for enemy fighters to hide in caves and along steep ridgelines. An al Qaeda manual captured by US troops during combat outlined the utility of rugged terrain for defeating large forces. The valley was eventually cleared of al Qaeda, but at a steep price in casualties as the insurgents shot down helicopters and killed American troops.25

  Hamid Karzai, a relative of the exiled former king of Afghanistan took office as interim president in 2002. Following the 9/11 attacks, he was one of the few Pashtun commanders who took the risk of rallying the Pashtuns against the Taliban. Hamid Karzai was elected to a five-year term in 2004. He won with a high rate of approval. Although the Afghan people hoped that the new president would provide good governance and economic progress, they were soon disillusioned because aid never reached the many small villages that define the country.26

  Months after winning the war in Afghanistan, US troops were training for the invasion of Iraq. Special Operations ForcesSpecial Operations
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