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Author’s Note

	

	In one of my earliest memories, I’m sitting on the top step of my grandmother’s attic. To one side of me is a box of my father’s things. It is dusty up there and a little bit hot.


I’m studying with fascination an object I know now was a collar device worn by U.S. Marines–an eagle, globe and anchor. I’m wearing my dad’s vintage garrison cap, arranged on my head at a jaunty tilt. Nearby are a pair of sergeant’s insignias. Even at my age, even without explanation, I sense the significance of these objects.


My dad was not one to tell personal stories. He was more of a listener who kept his own counsel. I do know he joined the Marine Corps Reserve during the Korean War. He was a junior in college at the time, a biology major, pre-med. He went through basic training at the Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island. In his graduation photo, he doesn’t appear to be especially happy—he looks kind of absent, frankly; you might call it a half-mile stare. From there, he was assigned to a detachment of researchers aboard Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. Of his time there, I’ve only ever heard this: He worked on a team developing a new kind of body armor. Part of his duty to the nation involved fitting the prototype vests on sheep procured for the purpose… and then shooting the sheep with various firearms to see how well the design performed.


I would later learn to identify the lasting influence of his service in the corps. His proud and erect posture, shoulders back. His polite but formal way with strangers. The way he lined up his clothes so precisely in his bureau drawers and in his closet, as if he was awaiting a surprise inspection. His dress shirt was always perfectly pleated and secured inside his trousers; at meals, he’d unbutton a few buttons and stow away his tie to avoid stains. He often carried his wallet in his sock. He shaved every day, even weekends. Until the time of his death, at eighty-one, he called the bathroom the head.

It would be some time before my Uncle Buddy figured significantly in my life. Maj. William H. Sager, USMCR (Retired), was my Dad’s youngest uncle, ten years older than he.


While my dad served honorably, as I believe he did most everything in his life, Uncle Buddy was a genuine devil dog. He joined the Marines in 1939, attended officer training at Quantico, VA, and fought in pitched battles with the 1st Marine Division in Guadalcanal. After returning home to recover from a bad case of malaria, Uncle Buddy volunteered for duty in the mid-1940s with the Sino-American Cooperative Operation (SACO), a secret organization made up of volunteers from various U.S. armed services who performed covert activities in China—which included training Chinese guerillas and collecting intelligence. He later went to law school and had a distinguished career working as an attorney for the Federal Government.

Though I saw him at family gatherings and shared a table on occasion with his three kids, I didn’t have much contact with Uncle Buddy until after college, when I moved to Washington, DC to attend law school. My grandfather, Harry H. Sager, was an attorney. He died while I was in college. In my twenty-one-year-old mind, his legacy was among the main reasons I’d chosen to study the law.

Uncle Buddy was my grandfather’s youngest brother. Two weeks into law school classes, I visited him at his downtown DC office. I already knew I didn’t want to be a lawyer. I already had a dream: I wanted to become a writer. I was only attending law school so I would have, in my parents’ words, “something to fall back on” when writing didn’t pan out—a career I couldn’t get going on until after I finished the three years of mind-numbing grad school. It seemed like a huge waste of time. I didn’t know what to do.


Or I did know what to do. But first, in lieu of my grandfather’s blessing, I think I needed Uncle Buddy’s okay to carry on. 
I will be forever grateful that he encouraged me to go for it.




***





Throughout my career, the majority of my stories have been assigned by editors. Because of this, I’ve covered a wide variety of topics. I have no particular beat; I’m a generalist. What distinguishes my work has always been more about the approach and the presentation.

So it has been quite by coincidence over the years that I found myself writing often about servicemen and women and their lives and issues.


As a newspaper reporter, I did dozens of stories about military subjects: Veterans’ and Memorial Day spot news and features, funerals at Arlington National Cemetery, interviews with admirals and generals and enlisted men and women, visits to the Pentagon and most major military facilities in the DC area. I did a series about the Navy in Norfolk and another about my three weeks sailing aboard the U.S. Coast Guard’s tall ship, the USCGC Eagle, a 295-foot barque used for training.


Later, as a magazine writer on a Marine Corps-sponsored junket, I spent a few days at Parris Island, where I met recruits and watched training. I took turns on the shooting range, the obstacle course, the rappelling wall, the mess hall. Through it all, I felt strongly  my father’s presence, especially on my tour of the barracks. The head  was a long line of commodes, open, no stalls. He was all of nineteen when he passed through. As I write this, my son is twenty-four.


Within the subset of my military reportage, I’ve spent the deepest amount of time with the men (and a few women) of the U.S. Marine Corps. Though I’ve never personally served my country’s military effort, I guess you could say I’m a Marine by blood, a loyal family member. I do remember singing proudly the Marine Corps anthem on car trips with my Dad. Maybe this is part of the reason I felt,  from the beginning, a natural affinity with the members of this exclusive branch of service. It is as if I was called to the task.

Vetville collects the best of my stories about the Marine Corps. Together this tetralogy of long form pieces charts a life story arc of the modern Devil Dog. 
It begins at Camp Pendleton, CA, on field exercises with Lieutenant Colonel Bob Sinclair and his BN One-Four—the 1st Battalion, 4th Marine Regiment—as they prepare to invade Afghanistan, the first wave of American combatants sent to war after the deadly terrorist attacks of 9/11. “You realize that your country has been attacked,” he says. “You wanna strike back.”

From there, we head to the Wounded Warriors Barracks at Camp Lejeune where we meet Ringo, Cybula, Wildman, Lieutenant Colonel Maxwell, and the rest of the men recuperating together at a unique barracks where wounded Marines harness their esprit de corps to help one another through emotional and physical recovery. We hear their battlefield stories of war and heroism. And their stories of injury and despair. And we discover the soft center that lives beneath the tough exterior shell of the Marine Corps mystique—a deep love of comrades and country. “Wounded Warriors” was awarded a number of awards, including The Military Writers Society of America Founder's Award.

In “Vetville,” we visit a small farm in the mountains of Tennessee, where a Marine sergeant, in an effort to save himself and his brothers, has opened his doors to veterans whose deep wounds don’t necessarily show. And, we catch up with John Cybula, one of the men encountered aboard the Wounded Warriors barracks. Without a supportive network around him, he has turned to drugs.

Finally, in “Fifty Grand in San Diego,” we focus on the return to civilian life after the Corps, with a look at a modern version of the American Dream—an ex-Marine playing Mr. Mom and finding his silver cloud in a dirty diaper.




***




I guess it doesn’t take much investigative reporting to figure out some of the reasons why I–the son of a man who loved and supported me mightily but spoke little of himself or his inner feelings–have spent pretty much the majority of my adult life interviewing and studying men unrelated to me.

Never for a moment do I forget, however, that what my father failed to pass along in the form of anecdotes, he passed along in character traits—among them a keen ability to listen and to empathize.


Uncle Buddy died recently at ninety-nine. We have stayed in touch through the years, mostly when I was seeking to access his steel trap of a brain. One of those people who possess a savant’s facility to remember dates and events, he spent some of his retirement compiling and assembling histories of the Sager family and his military service. In the days before self-publishing, he proudly sent me each new spiral-bound copy-shop volume he accomplished, all of which helped me piece together a better understanding of my own history. I keep these special editions together in my library, laid flat to avoid warping. Sometimes I think: Maybe he would have liked to have become a writer, too. Of course, he was from a generation that was neither as spoiled nor as fortunate as mine. I strike these keys in his honor.


Like my dad and my great uncle, every Marine mentioned in this collection has played an important role in shaping the man I have become. I am still in touch with a number of the folks mentioned in these stories, and I am heartened to let you know that all of those I correspond with are thriving. Of course, there are others from whom I haven’t heard. I pray they are well.


While I will never for a moment have the temerity to say I can understand exactly what it means to be a Marine or to face live combat, or that I can render with exact realism the delicate way life and feelings are constructed  in the minds of other people, I have attempted in these stories to bring to light a true and accurate picture of the men and women depicted.


To all the Marines now and before, and especially those in this book, thank you for your service. And thank you for letting me in.




Semper Fi,




Mike Sager

La Jolla, CA






The Marine

	
	
	Three months after 9/11, Lieutenant Colonel Bob Sinclair and his Marine battalion are in the first wave of American combatants headed to Afghanistan. “You realize that your country has been attacked,” he says. “You wanna strike back.”

	
	
	
	
	Dragon Six is Oscar Mike, on the move to link up with Bandit.

	Foot-mobile along Axis Kim, he is leading a detachment of ten U.S. Marines across a stretch of desert scrub in the notional, oil-rich nation of Blueland. He walks at a steady rate of three klicks per hour, three kilometers, muscle memory after twenty-three years of similar forced humps though the toolies, his small, powerful body canted slightly forward, his ankles and knees a little sore, his dusty black Danner combat boots, size eight, crunching over branches and rocks and coarse sand.

	His pale-blue eyes are bloodshot from lack of sleep. His face is camouflaged with stripes and splotches of greasepaint—green, brown, and black to match his woodland-style utilities, fifty-six dollars a set, worn in the field without skivvies underneath, a personal wardrobe preference known as going commando. Atop his Kevlar helmet rides a pair of goggles sheathed in an old sock. Around his neck hangs a heavy pair of rubberized binoculars. From his left hip dangles an olive-drab pouch. With every step, the pouch swings and hits his thigh, adding another faint, percussive thunk to the quiet symphony of his gear, the total weight of which is not taught and seldom discussed. Inside the pouch is a gas mask for NBC attacks—nuclear, biological, or chemical weapons. Following an attack, when field gauges show the air to be safe once again for breathing, regulations call for the senior Marine to choose one man to remove his mask and hood. After ten minutes, if the man shows no ill effects, the rest of the Marines can begin removing theirs.

	The temperature is 82 degrees. The air is thick and humid. Sounds of distant fire travel on the wan breeze: the boom and rumble of artillery, the pop and crackle of small arms. He is leading his men in a northwesterly direction, headed for an unimproved road designated Phase Line Rich. There, he will rendezvous with Bravo Company, radio call sign Bandit, one of five companies under his command, nearly 900 men, armed with weapons ranging from M16A2 rifles to Humvee-mounted TOW missile launchers. In his gloved right hand, he carries a map case fashioned from cardboard and duct tape—the cardboard scavenged from a box of MREs, meals ready-to-eat, high-tech field rations that cook themselves when water is added. Clipped to the map case is a rainbow assortment of felt-tip pens, the colors oddly garish against the setting. His 9mm Beretta sidearm is worn just beneath his right chest, high on his abdomen. The holster is secured onto his H harness, a pair of mesh suspenders anchored to the war belt around his waist—which itself holds magazine pouches with spare ammo and twin canteens. Altogether, this load-bearing apparatus is known as deuce gear, as in U.S. Government Form No. 782, the receipt a Marine was once required to sign upon issuance. These days, the Corps is computerized.

	Near his left clavicle, also secured to his H-harness—which is worn atop his flak vest—is another small pouch. Inside, he keeps his Leatherman utility tool, his government-issue New Testament, a bag of Skittles left over from an MRE, and a tin of Copenhagen snuff, a medium-sized dip of which is evident at this moment in the bulge of his bottom lip, oddly pink in contrast to his thick camo makeup, and in the bottom lips of most of the men in his detachment, a forward-command element known as the Jump. They march slue-footed in a double-file formation through California sage and coyote bush and fennel, the smell pungent and spicy, like something roasting in a gourmet oven, each man silent and serious, deliberate in movement, eyes tracking left and right, as trained, each man taking a moment now and then, without breaking stride, to purse his lips and spit a stream of brownish liquid onto the ground, the varied styles of their expectorations somehow befitting, a metaphor for each personality, a metaphor, seemingly, for the Marine Corps itself: a tribe of like minds in different bodies, a range of shapes and sizes and colors, all wearing the same haircut and uniform, all hewing to the same standards and customs, yet still a collection of individuals, each with his own particular style of spitting tobacco juice, each with his own particular life to give for his country.

	In the center of his flak vest—hot and heavy, designed to stop shrapnel but not bullets or knives—is a metal pin about the size of a dime, his insignia of rank, a silver oak leaf. Ever since he was young growing up on the outskirts of Seattle, the second of four sons born to a department store manager and a missionary’s daughter, Robert O. Sinclair always wanted to be a Marine. Now, at age forty, he has reached the rank of lieutenant colonel. He has what many consider to be the ultimate job for an infantry officer in the Corps, the command of his own battalion, in this case BN One-Four—the 1st Battalion, 4th Marine Regiment. A proud unit with a distinguished history, the One-Four saw its first action in 1916, during the Banana Wars in the Dominican Republic. In the late twenties, the 4th Marines became known as the China Regiment when it was sent to Shanghai to protect American interests. During World War II, the One-Four was part of a larger force that surrendered to the Japanese at Corregidor. Its colors were burned; the survivors became POWs, forced to endure the infamous Bataan Death March. Re-formed two years later, the unit avenged itself in the first wave of landings on Guam. It has since fought in Vietnam, Desert Storm, and Somalia.

	Come January, Sinclair and the One-Four—expanded to include tanks, artillery, amphibious and light-armored vehicles, engineers, and 350 additional troops—will ship out on three Navy amphibious assault vessels as the 13th MEU (SOC), Marine Expeditionary Unit (Special Operations Capable), bound for the western Pacific and the Persian Gulf, ready for immediate action, fully equipped to wage combat for fifteen days without resupply or reinforcement, a unit precisely suited to a war against terrorism. “We specialize in conducting raids,” says Sinclair. “We’re tailor-made for special ops. We’re trained to get in, hit a target, kill the enemy, and friggin’ pull back to our ships again. We can go by helo. We can infiltrate by land. We can go ashore conventionally. We can put together anything. We’re ready to do whatever it takes.”

	At the moment, in Marine lingo, it is twenty-four sixteen thirty uniform May zero one, 4:30 in the afternoon on May 24, 2001, well before the prospect of going to war suddenly became real and imminent this fall. It is the fourth day of something called the Battalion FEX—a field exercise, on-the-job training for Sinclair and his Marines. Truth be told, this is the first chance Sinclair has ever had to take his entire battalion out for a spin. Eight months ago, he had a lower rank and a different job in another unit somewhere else. Eight months ago, 90 percent of the men in his battalion were somewhere else; a good percentage of them had only recently graduated from high school. All told, between the time he took the flag of the One-Four—a dragon wrapped around a dagger on a blue diamond; the motto: Whatever It Takes—and the day this January or sooner when he and his men and all their equipment steam out of San Diego Harbor—wives and families and a brass band left behind on the dock—Sinclair will have had only eighteen months to build from scratch a crack fighting force, trained for every contingency from humanitarian aid to police action to strategic guerrilla raids to full-scale invasion. He has seven more months to get the bugs out. There is much to be done.

	And so it is that Bob Sinclair is Oscar Mike across a stretch of desert scrub in the notional country of Blueland, which is actually in the state of California at Camp Pendleton, the largest amphibious training base in the world, spread across 125,000 rugged and breathtaking acres along the Pacific coastline. In ten mikes or so, ten minutes, over the next rise, Sinclair will link up with Bandit, the main effort in this five-phase operational. From there, Sinclair will lead his Marines into the mountains, toward a BP, a battle position, high atop a steep, no-name hill. At zero four hundred hours, with the pop and arc of a white double-star-burst flare, the battle will commence: a non-supported, nonilluminated night attack against the invading enemy forces of Orangeland, dug in at a critical crossroads, eyes on the Jesara oil fields.

	Or that is the play, anyway. Like the bubbas say: A plan is only good until the first shot is fired. Sometimes not even until then.

	
	***

	
	At Phase Line Rich, Sinclair and his men take cover in a stand of high weeds. The four young grunts who form his security element—a corporal and three privates, pimples showing through camo paint—employ along a tight circular perimeter. They assume prone positions on the deck in the rocky sand, cheeks resting against the stocks of their weapons, three M16A2 rifles and an M249 SAW, Squad Automatic Weapon, a 5.56mm light machine gun with a removable bipod.

	The ground is riddled with gopher mounds, busy with ants, bugs, and small lizards. Three types of rattlesnakes inhabit the area, along with scorpions, coyotes, roadrunners, and mountain lions. Overhead, against a backdrop of rugged mountains and gray sky, a red-tailed hawk backpedals its wings, suspended in flight, talons flexed, fixing a target far below.

	Sinclair sits with his legs crossed Indian-style. A fly buzzes around his head; bees alight upon the intricate yellow flowers of the black mustard weeds. Filled to capacity, his assault pack and his ass pack form a backrest, a comfortable pillow on which to lounge. Inside the packs, among other items, he keeps a roll of toilet paper; extra socks; reserve tins of Copenhagen; map templates; his NVGs, night-vision goggles; his CamelBak, a one-gallon water reservoir with a long drinking tube attached; and his MOPP suit and booties, Mission Oriented Protective Posture, Marine lingo for the overclothes worn with the gas mask in case of NBC attack.

	Five feet six inches tall, Sinclair has a quick, high-pitched giggle and bulging biceps, a Marine Corps tattoo on each shoulder. He is, in the words of one of his officers, “a good human being who’s able to be a taskmaster.” He has a pretty wife, his second, a baby son, and partial custody of his eleven-year-old stepson. They live among civilians on a cul-de-sac in a cookie-cutter subdivision about thirty minutes from the base, a black Isuzu Trooper and a black Volvo station wagon parked side by side in the driveway. He loves fishing, attends church regularly, prays before eating his MREs in the field.

	Though Sinclair was once lampooned in a skit as the Angry Little Man, he is known to his Marines as a teacher and a father figure. Above all, he is known as a bubba, a fellow grunt. Unlike most Marine officers, Sinclair joined the Corps right out of high school. He spent the summer in boot camp in San Diego, then went off to Western Washington University. Following graduation (he majored in political science), upon completion of his basic officer training, Sinclair was asked to list three career choices. He wrote infantry three times. He was chewed out by his CO for disobeying orders—if the Marine Corps says three choices, it damn well means three—but it was worth it to him to make the point.

	At twenty-two, as a lieutenant, Sinclair became a rifle platoon commander. At twenty-nine, as a captain, he was a company commander in an infantry battalion similar to the One-Four and saw action in Somalia and Rwanda. In his early thirties, as a major, he served time as both a key member of a general’s staff and as the director of the Infantry Officer Course in Quantico, Virginia. Today, as CO of the One-Four, he is known for his attention to detail, his almost monkish expertise in battlefield tactics and techniques. Important also is his reputation for pushing down power to the NCOs, for delegating authority to the noncommissioned officers, the sergeants and the corporals, an essential managerial concept in this bottom-heavy organization. The smallest of all the services—about 170,000 compared with the Army’s 480,000 (800,000 including reserves)—the Marines also have the lowest officer-to-enlisted ratio, one-to-nine, compared with the Army’s one-to-five. More than half of the Corps is composed of the three lowest pay grades—lance corporals, privates first class, and privates. Every year, more than 30 percent of the enlisted ranks muster out and return to civilian life. Discounting career officers and NCOs, that means a complete recycling of bodies about every three years.

	Now, as Sinclair sits in the weeds near Phase Line Rich, dark clouds gather ominously over the mountains. “Guess we’re in for a nice little hike,” he says, flashing his trademark smile, toothy and overlarge.

	“Yes, sir!” sings out Sergeant Major, sitting to his right. John Hamby, forty, is the ranking noncommissioned officer in the One-Four, the most senior of all the enlisted, though still junior to the greenest second lieutenant. A good ol’ boy from Georgia with a booming gravel voice, he is always at Sinclair’s side, offering advice and support, implementing orders, watchdogging the interests of his men. Asked about his favorite Marine memories, he thinks a moment, names three: the day, at age twenty-nine, that he received his high school diploma, the 4.0 valedictorian of his class; the day his father pinned his sergeant major chevrons to his collar; the day, when he was stationed in Vienna as an embassy guard, that his son was born by emergency C-section.

	“Those peaks behind Basilone Road are gonna be a ball buster,” Sinclair says. “Holy Moses!”

	“Been there many times,” Sergeant Major says. He spits a stream of brownish liquid into the weeds. “Character builder, sir.”

	“It won’t be as steep as yesterday, but it’s a lot friggin’ higher,” Sinclair says, his flat Northwestern accent flavored with a bit of Southern drawl, affected to a greater or lesser extent by most Marine officers, no matter what their regional origins—homage, perhaps, to the antebellum notion of the Southern gentleman, upon whom the patriotic ideal of a young American military leader was modeled. He spits a stream of juice, then kicks some dirt over the wet spot on the ground, covering it up.

	“You would think there’d be a limit as to how much character you can build, sir. But I ain’t reached it yet.”

	“Oo-rah, Sergeant Major.”

	“Ain’t that right, Colón?” Sergeant Major cuffs the shoulder of the nervous young radio operator sitting behind Sinclair, nearly knocking him over. Private First Class Mike Colón is twenty years old, a slight youth just this side of pretty: five feet four with long curly lashes. The twelve-pound radio he’s carrying—a one nineteen foxtrot SINCGARS, a single-channel ground-and-airborne radio system—fits with some difficulty into his assault pack. The ten-foot whip-style antenna makes balance difficult. Thirty minutes into the hump, he has already slapped Sinclair on the helmet several times with the thick rod of rubber-coated steel.

	Born in Puerto Rico, raised in the ghetto of Holyoke, Massachusetts, Colón speaks English with the singsong rhythms of his home island. Both of his earlobes are pierced, a remnant of his days with the Latin Kings. Six months ago, Colón was breaking rocks with a ten-pound sledge in the CCU, the Correctional Custody Unit at Camp Pendleton, busted down to private for drinking in the barracks. It was his third offense; the Old Man could have run him out of the Corps. But Sinclair prides himself on being able to judge his Marines, to see into their souls. As he likes to say: “You can’t friggin’ command from behind a damn desk.” In battle, you have to know what to expect from your men. That’s the whole reason they practice everything so many times. That’s the whole reason he’s out here on the Jump rather than back in the rear, commanding from a camp chair in the relative comfort of the COC, the Combat Operations Center, a big black tent with a generator, lights, computers, and a banquet-sized coffee urn.

	Sinclair saw something in Colón, and Colón responded: He was down but he never dropped his pack, as the bubbas say. Now he has found himself assigned as the Old Man’s radio operator. He darts a look at Sergeant Major. Privilege in the Marine Corps is often a two-edged sword. Had he not been so honored by this assignment, he’d be back at the COC himself, pulling radio watch. He aims a stream of brownish juice toward the ground. A little bit dribbles down his chin, onto his flak vest. “A definite character builder, Sergeant Major.”

	Sinclair twists around, flashes Colón his smile. “There ya go, stud,” he sings encouragingly.

	“Here comes Bandit right now,” announces the OpsO, the operations officer, indicating the lead element of Bravo Company, coming around a bend double file.

	Major Minter Bailey Ralston IV—Uncle Minty to his friends—is Dragon Three to Sinclair’s Dragon Six. He plans and coordinates all battalion movements in the field. Thirty-two years old, a strapping six feet two, he’s a graduate of the Virginia Military Institute. Since 1856, every Minter Bailey Ralston before him had been a pharmacist. Growing up in
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