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			Book Presentation: American Mourning by Catherine Moy and Melanie Morgan

			Book Abstract

			General Overview: For thousands of parents, their worst fear has come to pass: their children have died in Iraq. Since the first days of the Iraq War, more than 2,500 American troops have died during combat there. Just as each soldier who is killed has his or her own story, so too do the families they leave behind. Grief strikes all, but it manifests itself in different ways.

			American Mourning is a story of two American families whose sons died in the Iraq War: Casey Sheehan and Justin Johnson. The two men became friends when they met during training at Fort Hood in Texas, and they died within a week of each other in Sadr City, Iraq. Aside from these similarities, the two families’ responses to each soldier’s killing could not be more different. The Johnson family has bonded even more closely together and they continue to support the war. In contrast, the Sheehan family has splintered apart and Cindy (Casey’s mother) has become an anti- war activist. This is their story.

			About the Author

			Catherine Moy is a freelance journalist and a columnist for the Vacaville Reporter. Melanie Morgan is the president of Move America Forward, as well as the co-host of a top-rated talk radio show in San Francisco. She is a frequent guest on Fox News, CNN, MSNBC, ABC, and CBS. 

		


		
			Summary of American Mourning (Catherine Moy and Melanie Morgan)

			Holy Week

			Vacaville, California is home to about 100,000 people, including the Sheehan family. Just outside of town is Travis Air Force Base, the largest wing in the Air Mobility Command. “Vacaville supports the military like a blood brother.” In April 2004, one of Vacaville’s own, Casey Sheehan, was about to become headline news.

			Casey’s mother, Cindy, returned from mass on Palm Sunday. She tuned on CNN, a habit she had fallen into while her son served in Iraq. She looked for signs of him, where he might be, what he might be doing. News reports that Palm Sunday said that eight soldiers had been killed. Though it was unlikely that Casey was involved in the carnage because he was a mechanic, her heart still dropped.

			She took the dogs for an evening walk and when she returned to the house, there was a military car parked in front. An officer reported the message of Casey’s death in Iraq, and Cindy collapsed, wailing for her oldest son.

			The next day, Jan Johnson received a call from her son, Justin. “Thank God,” Jan said. “I’ve been watching the TV and seen all hell was breaking loose.”

			“We lost some guys,” Justin said, his voice beginning to crack. “I lost a good friend.” Jan knew that friend was Casey Sheehan.

			Justin’s Decision

			After the attacks of September 11, 2001, all three Johnson men – Justin, Joshua, and Joe – signed up for the armed forces in Rome, Georgia. During training, the 45-year-old Joe blew out his knee and his deployment was delayed. During Holy Week 2004, he was back in training while his son served in the streets of Baghdad.

			On Easter Saturday, Jan was traveling to a family member’s house to help with an Easter egg hunt. Just then, “Jan was overwhelmed with nausea. Waves of poison seemed to rush through her insides.” She knew that something was wrong.

			Easter Sunday, she went to church, dreading the news she knew would come. When she pulled up to her mobile home park, she saw an army vehicle at her in-law’s house. She already knew Justin was dead.

			Justin was killed by a roadside bomb that ripped through his Humvee. He was in Sadr City, where Casey Sheehan was killed less than a week before. Justin bled to death from a wound inflicted by a sharp piece of shrapnel where the flack jacket didn’t protect him.

			Jan called Joe and when the news hit him, “anger immediately fired into him, roaring from his soul.” He was angry that he hadn’t been there to protect Justin. In contrast, Jan wasn’t angry. She was still in the first stages of grief. “I couldn’t blame President Bush or anybody,” Jan said. “This was Justin’s decision.”

			American Soldiers

			Even when he was a little boy, Justin talked about becoming a soldier, like his dad before him. Less than two weeks after September 11, 2001, Justin signed up. His dad felt torn at first. Joe had first person experience with what it was like to be in the military, as well as to be a forward observer, which was the dangerous position that Justin wanted to train for. Justin left the family construction business and went to Fort Sill in Oklahoma for basic training and advanced individual training. He blew the competition out of the water when it came to the rifle range.

			Casey Sheehan was born in 1979. Unlike Justin, Casey seemed like he was headed in the opposite direction from the military: he seemed like a perfect candidate for the Catholic priesthood. “He was so faithful to his God and his church, and he never missed Mass,” wrote his mother. He started helping priests at Mass as an alter server when he was eight and attended Holy Spirit School.

			Casey also worked hard to earn the highest Boy Scout honor of Eagle Scout. After two years at a community college, Casey joined the Army in May of 2000. Cindy Sheehan says that she was devastated. He was only 21 and didn’t discuss it with his family, even though they were very close.

			Casey and Justin met at Fort Hood in Texas, the only post in the U.S. that can support two armored divisions. Casey and Justin were both members of the First Cavalry Division. Casey took the job of a light-wheel mechanic. He also took classes in inserting IVs and helping trauma victims. “He wanted to help his brothers and sisters if they fell in battle.” Saving another soldier was Casey’s goal, one that sent him to Sadr City.

			Six Days in Sadr

			“Sadr City is the ugly, bloody, starving stepchild of Baghdad.” Shiite farmers who moved to the city supported Ayatollah Muhammad Sadiq al-Sadr, who had the nerve to stand up to Saddam Hussein and his henchmen. This gained al-Sadr respect and admiration of the masses of poor Shiites.

			In the beginning of the war, U.S. forces were on the good side of the Sadr City residents. After all, they had deposed Saddam, who had ordered the torture and killing of many Sadr City citizens. However, a year after the Americans marched into Baghdad, the “old wounds festered” at the sight of American troops patrolling the streets.

			Muqtada al-Sadr took his chance and rallied the people of Sadr City to rise up against the coalition troops. In response, the Americans shut down the group’s newspaper, al Howza. About 10,000 Sadr loyalists marched in the streets in protest, many carrying automatic weapons.

			A patrol from the First Armored Division moved through Sadr City. They were escorting crews “dispatched to remove the raw sewage from Sadr City, hauling it away.” It was not a violent show, but a mission to improve the living situation of those in the neighborhood. Nevertheless, angry Iraqis began throwing rocks at the Americans who were trying to help. Armed men barricaded themselves in a mosque and refused to give up their weapons, and the first shot of the day was fired.

			An ambush attack of the American troops was quickly underway. Casey learned about the ambush and insisted on volunteering to help his fellow troops. His group was ambushed as well and Casey was killed on a mission he didn’t have to take. Casey’s concern for his fellow soldiers overcame any feeling he might have had for his own safety. The official Department of Defense press release stated that the unit was “attacked with rocket-propelled grenades and small arm fire.” Seven soldiers besides Casey were killed that day, April 4, 2004.

			Day Six

			Keith Nimlo was one of Justin’s closest friends. Justin teasingly called Keith “Old Man” because he was almost 30. They did a lot of talking together, along with other friends. “We talked about everything and anything to help calm our nerves for what we had to face,” said another friend.

			Justin, a gunner, readied for combat with his crew. Late on the night of April 10, 2004, Justin’s group moved toward “IED Alley,” a row of blackened vehicles that were perfect hiding spots for improvised explosive devices. IEDs “are the weapon of choice for the terrorists in Iraq because they are fairly easy to build, transport, and detonate.” More combat deaths in the war have been caused by IEDs than any other weapon.

			Justin’s Humvee went over an IED. He was declared dead at 11:45 p.m., Iraqi time.

			Justin’s Return

			Jan and Joe wanted to bury their son at Myrtle Hill Cemetery, an important site in the town’s storied history reaching back before the Civil War. However, buying a gravesite in the cemetery is no “small feat” because of the scarcity of graves. The city council agreed that Justin should lie there in the presence of Rome’s other fallen heroes.

			During the visitation, a woman the Johnsons had never met before approached them and started talking about how George Bush was responsible for Justin’s death. She, too, had lost a son, and she asked if Jan would consider joining her in opposing the war and the president. They asked the woman to leave.

			Casey Sheehan’s Return

			Cindy and Pat Sheehan wanted Casey’s remains to be cared for carefully and to “ensure that Casey was honored as a loyal Catholic and patriotic American.” They went to meet his body at San Francisco International Airport. Two soldiers greeted the family and removed a long cardboard box that had protected the casket during its trip from Iraq to California.

			Two years later, Cindy’s vehement anger against the military erupted as hateful lies. She wrote, “We picked him up in the United loading dock in a cardboard box and he was off-loaded into a hearse without one honor guard.” This simply wasn’t true. Cindy’s grief soured into anger, which is justified, but it tainted her entire view of life. It turned her into an entirely different person.

			The Way of Anger

			Cindy was a lifelong Catholic, but in the years before Casey’s death, she drifted away from the church. She had worked as a youth minister who organized activities for young people in
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