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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to the innocent victims of conflict worldwide. You are not forgotten.
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PROLOGUE

BLACKSBURG AND BAGHDAD


While I was writing this book, a Korean-American student named Seung-Hui Cho used two handguns to kill thirty-two people and then shot himself on the campus of Virginia Tech University in Blacksburg, Virginia, on April 16, 2007. Federal officials called it the deadliest shooting rampage in American history.

The American public seemed riveted to the story. The shared sense of tragedy, though on a smaller scale, seized their attention in the same way the events of 9/11 had; this, we believed, was about us.

In the days that followed, details about the victims began to emerge, the narrative of their lives took shape, they became people rather than the body count of a massacre. The story of their lives allowed us to make connections to them, to feel empathy for their families—choosing, if we wanted, to send messages of support, moving beyond the role of witnesses to participants in the healing process.

Meanwhile, in Iraq that very same week, 700 civilians were killed in shootings, bombings, executions and other war-related violence. Nearly half of those happened on one day, April 18, including a string of suicide bombings in Baghdad, which took the lives of nearly 200.

And while I watched media coverage of the memorial services for the students and teachers who were killed at Virginia Tech, I was troubled by a feeling that while we were rightfully absorbed by our own national tragedy, we had long been inured to the daily civilian death toll in Iraq and elsewhere in the world.

A violent death and the sorrow it provokes among those left behind is not something to try to equivocate—whether it occurs in Baghdad or Blacksburg. Each victim, regardless of place, leaves a ripple of pain that penetrates families, communities, even whole societies—traumatized by the loss.

But as I watched the images of grief televised from Virginia, I hoped that when our national mourning was over, we, as American citizens, might feel a renewed sense of empathy because of this incident—one robust enough to transcend our national boundaries and inspire us to see the rest of the world.

Kevin Sites
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THE REVELATION WILL NOT BE TELEVISED





     

CHAPTER 1

BURDENS OF WAR

The Mosque Shooting

FALLUJA, IRAQ | NOVEMBER 13, 2004




SUNBEAMS

The carpet of the mosque is stained with blood and covered with fragments of concrete. Tank shells and machine-gun rounds have pitted the inside walls. The rotting, sweet smell of death hangs in the morning air. Gunsmoke-laced sunbeams illuminate the bodies of four Iraqi insurgents. A fifth lies next to a column, his entire body covered by a blanket.

I shudder. Something very wrong has happened here.

Yesterday I had seen these same five men being treated by American medics for superficial wounds received during an afternoon firefight. Ten other insurgents had been killed, their bodies still scattered around the main hall in the black bags into which the Marines had placed them.

I was told by the commander of the 3.1 Marines, Lieutenant Colonel Willy Buhl, that these five wounded, captured enemy combatants would be transported to the rear. But now I can see that one of them appears dead and the three others are slowly bleeding to death from gunshots fired by one lance corporal, I will learn later, who used both his M-16 and his 9 mm pistol on them, just minutes before I arrived.

With my camera rolling, I walk toward the old man in the red kaffiyeh and kneel beside him. Because he was so old, maybe in his early sixties, and wearing the red headgear, he had stood out the most to me when I was videotaping the day before, after the battle.

Now the old man is struggling to breathe. Oxygenated blood bubbles from his nose. Another man, stocky and dressed in a long gray shirt called a dishdasha, is slumped in the old man’s lap. While I’m taping, the old man is bleeding to death in front of my camera. I look up to see the lance corporal who had just shot all of them moments before, now walking up to the other two insurgents against the wall, twenty feet away. One is facedown, apparently already dead. The other, dressed in an Iraqi Police uniform, is faceup but motionless, aside from his breathing.

The lance corporal says, “Hey, this one’s still breathing.” Another agrees, “Yeah, he’s breathing.” There is tension in the room, but I continue to roll on the man in the red kaffiyeh.

“He’s fucking faking he’s dead,” the lance corporal says, now standing right in front of the man.

THE EMBED

As a freelance correspondent for NBC News, I embedded with the Third Battalion, First Marine (Regiment) for three weeks prior to the Battle of Falluja, or what the Americans code-named Operation Phantom Fury and what the Iraqi interim government called Operation Al Fajr, or “The Dawn.”

The mission has a clear but complicated objective; take back the restive city of Falluja from the insurgents who had been running the place for the last eight months.

In the time leading up to the battle, I have developed a good relationship with my unit. The Marines see that I’m a television reporter working solo—shooting, writing and transmitting my reports without a crew—and they tell me they like my self-reliance. I tell them it’s a necessity, because no one wants to work with me anymore. Television news is the ultimate collaborative medium, but by being recklessly aggressive, low on the network food chain (a producer turned reporter) and eager to go it alone to uncomfortable locations, it has not been difficult to convince news managers to let me do just that.

The Marines also like the fact that I write an independent war blog, which NBC allowed me to keep as a freelancer, where I post longer, more detailed and personal stories about my experiences.

Inspired by Tim O’Brien’s book The Things They Carried, in which he describes the items, both literal and figurative, that each man in a U.S. Army platoon carried on a jungle march through Vietnam, I ask the Marines to show me the same. They pull out rosaries, Saint Christopher medals, photographs of their wives and children taped inside their Kevlar helmets.

I snap their pictures and post them on the site. Their families, eager for information about their loved ones, come to my blog in droves. They post responses, thanking me for allowing them to see the faces of their sons, husbands, brothers. Soon, however, those messages of gratitude will be replaced with hate mail and death threats.

CAMP ABU GHRAIB

We are on a small, dusty satellite base near Camp Falluja, the First Marine Expeditionary Force headquarters. Like the infamous, scandal-ridden prison, the base is named Camp Abu Ghraib. It is a sprawling compound ringed by dirt walls, large concrete slabs, concertina wire and gravel-filled wire baskets called HESCO barriers.

In this time of waiting, when I’ve finished filing my reports for the day, I sometimes jog around the base on a makeshift track just inside the walls. It’s an incongruous but now-common experience to run in the golden light of dusk, passing the guard towers with their .50-caliber machine guns and the brig at a far end of the base quadrant where Iraqi prisoners are temporarily held before being transferred to the real Abu Ghraib prison.

Inside, I see Marines tossing a football, walking to the chow hall, cleaning their weapons. I hear the clank of weights being dropped and a boombox blasting from the tent that houses their surprisingly well-equipped gym. On the outside I see red skies over Falluja as the sun drops to the horizon.

FOUR HORSEMEN

I made friends with three country Marines and a navy medic who provide security for the base—and who, in the course of their duties, confiscated four horses from Iraqi men who came too close to the base with carts, supposedly to collect scrap metal.

Corporal David Harris, Lance Corporal Kenny Craig, Corporal Lloyd Williams and Corpsman Michael Driver use their own money to pay for hay brought in from Baghdad to feed those malnourished horses. In an effort to re-create a little piece of home, they’re trying to train the cart-hauling horses to be ridden.

It’s a risky undertaking. When Craig mounts a horse named Bandit, it quickly turns its head and bites down hard on Craig’s leg. I ask him if the injuries are worthy of a Purple Heart.

But Craig is undeterred. He kicks his heels into Bandit’s ribs and pushes him into an enthusiastic stroll around the base.

“When we ride them around camp, everybody wants to pet them,” says Craig. “Everybody wants to see them. It brightens their day, even if they choose to deny that.”

That same night, the four men build a roaring fire in a fifty-gallon metal drum and feed their horses granola bars from MRE (Meal, Ready-to-Eat) packets. I watch as they line-dance to Lynyrd Skynyrd’s “Sweet Home Alabama” in their fatigues and combat boots, bathed in the orange firelight that warms the chilly Iraqi night.

THE FEINTS

Everyone knows the battle is coming, they just don’t know when. In the meantime the Marines conduct operations known as feints, bluffing maneuvers in which they charge up to the city’s edge with armor and infantry, both to fool the insurgents into thinking the real battle has begun and to draw them out of their urban hiding spots to kill them.

I am assigned to the CAAT (Combined Anti-Armor Team) Platoon, commanded by Lieutenant Ryan Sparks, a former enlisted man and member of the Marines’ elite Recon Unit, similar to Army Special Forces and Navy SEALs.

The CAAT team consists of Humvees mounted with heavy, squad-operated weapons such as TOW antitank missiles and Mark 19 grenade launchers that can fire belted 40 mm grenades at a rate of sixty rounds per minute.

A week before Phantom Fury begins, Sparks’s team is assigned to an operational feint on the south end of the city, where commanders believe foreign fighters, possibly from Al Qaeda, are concentrated.

The units rehearse the operation in a “rock drill” in which rocks and, strangely, large children’s Lego blocks are arranged on the ground to approximate Falluja’s buildings. Water bottles stand in as minarets for the mosques. Each unit commander involved in the operation, from captains to squad leaders, explains, in chronological order of the event, their mission objective, entry into the operation and exit.

On the evening of the feint, I ride in Sparks’s Humvee. As we race across the desert, I shoot video out the front windshield, where my last name, along with those of the three crew members, is written in black marker along with our blood types.

There is a loud explosion as an insurgent mortar round lands a hundred yards behind us. Sparks orders his teams to find cover somewhere on the flat desert plains.

“There it is—right there, Johnson, eleven-thirty.” Sparks directs his Mark 19 gunner to a flash point in the city where he believes the mortar came from.

The radio crackles as Sparks listens to the field artillery unit triangulating the mortar’s firing grid more precisely. When another mortar lands nearby, Sparks no longer waits. He orders his squad and those in the other Humvees to return fire.

It is, on a small scale, what the Marines had hoped would happen—drawing insurgents out and then springing the trap. Though the insurgent response has been tepid so far—a couple of mortars and small-arms fire—the Marines ramp up the firepower.

Abrams M1A1 tanks fire their 120 mm main guns; Marine artillery units drop their own mortars; while the CAAT team shoots shoulder-launched Javelin and Humvee-mounted TOW missiles at the outlying houses.

TOW BACKBLAST

I leave Sparks and run seventy-five yards across the open field to where another CAAT Humvee is shooting TOWs. After several firings, Lance Corporal Joe Runion loads another missile into the launcher; the gunner yells “Fire in the hole” and pulls the trigger. But there is no launch—only a clicking sound.

It’s a hang-fire. Runion waits for a full minute, Marine protocol in this situation, before climbing onto the Humvee to unload the faulty weapon. Just as he is about to reach for the tube, the missile fires, roaring to life at its target. The backblast concussion from the rear of the tube knocks Runion unconscious and he falls off the Humvee to the ground.

Others in his unit run to his aid, but, remarkably, he shakes it off, climbs back on the Humvee and reloads the weapon. I’ve recorded the entire sequence on my video camera.

“I’m glad you’re safe, dog,” says one of the Marines to Runion, whose head is still ringing from the explosion.

The moment is soon lost. Darkness falls and the fight continues. In my story I report the TOW malfunction and Runion’s stubborn perseverance after being knocked out. I also say that while no American lives were lost in the operation, it did cost hundreds of thousands of dollars in manpower and munitions.

The next day, after my piece has aired on NBC Nightly News, a few of the Marines from the CAAT team tell me they’re happy that I didn’t use the TOW backblast incident to make them look stupid.


I feel that I have gained a little trust—but also begin to see the deep-rooted mistrust they have for my profession.

Some of that perception, they tell me, started with their fathers, who served in Vietnam and told them when they were growing up that the media helped lose that war by reporting only the “bad stuff.”

I think about telling them that the United States dropped more bombs in Vietnam than in both World Wars I and II combined and that it had a determined foe, one willing to live in underground tunnels and endure the death of millions. It was the enemy who won that conflict, and not news reporting that lost it. I decide it is probably better left unsaid.

SLIPPING THE BIG FOOT

I am on a satellite phone call with an NBC desk assistant who says the foreign news manager, Danny Noa, needs to speak with me. She transfers me to his line and he’s hesitant, then apologetic, telling me that they want to pull me out of Falluja and replace me with their Baghdad-based staff reporter, Richard Engle.

“That’s bullshit, Danny,” I say, getting angrier with every second. “I’ve been here for weeks, I’ve established a working relationship with the unit. You can’t just yank me out days before the biggest battle of the war.”

He listens but is firm—the network wants Engle, NBC’s rising star and future Middle East Bureau chief, in the driver’s seat when Falluja goes down.

“Danny,” I press my case, “I know Engle is a good reporter and speaks Arabic, but he doesn’t necessarily speak Marine. I’ve been embedded longer and with more units than anyone at the network. This is what I do best.”

“The Pentagon says we can only have one embedded reporter for the operation,” he says. “You can have Ramadi.”

“Ramadi? This is where it’s happening right now,” I say. Silence on the other end. It’s no use. I kill the call and think about my options. There do not seem to be many, but I am not ready to just step aside for something that I had worked so long and hard for.

The next day I go to Camp Falluja, First Marine Expeditionary Force headquarters, to talk to one of the public affairs officers with whom I had become friendly.

“Your network called me yesterday,” he tells me. “They said they wanted to pull you out and replace you with Engle.” I nodded.

“I told them they could yank you if they wanted, but no one would be allowed to take your place. NBC’s embed slot would stay empty.” I smile broadly, realizing the gift I’ve been given. “Guess you’re the guy now,” he says, without expression.



When it becomes clear that the Marines are serious about not letting Engle come in to take my place, NBC gets behind me as if I were their first choice all along. I get a bump in pay and—now that I’m going to be a real correspondent, not some one-man-band mutt—they’re going to assign me a cameraman.

At first I’m not eager to work with someone else, but when I learn it’s Boston native Kevin Burke, a talented shooter and freelance workhorse who has spent as much time in Iraq as me, I warm to the idea.

I also realize that I can continue to shoot. Kevin and I can attach to different squads and cover twice as much ground, then meet up at the end of the day.

While I am writing the story script, he can log and rough-edit our video from the day. Later, I will transmit the piece from my laptop using a phonebook-sized satellite modem called an RBGAN (Regional Broadband Global Area Network) to a computer server in Secaucus, New Jersey.

Other networks, like CNN, which I had worked for earlier in the war, have been sending video by FTP (File Transfer Protocol) like this since the invasion of Iraq. But at the time the Battle of Falluja is about to begin, I am the only correspondent at NBC who knows how to do it and has used it in the past.

There weren’t going to be any convenient satellite dish feed points on the front lines when Operation Phantom Fury began, so anyone who didn’t know how to send by satellite modem would be sitting on piles of videotape—unable to file their daily reports. Technology had shrunk the world to a much more manageable size just in time for this battle.

THE MOSQUE SHOOTING

After hearing the lance corporal say, “He’s fucking faking he’s dead,” I raise my camera up from the bleeding old man to the Marine.

I see him in my viewfinder; he is raising his M-16 rifle and pointing it directly at the wounded insurgent’s head. He peers down at him through his laser scope.

I don’t know what he’s going to do, but I hope he’s just going to cover him while other Marines search him for weapons. But in this place, already filled with so much death, somehow, in this moment, I sense there will be more. The lance corporal squeezes the trigger, firing a 5.62 round into the man’s head, which I watch explode on my screen.

His skull and brains splatter against the dirty white wall he was lying against. After firing the shot, the Marine (whom I have chosen not to name) turns on his heels and walks away.

The name of the man he shot was revealed later in an identification card recovered from his body by the Naval Criminal Investigative Service. The card, ironically, had been issued to the man under the authority of the First Marine Expeditionary Force in Falluja. His name was Officer Farhan Abd Mekelf, a member of the Iraqi Police.

I have seen people killed and wounded in combat, but never like this. Never at point-blank range. It stuns me to the point that instead of jumping up, I continue to videotape from my kneeling position. Maybe it was shock, but to this day, I still can’t understand why I completed the shot sequence, panning back to the old man with the red kaffiyeh after the lance corporal killed Mekelf.

After the shooting, the fifth insurgent, who had been completely covered by the blanket, slowly pulls it down, raising his bandaged hands as he does. Two other Marines in the mosque immediately point their weapons at him.


This snaps me out of my trance. Thinking they might shoot him, too, I get up and confront the Marine who had pulled the trigger.

“Why did you do that?” I asked him. “What’s going on? These were the same guys that were here yesterday. They were wounded.”

“I didn’t know, sir,” he said. “I didn’t know.” The voice that had seemed so confident just a few moments ago is now filled with unsettling realizations. And then he walks out of the mosque followed by the other Marines.

The insurgent under the blanket begins speaking to me in Arabic. He’s the only one of the five wounded who had not been shot a second time by the lance corporal, somehow escaping that fate by hiding under the blanket. Because of the wounds on his legs from the Friday afternoon firefight, he’s wearing only a blue-striped shirt and white underpants; his trousers are in a heap next to the mosque pillar.

He tries to talk to me, gesturing with his hands, but I can’t understand what he’s saying. He falls back on his upper arms, frustrated and scared.

It’s only later, after my video is translated, that I will find out what he was trying to tell me. But it will be more than two years later before I learn the fate of this man, Taleb Salem Nidal, and my complicity in it.

As I walk away from the mosque, I’m not thinking of Nidal, but only of the shooting I just witnessed. There is a vehicle going back to the battalion field headquarters. I jump in and ride back to the 3.1 Battalion’s field headquarters. I need to see Lieutenant Colonel Willy Buhl, tell him what has happened and show him the video.

When I first met Buhl at the beginning of my embed, I liked him right away. He seemed like an easygoing, no-bullshit kind of guy. Small and stocky, he was a former wrestler and, like Lieutenant Ryan Sparks, had been an enlisted man who became an officer. Guys like that, who have been there and know the business from the ground up, generally command a lot of respect. Buhl was no exception. I had interviewed him prior to Phantom Fury and he had said something to me that now, in retrospect, seems both sadly ironic on one level and prophetically true on another.

“We’re the good guys. We are Americans. We are fighting a gentleman’s war here—because we don’t behead people, we don’t come down to the same level of the people we’re combating,” he says during our interview at Camp Abu Ghraib. “And that’s a very difficult thing for a young eighteen-year-old Marine that’s been trained to locate, close with and destroy the enemy with fire and close combat, and that’s a very difficult thing for a forty-two-year-old lieutenant colonel with twenty-three years’ experience in the service who’s trained to do the same thing once upon a time and now has a thousand-plus men to lead, guide, coach, mentor and to ensure we are the good guys and keep the moral high ground.”

When I show Buhl the tape, he is not shocked so much as he is deflated. His comments are along the lines of “Ah, this is so bad.” I think he felt that all he had accomplished up to that moment could be taken away by a single image.

THE REPORT

After I shoot the video, one of the first things I do is call the NBC News desk in New York and have them wake up the vice president of NBC News at the time, Bill Wheatley; the VP of foreign news, David Verdi; and the foreign news manager, Danny Noa.

Partly, this is a safety net for myself. If no one at NBC knows that I have the tape, I might be tempted to destroy it. It is the most soul-wrenching moral dilemma I have ever faced in my life. My professional code of ethics commands me to “seek and report the truth,” but it also, as few outside the profession know, instructs us to “minimize harm.” The Society of Professional Journalists’ code requires that the “ethical journalist treat sources, subject and colleagues as human beings deserving of respect.”

How, in this circumstance, can I possibly do both? I know that the videotape probably shows a violation of the Geneva Convention and Uniform Code of Military Justice regarding humane treatment of wounded enemy combatants.

And while that is the likely truth, I fear that releasing the video could have unintended consequences. The most obvious, it seems, is that once word of the video reaches insurgents, they might not be willing to surrender if they believe their fate is going to be similar to Farhan Abd Mekelf’s.

A further inflamed insurgency might also take retribution through more suicide bombings on civilian and military targets. In addition, there are already slim hopes for merciful and humane treatment of American, Iraqi government and coalition forces prisoners by insurgent fighters, and now there will almost certainly be summary executions.

Reporting the truth is my professional responsibility, but so is consideration of its potential harm. If my employers know about the video, I will not be alone in my decision making.

Kevin Burke, who was videotaping with another unit while I was in the mosque, meets up with me at battalion headquarters. I ask him to start making duplicates of the shooting video, just in case someone tries to take it from us.

No one ever does.

TICKING CLOCK

My belief is that we should hold the tape for seventy-two hours to give the Marines a chance to investigate.

To their credit, they move quickly, pulling the lance corporal from the field and assigning Lieutenant Colonel Bob Miller from the judge advocate general’s office to begin questioning witnesses in the case.

But there are other complications. Even though I am working for NBC News, the network has made a video-sharing agreement called a “pool” with a consortium of other television media, including the other four American networks, three British networks (including the BBC), as well as Reuters TV and Associated Press Television News. This pretty much guarantees that whatever footage comes out of the Battle of Falluja will be seen around the world, including the Middle East through Al Jazeera.

Part of the pool agreement requires me to turn over my footage as soon as possible. But I know that if I do that before allowing the Marine Corps to respond, the story could spin out of control without proper context.

As the seriousness of the incident begins to reverberate, I begin meetings with Marine Corps brass that swiftly take me from the front lines to the desk of the commanding general of the entire First Marine Division and first Marine Expeditionary Force, Major General Richard Natonski.

At the same time, NBC News VP Bill Wheatley is pressuring me to release the tape to the pool in forty-eight hours—otherwise, he tells me, “we’ll look like we’re holding out on them.”

At Camp Falluja, the Marines billet Kevin Burke and me away from the other media so we can do our work quickly and quietly without stirring up questions about what I videotaped in the mosque.

Sunday, the day after the shooting, I’m sitting outside our quarters on a satellite phone with Danny Noa. I’m tired, frustrated and conflicted—and the pressure from Wheatley has pissed me off. I tell Danny that I’ve come to a decision.

“I’m not going to feed the tape, Danny.”

“What do you mean, you’re not going to feed the tape?”

“I didn’t make this pool agreement and I have no idea how the other networks are going to use it and we don’t have any control over it. I’ll messenger it to our bureau in Baghdad but I’m not going to feed this tape to the pool.”

Noa is understandably shocked and puzzled to the point that he hardly knows what to say. He and I had come up through the ranks as producers at NBC. No is not a word producers use or accept if they are going to have any kind of career. He pushes, pleads and finally lets me know just what kind of grave territory I have entered. When I still refuse to budge, he says he needs to get David Verdi on the phone when he’s done with a meeting. He asks me to call back in a half hour.

When Verdi gets on the phone, he is calm and deliberate.

“I can understand how hard this is, Kevin,” he tells me, “but we’ve already told the pool what we have and if you don’t feed the tape it’s going to look like we’re trying to hide the truth or something—like we’re collaborating with the government to bury this thing.”

He pauses, then pushes a button that he knows will affect me. “It could become an even bigger incident. There will be a buildup and the demand for the video will turn into an outcry. When it’s finally released, it could create an even more volatile situation than if we give it to them now and provide the context of what happened through your report.”

It’s exactly what I don’t want to happen, for everything to spin out of control. I didn’t want to be responsible for a massive wave of violence and bloodshed. By the end of the phone call, I relent. We decide the video will be released in two versions: the entire tape, then a second feed where I pause the video after the Marine raises his M-16 at the insurgent’s head. The gunshot will be heard, but the image of the actual shooting won’t be seen. The other networks can use their own discretion on which version they want to air.

Simultaneously, I will complete my packaged story for NBC Nightly News with a video interview of the JAG investigator, Bob Miller, responding to the facts of the case.

The process of putting together the script is painstaking, requiring multiple levels of oversight from news management, NBC lawyers, executive and senior producers.

By the time we’re finished, the script is a Frankenstein’s monster of caution and qualifications that violates the most basic rule of journalistic writing—tell the most important thing that happened first; do not bury your lede.

Also, we choose to censor ourselves and show the version with the paused image in the report. We justify it by saying it’s too graphic for our viewers.

This is a decision that I not only support but push for. In hindsight, I know it was the wrong decision. We didn’t trust the American public enough to let them see the video in its entire context. Instead we added to their confusion about the incident by toploading the story with all the mitigating factors such as insurgents using mosques to fight from and booby-trapping dead bodies—while not honestly evaluating the visual evidence that this shooting was both cavalier and without provocation.

Because they didn’t get the whole story, viewers filled their lack of understanding with their own conclusions, based on personal perceptions, political beliefs and emotional reactions—almost anything but factual detail. The very thing we held back on.

On this basis, many viewers decided the Marine was justified. When the hate mail and the death threats started pouring into my email accounts, many people accused me of omitting the mitigating factors with which we actually began our report.

THE AFTERMATH

Since I haven’t seen the actual broadcast, I don’t learn until the next day what has happened. NBC anchor Brian Williams, in an incredibly generous gesture to me and the burgeoning blog movement, mentioned, at the end of my mosque shooting report, that I also keep an independent blog. He then read the Internet address on air to his ten million viewers, inadvertently sending thousands of rabid right-wingers to my electronic front door. I’m certain they could have found it anyway, but this kept them from having to search (his on-air promotion will actually help me reach millions a week later, when I write my Open Letter and post it on the site).

But the morning after the broadcast, when I wake up at Camp Falluja and connect my satellite modem to check my email, I have more than six hundred waiting for me. In a prolonged and ill-advised display of masochism, I sit on a concrete barrier smoking cigarettes and reading at least the first couple of lines of every one of them. While there are a lot of messages of support, the negative, more inherently dramatic responses tend to monopolize my attention.

After a while, they run together in a tone of hateful—even threatening—rhetoric:


You better sleep with one eye open, you anti-war asshole! You fuck with one Marine, you fuck with all of us Marines, douchebag! Semper Fi and sleep tight, you piece of shit!

Mark




We know where you live. We know what you drive. We know who your friends are. And we’ll be waiting for you when you get back home. You made a big mistake.

SMS





May your entire family contract AIDS or die a painful death from cancer.

Anonymous




I imagine you didn’t give a thought to the danger you put your family in, did you? Well, some whacko is probably fashioning a six pack of Molitov [sic] cocktails to deliver to them, but hey, lookit the money and fame you got at someone else’s expense. You’re dirt schmuck and I don’t think there is anything too horrible that could happen to you.

Jim




We would love to be able to give thanks this Thanksgiving that you were killed by one of your Arab friends. When you get killed every American will dance in the streets. YOU ARE THE ENEMY! WE HATE YOU!!!

Annie




Hey Kev,

Waiting for the picture with your head laying on your back. So when do you suppose we will see that?

Bill




Sigh…

I wonder why the units who have imbedded [sic] journalists who rat them out do not frag them. There is absolutely no place for f*cking reporters in a combat zone. Plain and simple.

A Grandmother in Houston




If you were shadowing my unit in the field, I would personally put a round in the back of your head myself…. I am praying that some good Americans find out where you live and teach you a lesson or two about betraying your country.

Anonymous




O’REILLY AND NORTH

The emails will continue at the rate of about three hundred per day for the next year. The numbers will rise or fall depending on who has decided to fan the flames: right-wing bloggers or conservative Fox News Channel talk-show hosts such as Bill O’Reilly and ex-Marine and ’80s Iran-Contra scandal figure Oliver North.

Fox was a part of the pool, so both men have had a chance to watch the entire video. They either misinterpreted the events or decided the facts were too inconvenient.

In either case, instead of reminding viewers that as citizens of a democracy, we are all responsible for what our military does in our name in a time of war, both bad and good, O’Reilly and North attack as unpatriotic anyone who believes we should live up to our national ideals of seeing truth revealed and justice served.

In his own blog post on November 28, 2004, O’Reilly makes several errors that create misconceptions that ripple through cyberspace and mobilize an army of chronically misinformed ideologues to come out swinging with erroneous emails and half-baked accusations.

O’Reilly writes (identifying the Marine as a soldier), “On the tape you can see the insurgent move before the soldier pulls the trigger.”

I was closer to the insurgent than Bill O’Reilly ever could be—the insurgent never even twitched. His mistake, as one Marine said on tape: “Yeah, he’s breathing.”

O’Reilly continues, “If that young Marine had homicide on his mind, he would have entered the Mosque shooting. But he did not.”

The truth is, regardless of his intentions, the Marine did enter the mosque and begin shooting. According to the Naval Criminal Investigative Service investigation, the same lance corporal admitted to shooting three of the wounded Iraqis when he entered the compound before me. He used his 9 mm pistol after first firing with his M-16, which jammed. I recorded on video the sound of the distinctive small-arm reports while waiting to go inside the mosque.

The shots were fired in a slow and methodical manner, not the frantic pattern of combat when the enemy is shooting back. A Marine Corps statement issued on May 4, 2005, five months after the incident, states: “During the assault, the corporal entered the building and shot 3 AIF [U.S. military parlance for anti-Iraqi forces or insurgents], one of whom was recorded on videotape by reporter Kevin Sites. The Marine admits in his sworn statements that he shot the 3 AIF in self-defense believing they posed a threat to him and his fellow Marines.”

The report continues, “The ballistic reports indicate the projectiles removed from the bodies of three AIF were attributable to the corporal’s weapon (M-16).”

O’Reilly concludes, “The Pentagon is not releasing the name of the Marine, and is investigating. Both of these things are fair. But this case is not complicated, and anyone condemning that soldier should himself be condemned.”

The truth is that out of fairness to the Marine during the investigation I didn’t release his name—nor have I now, after its conclusion. More importantly, the case is complicated, both in the small facts and intentions relating to the individual Marine and the larger facts and intentions relating to our military and nation as a whole.

OUR FAILING

For me, the problems following the incident are predictable. In the United States there is a loud outcry against me and against NBC and, to a lesser degree, the media overall for the perception of having betrayed the troops in a time of war.

All the other American networks follow NBC’s lead in not showing the actual shooting on the mosque video, while in Europe at least one network in each country does. However, in the Middle East, nearly everyone is seeing the entire segment—over and over again. During the week following the release of the video, Al Jazeera airs it nearly once every hour.

Later, I would consider how sadly we failed the public in our responsibility to them, that it was not our government or military that censored us in this story; we, the American media, did it ourselves.


Everyone in the world had the potential to see one of the most important and controversial stories to come out of the war—except the citizens of the nation whose own military was directly involved.

NBC

As any corporate behemoth might, NBC responds to the outcry by slowly backing away from me. I had been a Murrow Award–winning staff producer for them in the past and a go-to freelance war reporter for them since Afghanistan in 2001. But now I begin to see Associated Press reports that have NBC referring to me as a freelance cameraman—or not even bothering to defend me at all. The silence became deafening.

I had reported the biggest and most controversial story in the world that week, but during this incredibly challenging moment, I never even merit a call of support from the NBC News president at the time, Neal Shapiro, until I complain to Verdi that I feel NBC has left me hanging in the wind.

Other reporters hound me around Camp Falluja as they try to get comments on the story for their own networks or publications. I refuse, feeling the story is still in play and that I don’t want to be the central focus. I also feel that none of them, my own network included, will give me the time and space to tell the more complete and nuanced version of events.

NBC offers to let me do a Nightly News segment titled “Own Words,” in which a subject tells his or her own story without a reporter interjecting other information, but the maximum amount of time the network is willing to give is less than two minutes. I know that the time will end before I can provide any significant detail. Then MSNBC.com, the network’s news Web site, offers me the opportunity to post a story.

KEVINSITES.NET

But that is when I realize that I don’t have to be beholden to anyone to get my unedited version of this story on record. I still have my own independent war blog.


I first launched the blog at the urging and with the support of southern California tech gurus Xeni Jardin and John Parres while still working for CNN covering the invasion of Iraq. At the time, I had only heard about blogs and had no idea how to start one. Jardin and Parres told me that if I sent them photographs and text that got behind the scenes of the war, they would create and maintain a site where they could be posted.

My blogging was completely counterintuitive. Instead of pithy diary entries, I began sending them long-form, highly detailed first-person accounts of what it was really like to be in northern Iraq covering the Kurdish territories both in the buildup to and during the invasion. People responded—in one very active point of the war, the site got a million hits and drew a loyal base of readers who created an ongoing dialogue.

Since I was a staff correspondent and had not cleared the idea with my bosses before I left for Iraq, they made me shut the blog down just a few weeks after we started. But the large response by people hungry for fresh, raw and personal reporting on the war made me realize its potential.

When I left CNN a year later in the fall of 2003 and went back to work for NBC as a freelancer in Iraq, part of our agreement required that they let me keep posting independently to kevinsites.net. Perhaps because of the MSNBC association with Microsoft, NBC had at the time a more sophisticated view of blogging’s potential as an amplifier for both its coverage and its correspondents.

In hindsight, it was perhaps the most serendipitous deal I could have made to save my reputation and my career.



From my cot in Camp Falluja I stop looking at the hundreds of hate emails and hunker down to write what I title “Open Letter to the Devil Dogs of the 3.1.” It is to be a full account of events leading up to, during and after the mosque shooting. In it I will explain not only what I witnessed but what I felt, as well as what my responsibilities were as a journalist and why it was not just the right choice but the only moral and ethical choice.


I have addressed it to the Marines, but it’s also meant for the world. In an email, I ask my sister Shawn if she knows a lawyer who could look at the letter. With so much heated debate around the incident, I want to protect myself. In some ways, I look at the article as a kind of self-deposition.

Shawn contacts her former boss at Dick Clark Productions, Trudi Behr, who is married to the prominent Los Angeles attorney Joel Behr. According to my sister, Joel and Trudi are fans of my blog, and I had met them for dinner at their house once, prior to this trip to Iraq.

Both of them take me on as a kind of crisis communication project, helping me to think out what the article needs to accomplish—telling what I saw, what it meant and why as a journalist I had to tell the story.

In the meantime, a right-wing Web site called WorldNetDaily.com is claiming I am an antiwar activist. Citing this one “shred of evidence,” an antiwar German Web site had, without my permission, taken photographs from my blog and posted them.

Shawn and Xeni Jardin contact the site and threaten legal action if the photos aren’t removed.

OPEN LETTER TO THE DEVIL DOGS OF THE 3.1

On Sunday, November 21, 2004, I post the open letter on my blog. It is eight days after the actual incident. As a courtesy, I send a copy to NBC and MSNBC. (Neal Shapiro has advised me earlier not to write a response—or, if I am determined, to let them make suggestions. I decide it is best for me to do this on my own—with a little help from my friends.)

The original article is 2,600 words long with several photographs—but since we don’t have a way to post the video, only the text is posted.

I conclude it with the following paragraph, which I believed sums up our differing roles:


So here, ultimately, is how it plays out: When the Iraqi man in the mosque posed a threat, he was your enemy; when he was subdued, he was your responsibility; when he was killed in front of my eyes and my camera, the story of his death became my responsibility.

The burdens of war, as you so well know, are unforgiving for all of us.*



The response to the article is overwhelming. Media outlets from around the world publish excerpts, or in some cases, such as Britain’s Guardian newspaper and Marine Corps Times, carry nearly the entire piece.

According to user statistics on kevinsites.net, readership skyrockets from just 37,600 hits early in the month to more than two million the day after the letter is posted.

Anecdotally, at least, the impact it has on the perceptions of the American public about the story seems even more remarkable. While the hate mail and the death threats do not disappear, I am able to see the trend of hate shift either to begrudging understanding of my actions or outright support now that more information is available.

With a few exceptions,† even my own industry, which had been mostly ambivalent in its support and defense of my journalistic integrity, now seems to enthusiastically welcome me back into the fold. Wired magazine will give me its first-ever Rave Award for blogging, specifically concerning the mosque shooting, and the University of Oregon will honor me with its Payne Award for Ethics for both my television and blog coverage of the incident.


EDDIE ADAMS

At Camp Falluja, I’m too exhausted to feel vindicated and my difficulties are not over yet. When I leave and get back to NBC’s Baghdad Bureau, I learn that the famous Vietnam photojournalist Eddie Adams has died. He was the one who snapped the incredible Pulitzer Prize–winning photograph of a Viet Cong fighter being summarily executed by a South Vietnamese general. Adams captured it just as the trigger was pulled and the man was beginning to grimace.

It was a poignant moment for Adams, who would later write, regretful of the photo, “the General killed the Viet Cong; I killed the General with my camera.”

It seems relevant that Adams would die some thirty years after Vietnam and during a time when the challenges of telling the truth in war were revealing themselves again.



* Entire unabbreviated text of the open letter can be found in Appendix A.
  Shortly after the mosque-shooting video aired on NBC and the fallout began, reporter Darrin Mortenson wrote an article titled Blame the Messenger in which he vigorously defended my actions in Falluja, my reputation as a fair-minded reporter and the crucial role reporters play in a democracy during wartime. It also highlighted Mortensons own courage, considering he was working for Californias North County Times, considered the hometown newspaper for the Marine Corps base at Camp Pendleton and home of the 3.1 Marines. Story link found here: http://www.nctimes.com/ articles/2004/11/21/opinion/commentary/14_23_1711_20_04.txt



    

CHAPTER 2

HOLIDAY HELL

Reporting the Tsunami

BANDA ACEH, INDONESIA | JANUARY 4, 2004




ARMY OF CORPSES

For the moment it feels much better to be on a motorbike, hauling through the debris-strewn streets of Banda Aceh, than standing still, surrounded by the humid embrace of the ghosts of thousands who died here only a week ago.

Aceh province is the northern spear tip of Sumatra, which is part of the Indonesian island chain—and the province is ground zero for the tsunami triggered by an undersea earthquake just off its coast one day after Christmas.

Mohammed and I are headed to a small village southwest of Banda Aceh. The path is so muddy and rutted that it’s sometimes impossible for us to get any traction with our motorbikes. We are looking for one of the mass graves being used to bury the victims here.

I am apprehensive for seventeen-year-old Mohammed, whom I have hired as an English translator after finding him standing in a water line a few days earlier.

Even though he has not had much opportunity to talk with native speakers, Mohammed’s English is excellent. Remarkably, however, since his family’s home is near the hills and was spared by the tsunami, he had not yet seen a dead body, despite the fact that they seem to be literally everywhere. I have seen them hanging from trees, protruding from the open doors of cars, buried facedown in ditches, arms and legs poking up through fields like withered crops. Yesterday, I made him come with me to Banda Aceh’s devastated marina area, where the inescapable images burned themselves into his young mind. He covered his face with a piece of cloth and tried to avoid the smell as we interviewed families who were looking for the bodies of loved ones.

We see a fire a little way ahead and stop at a swampy opening of palm trees. Two brothers in their early twenties are sifting through the remains of a house about twenty yards across the water from us.

“We’re looking for our parents,” one says—before slipping off a downed tree trunk into the muck up to his waist. The others laugh. It seems a welcome sound, even if out of place in this ghoulish setting.

Seeing a flat, smoky fire nearby, I ask what it is that’s burning.

“A body, but not someone they recognize,” Mohammed translates.

The flesh burns, appropriately enough, like the tallow of a candle and melts slowly into a maze of branches below.

We ride farther down the trail, seemingly deeper into the heart of darkness. A brownish yellow foot sticks out of one of the many black body bags that line both sides of our path. Mohammed reacts with a groan and veers the bike to avoid running over it.

OUT OF IRAQ

Amid the remnants of tsunami-thrashed Banda Aceh, I consider how, only a month ago, this trip had started so differently.

Desperately needing a vacation, I left Iraq a few weeks after the mosque shooting and caught a plane out of Baghdad to Amman, Jordan, and then from Jordan to Bangkok, Thailand.

It had been an incredibly tense time for me, as well as my family and friends. Because of the constant death threats I was receiving, NBC News hired security guards to keep an eye on my last known address in the United States—a house in California that I owned with an ex-girlfriend.

Though I no longer lived there (we had broken up a few weeks before my latest deployment to Iraq), the threats were specific enough to warrant a few precautions despite the current awkward nature of our relationship.

My plan was to decompress in Asia for as long as I could afford. I didn’t want to think, speak or write about war, Iraq or anything associated with news. I was so determined to make a clean break for a while that I shipped all my camera gear back to the United States.

CHINESE JUNK

My first stop was a week scuba diving off Thailand in the Andaman Sea while sailing on a traditional Chinese junk that had been converted from an old coal-running ship to a diving live-aboard. I had stored my scuba gear at a hotel in Jordan while I was in Iraq and picked it up after my flight out of Baghdad.

Since the invasion of Iraq in spring 2003, I had rotated into and out of the country for two or three months at a time, coming out for a month and then redeploying for another round.

It is an uncomfortable and isolating life—as anyone who has done this kind of rotation can tell you. But as a freelancer, the money is too good to pass up, and the opportunity to endear yourself to a network shorthanded on staffers who want to be there for any length of time makes saying no a very difficult thing indeed.

For me, scuba diving was the best way to forget temporarily the perpetual violence of Iraq. Underwater there are no explosions, no shouting, no guns, bombs, tanks or choppers. There are no MREs, IEDs, AIFs or any of the other relentless acronyms that invade your senses when you cover war and the American military for a living.

I spent a week on the junk, diving four times a day, eating amazing Thai food and, once, even climbing the rigging to stand on top of the mainsail. Thoughts of Falluja and the mosque began to fall away, at least during my waking hours.

After leaving the junk, I met up with some friends to explore more of Thailand, as well as Laos and Cambodia. In Siem Riep, Cambodia, we visited the twelfth-century Khmer temple ruins of Angkor Wat, with its marvels of engineering and design artistry that blend elements of Hinduism and Buddhism.

But in Phnom Penh, it is not the ancient but rather the modern history that envelops me sadly. On the day after Christmas, I visit both the Tuol Sleng Museum and the killing fields of Choeung Ek—heartbreaking memorials to the Cambodian genocide, in which an estimated two million people died at the hands of the Khmer Rouge communists and their leader, Pol Pot, during their four years in power from 1975 to 1979. In their efforts to transform Cambodia into a “utopian agricultural paradise,” they left a wake of death and destruction from which the nation has not yet completely recovered.

On this day at Choeung Ek, I consider the magnitude of this crime by peering at the skulls and bones of eight thousand of their victims piled in a glass-walled pagoda—ten stories high.

When I return to the hotel, my friend Corey tells me that something huge has happened. He’s watching CNN but has the remote in his hand. On the screen I see an image of Phuket, Thailand, the port of call for the Chinese junk and my recent scuba trip. I’m watching a group of people, bruised and bleeding, including one that I recognize as a man named Jim, a Brit who had dived with me. Another image pops up showing the island covered in a blanket of water. The crawl under the video reads, “Tsunami strikes Asia, 20 thousand dead.”

RESCUING THE DEAD

While Mohammed and I are searching for the mass grave, we find an even more compelling story in a group of young professionals from Jakarta who call themselves the Islamic Community for Social Help.

They are doctors, lawyers, teachers, all volunteers, clad in rubber boots and surgical masks, focused on doing what few others will—wrestling away from the vultures, worms and soggy earth the remains of the tsunami dead.

We follow them as they move deeper into the jungle and into the more remote parts of the village. They have been busy. There are black bags every where. We pad through a small clearing where two more bodies are found; one, a man floating facedown in a large, fetid pool of water created by the tsunami; the second, a woman trapped in a cake of debris made of palm fronds, wood and mud.

The men split into teams and slowly, reverently work at freeing the two from nature’s reckless grip—the bodies now remind me of baby sparrows, crushed by a clumsy, eager child.

The man’s body is naked and floating near a patch of reeds. Five volunteers wade in to get him. One pulls a large plank from the water and uses it like a lever to loosen the suction of mud attached to the body. He slips it under the chest and poles it carefully, feet first into the end of a large black plastic bag that the others hold open.

Meanwhile, another group is uncovering the debris pile from around the woman. Only her arm is visible at the moment, but more is revealed with each piece they remove. Twenty minutes later, the body is fully exposed.

They slide a rectangle of plywood under the corpse. As they drag it out on the homemade stretcher, I can finally see her face. I want to look away but feel I owe her the courtesy of witnessing the pain of her experience. The face is already beginning to decompose in the tropical heat and her top and bottom lips are pulled back in a frozen grimace. It’s clear to me that her death was neither quick nor painless.

Now the man’s body is being carried from the water to firm ground. His feet are exposed and the white flesh is beginning to fall away after so many days of being immersed.

Once on shore, the men begin trussing the body up in more black plastic. I watch their uncalloused hands, hands not accustomed to such tasks, skillfully wrapping the bags with twine, transforming what had been a violent and chaotic death into something more orderly, more peaceful; something that the living could make sense of and that the dead may have ultimately wished for.


THANKS, BUT NO THANKS

When I call the NBC News desk in New York to tell them I’m still in Asia and in position to help them report on the tsunami, the producer working overnight seems relieved to have a reporter so close.

But when I speak to the desk producer again, a little later, she tells me she has spoken with Danny Noa, the foreign news manager. He said not to worry about it
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