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To the memory of
Captain Richard Gannon
United States Marine Corps
and
Haitham T. Yaseen
Ministry of Electricity, Republic of Iraq



To the perseverance of
my dear Iraqi friends throughout the world



To the hope and commitment of
Sergeant Larry Lloyd, United States Army,
who volunteered for duty in both
Afghanistan and Iraq, that he may better serve
the people of the United States
as their future president





You can always count on Americans to do the
right thing—after they’ve tried everything else.

—Winston Churchill
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Author’s Note

Memory is the perfect liar. I did not begin my naval service with the intent of writing a book, which means that some of my account is based upon my imperfect memories and personal notes. Furthermore, a great deal of my experience was classified, which means that certain details of my story must remain absent out of respect for the law of the United States and concern for the security of my former colleagues. Wherever possible, I have listed open sources that corroborate the details of my account, and I have also sought advice and criticism from numerous colleagues who served alongside me in the submarine force and Iraq. For most of my friends and colleagues, I have altered their names to preserve their privacy, while allowing myself to be completely candid about what happened. Finally, I’ve listed the numerous works that have influenced my opinions and illuminated the contexts of the situations I’ve presented.


Introduction

In the twilight of my childhood, I swapped my mother for the navy. It was a clean break, made less painful by the uncanny similarities between the woman and the war machine. In the navy, it was, “Sir, yes, sir!” At home, it was, “Yes, Mommie Dearest!” My mother took me to the doctor when I was sick; the navy gave me free cough syrup and eye exams. There was no sex allowed as long as I still lived under her roof, and no sex allowed aboard their ships. Both my mother and the navy considered it their solemn duty to prescribe exactly what I would wear, and who was I to argue? I knew my place in the pecking order, and besides, they both had pretty good taste.

“I’m glad you picked the navy,” Mom confided after I joined. “Their uniforms are the nicest.”

I never wanted to be a jarhead or SEAL or Ranger or Delta Force or Batman or anything else that the local beer-bellied wannabes claimed they were gonna be when they grew up. I wanted to be a naval officer, “a gentleman of liberal education, refined manners, punctilious courtesy, and the nicest sense of personal honor,” as John Paul Jones described the profession.1 When I stood at attention during my sweat-soaked boot camp in the Annapolis summer, my trainers so frequently invoked the Father of the American Navy’s words that to this day the ghost of John Paul Jones haunts me. Don’t get me wrong; it’s a very civilized haunting, bereft of any moaning or chains or spooky frivolities unbecoming of a gentleman. Instead, Jones haunts me with dignity, sporting a freshly starched navy blue uniform bedecked with gold buttons, a gleaming saber at his side. In his confident colonial British accent, Jones paints the naval officer as “the soul of tact, patience, justice, firmness, and charity.” At first our relationship disturbed me, but that soon passed; now, after all we’ve been through together, we’re practically family.

Over the years, I realized that instead of joining the navy, the navy had actually adopted me. At the beginning of the twentieth century, some of my real ancestors fled Eastern Europe, leaving behind the bulk of our heritage. I know very little about these people except that my mother’s side of the family might have been Jewish, which would make me Jewish by default. The Roman Catholics among us were not particularly eager to upturn that stone, so I inherited a somewhat truncated family history. Regardless, a familial navy rabbi offered to “arrange the surgery” if I ever decided to convert. The gesture flattered me, but I declined; in the navy, there were plenty of surrogate ancestors who didn’t require circumcision. It was these adoptive forefathers like Stephen Decatur, Oliver Hazard Perry, and, of course, John Paul Jones, who gave me a sense of pride and belonging in the service of my country.

My official nomination to the United States Naval Academy arrived from Spencer Abraham, a Republican senator who soon received his own nomination to the cabinet post of energy secretary. Everyone was moving up in the world. I loved the Naval Academy for its rigidity and its clarity in separating right from wrong. Three of my roommates were thrown out while I attended, one on account of “mediocrity.” John didn’t fail to make grades or physical standards, but he didn’t exceed any of the standards, either. What kind of draconian school treats people that way? I knew full well, and I loved every minute of that draconian school from Induction Day till the day I shook President Bush’s hand, swore “to support and defend the Constitution,” and walked off the stage with my diploma.

I practiced what I vaguely considered to be “strong conservative values” and supported President Bush in 2000, though my absentee ballot was lost in the mail en route to Annapolis. During my training, John McCain—a graduate of the Naval Academy—spoke repeatedly to the Brigade of Midshipmen, recounting tales of torture at the hands of the Vietcong in the dreaded Hanoi Hilton. My heart swelled with pride over McCain’s perseverance and the fact that he was a member of my extended naval family. When Oliver North waved from the stadium stands at the Army-Navy football game, the entire brigade erupted in applause and chanted his name in unison—Ol-lie, Ol-lie, Ol-lie. More than anything else, we kept unquestioning faith that those who had marched before us had done the right thing. An austere memorial in the central rotunda of our campus enshrines the names of our alumni who paid the ultimate price through their service. It is a large memorial, and the names are quite small. Like a half-filled family gravestone, blank space on the bottom allows room for future expansion.

It took me years to realize I had come of age in a world where energy and violence met, but it was at the Naval Academy that I cut my teeth on these principles. For years, my classmates and I pored over texts of strategy and thermodynamics, war doctrine and weapons systems, while between our classes we debated the ethics of combat. The question was never whether we were capable of killing; we simply explored the methods and rationales. While my civilian counterparts studied Karl Marx, we joked about “killing commies” and calculated the optimal altitude for detonating a nuclear weapon to maximize the effect on unarmored personnel. The latter was part of a three-credit course; I scored an A without much effort.

After those early years, my career progressed dramatically along the same lines. From nuclear power school to the submarine force, I lived inside the physical embodiments of defense and energy policy. Instead of the invisible hand of capitalism, I became the highly visible hand of Americanism. New names like Hyman G. Rickover and Jimmy Carter became part of my nuclear family as I absorbed the sacred texts of atomic energy, submarining, and top secret missions. Even more than the navy at large, the nuclear submarine force became my strange aquatic home within a home.

[image: ]

Naval personnel in the individual augmentation program wait to depart for the Middle East. The grandma in combat boots is shown, wearing bifocals and reading a paperback novel. Both of us were headed to Baghdad.

After nine years of this patriotic American life, it came as a shock to me that my family was in jeopardy. It was a balmy day in South Carolina, August 2006, as I waited in an isolated airport terminal to depart for Baghdad. A grandmother in combat boots sat in a chair in front of me reading a novel, bifocals riding low on her wrinkled nose, M-16 in a hard plastic case at her side. A young sailor held court with an audience of older officers, explaining how to pirate music for their iPods. There were fifty of us in the terminal and twenty plastic seats. I sat on the floor, staring at some crackers wrapped in thick green foil and a miniature bottle of Tabasco sauce from the MRE I’d been issued for my in-flight meal. High on the wall, a plastic American eagle hovered like it was swooping in for the kill.

What the hell am I doing here?

It was a rare and well-concealed moment of self-doubt.

“Those things are a bitch to open, aren’t they?” someone remarked, pointing to my crackers in their weatherproof wrapping. The expiration date was seven years out. I nodded slowly; the crackers were a bitch to open, but they were even harder to swallow.

What the hell am I doing here?!!! It was an existential identity crisis; instead of growing up like John Paul Jones, I was turning into a strange mélange of G.I. Joe and Jean-Paul Sartre! In a matter of weeks I had withdrawn my resignation from the navy, deferred enrollment at Yale, and volunteered for duty in Iraq. At the age of twenty-six, I had just written my third mandatory will. My mother questioned my sanity, and to top it all off, I looked ridiculous in camouflage: she knew it; I knew it; hell, even the navy knew it.

For years I had trained to become a nuclear submariner. In 2005 the Departments of Defense and Energy certified me to supervise an entire reactor plant aboard a nuclear warship. My ship had deployed across the Atlantic, Pacific, Mediterranean, and Caribbean in numerous missions. Submariners are warriors, but warriors of a distant and calculating sort of warfare, trained to conduct surveillance and to sight our targets through a periscope, not through the scope of a rifle.2 To me, the idea of killing another person face-to-face is reprehensible, unclean, distasteful. Yet on that particular morning, with a Beretta service pistol at my side, I pondered the possibility of having to do just that. Looking down at the embroidered submariner’s “fish” on my camouflaged breast pocket, I shook my head; if my goal was to become a fish out of water, then it was mission accomplished.

My life was at a crossroads. A month before, with one foot out of the navy, I had the world before me. Headhunters had been calling me for years to set me up with jobs. “Say the word and I’ll get you an interview with McKinsey …” Yale could have opened practically any door I wanted. Still, it seemed as though something was missing from my life. The United States had been fighting the Global War on Terrorism for five years, and up to that point there was little evidence that our world had become more secure. By most accounts, the world was becoming less stable. Despite my service aboard submarines, there was little I could show for having done my part. To me, the problem was worse than political—it was a family matter. The insurgency in Iraq, the criticism against the administration, and the conspiracy theories were getting worse by the day. I wanted to know the truth about what was happening in Iraq, but more importantly, I wanted to help fix something that my family apparently had broken. For the sake of my country, for the sake of my naval forefathers, and for the sake of my mother, who taught me to clean up after my own mess, I needed to do something good in the name of the United States.

According to the Department of Defense, the sailors who waited with me in that cordoned-off terminal were known as individual augmentees. To me, the group looked like a bunch of aging reservists who had come to the realization that they’d picked the wrong line of work to get free medical. The individual augmentation program evolved from a general shortage of personnel who could serve in Afghanistan and Iraq. Essentially, the program was an interservice draft that drew heavily from the inactive reserves. As the “army of one” commercials were dropped from television, the “support unit of one” was born. There were doctors, pilots, dog trainers, explosives experts, and many others called to do their part by leaving behind homes, civilian jobs, and even regular military units to go to war. When I learned of the program, I was floating somewhere below the surface of the ocean in the belly of a steel beast, the USS Hartford.

But before we dive into this tale and I share with you the lives of men who served aboard that billion-dollar fast-attack submarine, I must issue a warning. Diving deep into the sea is a perilous act; one is never quite certain where it will lead, what it will reveal, or whether the same man will make it back to the surface. That is the chance we must take.


1

In the Belly of the Beast

“Awoooooogaaa! Awoooooogaaa! Dive! Dive!”

That was what I heard in my head every time we dove the USS Hartford below the waves. I pretended to hear that sound with a sense of wistful nostalgia as I surveyed the seascape through my periscope, cherishing every last second of sunlight before the optics dipped below the water and we descended into the utter darkness of the ocean. The real sound of the Hartford’s diving alarm, however, was no cause for nostalgia. Rather than the unmistakable tone of World War II Klaxons, the Hartford’s aural signal to “take her down” more closely resembled a wounded chicken. “Baawwkk! Baawwkk! Dive! Dive!” was the sonic reality in this modern marvel of engineering. And so it came to pass that I settled for driving a nuclear warship that executed its primary design feature with the undignified sound of common poultry. It was this sound that first clued me in to the fact that life on a submarine is decidedly not what it used to be.

“Smith! Put your balls away! How many times do I have to tell you to keep your dick in your pants while you’re on watch?” I yelled across my small elevated desk from the stool where I sat, supervising the men who controlled our ship’s nuclear reactor.

“But, sir, it’s hot in here … and besides, you know you like it,” replied Petty Officer Smith, the overweight, smelly, and highly intelligent sailor who knew exactly how far he could push it before getting fired (and liked to prove so on a regular basis). The fat-ass winked at me.

“Whether I like it or not is iiii-fucking-rrrelevant! Stow your cock! End of discussion,” I growled, slamming the heavy Reactor Plant Manual I was reading down on the metal desk. I said “End of discussion,” but my rant was just getting started.

The Maneuvering Area, as it is formally known, is a room the size of a walk-in closet where more than five hundred gauges, meters, indicator lights, switches, and every other bell and whistle imaginable reside. It is the principal location from which three highly trained nuclear operators and one supervisor keep constant watch over the most important parameters of the ship’s nuclear reactor plant. The late Hyman G. Rickover, Father of the Nuclear Navy, to whom The Simpsons’ Montgomery Burns bears a remarkable resemblance, believed that the Maneuvering Area was sacred. The Reactor Plant Manuals use the word “inviolate” to describe Rickover’s expectation of formality within Maneuvering’s boundaries. And yet this was a typical day in Maneuvering, when a watch-stander, tired and hot, decided to unzip his trousers and brandish his genitals. Let’s get something else out in the open—none of us actually enjoyed Smith’s awkward testicular presence, but it was unusually hot in there and we couldn’t really blame him for wanting to air out. Somewhere in nuclear heaven, Rickover was beginning to vomit.

“Listen up, fuckers.” I continued my rant, annoyed. “I used to be a fucking gentleman before you pricks corrupted me!”

The ghost of John Paul Jones was nowhere to be seen.

“Did you say you were fucking gentlemen?” interrupted Jenkins, another petty officer (and petty wit), who never missed an opportunity to make someone else look stupid.

“No, shit-scrap!” I shouted, eliciting chuckles (any novel permutation of basic vulgarity was enough to make them giggle). I was still annoyed, but they’d found the chink in my armor. With my momentum fizzling, I recommenced my rant. “As I was saying, I used to be a gentleman, and I’ll be god-damned if I let you knuckleheads wag your dicks around in Maneuvering on my watch! Let’s have some fucking professionalism!” I breathed deeply while dismounting my soapbox, but the bastards had done me in. I choked back a laugh but was unable to conceal my smile. The troops spotted my break in character and howled with delight. Smith zipped up his pants, sheepishly admitting defeat.

“Does it get any lower than this?”

“Technically, sir, we can go down another four hundred feet.”

“Shut up, Jenkins.”

“Aye, aye, sir.”

The first time a sailor wagged his testicles before me as I knelt to read an instrument gauge, I completely lost control. It quite literally flew in the face of every example of professionalism that the Naval Academy had trained me to uphold. I was so angry by the overt harassment and the indignity of stumbling face-first point-blank into another man’s balls that I threatened to have the pervert taken to captain’s mast, the navy’s version of a court-martial at sea. While morally and legally correct in that course of action, I know in hindsight that it was the wrong way to handle things aboard a real submarine.

When the hatch of a submarine shuts, the vessel becomes its own little universe, with a very different set of rules. Bollocks to Einstein—the modern submarine redefines relativity. In that universe one should never admit one’s weaknesses. Aboard a submarine, to reveal that a particular thing irritates you is to invite repeat occurrences of that irritant ad infinitum. It was a mixed-up maxim, a Kantian kerfuffle that promised, through the miracle of socialized military medicine, to make our lives nasty, brutish, and long. For example, when our ship’s executive officer (XO) divulged that he was “somewhat of a homophobe,” our fellow officers responded by taping pictures from gay porn magazines onto the ceiling above his stateroom bunk. The first time he lay down to read and looked up at the pictures, he ran screaming through the door in his skivvies. The man’s public display of hairy near-nakedness opened the field for more comments—nothing was off limits, except the captain himself. Days later at sea, several members of the “all-balls” crew sent the man anonymous love notes and signed pictures of shirtless male models posing on sports cars, all graced with loverly terms of endearment and XOXOXs. One envelope was even sealed with a lipstick kiss. I don’t know which man brought the lipstick aboard, and it’s probably better for some questions to remain unasked.

But just as the XO had erred in admitting his fear of homosexual behavior, it was my mistake to admit that the sight of another man’s penis in close proximity to my face was … well, odious.

“You should have just grabbed it,” my colleague Jake opined after my first encounter. Jake was always the pragmatist.

“Or pretended that you liked it or something—that would have freaked him out. Now every enlisted man on the ship knows that you can’t abide cock.”

I thought about it for a second and agreed that Jake’s tactic of carpe scrotum was indeed a better alternative than threatening the sailor with penal action. A thorough hand-washing would’ve been required, of course.

“Think about it, Chris,” he continued. “If you had simply grabbed his sack and dragged him around the ship like a fleshy little puppet, nobody would have ever fucked with you again—you would have been a god.”

Jake was right. I could have been a god. We paused for a moment, lamenting the lost opportunity for ultimate respect, albeit respect bounded in the nutshell of that horribly finite space. And so it came to pass that instead of being a god among the sailors of the Hartford, I writhed within my mortal coil, a prick supervisor, irritated by the sight of other men’s schlongs. From that point forward, in accordance with standard submarine practice, I saw, unwillingly, more schlong than any other officer aboard the ship.

Please recall that this is a family story. It’s true that I’ve seen more of certain tiny things than I’d ever hoped for in life, but every family has its quirks. I don’t recall my less gentlemanly shipmates with any particular fondness, but I can no more divest myself of their underwater antics than disown my brothers. The experience was all part of growing up in that strange watery world. Welcome to my home.

The modern nuclear submarine is the most extreme machine on the face of the planet. By comparison, space shuttles and fighter jets and even armored tanks are fragile and basic. The vacuum of space is nothing compared to the cold, crushing pressure of the deep. The thrust of an afterburner is nothing compared to the silent force of atomic engines. It is a well-known fact that a nuclear submarine is capable of traversing the depths of the oceans to strike practically anywhere with lethal precision. It is far less well known that the nuclear submarine can create and maintain its own atmosphere. Now, at the dawning of the third millennium, it is strangely novel to recall that the nuclear submarine—equipped with a hundred-ton backup battery—was the first hybrid vehicle that could sustain its environment and mission independent of oil.1

Energy has always sharpened the cutting edge of violence, especially in the world’s navies. In the first millennium, Greek Fire swept the Byzantine navy toward stunning victories. At the beginning of industrial modernity, Roosevelt’s Great White Fleet circumnavigated the globe on coal. But the greatest shift in the forces of violence that energy brought to the world came in the discovery of oil. More than any other source of power in history, oil—the most efficient, mobile, and useful energy source—empowered nations to seek and maintain control. It was a legendary American admiral, Alfred Thayer Mahan, who coined the term “Middle East” in his monumental geo-strategic book of 1890, The Influence of Seapower upon History. But it was the British who learned seven years later the influence of oil upon empire.

By dint of capitalist zeal, a British prospector unearthed the massive oil reserves in “petroliferous” Persia.2 Like an explosive gusher of crude, the discovery of oil propelled the ancient homeland of the Zoroastrians (who worshipped burning oil seepages) to the forefront of the twentieth century’s greatest power struggle. American captains of industry like John D. Rockefeller had been building empires of capitalism for thirty years, and the British saw controlling Persia as a strategic step toward controlling their own massive energy supplies. The grand secret was out: with oil came wealth and power.

By 1913 Winston Churchill, at the helm of the Royal Navy, changed the course of his empire with the historic decision to shift the British fleet from coal to oil. At the time Churchill feared the rising power of Germany. It was this fear that finally convinced him to agree with the founder of Shell Oil that change was necessary—even before a steady oil supply could be secured. The switch to oil gave Her Majesty’s fleet a fighting edge, making Britain’s ships more fuel-efficient and faster than the steamships fired by coal. The switch was more than tactical—it was a matter of evolution or extinction.

Ironically, Churchill’s move encountered considerable resistance at home. Sheffield had plenty of coal, but nary a drop of oil. Thus Britain faced the choice of forgoing a reliable supply of coal and basing its naval supremacy upon a single, enormous question mark. Conservative parliamentarians and admirals argued against foreign oil in favor of energy independence. To these men, homeland security meant keeping coal alive as a reliable and profitable source of energy. The switch to oil flew in the face of conventional wisdom by necessitating an unprecedented level of global interdependence. Yet even more critically, Churchill’s progressive switch to an oil-based navy encountered tremendous resistance at home because it required the Britons to embrace a changing world.

Despite the resistance that Churchill faced in moving his country forward, the Great War had a way of forcing Britain to grow up. As Daniel Yergin explained in his history of oil, “Many would look back upon those spring and early summer days of 1914 as the dusk of an era, the end of a childhood.” By the end of World War I, the strategic importance of oil had proven itself beyond all doubts. The mechanization of militaries and the introduction of the Tank (a secretive project that got its code name from its liquid-fuel tank), broke the hopeless stalemate of trench warfare. For England, oil had been crowned the new king. And for the soon-to-be prime minister, Churchill, the thirst for oil was all too clear: “Mastery itself was the prize of the venture.”

After World War I, England’s need for foreign oil was obvious, though as Yergin explains, “explicitly pronouncing Mesopotamia as a war aim would seem too old-fashionably imperialistic.” Thus British Foreign Secretary Balfour succinctly explained the required evolution of imperialism: “I do not care under which system we keep the oil, but I am quite clear that it is all-important for us that this oil should be available.”

For the next several decades, the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (later British Petroleum) exploited the unsophisticated Persians with the legalistic power of oil concessions, becoming one of the most profitable companies in the history of the world while driving the Royal Navy at full speed ahead.3

For America, World War II began and ended over the pivotal forces of oil. It was not the temptation of power but the fear of dwindling energy supplies and the American oil embargo that spurred the Japanese to strike at Pearl Harbor before seizing the oil fields of Borneo. It was not the bravery of the Allied forces but the critical shortage of gas that stopped the tanks of Nazi field marshall Rommel literally in their tracks; the Desert Fox died of thirst for oil.

For postwar America, energy security meant engaging the Middle East in developing its oil. The war’s last secretary of the navy and America’s first secretary of defense, James Forrestal, led a concerted effort to shift American dependencies to Middle Eastern oil, effectively putting an end to America’s energy independence. While the major oil companies faced antitrust lawsuits at home, the U.S. government gave them carte blanche to collude in Saudia Arabia, ushering forth the greatest oil discoveries in history and an era of unmitigated consumption.

While profits of multinational oil companies soared and the coffers of petrol states began to fill, the people of the Middle East slowly awakened to the reality that they’d been bought and sold by the West. The spark of nationalism was fanned into flame in Tehran when a brilliant secular lawyer, educated in France, surprised the world by having the audacity to stand up to the British. Mohammed Mossadegh vowed to rid his homeland of the exploitive British concessionaires and restore what he believed to be the birthright of all Iranians. Nationalizing the Anglo-Persian Oil Company in 1951 and reclaiming Iran’s oil for its own people was an earthquake that sent a tidal wave of strident self-determination around the globe. England was too weakened by war to break its addiction to foreign oil; the ravages had been enormous. Without Iranian oil at her disposal, the last remnants of the British Empire were doomed to collapse.

A plot was formed.

Churchill, desperate to salvage his country’s strength, implored President Truman to help overthrow Mossadegh and reinstate the Shah of Iran. Truman rejected the proposal flatly; to replace an elected leader of a democratic country with a monarch was insultingly backward for a world that was supposed to have been “made safe for democracy” by the terrible sacrifices of two world wars. Truman, however, did not remain president for long. When Eisenhower took office, Churchill found his ally for the plot against Mossadegh, overthrowing the elected leader in a secret CIA-led coup.

Ironically, Eisenhower supported the coup not because he wanted Iranian oil but because he feared that the nuclear-armed Soviets would engulf Iran if the West did not intervene. At the onset of the nuclear age, the paradigm of energy and violence had split into two. For energy, Oil was still King, but for warfare, the Atom had been crowned Emperor.

In the same way that oil empowered the armadas of the world to speed forward, so did atomic engines sharpen the swords of the world’s navies. Between 1949 and 1955 the United States embarked upon one of the greatest industrial, scientific, and engineering feats in the history of humanity. By employing the brightest minds, the most dedicated engineers, and a unique fusion of disparate institutions, the United States conceptualized, developed, built, and deployed the world’s first modern war machine capable of sustaining its environment and mission without fossil fuel. In this context, in 1955, the world’s first naval nuclear reactor came to life in the belly of the USS Nautilus.4 Science fiction had become science fact as nuclear-powered warships reignited the race for mastery of the seas.

And so it came to pass that just as Alfred Thayer Mahan had pondered the influence of sea power upon history, I sat upon my small metal stool, deep within the bowels of my submarine, pondering the principles of energy and violence. My ass hurt. I had been sitting there for three hours, barely moving as my four-man team in the Maneuvering Area slowly went insane. We’d joined the navy in search of Homeric odysseys, only to become Homer Simpson. The clock struck zero-three. Smith lifted his clipboard and jotted some numbers in the hourly logs. Jenkins belched. Three more hours to go, I thought. That’s one hundred eighty minutes—ten thousand eight hundred seconds … tick, tock … ten thousand seven hundred ninety-eight … tick, tock … ten thousand seven hundred ninety-six….

Once again, Maneuvering is the inviolate nerve center of the ship’s nuclear power plant. A colleague once described an officer’s job in Maneuvering as follows:


[with gravitas]

“Imagine a man standing in a closet-sized room. A panel of meters lies before him. None of the meters move … but if they did, it would be really, really bad. But they don’t move … for six hours.”

His civilian friend then inquired, “That’s what you do?”

“No. I sit in a desk behind that man, and I watch him.”



Outside Maneuvering, there are stacks and stacks of electronic equipment: control systems, circuit breakers, and panels with blinking lights.5 Unlike a car, where the inner workings are concealed from view, a submarine crew lives among the inner workings. In some ways the men actually are the inner workings. The ship is a maze of piping, cable conduit, and machinery. Pumps, steam turbines, and valves lie everywhere in a weave of steel so convoluted that calling it byzantine seems reductionist. The temperature varies widely as air-conditioning ducts blast cold air between hot, steam-filled pipes. Everything is kept immaculately clean, much to the annoyance of the junior enlisted personnel who are required to scour, sweep, and swab regularly. The sound of whirring machinery and steam flowing through pipes creates a constant din that would be bothersome to the operators were it not for the fact that they’ve already lost some of their hearing. Only a few conscientious youths bother to wear the required earplugs.

There’s a laboratory for analyzing nuclear chemistry, a welding bench for at-sea repairs, and various other makeshift office spaces with laptop computers crammed into nooks and crannies wherever the designers could afford to spare a cubic foot or two for humans. Steel bookshelves hold innumerable Reactor Plant Manuals, each bound in hard plastic and dirty from frequent use by hundreds of unwashed hands. A few scattered exercise bikes and rowing machines lie in disrepair, strapped to the deckplates. A small toolbox holds some dumbbells. There is even a “smoke pit,” where the crew is permitted to relax and tell jokes about the officers while exhaling smoky carcinogens into our small enclosed atmosphere.

In the center of the ship lies the nearly unlimited fuel of the modern nuclear vessel, where billions of atoms shatter into fragments every second. Within the reactor compartment’s shielded bulkhead, the invisible neutron flux and gamma rays are so intense that they could deliver a lethal dose in a matter of minutes. Outside, where the crew lives and works, the highly sensitive Geiger counters barely even register a blip as we steam full speed ahead. I was inherently skeptical that our Geiger counters seemed not to detect our own reactor, but later amazed to learn that the reactor really was that well shielded. Over time, I could tell the depth of our submarine by the ship’s background radiation level; higher levels meant that we were closer to the surface and detecting the sun’s radiation. For a time, I was in charge of monitoring and documenting the crew’s exposure to radiation using a device called a dosimeter. The crew was exposed to higher levels of radiation in the months when we were home in New England than while we were under way on nuclear power. Regardless, the fear of cosmic rays didn’t stop us from hitting the beach as soon as we pulled into port. Most of us looked pretty pasty from our sub-aquatic lifestyle, and we considered the threat of skin cancer an acceptable alternative to looking like vampires in June.

For dining out at sea, the ship has a mess hall where up to thirty people can sit at once. As the biggest “people space” on the submarine, it is frequently commandeered for training, lectures, briefings, and watching movies on a plasma-screen television. The galley is a small industrial kitchen where a team of culinary specialists work round the clock to prepare upwards of five hundred meals every day. I have a love-hate relationship with the galley, but it’s mostly hate. I hate the food aboard submarines, not because of the quality or the skill of preparation, but because after the first week at sea, nothing fresh remains. Of course, this lack of produce doesn’t dampen the sanguine spirits of the cooks. In a naively nautical way, two weeks after leaving port the cooks still try to spruce up the same putrid brown lettuce for a meal or three before bidding farewell to freshness and tossing the compost overboard.

There are other reasons why I hate the food aboard submarines, not the least of which is the colorful history of our galley. One day, the ship was in the process of pumping its septic waste overboard. This common practice with submarines at sea doesn’t usually involve creating a biological hazard for the entire crew, but the Hartford, in many ways, liked to be exceptional. On that particular day, while the Hartford’s septic tanks were being pressurized to force out the hundreds of gallons of waste, something terrible happened that I will never forget. It started with a low gurgling sound in the galley sink—a primordial monstrous groaning and bubbling from deep within the ship. The cooks, working on preparing Philly cheesesteak sandwiches, looked up with alarm. Knowing from experience what was about to happen, the most senior of them, Bill, grabbed a lid from a large metal pot and leapt across the galley counter toward the sink—too late!!! WHAM!!! An explosion of noise and stench spewed forth as the sink erupted with a pressurized stream of liquefied human shit.

In the army, an act of conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity in the face of danger is worthy of at least a Bronze Star, or maybe even the Medal of Honor. But covered in his shipmates’ piss and shit, poor Bill fought nobly with no prospect of any medal, deflecting the lumpy column of fecal matter, clutching his pot top tightly in hand, trying his best to look away and keep his mouth closed. A poop mist descended upon the galley like volcanic ash upon stunned islanders, as the crew gaped motionless at the devastation, paralyzed by the fear that they had somehow offended the submarine gods. The Waldorf Astoria is famous for its salad. Burger King is famous for the Whopper. After the Night of the Poocano (as it came to be immortalized in legend), the Hartford was famous for its filthy cheesesteak.

If that weren’t enough to whet our appetites, we could always arrange for an at-sea surgery on the wardroom dinner table. Of course, clearing the three-forked, two-spooned table settings and sterilizing the tablecloth for an appendectomy wasn’t exactly normal, but it was the way the Doc did things in the case of a medical emergency at sea. The Doc was not an actual doctor or a nurse, but the equivalent of an emergency medical technician. If ever there was a surgery aboard, it would likely be his first, with scalpel in one hand and instruction manual in the other. To this day, I consider myself blessed that I never needed to consult him for anything other than Dramamine or foot powder.

The rest of the submarine has pretty much what one would expect to find. There’s a torpedo room where sailors invent new phallic metaphors, a sonar room where people listen to stuff in the ocean, and a control room that isn’t too different from the one on Star Trek, except for the videophones and aliens. Last, but certainly not least, are the bunkrooms, where the 140 men aboard the submarine sleep. Despite what the rumors may say about 140 men going down and 70 couples coming up, these bunkrooms are relatively straight and innocent. My stateroom—a luxurious officer’s suite—measured six by eight feet and boasted two fold-up desks, lockers, and a fold-up sink. These quarters slept three, each of whom had his very own “rack” measuring six feet by two feet by eighteen inches. This Lilliputian living space was where I spent an uncomfortably long part of my life, hitting my shoulder on the bunk above me every time I rolled over and waking up to the disturbing surprise of another man’s flatulence. Little did I know that shortly after my years aboard the Hartford, I would awaken to the surprise of somewhat louder and more deadly explosions after swapping my submarine sneakers for combat boots and heading into the desert. Oh, the fleeting bliss of ignorance!
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Nuclear Family Life

“You’re dink, Brownfield. Un-fuck yourself.”

The words reverberated in my head like depth charges in a swimming pool, spat from the deadly launcher of my fearless leader’s mouth. Direct hit, asshole. You sunk my battleship. The engineer officer, Dale, frequently used his words as a weapon against the weak and lowly of rank. I naturally fell into the latter of these two categories, and in the face of a formidable superior, assumed the demeanor of the former. “Dink” was submarine-speak for being professionally delinquent. Halfway through my first year at sea, I was two months behind in my nuclear qualifications. My illustrious ball-baring brethren had yet to introduce themselves to me, and for the time being my virginal idealism remained intact.

The Hartford was out to sea for the first time that year after a long overhaul in the shipyards. The work left the enclosed atmosphere of the submarine reeking of synthetic paint, cleaning solution, and unpronounceable chemical vapors. Because of the fumes, my head felt somewhere between a migraine and a drug trip for the first two months aboard. By the third month, I had either gotten used to it or enough brain cells had died that I could no longer tell the difference. As Dale’s verbal depth charges plunged toward me, what little resistance I had built up to our marginally toxic atmosphere quickly vanished and my head felt ready to split. My aural assailant was the most talented submarine driver I’d ever met. Dale was a young lieutenant commander with chiseled features, a sarcastic wit, and a beautiful trophy wife. Among the junior officers of the wardroom, Dale was also the most hated man on the ship. As long as I knew him, every junior officer aboard dreamed of having the opportunity to drop a pipe wrench on his head and make it look like an honest accident.

“You’ve been aboard my ship for five months, and you can’t even pass your basic qualification exam,” Dale lectured me condescendingly.

The Formica-covered steel door of Dale’s stateroom was shut, isolating the two of us from the rest of the ship. The Germans in Das Boot couldn’t have felt more trapped.

“What the hell am I paying you for?” Dale demanded, acting as though he owned the ship and I was his hired help rather than a commissioned government official like him. The idiosyncrasy irked me, but I was more concerned with the guilt I felt for failing to meet my boss’s expectations.

“I don’t know why you’re paying me, sir,” I mumbled. Dale glared at me, catching on to my criticism. I may have been a nuclear neophyte, but by God, I had words on my side! Sadly, I couldn’t pass the nuclear qualification exam.1 Dale had a good reason to “counsel” me, as he so eloquently put it in our euphemistic professional parlance; I had just failed my fourth basic qualification exam in a row. On a submarine, one is not allowed to stand watch until after completing a lengthy and detailed qualification process. For nuclear officers, this training pipeline takes nearly two years from commissioning to the completion of initial training aboard a sub. Until that point, one is merely a trainee, barred from operating any equipment aboard the ship. This prohibition is so strict that some ships even bar the newbies from “operating” the galley’s self-serve ice cream machine. Thus, until qualified, a new crew member is functionally useless, a freeloading oxygen breather (“FLOB” for short). The nuclear exam I had just failed was a critical part of my qualifications and a major obstacle to my usefulness. I sat next to Dale’s fold-down desk, cringing, keenly aware of my first-class flobbery. My colleagues were standing watch in grueling shifts, working over one hundred hours a week while managing their divisions of enlisted personnel, and I couldn’t even pass the basic nuclear competency exam. What the hell am I being paid for, anyway? Were years of Academy training and hundreds of thousands of dollars wasted upon my pathetically non-nuclear brain?

Before submarine officers report for duty on a boat, they complete a twelve-month stint at nuclear power school. For my classmates, this consisted of a six-month academic course of study followed by six months of practice on a real nuclear power plant. Since I was an English major, the powers that be forced me to attend a one-month nuclear “preschool” before matriculating in the full-fledged course. My classmates appeared universally smarter, or at least better prepared. If there had been a short-bus, I certainly would have ridden it to the base. I sat next to a rocket scientist who was married to a medical doctor. My mostly older classmates introduced themselves by name and college major, nearly all of which were engineering disciplines.

[image: ]

My quarters aboard the USS Hartford. This closet-sized stateroom berthed three officers, each of whom was lucky enough to have his own footlocker. The junior enlisted crew frequently “hot-racked,” sharing their bunks in shifts.

“I’m Jeff, a Double-E” (electrical engineering).

“I’m Matt, a Mech-E” (mechanical engineering).

“I’m Steve, a Systems-E” (systems engineering).

Needless to say, I felt a bit out of place.

“What was your major, Chris?”

I stated confidently that I was a Single-E. They shook their heads in acknowledgment, thought about it for a second, and then asked, “What kind of engineering is that?”

“English.”

Condescending smirks. “How did you get into nuke school?”

After becoming the butt of a few jokes, I changed majors retroactively to grammatical engineering, which seemed to hold more weight.

Nuke school was a brutal and intense course of study. My academic advisor thought it best for me to be placed on mandatory study hours, landing me in the classroom for more than sixty hours a week. At this school, unlike a normal school, all of our books and notes were classified. In order to study anything at all, one was required to sign in to the building with an electronic access card, pass through several armed security checkpoints, and unlock the sacred nuclear texts from an impressive steel locker. Students’ study time was tracked down to the minute and tallied up at the end of each week to ensure they followed orders and kept up their grades. I scraped by, eventually passing all of the required exams. My grades were not spectacular by any means, but my work and efforts were honest. The rocket scientist who sat next to me ended up setting the school record for the highest grades ever. I felt smarter just from having sat next to him, though my advisor was quick to note that my grades in no way reflected this.

Back behind the closed door of the engineer officer’s stateroom, I sat bruised and rattled, his chiseled face leering over me. It seemed that everything I had learned in nuke school had abandoned me. But strangely, the basic qualification exam was anything but basic. To me, it seemed so ridiculously hard that it looked like a foreign language, even after spending a year in nuke school and several months studying aboard the ship. The first time I failed the qualification exam on my boat, it was devastating—I worked very hard, but the results weren’t even close to passing. When my fellow junior officers asked me what happened, they were surprised that I hadn’t been given the unofficial
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