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    This book is dedicated to my husband, Andy Dunaway. My better half, who has encouraged, coaxed, and supported my long journey to publication. You should be proud, honey—I didn’t use the f-word once.
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  SELF (IDENTITY)


  A self-portrait


  Being an Airman, a woman, and a photographer gives me a triad of military challenges. Although the war in Iraq has blurred the lines that once separated the branches of the military, sibling rivalry remains. It’s not that other soldiers don’t like me as a person. It’s that they don’t like what my job represents: voyeur and outsider, someone who’s there to capture the final moments of life and forever etch the face of death on record. This is only compounded by the fact that I am a woman and that most Army personnel believe anyone from any other branch of service lacks the tenacity to see the fight through to the end.
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  ATTACHED, NOT ASSIGNED


  Due to a long-standing US military policy, women are not allowed to serve in direct ground combat roles. However, women are permitted to serve in support units during combat, which is how I slipped through the loophole and onto the frontlines of the Iraq War.


  As a combat photographer with the US Air Force, I’ve photographed some of the most desolate places on earth. With camera in hand, I’ve documented water wells being drilled in Eritrea and Kenya, elementary schools being built near Baghdad, Iraq, and Djibouti City, Djibouti, as well as Special Forces’ efforts to track down terrorist training cells on the borders of Somalia and Ethiopia. Until my third deployment in 2007, to Diyala Province, Iraq, I’d never actually seen face-to-face combat, though it’s undoubtedly what the Air Force trained me to do. Don’t get me wrong: I’m a wife, I’m a sister, I’m a daughter, and I’m a friend. But above everything else that defines me, I’m an Airman. I carry a gun, but my real weapon is my camera.
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  I come from a deeply rooted military family. On the maternal side, my great-grandfather served as a Marine in World War I. His son survived the attack on Pearl Harbor. Two of my mother’s brothers both served in the Air Force, and some of their sons serve. My paternal grandfather served in the Army, and he had three sons who enlisted. Each son served in a different branch: one in the Army, another in the Marine Corps, and my father, who was in the Navy. Joining the military was something nearly every male in my family did—that is, until 1997 when my sister became the first active duty A-10 crew chief in Air Force history.


  In 1948, both of my grandfathers observed, as the rest of America did, the Department of Defense’s (DOD) official integration of women into military service. It was clear that Congress would not allow women into any occupation that brought them remotely near combat. Around the time of my dad’s service as an air traffic controller for the Navy, bans on women piloting fighter aircraft and serving aboard combatant ships were lifted. The DOD adopted the Risk Rule to help determine whether jobs women might potentially occupy put them near direct combat and whether the risk was worth the reward for the combat units they supported. Each branch, including the Air Force, used the risk assessment tool to determine whether a job should or shouldn’t be open to women. This included photography.


  Around the time I signed my enlistment papers in late 1997, politicians and key military leaders realized there wasn’t a single place in a theater of war that wasn’t hazardous, and thus, no job was safe. Consequently, any job a woman was qualified to occupy was opened to her—with one caveat. Women were still excluded from assignments involving direct combat, such as infantry, artillery, and Special Forces. This left 221,000 of the DOD’s 1.4 million positions closed to women.


  The DOD’s definition of direct ground combat includes a statement that ground combat forces are “well forward on the battlefield.” As a female combat photographer, I could not be assigned to any infantry unit because they are considered a combat unit. However, I could be attached to them as a supportive unit under Joint Combat Camera Deployed and join them on operations that way. It’s a matter of being attached rather than assigned.


  That’s how, in 2007, I ended up on Forward Operating Base Warhorse in Diyala Province, Iraq, located just outside the city of Baqubah. I augmented Army Combat Camera and attached to the 1st Calvary, 12th Infantry Regiment for the sole purpose of photographing combat operations. In combat, I was never isolated from male soldiers, and they never made me feel inferior because I was a woman. In fact, I often felt they forgot I was a female; it didn’t seem to matter. I had a job to do, and so did they. I made lifelong friends, whom I consider to be my brothers for life. I believe they feel the same.


  [image: Toting eighty pounds of gear is a normal day. Between my body armor, Kevlar helmet, combat load of ammunition, weapon, camera, spare camera, camera batteries, two lenses, flash cards, water, and food, the weight adds up quickly. When the mission lasts several days, I bring my sleeping bag, underwear, T-shirts, socks, and baby wipes. Some of the guys don’t bother with a stash of clean undies, but as a woman, I don’t risk it.]
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  ABOUT THE AUTHOR


  Stacy Pearsall enlisted in the US Air Force at age seventeen, and she spent the first four years as a U-2 spy plane intelligence film processor at the US Strategic Command and then the European Command. She entered the Combat Camera Squadron in January 2002. After multiple combat deployments her outstanding portfolio of images earned her top billing from the National Press Photographers Association, Military Photographer of the Year in 2003 and 2007. She is one of only two women to hold the title, and she is the first active duty female to receive the honor. She’s the only woman to earn it twice.


  Her work has been published in a variety of media, including: Time magazine, Newsweek, New York Times, CNN, BBC, LA Times, USA Today, Soldier of Fortune, PBS’s Operation Homecoming, and GQ magazine’s “This is Our War.” Collections of her combat photographs have traveled nationwide, and the money raised from the exhibitions has been donated to nonprofit organizations benefiting disabled veterans. She has graced the pages of Harvard Business Review and PINK magazine, on which she made the cover. PBS and the Air Force Band honored Pearsall as the Air Force Veteran of the Year; the same year, her hometown of Charleston, South Carolina, presented her with the American Hero Award.


  After being wounded in action in Baqubah, Iraq, she was medically retired from service. She began advocacy work through programs such as Wounded Warrior Program and Disabled American Veterans, and she is featured in nationwide public service announcements for Veterans Affairs and Real Warriors that are viewed by millions of Americans every day.


  She is now the owner/director of the Charleston Center for Photography (www.CCforP.org). Her facility offers photography classes and workshops, youth art programs, photo galleries, photography services, and more. She founded her photography business, F8PJ, after her retirement from service and focuses on military and law enforcement subjects. She continues to travel the world on photography assignments, teaching photography and giving lectures about her experiences.


  Stacy began a personal photography endeavor, the Veterans Portrait Project, in Charleston, South Carolina, while she recovered from her combat injuries. While she sat for hours in the waiting room of her local VA hospital, she began to notice the men and women around her. She reached out to hear the stories of veterans from every branch of service, generation, and conflict and felt inspired to bring her camera and take their portraits, leading to the project that now fills the walls of the main Ralph H. Johnson VA Medical Center in Charleston. She continues her project in other states and has amassed hundreds of portraits from WWII and Vietnam War ex-POWs, Pearl Harbor survivors, and Korean War infantrymen to Operation Iraqi Freedom medics and Operation Enduring Freedom Special Forces veterans. She has personally funded the project and, as she looks to continue forward, she hopes others will help support her quest to capture portraits of America’s heroes.
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