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This book is dedicated to all the animals that have suffered
and died in Iraq. They are my reason not to give up.
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If I were a dog, I would have long ago worn out my tail—wagging it to say “thank you.” In the three years that I have been the manager for SPCA International’s Operation Baghdad Pups program, a human “pack” of animal-loving individuals has entered my life and given me countless reasons to be grateful for these remarkable comrades.
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Thankfully, I responded to Eddie’s desperate plea to save Charlie, and SPCA International let me go. This development led me to Iraq and to all the other animals after Charlie, rescued by Operation Baghdad Pups. These animals suddenly showed up at a moment when their gentle and reassuring presence was so desperately needed by the men and women called to fight a war.

Operation Baghdad Pups would not have saved one Iraqi animal if we’d asked the military for permission before launching the program. When contemplating the growing number of requests to save dogs and cats befriended by U.S. troops, it quickly became clear what had to be done—break the rules. After eighty-seven successful missions to Iraq, it is quite clear we made the right decision. I want to thank all the men and women who made the decision in the first place to risk so much in order to care for animals struggling to survive. These animals were destined for a short and miserable life in Iraq had their caregivers not broken the rules and given their wartime buddies the chance to live the kind of life they should have been dealt in the first place.

I have worked in the animal welfare movement since 1983, rescuing more animals than I could ever begin to count. While doing this I have encountered all kinds of people—from those who find it easy to be cruel to an animal to those who on a daily basis make enormous sacrifices to make sure animals are safe and well cared for. The people I have worked with who are connected with Operation Baghdad Pups are some of the most unselfish individuals who don’t think twice about putting animals first. If the world were filled with people like them, animal suffering would end. They are indeed an inspiration.

As of May 2011, 280 dogs and 58 cats that had been born in the Middle East now call America home. They escaped a life of deprivation because of a team of tireless volunteers. Barb Hartman and Bev Westerman were the first two Operation Baghdad Pups volunteers. Their unselfish natures and complete devotion to all animals are remarkable. Since the program began we have laughed together hysterically and cried until we had no more tears. Throughout this journey we have never lost sight of how fortunate we are to be a part of an endeavor abundant in goose-bump moments. Barb and Bev are true friends to all creatures and my friends, too—the kind of friends who are few and far between. I will forever be grateful to them for being who they are and for always being there for the animals and me.

The other members of the Operation Baghdad Pups team who have transported animals halfway across the world have time and time again proved their commitment to animals, enduring some tough times but never complaining. The long hours sitting in airports and on planes flying animals from the Middle East to the United States are quickly forgotten when we witness those animals being reunited with the individual who means the world to them—who saved their life.

Flying into a war zone is indeed risky, but, thankfully, we have avoided the dangers. The precautions we continue to take have kept us safe. Still, the fact that the Operation Baghdad Pups team members are willing to take this risk proves they are a special breed of people. No amount of applause could show my appreciation for my traveling partners. These individuals have escorted animals to their new homes: Danielle Berger, Cassandra Dawes, Jerry Elfrank, Rebecca Fenner, Cindy Hurn, Sharon Maag, Matt McDonough, Janet Mercer, Linda Pullen, Charlene Ruttle, Billy Schweizer, Donald Smith, Mickey Sonstegard, Dave Souligne, Christine Sullivan, Michael Walsh, Bev Westerman, and Bev Wolfgram. I say to them, “Job well done!”

Four other team members deserve an even higher level of thanks for their exceptional support. They are my husband, Ken, and our daughters, Jennifer, Amy, and Megan. The choices I have made in my career have meant I have been absent from their lives more than I would have liked. To help make up for this, I have been able to take them with me to the Middle East to bring animals to the States for our troops. Seeing a part of the world many people never get to see, I believe, has helped them to see that they are a part of a global family, too. They have all gained a greater appreciation for what we have as Americans while being able to share their talents, kindness, and laughter with some incredible people they have met along the way. I am so incredibly proud of my family members, and I always feel their love no matter where I am in the world.

I would like to thank the SPCA International staff members who have been working right alongside me since Operation Baghdad Pups began. JD Winston, SPCA International’s executive director, trusted me from the get-go and gave me the freedom to develop the program as I saw fit. We have shared some hair-pulling moments, but we always got through them as a team and as friends. It has been a learning experience in more ways than one, and I am grateful to have stepped outside the box, with JD always there to fall back on.

Stephanie Scott, SPCA International’s director of communications, was the voice of Operation Baghdad Pups when we needed to gain the support of the public so more animals could be saved. Her persistence in getting the media to pay attention definitely kept the program moving forward. We’ve had some comical moments as we’ve tried to get animals to cooperate with producers in unfamiliar TV studios, some just hours after stepping foot on American soil for the first time. There have been the struggles, too, but each bump in the road has only strengthened Operation Baghdad Pups and our friendship.

Jennifer McKim was the first person to accompany me to Baghdad. Maybe, being my daughter, she did not have a choice, but I know she did it because she believed in the program. Working for SPCA International, she had the added insight as to why this program was so necessary. Her years of helping animals definitely added to the strong foundation Operation Baghdad Pups rose from. It has not always been easy having me as a mom, but Jennifer rarely complains. When she does, I know it is only because she loves me, and I feel the same way. A mother could never ask for a better daughter. She continues to make me extremely proud, and the accomplishments she has made on her own have greatly benefited animals, too.

The SPCA International board of directors has been in my corner from the beginning. The board has listened to the success stories and has cried with me when another animal was lost. The board members are as proud of Operation Baghdad Pups as I am, and their support has many times given me the strength to keep going.

In Iraq and Kuwait are people who have become treasured friends. Most of them originate from other countries, but their need to make a living has brought them to a part of the world that has welcomed me and given me some of the richest experiences of my life. I have shared some unbelievable experiences with this multicultural blend of people, all of them ensuring in their own way that Operation Baghdad Pups was able to save more animals. I say “thank you” to them in over a dozen languages.

Included in my new circle of friends are the security team members. They have been my heroes time and time again. What they were willing to do in order to get animals from point A to point B in Iraq proved their tenacity. On one of many missions, I got word that one of the vehicles in their convoy had rolled over an improvised explosive device (IED). I thought my worst fear had finally been realized. What a relief it was to learn that no one was hurt, including the Operation Baghdad Pups cat that was riding in the heavily damaged vehicle. This brush with disaster was a wakeup call about just how dangerous it is to travel around Iraq.

Some people might think it crazy to put human lives in jeopardy to save dogs and cats, but the security men reassured me repeatedly that they understood why they had to do what they were doing. They were doing it for the troops and the animals that had made a difference for them in a harsh and dangerous place.

While writing this book I spent five months at the Reed villa in Erbil, Kurdistan, located in northern Iraq. Reed is the security company that Operation Baghdad Pups has been using since October 2008. Their generosity allowed me to be in the country where the Operation Baghdad Pups animals were from, inspired me, and gave me my own understanding of what animals in Iraq endure every day. I could not have asked for a better place to be uninterrupted so I could focus on writing. The distractions were definitely few and far between. When the mid afternoon temperature hit 120, 130, and even 140 degrees in August 2010, I felt the same mind-frying heat that our troops and their wartime buddies had suffered through. I must confess I did not get a lot of work done on those afternoons. It’s hard to work on a computer while getting drenched by garden sprinklers.

While I wrote, my good friend, Ameer Khoshaba, the dog handler and trainer for Reed Security, was there to support me. His cooking nourished me. His refreshing laughter and his spirit-lifting smile were welcome encouragement. The cups of tea he set on my desk provided much needed comfort. Our walks helped to clear my mind and to remove the infamous writer’s block. Ameer kept me on track when I wanted to do anything but write, and he is a big reason my book got completed.

Watching my book become a reality has led Ameer to believe he, too, has a story to tell. Being Assyrian and Christian and living in Kurdistan have put Ameer and his family members in life-threatening situations since he was a child. In spite of all they have suffered, this family whose members I hold dear has endured, and it is indeed an inspiration. It’s a story that needs to be told, and Ameer will one day be the author he wants to be.

Deciding to write my third book came at a time when once again I was juggling a lot in my life, Operation Baghdad Pups being the biggest attention grabber. Thankfully, Andrea Hurst, my agent, found me. She knew that this story needed to be told, and she offered her expertise to ensure that it was published. Her lifelong love of animals also gave her a clear-cut reason to persuade me that I had time to share the stories piled up in my head. She was right.

Andrea suggested that a professional writer should join me on the book-writing project. Her recommendation brought a very special person into my life—Cindy Hurn. It turns out that we were practically neighbors and had shared a longtime love of writing and rescuing animals. We met at a coffee shop in November 2010 to explore how she might help me with my book. What I thought would be a two-hour meeting, stretched to six—and we could have stayed longer if other demands had not stopped us.

It was clear to Cindy and me after that first meeting that she and I had work to do together. I knew that Cindy, a talented writer with a keen sense about animals and people, would add another dimension to what I had already written. I could not be more thrilled to have gained a writing partner and a friend.

Facing an almost impossible deadline to complete this book, Cindy and I surprised everyone and got it done. Initially, completing this book required days of being holed up together in Cindy’s house, sitting side by side on the couch as we worked. During January and February I was back in Iraq, so the final chapters were completed across the ocean. Throughout the process Cindy kept us on schedule, and for that reason you now have our book—truly an effort of love—to hold in your hands.

Maybe I was a dog or a cat in another life. That would explain why I feel so happy and content when I am around animals. I have felt this way my entire life. My love for animals comes as naturally to me as breathing. Their unconditional love has continuously enriched my life, giving me friendships more valuable than any material possession. The 311 animals that came into my life, between February 2008 and March 2011, through Operation Baghdad Pups, are some of the best buddies I have ever known.

This book is for them—the four-legged heroes from Iraq that I have been blessed to know and help. As many people worked to save them, they were unknowingly mitigating the scars of war that U.S. service men and women suffer. What started as an effort to save one dog has turned into so much more. May the hard work of everyone associated with Operation Baghdad Pups continue to result in no buddy left behind.

The face of each of the Iraqi dogs and cats will forever be etched in my mind and heart. Each time I am reminded of one, I smile. It is a comfort to know that they are now smiling, too.

—Terri Crisp
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Chapter 1

HOW IT ALL BEGAN
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SGT Eddie Watson and his inseparable buddy, Charlie Eddie Watson



When night was setting in, and the last unit of the 82nd Squadron hadn’t returned from patrol duty, it was hard not to imagine the worst. SGT Eddie Watson was stationed at the guard desk, knowing that his men were patrolling in one of the most unstable neighborhoods on the outskirts of Baghdad. Until the previous week his platoon had been lucky. SGT Watson wondered if that luck had worked against the men, perhaps encouraging them to feel almost invincible. On April 28, 2007, reality hit hard when their first soldier made the ultimate sacrifice and lost his life to an enemy bullet. Since then, life at the outpost had been pretty grim.

SGT Watson’s platoon occupied one portion of an Iraqi police station and shared responsibility for security operations with the police and the Iraqi Army. U.S. military operations took up most of the second floor. When the soldiers reached the top of the stairs, the first thing they saw was the guard desk.

As soon as the familiar sound of boots and voices rose up the stairs, Watson let out a big sigh of relief. Smith came in first, holding a scrap of material that had been wrapped around something about the size of a big baked potato. He laid it on the desk and stood there grinning at Eddie.

“Got a present for you, Watson,” Smith said. The Sergeant looked down just as the cloth moved.

“You got a rat in there or something?”

“Naw, it’s a puppy. He was hiding in a shelled-out building. When we entered to check it out, he took one look at us and started to follow. We tried to lose him, but he wasn’t about to let us go. Stubborn little mutt—a real soldier.”

“What’s he look like?”

“Damn cute. You’ll see.”

The guys circled around as Watson began to unfold the material. A flea jumped onto his arm. “Shit, that’s all we need—a bunch of those critters in here.”

“We couldn’t just leave him,” Smith said. “Iraqis were all over the place, and they would have kicked his butt if they’d seen him. Besides, he’s got guts, this dog. And he’s just a little fella.”

The Sergeant pulled the puppy out of the tattered folds. A black head, back, and tail, plus a white ruff, chest, and belly made Watson wonder if the dog was a border collie. Black freckles were splattered up and down his legs and snout, and his ears flopped over at the halfway point. His eyes held an inquisitive intelligence, but they didn’t disguise his pathetic state. Bone-skinny and covered with fleas, ticks, and filth, the puppy felt hot to the touch and shivered uncontrollably.

“He’s cute all right, but I don’t think he’s going to last long,” Eddie said. He didn’t want to encourage friendship with all those fleas that were crawling over the small animal, yet he couldn’t help but pick the puppy up and cuddle him. “Poor mutt, you’re a mess, aren’t you?”

Smith reached out and scratched behind the pup’s comical ears, then ruffled the fur on his head.

“We’ve got to get those fleas off you, buddy,” he said.

“Take him out back and give him a bath,” Eddie said with a sigh of defeat.

After two baths, the dirt and ticks were scrubbed away, but the fleas held their ground. One of the guys filled a bucket with JP8 diesel fuel.

“Here, dip him in this. Those fleas will be dead suckers in no time.”

“Hey, you can’t use that! You want to kill him?” Already SGT Watson felt himself getting attached to the dog.

“We’ve got to do something,” said the soldier with the bucket. “It’s not like there’s a pet store around here. It won’t hurt him if we do it real quick. We’ll just dunk him.”

So they did. And it worked.

SGT Watson feared that the pup’s biggest problem was that they were breaking all the rules by having him there. Included in the U.S. Military General Order 1A is a prohibition against befriending animals or keeping pets. If an unsympathetic officer found out the men had this dog, he could shoot it or make the men dump the puppy somewhere far from the outpost. One way or another, this little guy had a death warrant hanging over his head.

“What are we going to call him?” Eddie asked.

“Let’s name him after our company.”

“Yeah, that’s good.” Eddie reached across the desk and stroked the puppy’s wet chin. “Hey, little guy, your name is ‘Charlie,’ and as of today, you’ve joined the Army.”

“He’s still shivering,” said Smith. ” Do you think we gave him too many baths?”

Watson grabbed a clean blanket. “Here, let me have him. He can stay with me while I’m on guard duty. I’ll keep him warm.”

Wrapping the pup like a baby, Eddie held Charlie in his arms and did his best to keep him warm. The pup studied Watson’s face as if he were trying to memorize every pore, until a few minutes later, when he stopped shivering and fell sound asleep.

The next morning soldiers were running around like wet nurses, getting Charlie water, taking him out to pee, wiping up his accidents. The barracks took on a new life with everybody wanting to play with Charlie.

“What are we going to feed him?”

“Give me an MRE,” Eddie said, referring to the military’s self-heating meals-ready-to-eat. He opened the package, dumped it into a bowl and offered the food to the pup, but Charlie turned his nose away at the first sniff. The guys squatted around him, looking worried.

“Try another one. Maybe he doesn’t like that beef stew.”

Five packets later a soldier’s buffet was spread in bowls across the floor. Charlie sniffed at each one, then backed up and turned his head to look at the soldiers as if saying, “You think I’m gonna eat that? Hell, no!” The men began to laugh.

“Looks like he’s one of us already. He’s about as fond of bag nasties as we are.”

“He’s gotta eat something. Maybe we can get one of the Iraqis to buy some meat scraps at the market.”

The squad members had made friends with a few of the men with whom they shared the building, so it was easy to convince one of them to start bringing in bones and meat scraps for Charlie. That solved the food problem, but they still had to engage in “Operation Hide the Pup” so Charlie wouldn’t be discovered by the senior officers.

Not many days passed before Charlie began to fill out. He was getting cuter than ever and a lot more active. Four of the men took turns doing pee and poop duty, and for Charlie’s exercise they took him into the guard tower or up onto the roof, where he could charge around without getting into too much trouble. It wasn’t long before Charlie knew which of the soldiers gave him the most attention, and he’d go looking for his favorites. When SGT Watson wasn’t on patrol, Charlie always sought him out. Maybe that’s why Eddie started thinking about Charlie all the time, looking out for him, as if they belonged to each other.

The second floor of the building was wide open and sectioned off for communications and other tasks. At the far end, a couple of smaller rooms were used by senior officers and Commanders, and a big room off to the side was crammed with enough bunks to accommodate about thirty men. In these close quarters the wrong person was bound to see Charlie at some point.

“Damn, hide him quick!” Smith whispered.

Before Eddie had a chance to grab the puppy, the Battalion’s Command Sergeant Major (CSM) entered the barracks. Charlie ran up to him and stood there, wagging his tail.

“What’s this dog doing in here?” the officer demanded.

“Sorry, sir,” Eddie replied. “The puppy followed the squad home, sir, and he was starving.”

“I don’t care. Rules are rules. Get rid of him.”

Before Eddie could obey the order, Charlie tilted his head from one side to the other and looked straight into the Command Sergeant Major’s eyes as if to say, “You’re a friend, right?”

“I don’t want to see this dog or any other animal inside the barracks again,” the CSM barked.

Charlie responded with a noise halfway between a growl and a woof as if adding emphasis to the Sergeant Major’s order.

The high-ranking officer looked down at Charlie, surprised at the sound. Eddie could swear that the officer’s stern face nearly cracked a grin. Watson couldn’t help but smile. Just then the CSM squatted and scratched Charlie under the chin.

“He is a cute little guy. I guess he’d have a tough time on his own. If he was to find a corner in the courtyard to lay out his roll, I probably wouldn’t notice him there.” With that, the CSM stood and marched out, barking orders at someone else.

Sighs of relief flooded the room as if half of the platoon had been holding a single breath.

“I can’t believe what I just heard.”

“Me either,” Eddie said, scooping up Charlie. “Sorry, buddy, but from now on, you’re sleeping outside.”

The police station that SGT Watson’s squadron occupied was smaller than most military outposts. Fifteen-foot-tall concrete barriers, topped with rolls of concertina wire, surrounded the property. A guard tower and manned gate at the entrance had essentially created a castle keep. From that day forward Charlie became an outdoor dog and lived in the comparative safety of the walled outpost courtyard.

SGT Watson was surprised at how much he missed having Charlie in the barracks, and he hoped Charlie felt the same about him. When Eddie came back from patrol a few days later, Charlie hauled ass straight past the other guys, leaped into Eddie’s arms, and licked him all over. That’s when the soldier knew: Charlie had decided that Watson belonged to him.

The outpost was manned by three platoons on a rotating schedule of three weeks. Each time their week-long rotation came about, SGT Watson hoped that the replacement soldiers would look out for Charlie until he got back. He worried about his puppy the whole time he was gone.

Every time members of Watson’s platoon returned to the outpost from their week away, they found Charlie waiting for them in his usual spot at the gate. It seemed as if he always knew when they were coming back. He’d snatch an empty water bottle and invite the soldiers to play, his elbows on the ground and butt in the air, wagging his tail as if it were wagging him.

When Charlie was about four months old, Watson’s platoon came back from its three-week rotation. One of the men who belonged to a unit that had remained at the outpost came over and joined Eddie as he played with the dog.

“Did you hear what happened to Charlie while you were gone?” the soldier asked.

“No. What?” Watson stopped playing as a look of concern flashed across his face.

“We let him follow us on foot patrol last week, and he acted like a seasoned trooper. As we were walking down a street behind the market, a pack of dogs came after us, looking like they meant business, and Charlie stood up to them. He didn’t even stop to think they might rip him apart. He’s one tough little mutt. At the end of the day, when we started walking back to the outpost, a soldier stopped and offered us a ride, so we climbed into the Humvee, but Charlie refused to get in. That’s when the Sergeant sitting next to the driver told us to leave him behind.”

Something in Eddie’s gut gripped. He fought the urge to release the anger that was rising inside him. Why didn’t one of them get out and walk with Charlie? Before he could say anything, the other soldier continued with his story.

“Two days later, guess who came marching down the street?” he laughed. “You should have seen him. Charlie’s tail was down, and he kept looking over his shoulder, but as soon as he heard us shouting his name, he ran through that gate with his tail raised like Old Glory on the Fourth of July. Man, it was one hell of a reunion.”

Eddie was madder than hell that the guys had left Charlie behind but felt relieved that he’d found his way back to the outpost. When American soldiers got to Iraq, they soon learned that many Iraqi people have different attitudes about dogs and cats, despite the Koran’s bidding not to abuse animals. To them these dogs were a threat, riddled with disease and living in packs that roamed the streets, and they often chased after people who got too close. With no veterinary services to provide a sterilization program, the number of strays had multiplied quickly, creating a serious problem for city residents. A dog’s rank in Iraq, therefore, was lower than that of vermin, and many people treated them as such.

American soldiers often intervened to stop groups of children from throwing stones at stray animals, and they saw Iraqi soldiers kicking dogs, torturing them, or shooting them. From the shocking scenes he’d witnessed, Eddie knew that if Charlie was left to survive on his own in the streets of Baghdad, he’d be dead in no time.

It was soon after hearing about Charlie being left behind on patrol that Eddie got his hands on the book From Baghdad with Love, which was written by a Marine who had befriended a dog in Iraq. Against impossible odds, LtCol Jay Kopelman had managed to bring his buddy Lava home. Eddie began thinking that maybe he could save Charlie. He started asking everyone at the outpost for ideas, and he started a blog called “Operation Bring Charlie Home.”

Some people asked SGT Watson why he was determined to bring Charlie to the States when so many American dogs were homeless.

“You have to understand that being in Iraq is nothing like being in America,” Eddie would explain. “In Iraq you can’t relax. You’ve always got eyes in the back of your head watching for that surprise attack. The enemy here looks exactly like the friendlies. The Iraqi who works beside you in the day may be the enemy at night. And when you come back from patrol, the adrenaline that pumps through your body while you’re under fire stays with you, so back at the barracks, you can forget about sleep. At the slightest crack or thump, you’re up and armed, ready for an ambush. You tell your body to calm down, but it doesn’t listen. When I get like that and can’t sleep, I just go outside and hold Charlie. There’s something about holding him that settles me down, and relaxes me enough that I can finally grab a few hours.”

Watson wasn’t the only one who took comfort in this little dog. During the summer the Baghdad thermometer hovers at around 120 degrees. When soldiers are toting full battle raffle, which means carrying nearly sixty pounds of gear and wearing a helmet, flak jacket, long pants, and boots, the heat is brutal. Despite their exhaustion, when they returned from those butt-busting patrols, the first thing the men in Eddie’s platoon did was start yelling for Charlie. Their faithful friend was always there, wagging his tail and jumping up to greet them.

The soldiers would drop their weapons and gear, then get down in the dirt and play tag with the puppy. Charlie would dodge the soldiers, keeping one eyebrow arched in a catch-me-if-you-can expression. Before long the battle-weary men were laughing. Charlie provided the kind of innocent distraction that reminded the soldiers of what they had left back home. When they played with the puppy for a little while, they were just a bunch of guys fooling around with their dog.

Companionship and entertainment weren’t the only benefits of having a puppy. When Watson got notified of his first tour to Iraq, he’d half-expected to be killed, and had accepted that he probably wouldn’t be coming home. He hadn’t thought about a future in America. He hadn’t thought about anything beyond what he had to accomplish on any given day. But after Charlie came into his life, something inside Eddie changed. Now that he started thinking about trying to get his dog to the States, he visualized himself going home with Charlie—for the first time since he’d come to Iraq, he saw a future with himself in it.

As soon as Eddie set up Charlie’s website, people began to respond to SGT Watson’s plea for help. Several offered to send money toward the cost of Charlie’s transport. Others sent dog food, treats, toys, and even an airline carrier. But when it came to providing the transport out of Iraq, nobody had any feasible answers. SGT Watson sent an e-mail to every animal welfare organization he could think of, asking each one to forward his plea to others who might be able to help Charlie. No matter where Eddie’s plea landed, no one could help him. He wasn’t having any luck. Logistically it’s not easy to get a dog out of a war zone. Some say it’s downright impossible.
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Charlie needed more than luck, Eddie realized. He needed a miracle.
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