




PRAISE FOR
THE LAST TRUE STORY I’LL EVER TELL
“Mr. Crawford has sifted through his memories with an eye toward resonant anecdotes and literary flourishes…. Crawford tells tales that bring human dimensions to his situation.”
—The New York Times
“A tremendous book…incredibly gripping and incredibly well-written…. It’s a remarkable story…. I commend Crawford not only for the service, but for the account of it, which is really a wonderful read, and I urge everyone to go out there and grab it.”
—Jon Stewart, The Daily Show with Jon Stewart
“The White House wants to show the U.S. soldiers in Iraq as heroes. Critics want to show them as victims. John Crawford wants to show they are human…. The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell is a moving, harrowing, bold, and bitterly beautiful vision of the horror of war and the Americans now dying in it.”
—The Florida Times-Union
“Now that the first wave of reporter memoirs about Iraq has reached bookstores, a second wave of accounts from soldiers has crested on the horizon. The best of the lot is certainly John Crawford’s The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell.…Crawford is a wonderfully descriptive writer—and reading this book feels like climbing into a Humvee to patrol Baghdad in 130-degree heat.”
—Minneapolis Star Tribune
“A harrowing account of daily life on the streets of Baghdad—an ordinary guy’s troubles with the chain of command, bearing up under the constant threat of violence, trying to understand the nature of the military mission, and coming to terms with what it means to be a man. Crawford is lucky to survive his tour of duty, more than a year in length, but his marriage didn’t. He returns to his Florida home to write this book, a tale of what he’s lost. [His] bravery—and occasional foolhardiness—is never in doubt, and The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell takes its place among the very best tales of men at war—it rings with the raw, emotional energies of truth and anger and sadness.”
—The New Orleans Times-Picayune
“The first…on-the-ground memoir…to make an impact is The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell…. Crawford, who ended up in Iraq after joining the Florida National Guard to help pay his college tuition, turns out to be a bracing writer.”
—The New York Times Book Review
“[Crawford’s] stories include accounts of raids and sandstorms; of keeping order in the long queues for rationed gasoline; of tight friendships with comrades; and tenuous relationships with local Iraqis…. He describes in horrendous detail two dying Iraqis whose car had been blasted by a machine-gunner from his unit…. [Crawford] contrasts the horror with wry observations about the foibles of officers and interpreters, and charming sketches of everyday life.”
—Orlando Sentinel
“A searing look at the stresses and failures that plague a reservist who’s ripped from the comforts of home to patrol the streets of Baghdad for a year.”
—Los Angeles Times Magazine
“I picked up Crawford’s book and with the first paragraph I was hooked. It’s f***king dynamite. A young man pushed beyond endurance. Is a good book worth what he saw, felt, experienced? There are some bad things people know and wish they didn’t. And I can just see it all: something very dark in the human heart and it cannot be vanquished. War after war. I finished the book thinking this is like Vietnam all over again. And like Michael Herr in Dispatches, Crawford really has it down. He’s got it nailed.”
—Thom Jones, author of The Pugilist at Rest
“Has all the immediacy of a letter from the front and none of the self-conscious polishing that can reduce military service to something akin to a hunt for ‘material.’”
—Cleveland Plain Dealer
“A harrowing, tautly written, and ruthlessly unsentimental story of the experience that profoundly changed [John Crawford’s] life.”
—St. Petersburg Times
“The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell is packed with eye-witness accounts of follies, fears, frustrations, bitterness, and gutsy triumphs of American foot soldiers on the gound in the Iraqi war. [A] tell-all, rawly honest memoir.”
—Tallahassee Democrat
“The Last True Story I’ll Ever Tell is a savage, gritty, and compelling work that reveals the true cost of the Iraqi Adventure, the price paid by young soldiers. It’s not about heroism, but about heroic endurance against the desert, the war-torn neighborhoods, and the lies of their commanders, lies that will echo the rest of their lives.”
—James Crumley,

author of One to Count Cadence,
The Last Good Kiss, and The Right Madness
“It reminded me a little of Tim O’Brien’s The Things They Carried, but the truth is you’ve never read anything quite like this before. Mr. Crawford does a beautiful job of conveying the modern infantryman’s torn heart, and our nation’s war literature is richer by one outstanding book. Thank you, Mr. Crawford.”
—Gabe Hudson, author of Dear Mr. President
“Life in war-torn Iraq was raw, and Crawford’s use of raw language and graphic descriptions of his life as a machine gunner in the National Guard serving in Baghdad leave readers tasting, smelling, and cringing at what it was like to be there.”
—Palatka Daily News
“Crawford’s writing pulses with urgency, and, gloriously, his story of being an American soldier in Iraq is shattering and relentless. Most chillingly for us readers in our early twenties, Crawford’s story universalizes the accidental way in which this war has affected us all.”
—David Amsden, author of
Important Things That Don’t Matter
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To the soldiers who, having scouted ahead,

stand alone knocking the dust from their boots

and waiting patiently for their comrades.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT

Christian Parenti,
It’s the same in skanky oil towns the world throughout: Few people will vouch for you.
Thanks for doing so.
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PREFACE

TWO YEARS AGO I was a newlywed and a college student only a few classes away from graduation. The world seemed uncomplicated. Now, all I can say for sure is that I am no longer a college student, no longer illusioned by new love, and I don’t feel young anymore. My quiet optimism has been replaced by something darker, a kind of hatred—of what, I cannot even grasp or imagine.
I was raised in a small town in northeast Florida. I spent my summers playing war in the swamps behind my parents’ house, listening eagerly at my father’s side as he told me about his war, and I yearned. I grew larger every year, filling out, my voice deepening, but this childhood ambition continued in its flimsy state of idiocy until I was called to my own war.
I had spent three years in the 101st Airborne Division and then I enrolled at Florida State University. To pay for my education, I enlisted in the Florida National Guard, what I thought was a joke of an organization willing to pay for the entire cost of my education in return for one weekend a month, two weeks a year. I continued to wonder, as all men do, how I would deal with the bear of war. I studied, loved, and continued as civilians do, in ignorance, for four years.
In my final year, with two credits left, I was sent to Kuwait, and then to Iraq. We were promised short tours, three months, six at most.
We crossed the berm the same day as the army’s Third Infantry Division, leading the invasion of Iraq. When the Third Division was sent home, our National Guard unit was passed around the armed forces like a virus: the 108th Airborne, First Marine Expeditionary, 101st Airborne, and finally the Armored Division. They were all sent home, heroes of the war. Meanwhile, my unit stayed on, my soul rotting, our unit outlasted by no one in our tenure there. The Florida National Guard, forgotten, unnoticed—at one point the government even declared that we had been pulled out of Baghdad and brought home, although all around us the capital of our enemy seethed.
Baghdad had apparently been captured, our president had declared the end of the war. I watched our warriors be replaced by occupiers, peacekeepers, and still I slept every night in the dragon’s den. I awoke every time it was my turn and I crossed the threshold of our perimeter into the city streets, wondering if my luck would run out as it had for my good friend when he emptied his brains into his Kevlar helmet on the side of a shit-infested street on the banks of the Tigris River.
This book is the story of a group of college students, American boys who wanted nothing to do with someone else’s war. It is our story. The world hears war stories told by reporters and retired generals who keep extensive notebooks and journals. They carry pens as they walk, whereas I carried a machine gun.
War stories are told to those that have not experienced the worst in man. And to the listener’s ears they can sound like glory and heroism. People mutter phrases like, “I don’t know how you did it.” And “I could never have done that.” And they look at you wondering how you have changed, wondering if you have forever lost the moral dilemma associated with taking another person’s life.
All we do in the army is tell stories to each other. I like that oral tradition, if you could call it that. I feel like it’s the best way to tell these stories. I wrote most of the stories while in Iraq, the rest just after I returned. I hope all of these stories continue to convey the immediacy of when and where and how they were composed.
I have too many of these stories to tell, and if just a few of them get read, the ones that real people will understand, then maybe someone will know what we did here. It won’t assuage the suffering inside me, inside all of us. It won’t bring back anyone’s son or brother or wife. It will simply make people aware, if only for one glimmering moment, of what war is really like.
As much as I feel like this book is the story of innocence not lost but stolen, of lies and blackness—a story not of the insanity of war, but of the insanity of men—I should also share a few words from my father, from a phone conversation we had about halfway through my time in Iraq. He said to me, “Son, of all the things I wanted to see you achieve, a combat infantry badge was the last. It is also the one I am most proud of you for.”







These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of their country; but he that stands by it now, deserves the love and thanks of man and woman.
—THOMAS PAINE


ONE
EMPTY BREATH

BY THE TIME the rain began to fall, visibility was already zero. The storm had descended on us soon after sunset, and it showed no signs of relenting. Even behind our sun/wind and dust goggles, sand swirled in mini-cyclones. There was no way to escape it. It had blown in from the south, a wall of brown blotting out the sky. There was no time to prepare for it, at most a minute or two. Just long enough to lean over to the guy next to you and say, “Son of a bitch, here we go.” And just like that, the perimeter disappears; the guys sitting next to you fade into brown and disappear. You’re alone; no war, no home, just you and the desert. I curled into as small a bundle as I could behind my rucksack in a vain attempt to escape the storm’s fury. Any exposed skin burned with the impact of millions of shards of sand and rock.
Moments before, we had been relaxing in the waning sun playing cards; someone had been reading The Hobbit over his Motorola radio to a bored friend alone on the perimeter. But war is such that just when you begin to forget you’re in one, it always comes crashing back to remind you.
“Hey!” someone yelled as they collapsed next to me. I couldn’t tell who it was even up close. His tinted goggles and head wrap concealed his face and neck. The head wraps were sold in the PX back in Kuwait for ten dollars. Some of the guys wore them despite the Yasser Arafat–like appearance it gave. I was always scared someone would mistake me for hajji in the dark and fire me up.
“What?” I yelled back, feeling my words get snatched away by the wind and stolen into the night.
“We gotta get on the line! An armored brigade is coming!” The stranger yelled back through a fog of sand.
“What?!” I had heard him that time, but now my question was concerned more with the content of his message. “Ours, right?” I asked with a smile, forgetting that my face was as covered as his.
“No! Theirs!” And with that he moved away, immediately fading into the background of tans and browns.
“Shit,” I said aloud, but no one was there to hear me.
The day before, our company commander had come and taken two of our antitank missiles in case he needed them, and now I regretted handing over mine. I was alone again. Looking around, I tried to orient myself, but I may as well have been blind. They call it brown-out. Raindrops the size of dimes made tiny explosions in the sand beneath me, and although there was still plenty of it in the air, the sand on the ground had turned into a thick mud the consistency of concrete. It stuck to my boots, weighing them down and tripping me up.
No way any brigade is moving in this shit, I thought, but it was little comfort. I had never been in a tanker, and I didn’t know what they could and couldn’t do. An image of iron monsters rumbling toward me through the darkness made me swallow hard. On the open ground, there is nothing infantrymen fear more than tanks. We were only a few days into Iraq, and already we had reached Nasiriyah, a bustling city based on an agrarian economy. Marines right up the road had been punishing the Iraqis in Nasiriyah for days, and the storm could be the perfect opportunity for the beleaguered guerrillas to break contact and move farther north to rejoin their comrades in the defense of Baghdad.
Every American perimeter I ever saw was surrounded by a high mound of dirt collectively called “the berm.” (Not to be confused with the term “crossing the berm,” which refers to the wall of sand piled at the southern border to inhibit American entry into Iraq.) These walls were built not so much to keep the enemy out but to keep us from getting lost and wandering across the desert. Our berm could only have been one hundred meters from where I had been lounging before the storm. I guessed the best possible direction and walked that way, stooped over, head facing the ground. When walking became too difficult, I crawled, always expecting to hit the ten-foot-high wall that marked the edges of our little keep.
My feet hit something and tangled, and I collapsed into a pile of concertina wire that I knew had been there for days. I had started off with it behind me, and I realized that my entire movement had been in a large sweeping circle back to where I had begun.
With a curse, I snatched my leg free and knelt down. I reached into the pouch of my load-bearing vest and pulled out my global positioning system. I’d gotten it for a Christmas gift shortly before I left, and I was sure it was about to prove its worth. The small LED screen glowed eerily in the gloom as it tracked first one satellite, then two, finally three, and so on. At the very least, I could tell if I was traveling in a straight line, and it could tell me where I was within one meter.
The desert grinned ominously in victory as sand seeped into the mechanisms. The screen wavered and went dark. I wished I, too, could just turn off for the rest of the storm. My lungs ached from the dirt I had breathed in, and I began to find myself more and more often disabled by coughing fits.
There was nothing to do but keep walking, and finally my foot hit uneven ground—the berm. I didn’t know exactly where I was on it, but I felt as though I had traveled too far to the right of where I wanted to be. I made a left face and, keeping one foot on the downward slope, struggled down the line. After a short but exhausting effort, I passed a group of marines manning an Avenger antiaircraft vehicle and an electric fifty-caliber machine gun and found the fighting position I had dug a few days before, ten or fifteen meters past them. Their presence was only a slight relief. The explosive tip of an Avenger would scarcely leave a burn mark on the tough Russian-made T-72 tanks looming just out of sight.
From the top of the mud-covered hill, I peered over into nothingness. Swirling winds muffled all sights and sounds, and for a brief moment I felt like I was drowning at the bottom of a raging flood. The air looked like coffee when someone stirs in too much creamer. Shaking off the urge to panic, I listened hard for the sound of vehicles.
Someone tripped over my legs, and I cried out in anger and surprise.
“What the fuck?”
“Sorry ’bout that!” The faceless body moved up next to me in the prone.
“Hey! There’s a bunch of hajji tanks moving this way! One group from the north and one from the west! Keep your eyes open!” I recognized the voice of one of the non-infantry officers who were staying inside our perimeter.
“What do you guys have that can kill a tank?!”
“What!?”
“What do you have that can kill a tank?!”
Damn, he’s awfully optimistic.
“Oh, kill a tank! Yeah, we don’t have shit that can do that!”
“What?!” It was hard to hear in the storm, and having our faces covered made it even more jumbled.
“We’re fucked!” I summed up. This information seemed to sink in, but it didn’t comfort him any. He shook his head and got to his knees.
“I’ll be back! I’m gonna find out what’s going on!” I didn’t bother answering; he wouldn’t have been able to hear me. To tell the truth, I didn’t think he would even be able to find me again.
Once again, I found myself alone. It’s a terrible feeling when you’re facing anything bad, let alone a few hundred Russian tanks coming your way. I looked left, then right, and fought the urge to move closer to the marines to my right or to the soldiers that I knew must be somewhere on my left. No doubt only a few meters away one of my buddies was lying there thinking the same thoughts as I was. I tried to remember who was supposed to be on my left.
Howell or Pearson? Why can’t I remember? It was a moot point, though; when the tanks got there, it wouldn’t matter whom I was with.
My pal Sellers was a tanker before he joined the infantry, and I couldn’t help but remember him telling me that if a High Explosive tank round hit the berm, it would turn the sand instantly to glass, and then the shrapnel, explosion, and hundreds of pounds of glass would tear through your body. It was information I would have been happier not knowing.
What a super way to spend your twenty-fifth birthday, John. I stifled a laugh at the irony of it all. Boner’s birthday was today too. We had exchanged gifts at first light.
He had gotten me a chocolate-covered oatmeal cookie bar from a dehydrated Meal-Ready-to-Eat, and Kreed had given me a half-dozen coffee packets. I gave Boner a pack of Marlboro Lights, one of the many that floated around inside my rucksack.
“Happy birthday, Crawford,” they had said that morning, and the most depressing thing was that I was happy with the gifts. Chocolate-covered oatmeal cookie bars are becoming a rare treat in today’s MREs. And Sellers and Mears had given me an Iraqi bayonet to match the one I already had. I had two nephews, after all, and you can’t very well give loot to one and not the other.
The best thing was that mail had come the night before. Sitting there in the dark, I had slowly read my card through the digital green haze of night vision.
There was a muddy paw print from my dog and a letter from my wife. Next to the paw print it read, “Happy Birthday Dad.”
The sand swirled in my face as I thought of the letter and began to zone out, something infantrymen learn to do from hours of lying perfectly still.
 
MY WIFE was there, her soft breaths moving the sheets ever so slightly. The room was neither hot nor cold, and with a sigh I rolled over and closed my eyes again. We were still two days from Belize, and the mammoth ship churned through the Caribbean with ease; only a gentle rocking suggested the expanse of crystal-blue water outside the windows. Sighing, I realized I wouldn’t be going back to sleep anytime soon and decided that a refreshing walk on the deck would ease my tension.
I swung my legs onto the floor and looked back at my sleeping wife. Ringlets of her hair cascaded off the pillow in a bright crimson waterfall. I leaned over, kissed her lips, and stood to get dressed. We were both college seniors, mere months from graduation, and on our honeymoon cruise. The salty night air filled my nose with paradise as I stretched and walked down the ship. My grades had been posted the day before, and I figured I would go to the ship’s computer lab and check them. What I found was an e-mail from my dad. The army had called looking for me. My unit had been alerted.
I stayed up a while longer, looking down fifty or so stories into the churning black sea that followed the ship. The music had stopped, and no one was out drinking or laughing this late. It was just me and the open water. Every so often, another ship would twinkle in the distance, its lights a fleeting reminder of life in the rest of the world. I have heard veterans from other wars claim they never understood the reasons for the conflict they were dropped into. This was not the case with me. I had studied foreign policy and cultures in college. I knew my history and my politics. I recognized the importance of Middle Eastern oil to European and Asian powers. This was a war I didn’t believe in, but no one had asked my opinion. I had signed a contract, reaped the benefits of a cheap college education, and now it was time to pay it back. Two credits from graduating, recently married, and with less than a year left in my contract, I was going to Iraq.
 
ALL THIS TIME there was a rumbling slowly growing. I didn’t notice it at first, but eventually I could feel it in me, like when a car in traffic has their bass up too loud and it makes your mirrors rattle.
Diesel engines. The thought hit me and I struggled to make out any sounds in the screeching winds. I expected to hear tracks clanking, people yelling, but only found myself searching for something I couldn’t find.
My hand found the letter in my breast pocket. I’d already memorized it, but it felt good knowing it was there to look at whenever I wanted to.
“Your parents stopped in the other day. Your dad almost cries whenever he talks about you. I think it’s harder on him because he was in Vietnam and he thinks of you like he did all the young soldiers he used to know. You should write him and tell him you’re okay. I found a house I love in Virginia. When you get home this summer, we can go look at it. I can’t wait….”
The letter had continued on in this manner for some time. Some parts made me smile, others worry. It was the first mail I had received since I left Fort Stewart two months before.
I’ll be home in no time, I promised myself. I concentrated hard, and the specter of my honeymoon resurfaced.
 
I HAD RETURNED to our room a little shaken, but resolved not to tell my wife. She hadn’t grown up in the military and wouldn’t understand it like I did, and besides, there was no use ruining her vacation. She woke up with a smile and saw me sitting on the edge of the bed, my head in my hands. I guess she thought I was worrying about the cruise. It wasn’t all that the brochure had made it out to be.
“Don’t stress out too much, baby. Everything can’t be perfect, you know. No matter how much you plan it.”
With a sigh, I leaned back and started to laugh.
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