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			INTRODUCTION

			
				My introduction to Marine Corps Major General Smedley Butler — the most decorated veteran of his time — wasn’t from my years in the United States Army, which uses details from the lives of war heroes, like Audie Murphy, to indoctrinate and inspire the troops. It was through his powerful little book War Is a Racket, which I discovered shortly after my own military career came to an abrupt end.

			Butler wrote it in the last decade of his life, the 1930s, a dark period for the country he served and loved. It was informed by his own combat experiences in Cuba, the Philippines, China, Honduras, Nicaragua, Mexico, Haiti, and the Dominican Republic, and it has been helping readers understand enduring truths about violence, greed, and political opportunism ever since.

			I first picked it up during a dark period in my own life, and it profoundly changed my understanding of our nation’s history and how the world works.

			When I came home from Iraq in 2005 following a yearlong deployment, I thought my war was over.

			Like a lot of veterans, I believed there would be a clean break between who I was overseas and who I would become back home, that the violence, the fear, the moral ambiguity — all of it — would stay behind. I believed there was a line I could cross, a divide between war and peace, so everything that had happened would remain on the other side. That there would be a version of myself waiting for me back home that I could return to, or at least rebuild.

			I was wrong.

			The fight didn’t end. It just changed shape.

			Long before I ever deployed, military service was one of the strongest parts of my identity. I was born during the Reagan presidency, in the waning days of the Cold War. I was a child when American troops returned victorious from Operation Desert Storm, and I grew up in the shadow of my grandparents’ generation — a generation that had fought in World War II and, in my young mind, had saved democracy. All five of my maternal grandmother’s brothers served in World War II. One of them never made it home. A framed yet stained and wrinkled letter addressed to my great-grandmother hung on the wall as a quiet but ever-present acknowledgment of the loss my family had endured for the good of the nation:

			
				In grateful memory of Private First Class Robert E. Seltman, A.S.No. 42040377, who died in the service of his country in the European Area, October 15, 1944. He stands in the unbroken line of patriots who have dared to die that freedom might live, and grow, and increase its blessings. Freedom lives, and through it, he lives — in a way that humbles the undertakings of most men.

				Franklin D. Roosevelt

				President of the United States

			

			My grandfather, an Army veteran, died when I was a toddler, and so his life was shared with me through photographs and mementos. None of my great-uncles told me stories of their combat experiences or of comrades they lost. And yet I understood that their few years in the military defined almost everything about them: their personalities, their values, their passions. This shaped my understanding of duty, sacrifice, what it meant to be American, and defined the kind of man I wanted to be, and believed I should be.

			Photos from my childhood feature Scout uniforms and camouflage clothes, along with dog tags and a variety of other props that pointed to the lifetime of military service I imagined I would lead as an adult. I didn’t aimlessly drift toward the military, or choose it as an alternative to college. I built my identity around it from a young age. By the time I reached high school, I had largely stopped caring about anything in the classroom. Schoolwork felt irrelevant to my future. I just had to make it to eighteen, sign up, and go.

			My only apprehension was: What’s a soldier without a war? We were the world’s only remaining superpower, and most modern conflicts seemed to be solved, at least from my perspective as a child, with short air campaigns.

			September 11 took away that concern. I had my war.

			Like so many young Americans, especially those of us from New York, I experienced the attacks not just as a national trauma but also as something deeply personal. The day after, I sat in a pizza parlor with friends, stunned, trying to process collectively what had just happened. We all knew somebody who was missing, presumed dead, or connected to someone who was. While grief and fear overwhelmed many, I just remember being angry. Someone asked for my thoughts, and I gave a speech about turning the Middle East, the Holy Land, into a glass plate — so the religious fanatics who attacked us wouldn’t have anything left to fight over. After I ended my rant, my friends cheered. So did the gruff man behind the counter.

			Rage came easily. Certainty did, too. Naive teenage certainty. We had to make them pay so it would never happen again.

			There is a difference between wanting to serve your country and wanting to kill for it. Young people who came of age in the immediate aftermath of 9 / 11 were immersed in fear, anger, and a dangerous brand of patriotic mythology, and yet America has never had an honest national conversation about my generation’s formative experiences. We were told that “they” hated us for our freedoms — that democracy and our way of life were under threat. We were given an enemy. The circumstances and messaging did more than motivate service; they shaped our relationship to violence itself, our understanding of what it was for.

			Although joining the military felt inevitable to me for as long as I could remember, 9 / 11 changed the way I saw military service. I was going to get revenge. I was going to seek out and destroy the enemy. In other words, I was going to end the lives of other human beings. It was no longer just an extension of my childhood Scouting experience of doing good, serving my community, being part of a group with a sense of purpose. Something had been unlocked inside me. I was yearning for the darker side of military service, the part that my great-uncles never talked about in front of me.

			And years later, after my combat experiences in Iraq, after seeing dozens of dead bodies up close, lives brutally ended, people maimed, families and communities destroyed by warfare, after the certainty was gone, I found myself trying to make sense of what I had been a part of and what I was coming home to.

			I watched the country that sent me to war start to fracture in ways I didn’t yet understand. I saw institutions that I had trusted falter. I saw people around me begin to justify things that, not long before, they would have found inexcusable. I drifted through ideological and political spaces, searching for language that could explain the sense of betrayal, the glorification of violence, and the hollowing-out of the civic values I thought I had been serving.

			I suppose I was seeing things as they had always been, but I’d lacked the wisdom and insight that come from experience to understand.

			My search for understanding was not easy. It did not follow a straight or clear path, and it was not clean. I tried out communities and ideas that sometimes were illuminating and helped me move forward, but also sometimes set me back.

			In the aftermath of Iraq, I was decidedly libertarian, even isolationist in my beliefs. In garrison and at war, I had seen more waste, fraud, and abuse — spending of taxpayer money on matériel and military activities — than I could wrap my head around. My mind then filled in the blanks to assume that just about everything the government did must be as dysfunctional and unnecessary. The Republican Party that I had always identified with didn’t feel like a place I belonged anymore, especially after it became clear that the war I served in — excuse me, the “conflict” that I served in; Congress never had the courage to vote to declare war — was started based on lies.

			Just days before I left Fort Stewart in Georgia for the last time in August 2007 as “Sergeant Goldsmith,” I met a couple of guys wearing Iraq Veterans Against the War shirts. This organization now became my outlet for the anger, deep regret, and pain I was feeling for having participated in an unjust war, for having been foolish enough to trust the US Army, my government, and the American voters who had let the conflict drag on.

			It was at this point that I read War Is a Racket for the first time. Butler’s words didn’t feel like something out of a dated book. They felt immediate, and infuriatingly familiar.

			When I deployed to Iraq in 2005, I had never heard of corporations like Halliburton, or Blackwater, or Kellogg Brown & Root (KBR), whose revenues are tied directly to America attacking other countries and sending its sons and daughters to kill and die. I didn’t grow up thinking about war in terms of contracts or profiteering. My grandfather had worked for Grumman as an engineer, and in my mind that meant he helped build the tools that kept Americans safe. Defense contractor wasn’t a phrase that carried moral weight. It was part of a broader story about national defense, about service, about protection.

			But in Iraq, that clean, simple story changed for me.

			“Logistics” companies like Halliburton and KBR were everywhere. Their presence was visible, constant, and impossible to ignore. And what I saw of the work they did as government contractors didn’t match the patriotic narrative I had grown up with.

			I saw these faceless corporations bringing third-country nationals — men who didn’t speak English, didn’t speak Arabic — into a war zone to do the most dangerous and degrading work imaginable. They drove unarmored vehicles through active combat zones — carrying American military equipment and soldiers (myself included) on truck beds — which made them the lawful targets of war. They cleaned up our porta-potties in 120-degree heat. They lived and worked in conditions that made clear that they were considered expendable.

			The workers were there because they had no better options, because someone had decided that their lives were cheap enough to risk in service of a system they didn’t control and likely didn’t understand. Knowing what I know now, I imagine that they were probably led to believe this was the road to American citizenship, but in reality it turned out to be a dead end.

			At the other end of the spectrum were the personnel brought in by Blackwater. They were highly paid mercenaries with far better equipment and living conditions than we peons in the regular Army had. They acted with total disregard for human life or the repercussions that soldiers and Marines would face after they dumped rounds of ammunition into civilians.

			It seemed to me that these contractors had to be generating enormous profits for their shareholders, but as a nineteen-year-old enlistee, what did I know?

			When I entered Iraq in 2005, the war was already deep into its occupation phase. The grand narrative I had absorbed as a teenager — the liberation story, the images of cheering crowds and waving flags — did not survive contact with reality.

			

			—

			I remember my first convoy, the long drive from Kuwait into Sadr City, Baghdad. Our freshly painted desert-tan vehicles contrasted against nearly everything along the route, covered with bullet holes, shrapnel scars, or charring. The air carried a mix of burning diesel, trash, and something else you couldn’t quite name until you’d been there long enough to recognize it. We rode high on armored vehicles, Bradley Fighting Vehicles, not under our own power but strapped onto the trailers of eighteen-wheelers moving far faster than our tracked vehicles could on their own. Exposed enough to feel everything and protected enough to believe — at least for a moment — that we were safe.

			We weren’t.

			At nineteen, I was excited to go to war. I was here. This was my destiny, my childhood dream. I could finally be what my great-uncles were.

			On one of those first couple of days after passing the border into Iraq, a blast went off above me. I was close enough to feel the shock move through my body, close enough to understand how arbitrary survival could be. I wasn’t injured. I was lucky. While I had spent almost the entire day halfway out of the turret, just seconds before the blast I jumped down and clamshelled the hatch above my head. Not because I sensed danger, but because I saw a clean, new-looking road sign above the highway that said 100KM TO BAGHDAD, and wanted to tell my sergeant that I finally saw something that he hadn’t shot or blown up two years before during the invasion. It was that pristine highway sign that blew up, just above my head, right after we rolled under it.

			I was lucky, but the third-country national driving the unarmored truck behind me, with my friends strapped to the flatbed, wasn’t. Bits of shrapnel from the bomb that seemed meant for me tore through his windshield and into his flesh. My radio
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