


"I've sworn at the radio when I heard one of my classmate's platoon sergeants call over
the radio: “Contact! Contact! IED, small arms, mortars!

One KIA, three WIA!' Then a burst of staccato gunfire and a frantic cry:

"Red 1, where are you? Where are you?' as we raced to the scene ... knowing

full well we were too late for at least one of our comrades.

"I've seen a man without the back of his head and still done what I've been trained to do
- "medic!' I've cleaned up blood and brains so my soldiers

wouldn't see it - taken pictures to document the scene, like I'm in some

sort of bizarre cop show on TV.

"I've heard gunfire and hit the ground, heard it and closed my Humvee door,and heard it
and just looked and figured it was too far off to worry about. I've seen men stacked up
outside a house, ready to enter - some as scared as they could be, and some as calm as if
they were picking up lunch from McDonald's. I've laughed at dead men, and watched a
sergeant on the ground, laughing so hard he was crying, because my boots were stuck in a
muddy

field, all the while an Iragi corpse was not five feet from him.

"I've heard men worry about civilians, and I've heard men shrug and sum up their viewpoint
in two words - “F--- 'em.' I've seen people shoot when they

shouldn't have, and I've seen my soldiers take an extra second or two,

think about it, and spare somebody's life.

"I've bought drinks from Iragis while new units watched in wonder from their trucks,
pointing weapons in every direction, including the Iragis my

men were buying a Pepsi from. I've patrolled roads for eight hours at a

time that combat support units spend days preparing to travel 10 miles on.

I've laughed as other units sit terrified in traffic, fingers nervously on

triggers, while my soldiers and I deftly whip around, drive on the wrong

side of the road, and wave to Iragis as we pass. I can recognize a Sadiggi

(Arabic for friend) from a Haji (Arabic word for someone who has made the
pilgrimage to Mecca, but our word for a bad guy); I know who to point my

weapons at, and who to let pass.

"I've come in from my third 18-hour patrol in as many days with a full beard and stared at
a major in a pressed uniform who hasn't left the wire

since we've been here, daring him to tell me to shave. He looked at me,

looked at the dust and sweat and dirt on my uniform, and went back to

typing at his computer.

"I've stood with my men in the mess hall, surrounded by people whose idea of a bad day in
Iraqg is a six-hour shift manning a radio, and watched them

give us a wide berth as we swagger in, dirty, smelly, tired, but sure in

our knowledge that we pull the triggers, and we do what the Army does, and

they, with their clean uniforms and weapcns that have never fired, support

us.

"I've given a kid water and Gatorade and made a friend for life. I've let them look
through my sunglasses - no one wears them in this country but us

- and watched them pretend to be an American soldier - a swaggering

invincible machine, secure behind his sunglasses, only because the Iraqgis

can't see the fear in his eyes.

"I've said it a thousand times - “God, I hate this country.' I've heard

it a million times more - “This place sucks.' In quieter moments, I've heard
more profound things: “Sir, this is a thousand times worse than I ever
thought it would be.' Or, "My wife and Sgt. B's wife were goocd friends - I
hope she's taking it well.'

"They say they're scared, and say they won't do this or that, but when it comes time to do
it they can't let their buddies down, can't let their friends go outside the wire without
them, because they know it isn't right for the team to go 1nto the ballgame at any .less
than 100 percent

"That's combat, I guess, and there's no way you can be ready for it. It just is what it
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is, and everybody's experience is different. Just thought
you might want to know what it's really like."

"It is better to die on your feet than to live on your knees" -
Emilianc Zapata



