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In Memory of Master Sergeant Dan Maloney. Dan was killed in a motorcycle accident two weeks before he was to retire. We will all miss an exceptional NCO and person. We take comfort and strength in the memory of our great friend and comrade. His laughter and calm enthusiasm will always be remembered.

This book is also dedicated to the men, women, spouses, children, and veterans of 2-327th Infantry—No Slack. May God always have a special place in his heart for the men of this battalion and regiment who have done so much with so little and asked for nothing other than never to be forgotten.





FOREWORD

By Rick Atkinson

Few literary forms are more enduring or compelling than the battle memoir. Thucydides was a young Athenian general whose History of the Peloponnesian War remains as vibrant and relevant as when he wrote it more than two millennia ago. The Welsh-born British adventurer, T.E. Lawrence, described his role in the Arab revolt against Turkish oppression in The Seven Pillars of Wisdom, a work that transcends its time. Among American military figures, The Personal Memoirs of Gen. W.T. Sherman, “written by himself,” and Personal Memoirs of U.S. Grant, completed barely a week before the author died of throat cancer, immeasurably enrich our understanding of the Civil War. No textured history of World War II would be possible without the trove of memoirs that range from Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Crusade in Europe to H.H. “Hap” Arnold’s Global Missions, and from Mark W. Clark’s Calculated Risk to Lucian K. Truscott, Jr.’s Command Missions.

Colonel Christopher Hughes’ account of his battalion’s role in the 2003 invasion of Iraq falls squarely within this tradition. The 2nd Battalion of the 327th Infantry Regiment, 101st Airborne Division, known as “No Slack,” becomes a microcosm allowing us to see, through the lens of a single unit, the larger Army at this critical juncture in its history.

Colonel Hughes writes with clarity, candor and an abiding affection for his soldiers, even as he carries the story beyond the battlefields of Iraq for a glimpse of the inner workings of the Pentagon as invasion turned to occupation. He also writes convincingly about being “impressed, confused and frightened by the decision-making process” in Washington, DC.

As an embedded reporter in the 101st Airborne Division from the time The Screaming Eagles left Fort Campbell, Kentucky, to their occupation of southern Baghdad, I had the chance to see Chris Hughes on several occasions: at Camp Pennsylvania in Kuwait, shortly after a renegade soldier had attacked his officers with grenades and rifle fire; outside Najaf, as No Slack prepared to attack that vital city on the western fringe of the Euphrates Valley; and in the heart of Najaf, where his instinctive decision to avoid a confrontation with agitated Shiites remains one of the most memorable moments in the march to Baghdad. I found him to be thoughtful, professional and good-humored—a soldier’s soldier. These qualities all emerge in The War on Two Fronts, and in taking time to tell his tale Colonel Hughes has made a valuable contribution to the growing literary compendium about our long war in Mesopotamia.





PREFACE

Arma virumque cano.(Of arms and the man, I sing.) —Virgil, The Aeneid

After returning from Iraq in the summer of 2003, I found myself in the odd and uncomfortable position as reluctant public spokesperson on the war in Iraq and eventually the Global War on Terrorism.

After my return, local and national news agencies queried, requested and even harassed me for months in attempts to convince me to tell my story and the story of my battalion’s role during the invasion of Iraq. Attempting to avoid them while dealing with the horror of battle, my personal guilt at leaving my men in harm’s way, coming to terms with taking human life, and figuring out how to live the rest of my life as a father, husband and soldier, I wanted to avoid discussing something that civilians could not possibly understand or comprehend. Trying to answer even the simplest question from a friend or family member caused a flood of conflicting emotions that I could not explain nor physically endure—especially from my family.

Every time they asked me a question about Iraq, I was proud, embarrassed, ashamed, ecstatic, thankful and sad at the same time. While on leave after the war, I noticed my father’s proud glow in his face and eyes as he kept a careful distance and intentionally avoided discussing the war. As he was a 23-year Air Force veteran of two wars, we both knew the secret horror of war but did not admit it to each other. He quietly respected my internal struggle and would not bother me like everyone else. I would have to be the one to bring it up.

As I spent my leave time running down the old and comfortable streets of my hometown, Red Oak, Iowa, I remembered how and

where I grew up…I longed for the ignorance of my youth and slowly began to fully understand and appreciate my father’s silence about the Korean and Vietnam Wars. I remembered the first time he finally broke down and told a war story, after years of silence, in 1995. After almost 35 years of trying to pull stories from my mother, grandfather and uncle, my father suddenly started telling a story one night to a group of my classmates from the Command and General Staff College staying at his house before a hunt the next morning.

When he started to tell his story I was in the other room. I slowly snuck into the kitchen and listened in shock while he discussed his 17th combat mission over North Korea to the mesmerized group of Army and Navy officers in the living room.

At the end of the story I entered the room. In disbelief, he handed me the picture that had hung on his wall for over 30 years, turning it over he showed me his citation for the Air Medal (Valor). Instinctively he straightened up and slowly began to read the citation aloud. When he finished he sheepishly looked up at me with tears in his eyes and said, “Now you understand. I couldn’t explain it to you until now. I’m sorry.”

As the phone rang at my father’s house while I was on leave (or in hiding) after my return from Iraq, I looked at that picture on the wall and decided not to wait 30 years to talk about my experiences to the public and my family. Not to ingratiate, but to educate the public, ease my nightmares and placate the demons my soldiers and I will face for the rest of our lives. I told the man on the phone I would tell him our story.

Following this interview, I joined a select group of officers called the Army Initiatives Group in Washington, DC. In this capacity, I would have an opportunity to continue to fight for my soldiers in Iraq by providing sound advice to the senior leadership of the Army and the Department of Defense. Taking advantage of my short-lived fame in Iraq, I was also able to speak with authority in the nation’s capital to newspapers, magazines, and thinktanks in hopes of further helping to educate and influence the outcome of the war and care for the men of “No Slack” still in Iraq.

As the insurgency began to gain momentum in the fall of 2003, I found myself in a unique position to participate in a number of initiatives and senior leader discussions key to finding innovative ways to confront the new war. On a “footstool at the seat of power” in the Pentagon, I was impressed, confused and frightened by the decision making process in the most powerful city in the world.

Four years later and after dozens of interviews, speeches and articles, I have found that discussing what the battalion accomplished in Iraq and my experiences in the Pentagon have tamed the nightmares, caged the demons, and even given me some inner peace.

Writing this book is an attempt to help my former soldiers, who may still live with these demons, to understand and appreciate their decision to raise their right hand and voluntarily swear an oath to uphold and defend an ideal—the Constitution of the United States of America.

As their former commander, their welfare and peace of mind still remains one of my most sacred and honored responsibilities. This is their story from my perspective, and I pray that I have captured what they will hold most dear in their hearts and help them to accept and explain their experiences in Iraq. If the men of 2nd Battalion, 327th Infantry Regiment, known as “No Slack,” find solace in this book and begin to tell their stories to their families, friends and communities, then this book is a success.

As I first typed this note in the summer of 2005, the men of 2d Battalion, 327th Infantry Regiment were yet again crossing the berm into Iraq and returning to the great land of Mesopotamia to serve for a second year—and many No Slack veterans will return with other units across the Army. May God keep them safe, as they once again bring freedom to “The Cradle of Civilization.”

Colonel Christopher P. Hughes,

Commander, Joint Task Force Bravo,

Soto Cano Air Base, Republic of Honduras,

30 April 2007
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A DoD aerial view of the Iraqi city of Najaf showing sectors of assault and the escarpment on the city’s edge.
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The town of Ash Shurah in northern Iraq, one of the objectives of Operation Eindhoven.
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This map shows the progress of No Slack during the invasion of Iraq in March–April 2003.





Part I
 The 31st Invasion of Ancient Mesopotamia





1

PREPARING FOR WAR

“This is No Slack 6, I’m taking command.”

FORT CAMPBELL, KENTUCKY

In a moment of weakness that came back and bit me square in the ass, I allowed the wives of my battalion, 2d Battalion of the 327th Infantry Regiment, access to the battalion area while their husbands prepared to deploy to war. It was akin to letting wives and girlfriends into the locker room hours before the Super Bowl, but my men were going off to something much more serious.

Under normal circumstances, Army families say their goodbyes at home, and most wives drop their husbands off at the edge of the battalion area in good order and then go about their own daily business.

However, going to war was not normal circumstances.

Therefore, when the wives of No Slack (my battalion’s nickname) asked me for access to the battalion to say their final goodbyes before they entrusted their husband’s lives to me, my resolve to keep my troops focused squarely on the job at hand weakened.

After all, they had promised to remain strong and not interfere with our out-loading. My gut told me it was the wrong thing to do, but it seemed a harmless concession at the time. Now, just hours be fore our departure, my battalion area was filled with painful, con fused and heart-wrenching scenes of emotional hugging and kids crying.

It was a bad start.

A further distraction was that my own family was taking advantage of my decision. My wife Marguerite, daughter Ashley, and sons Patrick and Michael were all milling about, diverting my attention from the job at hand. In my twenty years as an Army officer, they had never once accompanied me to my office during a deployment, and most certainly not at 3:00 a.m. My normal pre-deployment routine was to say my goodbyes to my children the night before and briefly wake them in the morning to give them my last hug goodbye.

Marguerite and I would spend quality-time days before the deployment and then remain formal and business-like in the hours before and the morning of my departure. As the wife of the battalion commander, Marguerite was expected to keep a stiff upper lip and set an example for the other 380 wives and 213 children. In the Army, this was the traditional role of a senior wife—she bore the brunt of the demands, concerns and frustrations of the wives of junior soldiers on behalf of the Army. It was her expected place though not her job. It was by far the most difficult thing I’d ever asked of her in over twenty years of marriage.

Normally, Marguerite just dropped me off at my headquarters, and I would conduct my final checks—personal gear, maps, orders and memorandums. After which I would give someone the task of ensuring my personal stuff got on the right train, plane or bus.

When my personal chores were complete, I would take about 15 or 30 minutes alone, donning my commander’s mask. The mask is one of the most valuable leadership tools an officer has. It is a facade leaders have used for centuries to deter or hide fear, check emotions, and present subordinates with an example they can count on during moments of great stress, such as war. Once the mask is donned, a commander walks alone and is held to a higher standard than his soldiers, peers or friends. It is often a lonely and difficult road of absolute responsibility, moral inconsistencies, religious quandary and the reality of dealing with death.

After twenty years of military service, I was comfortable wearing my mask, but this morning it did not fit right. Looking into the eyes of my soldiers’ wives was making me feel more alone and anxious than ever before. The welfare of my men was always in the forefront of my mind, but the idea that this duty also extended to the continued well-being of their families was suddenly being driven home. It made me a bit uneasy. My own family’s well-being was contributing to my unease.

Their presence had turned my routine upside down. I was finding it impossible to fit my commander’s mask and monitor the progress of the battalion in the detached way I was accustomed to. The unexpected flood of personal emotions slowed my preparation, clouded my judgment, and hindered my ability to command at a time when I should have been more focused than ever before.

The fear in my son Patrick’s eyes kept reminding me that I might never see him again; my daughter Ashley’s precise and intellectual questions about the deployment process distracted my packing; and Marguerite’s brave and proud looks were tearing me apart inside. Had we come this far in our lives and in my career to place myself in such a dangerous situation … was I an ignorant fool for dreaming of this moment for almost twenty years? Was I a bad father, husband—or person? Who in their right mind would dedicate their entire adult life to studying, training and planning to kill other human beings? Would God forgive me? How many of my men would die because of my faults and weaknesses as a man and as a commander? Had I done everything I could? How could I face the wife of a man killed under my command?

The flood of emotion was making me ill and weak in the knees.

I was snapped out of my reverie by my Executive Officer (XO), Major Peter Rooks, an exceptionally organized and competent officer, storming into my office with the battalion’s senior ranking enlisted soldier, Command Sergeant Major (CSM) Richard Montcalm, in his wake to announce that a number of pissed-off wives from D Company were in the headquarters waiting area demanding to see me now. Montcalm was my senior enlisted advisor and responsible for the morale, appearance and discipline of the men. As my confidant, he was my eyes and ears—responsible for preventing me from forgetting my place and the welfare of the men. A matchless presence, Richard was a tinkerer—a gadget man who loved a mechanical challenge, a skill I would eventually learn to appreciate and leverage. Nevertheless, this kind of challenge was absolutely the last thing I needed, and as I glanced at my youngest son asleep on my office couch, I cursed myself for being so weak as to allow families to enter the battalion area as we were leaving for war. This unnecessary drama was a self-inflicted wound. I had no time for this kind of drama—no time!

“I’ll be right back,” I said to Marguerite as I left to deal with the upset wives. I knew what they were pissed about. The First Sergeant from Delta Company, First Sergeant (1SG) Steven Bratton, was a gruff, crusty old fart—an old Army sergeant who felt that wives were only authorized if the Army issued them to the soldier as part of his basic kit. The wives were lined up in my hallway and, as I expected, they were upset because Bratton had sent them packing because they were getting in the way and making it difficult to get pre-deployment tasks accomplished before the company’s movement. Being the exceptional sergeant he was, Bratton had modified my rules to best support his mission. This was commendable, but I just wished he’d possessed a tiny modicum of tact. Instead, he had declared the wives camp followers, a nuisance, and had just run them off. I kept in mind that the collected spouses were tired and anguished, as I tried to explain that I had made a mistake letting them stay this long and that we now needed space to get our work done on time. After a bit, the wives settled down and reluctantly complied.

Back in my office, the drama continued as Patrick and Michael tried on my battle gear, Ashley worked at my desk, and Marguerite tried to be helpful while staying noninvasive. The dense cloud of emotions was more than I could take, and I desperately needed to get out of the office, clear my head and get my mask on. So I picked up my gear and told Marguerite I needed to go load my equipment on a truck in the battalion parking lot. Without a second thought, she told Patrick to help me with my bags. Before I could say no, Patrick swung my 120lb deployment bag over his left shoulder and was heading for the door. My heart sank as I looked at him. Tall for his age, Patrick looked like any one of the 900 young men I was taking to war. Again, I was reminded that every soldier I would command in combat was someone else’s child.

Patrick bore the heavy load well, and I noted how attentive he was to all that was going on around him. As I watched him throw my equipment bag onto the battalion bag pile, I could not help noticing how easily he blended in with the surrounding soldiers. He was almost 16, only two or three years younger than most of my young soldiers of the 101st Airborne Division. My mind drifted again and I wondered what he would do and become if I was killed. How would he react to the news, and what kind of man would he turn into? Would he step up and help his mother, or would he consider my death a foolish endeavor and curse me for placing myself in such a position?

I longed to hug him and tell him it would be fine and that I would be home soon, but that would be a lie and I could never lie to him. He had the ability to see right through me. I never sugarcoated what I did for a living. I wanted him to respect what I did, but I also made it clear that I didn’t want him to follow in my shoes. I wanted him to be the first man in our family to reap the benefits and rights won for him on battlefields that his great-grandfather, grandfather and I have fought to protect since 1917. The men in my family had loved and defended their country, only asking for the opportunity to make a difference. I wanted a different path for him. But I am sure that this was a wish shared but not realized by each previous generation. Still, it was my strongest wish that I would be the last of the Hughes men to fight on some foreign battlefield.

After a three-hour ordeal of final roll calls and loading the buses that would take us to the airfield, I was happy to be getting away. The sun was rising and the faces of the wives were more visible. They reflected their solid support for the departing soldiers, but their eyes were also reddened from tears and worn from worry. I boarded last and quickly ordered the column to move. As the driver released the brake, I looked back at my family standing in a small clump in the morning haze. They bravely waved and Marguerite mouthed, “I love you.” I waved back, swallowed hard and then forced myself to look ahead. My commander’s mask was at last firmly in place.

THE STITCH AND BITCH

It was difficult to find ways to fill the idle time preceding the invasion once we shipped our equipment and awaited the final orders to deploy. Rumors, changes, politics and CNN all play a role in soldiers’ lives before a deployment, for better or worse.

As warriors, my troops and I spent thousands of hours training, preparing, talking, drilling, learning, relearning and getting in the best physical shape of our lives. Consequently our spouses did the same, through the rituals of forming family readiness groups and attending records briefs and coffees. For the most part, all in our community did much to ease anxieties and keep everyone informed as much as possible, but mostly what the process did was drive the point home that we really knew nothing other than that we might be in combat soon.

And although we had lived this reality since 9/11 it was now becoming a reality—we were actually being issued our desert uniforms. Everyone knew that once we got our brown-mottled uniforms and boots we were going. No more guessing and rumors; it was now a fact in the eyes of all those involved, especially the wives.

I must admit in hindsight that I longed for the decision to finally issue the new desert uniforms to my battalion. My men were frustrated and needed to stop being told to stand by, get ready, or to be prepared—it was time to go! On the other hand, the gasp from the spouse when the uniforms actually came home that night was heard across Fort Campbell. They are actually going; the issue was decided. WAR!

This was a reaction I hadn’t experienced since being at Fort Drum, preparing to invade Haiti with the 10th Mountain Division in 1994. During that mission I was already away from my family and did not witness the stress at the family level like I was seeing this time as the commander. The uniforms were akin to the enemy in Iraq, they represented the pending war and potential loss of life to the spouses…they hated them and I could see it in their eyes. The men ran around with them like a new toy; the women cursed them. In a day, after months of training and preparing the wives, I lost them with the dispatch of two sets of desert camouflage uniforms.

That night I was panicking, trying to figure out how I was going to get my patches sewn on my new uniforms. Normally this was a very simple process: buy the patches—US Army, Hughes, and my 101st Airborne patch—then take them to the tailor shop and pick them up the next day. The problem: 17,000 other soldiers from the 101st were all trying to do the same thing at the same time. How could we get through this hurdle, a hurdle as small as a mouse turd, but in the eyes of my soldiers and me the size of a small mountain? It was a matter of pride and history; we needed that 101st patch on our left shoulder so the world would know that The Screaming Eagles were coming!

That evening, after thinking about this new issue, mainly because everything else was done, I considered something I hadn’t tried in seventeen years: I prepared to ask Marguerite to sew on my patches. Now this was a significant emotional event for me because I had asked Marguerite one other time to sew on a patch when I was a second lieutenant. At the time it seemed like a reasonable request because she was a hell of a fine seamstress and constantly made clothes for herself and others, a skill that continues to impress me today.

However, when she quickly complied with my request all those years ago, I discovered my paranoia with the appearance of my uniforms, and after numerous attempts and one of the first fights in our young marriage, we agreed that I would never ask her to sew or iron my uniforms ever again—they would forever be my responsibility and mine alone. So the thought of asking her to do this a second time was a bit intimidating; the last thing I needed was to start a uniform debate the week before deploying to combat.

The approach was simple. I complained about my inability to get my uniform sewn and asked for a needle and thread to do it myself. With her famously dismayed look she snatched the uniform from me and went into her sewing sanctuary. I paced outside the garage like an expectant father, vowing to accept the uniform no matter what it looked like; I still had time to take it to the tailor shop if she screwed it up, right?

When Marguerite emerged she handed me the uniform, and much to my surprise and relief it was perfect.

That night I watched her sew my other uniforms and hat. She was so serious and involved. The uniform became her link to me and the deployment … she was helping, she was accepting, it was relieving her stress. When she was done, I could see in her eyes that she had given me something that I could carry with me to Iraq and back and always remember she gave it to me. This inspired a thought: Seeing her enthusiasm, I asked if she thought the wives would consider setting up a sewing shop in the battalion classroom to do the same for all the men in the battalion. With a grin she said “yes.”

Over the next seven days as we prepared to leave, the battalion classroom was transformed into a sewing shop, hundreds of uniforms piled in the corners with their name tags, rank and 101st patches pinned to them—piles of patches, dozens of busy wives and girlfriends, an occasional mother and father, and the kids of the battalion.

Not all could sew, but others could collect the minimal charge for thread and patches, stacking and tracking the uniforms through the makeshift assembly line. It wasn’t perfect or even very efficient, and in some cases we lost uniforms altogether, but one thing did emerge— contentment and camaraderie.

It was working. The wives were bonding in a new way; they were helping, they were venting, and they were sharing their support in a way they had never done before. The emotions were high and the Chaplain realized the power of the forum, as did the commanders and I, as it became a source of community and easing the pain. It eventually became affectionately known as The Stitch and Bitch.

When the uniforms were finally done, the sewing room slowly returned to normal and it was finally time to go.

CAMP PENNSYLVANIA, KUWAIT

Camp Pennsylvania was named in honor of Flight 93, which crashed in a field outside of Shanksville, PA, on September 11, 2001. Forty-five miles west of Kuwait City in the shadow of the Iraqi border, the camp’s name reminded every soldier of his or her purpose for being so far from home—to ensure that men like Todd Beamer and the other 41 courageous passengers of Flight 93 were never forgotten. For all of us, what we were doing was supposed to make sure terrorism would never again enter the United States. We were preparing to take the fight to the enemy.

Our movement from Kuwait City to Camp Pennsylvania was executed in the darkness of night with small 25passenger busses. Soldiers were crammed in along with huge duffle bags, rucksacks, 50 lbs of combat gear apiece, their weapons and a non-English speaking driver. The ride across the Kuwaiti desert was a cross between a roller coaster and a mechanical bull ride. It was quickly obvious that the Kuwaitis did not spend a lot of money on road maintenance north of the capital. I did not know if they had better uses for their oil money or just wanted to make sure that a future Iraqi invasion of Kuwait would have a miserable trip. As the battalion commander, even I found myself precariously uncomfortable, wedged between my combat equipment, a straight-back bus seat, two large foot lockers and a very cold window pressing against my back. I was on the verge of a charley horse for well over three hours.

About an hour into the ride, my intelligence officer, Captain Chris Hennigan, a charismatic officer from Tullahoma, TN, and son of a multi-silver star recipient from Vietnam, Lieutenant Colonel (retired) Al Hennigan, suddenly jumped up and desperately fought through the crush of sleeping men, scrambling to the door of the bus. Yelling at the driver, who didn’t speak English, Chris grabbed the door handle and pulled back violently, allowing freezing cold air and choking dust to rush into the bus without warning. He pulled himself to the door with both hands like he was going to jump, extending his body beyond its frame. Then he lurched forward in the dark and dust and began vomiting out the door.

My first reaction was sympathy. I was concerned he was going to lose his balance and fall out the rocking and pitching door of the still-moving bus. But as he slumped in the doorway, I suddenly remembered that vomiting was the first physical indicator of a chemical attack. We were only a few miles from the Iraqi border and instinct took over. I moved into defense mode. Were we under attack? Half awake, I quickly scrambled for my chemical mask, yelling to the men “Get your masks on, Goddamn it! Gas! Get your masks on!” This surprised everyone, even Chris. Everyone dove for their masks simultaneously in a mad scramble. Holding onto the door rail, Chris leaned back and looked at us. We looked like a bus full of drunken Twister players; our panicked rush almost caused the bus to run off the road.

Chris realized he had caused an overreaction and began to yell over the roar of the engine, “I’m OK! I’m OK—it’s only motion sickness!” The jarring of the bus had made him sick. He closed the door and sat down on the dashboard looking at us. An odd silence fell over the bus. Looking down at the horrified and confused driver, Chris looked back at the rest of us in the confusion of bags, bodies and half-donned protective masks and began to laugh. Everyone joined in at the ludicrousness of the scene; everyone, that is, except me. I was too embarrassed.

Feeling a little stupid for overreacting, I kept my mask on to help with the smell of Chris’ situation and to hide my embarrassment in the dark. My first decision in a combat zone and I was 0 for 1. But it would be the first of many snap decisions I would have to make without fear of failure, trusting my instincts and training. Sometimes its better to make a mistake and laugh at yourself then to be too afraid of embarrassment to save your soldiers lives. Being popular and cool in combat are not sound leadership traits! Luckily, as I tried to hide my embarrassment, Chris stole everyone’s attention back when he realized he had lost his $120 sunglasses. They had slipped from his forehead as he vomited out the door. In a fit of rage and disappointment, he managed to fill the next two hours with colorful swearing that weaved common vulgarity with inspired prose in equal measure. He was convinced that without his expensive sunglasses he would go blind in the desert before the war even began.

As Hennigan’s antics filled the dark and boring ride, I remembered his wedding in a small white church down a gravel road just outside of Hopkinsville, KY. He and his young wife, Christie Clune, had decided to move their April wedding to just days before the January deployment. It was a small wedding led by my administrative sergeant, Staff Sergeant (SSG) Reed. Reed was an ordained minister when he was not in uniform and somehow found time to care for his own local congregation as well as my soldiers. So it was only fitting when Chris and Christie took their wedding vows that No Slack stood firmly at their side on the eve of war. This was just one more act of devotion and camaraderie that would reinforce to me that these were not just my soldiers, they were my friends, my family and my brothers. I could not and would not fail them.

About an hour later, we pulled into a well-lit checkpoint on the outskirts of Camp Pennsylvania. The checkpoint was the beginning of an extensive set of control points and obstacles defending the entrance to the camp. The camp itself was one of several massive installations constructed in the deserts of northern Kuwait to receive the tens of thousands of soldiers arriving daily. The access point consisted of a series of sand berms, jersey barriers, barbed concertina wire, floodlights and armed guards. When we arrived, the temperature was in the low40s and I could see the breath of the soldiers at their guard posts. I hoped the cold would encourage them to process us through quickly, but they kept to their methodical and laborious procedures.

Once we were finally inside the camp, there was clearly a well thought-out reception system. As I stepped off the bus, I was met by 1st Brigade’s Command Sergeant Major (CSM) Bart Womack. Bart was an interesting character, to say the least. He was physically fit, unusually articulate and poised, and one of the most refined sergeants major I had ever met. Years after the war, I would sit mesmerized watching a TV series called “The E-Ring” where Bart would get his first break into Hollywood as an actor—a goal he would profess to me on occasion that I would brush off as idle talk between two warriors dreaming about retirement—and yet he attained fame. I looked hard to see Womack in the dark wearing his newly-issued cold weather gear; I hardly recognized him with his black knit cap pulled down to his desert goggles, black neck scarf, pullover jacket and side arm strapped to his right thigh John Wayne-style. As expected, he summoned my first sergeants to give them some quick instructions then quickly ushered me to see Colonel Fredrick “Ben” Hodges, my brigade commander, who was actively greeting my soldiers as they stepped off the buses and found their gear. Seeing his smiling face helped ease the anxiety my soldiers were feeling, and mine.

Hodges had a knack for being at the right place at the right time. His meeting us in the middle of the night boosted morale and conveyed to the troops that he cared for them. He didn’t do it for show; his feelings were genuine and it set him apart from other men I had worked for. Ben Hodges was a natural and truly caring leader. He would also prove to be an aggressive and extremely confident combat leader in the days and weeks to come. He graduated in the West Point Class of 1980, and I had known him for almost fifteen years.

When I was a young captain and new company commander, Ben had been the most senior company commander in our unit, the same brigade he would command in combat. In personal style, he was the epitome of what is stereotyped as the true southern gentleman. He had a quick wit and infectious laugh, which was always a calming influence in trying moments. His gentle nature hid a quick intellect and a huge capacity for decisive action. His only obvious eccentricity was a collection of rocks he had picked up from many of the world’s great battlefields. His primary criterion for rock selection was that he had to be convinced it was an “eyewitness rock.” In other words, the rock had to have been there to see the battle and not added later as part of a road or landfill. Later in the war, I saw him debate taking a rock from the site of the ancient city of Babylon. In what must have been a true test of will for him, he decided that taking a Babylonian rock was too much like stealing antiquities and he left empty-handed.

Camp Pennsylvania was little more than a large circle in the desert. It was over a mile in diameter, surrounded by huge earthen berms1 and seven 50-foot tall guard towers manned by soldiers with machine guns. Inside the perimeter were seven separate battalion camps arranged around four massive white and red circus tents, three for feeding and one full of fitness weights to maintain our pre-deployment physical strength. There was a separate section where the brigade staff resided.

Exhausted and standing in the cold night air, I did not have much chat in me and Hodges pointed out our tent city homes, about a half mile or so east. I looked into the darkness and could just make out some dim lights in the distance. Without another word, I picked up my bags and began to walk toward the lights. Several hundred soldiers fell into line behind me and, in a walk that seemed endless, we reached the tents and finally bedded down. It was our first chance to get some rest at the end of our 42-hour trip.

Each heated tent had wooden floors, housed twenty soldiers, and provided just enough room for one to take acute notice that the other nineteen guys in the tent had not showered or taken off their boots in almost three days. Despite the crowding and the smell, they were quarters, and heated ones at that. We were very lucky to have them. The 3d Infantry Division soldiers who had occupied the camp prior to our arrival had been sent to live in the open desert with only what they could carry as creature comforts. My soldiers, long accustomed to sleeping wherever they laid their heads, were happy and settled in quickly. After months of training, preparing and worrying, we were finally here, only a few miles from Iraq and the struggle for our lives. I lay down, but couldn’t sleep.

EMBEDDED REPORTERS

I woke early the next morning and put on my running clothes, planning to run around the inside perimeter of the camp and get the lay of the land. I tried not to wake anyone, but noticed that the brightly colored sleeping bags of our two embedded reporters, Stewart Ramsey and Garwin McLucky, were empty. I stuck my head out of the tent and got a rude introduction to the crisp cold air of Kuwait in March. I was greeted by the two missing reporters, who were stretching on a bench outside the tent.

“Up for a run, Colonel?” one of them asked.

Stewart and Garwin were a couple of wiry characters with heavy English accents from the Africa Bureau of Skynews. Stewart, “the talent,” had a full head of dirty blond hair, a huge smile and a ruggedly tanned face that had seen too much stress, sun and rough living from reporting in some of the worst places on earth. Garwin, “the mule,” was the behind-the-scenes guy who did virtually everything to make the team work and get the news to their viewers. Younger and much less worn than Stewart, Garwin was an exceptionally pleasant man who seemed to possess an inner glow and one of the most positive attitudes I had ever encountered. If I didn’t know he was a cameraman, I would have thought he was a newly-ordained priest ready to save the world on his first mission. He would become one of my favorite people to visit on a daily basis to get a positive attitude boost—his was infectious.

It hadn’t taken long for Stewart and Garwin to earn my respect back at Fort Campbell. The day they reported to our headquarters I made it clear that I wasn’t thrilled having reporters following me around. I told them that I was blunt and normally unquotable because I felt political correctness was for bigots and people who lacked character. When this didn’t seem to bother them, I decided to share an horrific 1994 experience I’d had with an Associated Press reporter in Haiti in order to gauge their willingness to stay with the battalion and endure my skeptical, suspicious and critical view of the media.

On September 19, 1994, the USS Eisenhower had dropped me off in Haiti. As a young captain, I was sent there with the 10th Mountain Division to take part in the removal of Haitian Lt. General Raoul Cedras and restore the presidency of Jean-Bertrand Aristide. Not long after my arrival I ran into an inquisitive man at Port au Prince International Airport. While awaiting the arrival of one of the battalions by air, the man and I struck up a conversation. When our conversation ended, I walked away thinking I had just met a nice guy to whom I’d merely explained the situation that was unfolding around him. Two weeks later, when his report hit the front page of USA Today, I was almost arrested for divulging classified information to the media.

The man was a reporter who had managed to use our conversation to corroborate a story he was investigating alleging that US commandos were planning to kidnap Cedras if former President Jimmy Carter’s negotiating team failed to defuse the standoff in Haiti prior to the invasion. USA Today’s above-the-fold lead story started with “U.S. commandos were ‘cocked and loaded’ to kidnap [Raoul Cedras] as the invasion began, says Capt. Chris Hughes.” As if that wasn’t bad enough, the article went on to say that senior Pentagon officials had denied Captain Hughes’ claims and would investigate the allegations. As a young captain with no access to any classified information of that nature, it was a ridiculous claim, yet there was my name on the front page of USA Today. At the time, the very thought that my name had come up at a Pentagon press conference made me sick to my stomach. How could I ever recover from such a stupid mistake?

Even though I was never charged and the allegations were deemed unfounded, it did not matter to anyone who knew about the case. During the following years, I would learn that once your name is in the media you are guilty, and if the charges are dropped, it must be part of a cover-up! For years, I lived with the shame and embarrassment of my inability to recognize I was being used by a reporter to create a false story in order to sell more papers. I made it very clear to Stewart and Garwin that I would not allow that to happen again, to my soldiers or me. The key to our relationship would be the truth. Unlike the Associated Press reporter in Haiti, who had simply shown up and drew false conclusions out of context, I expected Stewart and Garwin to be with the men, getting dirty, sweaty and maybe even bloody. Only then could they know, see and report the truth in its entirety. If they were willing to do that, I would give them unfettered access to the battalion and its missions. But if they ever compromised my men in anyway, I planned to shoot them myself.

When I first told Stewart and Garwin my Haiti story and it didn’t cause either of them to draw a pen or notebook, I knew they were the right reporters for No Slack. We shook hands in agreement, and then I told them to report to physical training the next morning at six a.m. The next morning they were in my office ready to go, and for the next two months, they ran every day with the battalion until we crossed into Iraq.

THE REALITY OF PENDING WAR

The ten months leading up to our deployment to Kuwait was one of the most intensive training periods in my career. As a commander, I was given every resource I needed to train my battalion. It was an unprecedented bounty of time, ammo and resources. I was able to hone my force to a fine combat edge, but I remained uneasy about one major factor. No amount of time or money spent in the scrub pines of Fort Campbell would prepare my men for operating in a desert. I considered getting my guys into the open desert and making them comfortable with the vast distances, the effects of the sand on their weapons, their movement formations and survival skills as the most important training we would need in preparing for Iraq. Less than 50 of my men had ever been in a desert and of them only 38 had trained in one. Most of those, like me, had fought in mock battles at the Army’s National Training Center in the Mojave Desert. Only twelve were Desert Storm veterans.

Once we hit the ground in Kuwait, every waking minute of the day was dedicated to training. No one knew when, or even if, we would attack Iraq, but I hoped we would not languish in the desert too long. During Desert Shield in 1991, the 101st had sat for six months in the open desert. After a while such prolonged waiting wears on the troops and dulls their edge. At Fort Campbell, the battalion conducted two multi-hour physical fitness sessions per day to make sure every soldier deployed in the best physical condition of their lives. We had shipped our equipment early so all we had left to do was run, lift weights and mentally prepare our families and ourselves. Now that we were 40 miles from the Iraqi border, I needed to sustain that fitness level and get the men ready for the desert without tearing them down physically and mentally. Every day that we waited to attack I was losing a bit of our unprecedented physical advantage over the enemy. On the other hand, every day we waited gained us a bit more desert training experience. We were losing our physical edge as we improved our desert war fighting advantage. The trade-off had to be finely balanced and I had to find ways to make the best of it without knowing how long I had to sustain either.

However, one residual advantage I hadn’t anticipated was taking the men from good to exceptional when it came to field craft. Field craft is a term that is used to describe a soldier’s ability to sustain himself or herself in the field without becoming sick and rendering them combat ineffective. Field hygiene is not a skill that American men join the Army with; it must be experienced and taught.

The men of the battalion, especially the junior officers, were constantly learning ways to make existence in the field tolerable and sustainable. How to deal with cuts, bug bites and the types of bugs that like to live with you, sand where you don’t want it, and keeping your clothes clean. Most Americans don’t experience extended periods of outdoor living, so anticipating not seeing a shower for the next 30–90 days during the invasion, we pushed hygiene more and more every day. The day that I realized we were prepared to attack was the day I found myself kneeling outside my tent with Majors Crider and Rooks talking about the weather with my hands in a small plastic tub, hand-washing my socks. Enough was enough—we needed to attack, and attack soon.

FRAGGING THE BRIGADE STAFF

Not too long after our arrival, the Scud attacks began. After the first two or three alarms, our reaction drills became as familiar as eating. Our greatest fear was Saddam’s chemical Scuds. These missiles were capable of carrying payloads that could either cause blisters in the throat and lungs or destroy blood cells. In either case, the victim would die a painful and horrific death by convulsions, seizures and eventual suffocation in his own body fluids. Saddam’s chances of hitting us in the middle of the desert with a high explosive Scud did not concern us much. The greater and more likely threat was a chemical warhead mounted on a Scud. If a chemical Scud hit close to the camp and released its deadly gasses in the cold night air, the agents would hug the ground and sneak into our tents, killing us long after the missile had landed in the desert. Our best defensive weapon, the Patriot Missile System, could destroy the Scud in flight, but the warhead was still likely to survive and detonate wherever it fell to earth. Because of this nasty and very real threat, the key element of every Scud drill was for each soldier to put on his chemical protective mask (gas mask) until the air was tested and declared clear.

By the middle of March, the drills were starting to take a toll on the men and our “give a shit” levels began to wane. Even I was growing weary of the constant drills that sometimes happened three and four times a night. The sirens would sound and we would grab our weapons, don our gas masks, and run to the bunkers to take cover. After 50 to 90 minutes, we would get the all-clear siren and return to our duties or sleep, only to be pulled away to execute the same process all over again. It became a leadership challenge to make sure soldiers did not adopt the “big desert, little me” attitude and start shrugging off the alerts.

On the 19th of March, 2003 the real story became the invasion into Iraq and not these silly Scud attacks in Kuwait that had little or no affect on the Coalition invasion force postured to invade. The sense of urgency from the Scud drills faded to noise once the inevitable happened and the tanks of the 3d Infantry Division (3ID) rolled forward. Everyone wanted to be with them. In all honesty, most of us feared that the Iraqi’s might surrender in less than three days and we would miss it like a bunch of rats scurrying around in the desert, dodging ghost Scuds four times a day.

I, too, feared I would miss another war, but this one was different. It wasn’t a small Caribbean island, a trapped invasion force in Kuwait, or some Mickey Mouse police force flexing its muscle—this was the remnants of the fourth largest ground Army in the world that had chemical and biological weapons, and we were in the process of driving a stake in its heart—Baghdad. We were attacking where so many had attacked before and failed. This was Mesopotamia, and no one conquers Mesopotamia for long!

On the night of March 22, 2003, our lackadaisical regard for the Scud drills abruptly ended in one moment of confusion, dread and disbelief.

Master Sergeant Newsome shook me awake to the sounds of the muffled sirens of yet another Scud drill. Confused at the commotion and Sergeant Newsome’s concern, I realized I had my earplugs in and had slept through most of the drill. I jumped up in my army shorts, pulled on my jacket, grabbed my weapon, and ran out of the tent with my gas mask dragging in the sand behind me. I was a sorry sight.

In the moonlight I could see other stragglers working their way to the bunkers as I squeezed my way into the confined space. I normally sat at the end so I could stick my head out and search the black, starry skies for any signs of a Scud. This night I was joined by a young soldier from my command post with a radio, Specialist Griffin (Griff). Griffin was my Executive Officer’s (XO’s) driver and my radio operator when I moved by foot. He had obviously gotten the job because he was smarter than most and didn’t really fit the stereotype of a steely eyed infantrymen. Griff was too short, too round, and too smart to be a line dog, and we all knew it. It was his claim to fame and I admired him for it. His wit and constant sarcasm were reason enough to have him around, but they paled in the light of his ability to make a radio sing and a vehicle move when the situation warranted it.

Specialist Griffin stuck his head in the bunker and called out my name. Spotting me, he pushed into the crowded bunker and sat down next to me in the cold sand. “Sir, Major Rooks told me to find you and never let you be without the radio.” As I sat there half asleep in the sand, I realized that Pete Rooks had once again proven himself an exceptional XO. It was his job to help me command and to think of what I did not or could not. Pete had essentially ordered Griffin to follow me around to ensure I was within arm’s reach of a radio at all times. Griffin constantly monitored the radio to let me know when I had calls from my command post or from Colonel Hodges.

As I sat in the cold sand chastising myself for not thinking about a radio, Griffin suddenly grabbed my shoulder and yelled, “Sergeant Major Womack is screaming on the radio that the brigade command post is under attack!”

“What?” I pulled off my gas mask, grabbed the radio from Griffin, and heard Womack screaming my call sign into the radio, “No Slack 6, this is Bastogne-7.2 We’re fuckin’ under attack—grenades and small arms! Get some Goddamn help up here now!”

Immediately I turned to my Command Sergeant Major Montcalm. “Brigade’s under attack; you take everyone in this bunker and get up there and help Womack. I’m going to the battalion headquarters and control the brigade from there.” I looked back at the dozens of shocked and confused men in the bunker. “I don’t give a shit who’s in this bunker; they now belong to you Monty—go kick some ass!” I grabbed Griff by the shoulder and ran across the compound toward my command post, yelling “all clear” along the way, calling for my company commanders and telling the men in the bunkers to get behind the barricades and form a defense perimeter: “We’re under attack.” As I neared the command post, I could hear shooting and explosions coming from the brigade headquarters. I stopped and looked in time to see the flash of an explosion. “Shit—come on Griff!”

Once in the command post, I realized I couldn’t command from inside a tent so I grabbed everyone and everything I would need to fight the battalion from outside, in sight of the perimeter. As I envisioned a battle within and around Camp Pennsylvania, I was horrified about our chances of killing each other with “friendly fire.” Without any knowledge of the position or nature of the enemy attacking force, the likelihood of friendly fire skyrocketed.

The company commanders were positioning their men along the barrier that surrounded our tent areas and establishing fields of fire. The commanders ran to my location as I gave them orders to close the perimeter, go to nightvision goggles and scopes, turn off all the lights within the compound and get accountability of all their men. I ordered Captain Steve Thomas, my A Company commander, to send out a patrol to our guard towers to ensure the perimeter was still secure and that the guards were alive. This information would help us determine the direction of the attack. I then got back on the brigade radio and tried to contact Colonel Ben Hodges: “Bastogne-6 this is No Slack 6 … Bastogne6 this is No Slack-6 … Bastogne6 this is No Slack-6.” I heard nothing but static and dead air.

Then it happened. My training kicked in and I found myself energetically moving into action. “All stations this net, this is No Slack-6. I’m taking command … standby for orders, over.” One by one the other battalions began to report in and await my orders. No discussion, no debate; just as we’d trained.

My boss was wounded or dead and I had to rally over 6,000 men and women to defeat an unknown enemy threat within Camp Pennsylvania. The orders I had just given my company commanders were sensible and more than adequate for the rest of the brigade, so I ordered the other five battalions to do the same. But I emphasized the need to take any and all precautions not to engage each other: “This is a leader intensive order gentlemen; we must clearly identify our own forces and separate them from the enemy. Let’s find these bastards and kill them.” Once the other battalions acknowledged my orders, I continued to call brigade … still no reply from Bastogne6.

One by one my commanders and later my sister battalions began to report in. No enemy contact, all personnel and key equipment accounted for and the perimeter was secure. It was positive but confusing information … how did the enemy get in the camp? The perimeter appeared to be intact; all the guard towers were reporting no enemy contact, and the berms showed no signs of ground infiltration. How did they get in and, worse, where did they go?

As I tried to figure it out, my engineer platoon leader First Lieutenant Evangelist and his platoon sergeant, Sergeant First Class Kumm ran up to my position and asked to speak to me privately. Evangelist and Kumm were easily the most interesting command team in the battalion. Evangelist was an academic and almost pious officer who was always calm and deep in his thoughts and actions. Kumm was the epitome of the World War II sergeant depicted in the movies. He wore his emotions on his sleeve and I could always expect him to provide me the unvarnished truth on any topic, especially when I was the topic. I enjoyed his candor. So when I heard their concern it made my heart skip a beat as we stepped into the moon shadow of one of the concrete barriers around our perimeter.

“Sir, we think it’s one of our men—Sergeant Akbar,” said Lieu tenant Evangelist. It only took a couple of seconds for their words to sink in. I didn’t like it, but it appeared to be the only possible explanation. There was no way the Iraqis had managed to cross the border and get this far south; there was no way that any contractor or Kuwaiti national knew where my boss and his staff slept. The only possible explanation was someone on the inside. “Sir, we think Akbar is the one who attacked the brigade command post.”

“Who the hell is Akbar and why would he attack Colonel Hodges?”

Sergeant Kumm began to explain. “He’s one of our men and, well, he’s a Muslim and he’s been acting funny lately. We just went out to our vehicles to check the soldiers on guard and, well, they weren’t there. Sergeant Akbar was the sergeant of the guard. The other guards are here with us; they told us that Akbar released them a couple of hours ago to get some sleep. When we went out to check on Akbar, he was gone. Sir, we found four empty grenade canisters in the front seat of the hummer and on the ground. We also noticed some of the incendiary grenade boxes were missing, and we found a gas mask on the driver’s side seat. Sir, we think it’s Akbar!”

I stood there in disbelief. I didn’t know Sergeant Akbar, but I did know his tent was only yards from mine. Nevertheless, that didn’t matter now. I needed to use the only clue I had to the mystery of who attacked us. In all honesty, I had the only reasonable one at this point. As I walked back to the radio, I contemplated how to craft my words as I was about to tell the brigade to be on the lookout for one of their own.

When I picked up the radio, Pete had already established contact with Major Pat Frank, the brigade’s senior operations officer. Frank told me that they had eighteen casualties at brigade headquarters. He also reported that Montcalm had arrived and secured the area with No Slack infantry he had assembled from the bunker. I was informed that ground and air medical evacuation was en route to take away the wounded.

According to Frank, the scene was chaotic but organized. The brigade staffers had two Kuwaiti linguists in custody and were questioning them as possible suspects, while Montcalm was sending out patrols to look for possible suspects in the brigade sleeping area. Frank recommended that we stay in our security posture to see if we could notice anyone moving within the perimeter. I concurred with his recommendations and told him and the brigade intelligence officer, Major Kyle Warren, that I had reason to believe that one of our soldiers was the culprit.

I then made a radio call to the entire brigade. Once I had everyone’s attention on the radio I told them to be on the lookout for Sergeant Hassan Akbar from 2d Platoon, B Company, 2d of the 326th Engineer Battalion. As our most likely lead, it was my opinion that Sergeant Akbar was armed and dangerous. He was disgruntled and was a danger to himself and anyone who may come in contact with him, and I wanted him detained for questioning.

When the battalion had completed securing our compound and accounting for our equipment, I called Pete Rooks over and told him I needed to get to the brigade headquarters. I needed to determine Colonel Hodges’ status and, as the acting brigade commander, I would need to organize the staff.

“Pete, you’re in command. I hope that this is just temporary, but I know you’re up to it. I will get back with you in the morning when I know more. Good luck!”

When we finished discussing the transition, Specialist Griffin told me that Colonel Hodges was on the radio asking for me. Relieved, I grabbed the mike and barked, “Bastogne-6, this is No Slack6. Are you all right?”

A familiar voice finally made its way over the airwaves. “Hey Chris, I got knocked on my ass, but I’m OK. But I need you up here.”

“Roger sir, I’m on my way.”

Still not knowing for sure if we had a renegade soldier roaming the camp or a small Iraqi force, I decided to move to the brigade command post, taking an armed detail from my scout platoon with me. As we worked our way across the camp, I could see and hear the entire brigade searching their areas, challenging moving personnel and sending patrols to the outer berm as we continued toward the head quarters.

The fear that some nervous soldier would trigger a huge friendly fire fight made me increasingly nervous as we neared the brigade headquarters. Then, suddenly from my right, a missile launched from the ground with a flash, and a bang rang out as the rocket motor kicked in to climb into the night sky. One of the young scouts with me yelled “RPG!”3 and most of the men dropped to the ground.

Alarmed that they were about to start shooting, I barked, “That’s no RPG—it’s a Patriot missile! Fuck! We’ve got no place to hide,” as I thought it was firing at a Scud. With nowhere to take cover, all we could do was watch the rocket plume of the Patriot climb and strike its intended target in the perfectly clear night sky. The explosion was loud, but there was no flash of light to give away the location of the hit. And then I saw the flashing wing and tail lights of an airplane.

“Holy shit! That Patriot shot that Scud right out from under that plane.” How was that possible? I suddenly saw the wreckage of whatever it hit falling toward us. “Here it comes—run!” We ran all the way to the brigade command post as the wreckage landed in the desert behind us. We had no idea at the time that the Patriot had accidentally shot down a British Tornado jet fighter-bomber with a crew of two over Camp Pennsylvania that night. It was just one more thing adding to the casualty count and confusion of the night.

When I walked into the brigade area, the generator lights were illuminating the entire compound. I stood in the middle of the lighted area with my security detail and suddenly noticed two armed men standing over an American soldier lying face down in the sand next to the brigade Scud bunker with his hands cuffed behind his back.

I walked up to Major Kyle Warren, the brigade intelligence officer, who was always serious and reserved and who was clearly in charge, to let him know I was in his area and needed to find Colonel Hodges. Kyle quickly informed me that they had caught Sergeant Akbar, the soldier lieing in the sand. He then pointed out Colonel Hodges, who was surrounded by the embedded reporters in a blur of cameras and lights. I was happy to see we had control of Akbar, but I was horrified to see my boss standing in front of the video cameras with a bloody t-shirt, blood-soaked pants and his right arm in a sling.

I was furious as I walked over to the circus to pull him from the scene. He was clearly in shock and I felt the reporters were taking advantage of his weakened condition to make a more dramatic story. This would cause a riot back home if the wives saw him bloody and haggard like this on CNN. I tried to pull him away, but he insisted he was fine. Sharp and alert, he didn’t want the enemy to think this incident would prevent us from attacking. Colonel Hodges was concerned about how the enemy would react to this incident, while I was concerned about how the wives would react. I guess that’s why he was the brigade commander and I was not. He was right, and once again he had taught me a valuable lesson in leadership.

I left him talking to the media and presenting a good front for the enemy. My next order of business was to check the status of the medical evacuation and get a security assessment from Montcalm. Command Sergeant Major Montcalm was sure the perpetrator was Akbar because they had caught him in the Scud bunker during the Patriot missile attack. When Major Warren had entered the bunker during the drill, he had noticed a soldier without a gas mask and asked him his name. When the soldier identified himself as Sergeant Akbar, Warren and two of the sergeants in the bunker wrestled him to the ground. They found a grenade inside his gas mask carrier, and his weapon had been recently fired. Eventually, they discovered that Akbar was also wounded from one of the grenades he had thrown.

I walked through the tent where the attacks had occurred, and the amount of devastation and blood was overwhelming. The least critical casualties were on stretchers awaiting evacuation. I had a chance to talk to two of them before they boarded helicopters and ambulances. As I surveyed the area, one thing became clear—we were lucky, damn lucky, that the men attacked were not sleeping on cots. Because we had not received enough cots for everyone to sleep on, Colonel Hodges had forbidden anyone, including the officers on his staff, to use the ones we had. A classic case of leadership that inadvertently ensured that the brigade staff was sleeping on the floor and not elevated on cots. A difference of eight to fifteen inches had made the difference between life and death. Since a grenade’s blast rises at a 15degree angle, most of the eighteen wounded received only fragmentation wounds in their feet. Sleeping on the floor allowed the blast to miss their vital organs, significantly reducing the lethality of the attack for most of the staff. Despite that blessing, we still lost two good officers, and we would be going to war missing a dozen men who had been wounded.

Prior to taking command of No Slack, I had worked on the Joint Staff Antiterrorism Directorate in Washington, DC. I surveyed the crime scene with the eye of an infantrymen and the scrutiny of an antiterrorist expert, quickly realizing that this act was more diabolical and premeditated than would be expected from a simple combat engineer. The attack was precise, perfectly timed and obviously well rehearsed. This was a deliberate attack planned by a well-trained and motivated individual.

To identify the sleeping tents of the primary brigade staff, over a mile from his daily duties and in a sector of the camp Sergeant Akbar would have no logical reason to visit, would take time and patience. This would require Akbar to locate and stalk brigade staff members through lengthy and daily reconnaissance missions far from his place of duty and billet. He would then have to case their tents, identify access and escape routes, and determine any risks that might prevent him from accomplishing his attack. For example, he noticed that the floodlights outside the tents might expose him during his attack— something he must have determined during a night reconnaissance. Therefore, on the night of the attack he had located the generator and disabled it. Next, he would have to gather the tools and weapons he would need to kill as many officers as possible. To do this he would need access to his platoon’s ammunition supply in their combat vehicles. During the night of the attack, he managed to be in charge of the security team guarding the ammunition. This access and his command authority made it possible for him to have complete access to the tools he needed, and it provided him the perfect alibi for not being accounted for during the attack.

The matter haunted me that evening and still haunts me today. If this was a man who simply wanted to disrupt the brigade and prevent it from attacking Muslims, why did he go to such extremes to attack the brigade staff across the camp when my staff and I were less than twenty yards from his tent? Was Akbar just a disgruntled Muslim soldier or was he a recruited and trained Islamic terrorist?

His reconnaissance skills, ability to stalk and track the brigade staff, and politically target the center of gravity for leadership within the brigade led me to believe Akbar was a trained terrorist. My staff and I were not strategically important enough for him to attack. He walked by me every day, yet sought out and found the brigade commander and his staff. This was not a random act; it was a deliberate terrorist attack and, in my heart, I believe he’d been trained. My experience taught me that there was more to this than a disgruntled Muslim soldier.

>In any case, the damage was done, and as the sun rose, Colonel Hodges finally agreed to go to the hospital and have his wounds tended to. As I walked with the colonel to his hummer, he assured me he would be back before we attacked: “Don’t worry Chris, I will be back before you know it. Take care of the brigade.”4 
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Jim Lacey was a war correspondent for Time magazine embedded with our brigade in the 101st Airborne Division during Operation Iraqi Freedom, and has contributed several of his articles from our campaign to this book. A New York-based writer, Jim now writes for National Review Online and is author of the recent book Takedown: The 3rd Infantry Division’s Twenty-One Day Assault on Baghdad.

NOTE FROM JIM LACEY: The loss of that night was brought home to me over a year later when I received a letter from a sister of one of that night’s fatal casualties. Below is my reply. I call attention to this for three reasons. The first is to remind readers far removed from events of the terrible toll war inflicts upon not only those who serve but also loved ones left behind. Second, I think it is important for those not in the military to get some idea of the caring and self sacrifice I witnessed repeatedly among American soldiers during the war. Finally, I want to call attention to the fact that none of the men killed or wounded that night have ever been awarded their Purple Hearts. Because the military never classified the attack as a terrorist incident, their deaths and wounds were not deemed worthy of the award.


Dear Ms. Hall,

Time magazine has just forwarded me your letter and I am going to respond as best I can.

First though, I am deeply sorry for the terrible loss you and your family have suffered. No one has the words that can even begin to ease the kind of pain your family feels over so terrible a loss. But maybe my impressions will help you understand that night and something about your brother.

I spoke to Gregory a few times while we were in Kuwait. He was attached to the 1st Brigade and I was there as an embedded journalist with the unit. I suppose we talked to each other because we were both strangers to the other soldiers in the unit. From what I remember, we talked about some technical stuff and how a war with Iraq would be fought. When he did talk about personal things it was usually about his sons. I am sorry that I do not remember their names, but it was apparent that they were his biggest concern and what he missed most about being away.

Anyway, I suppose he was a naturally easygoing guy, because he soon had a number of new friends in the Brigade and was spending a lot of time on his official duties. So, I talked to him less as the war got closer.

On the night of the grenade attack, I had gone to bed just a few minutes before it happened, in the tent directly beside your brother’s. When I stepped out of my tent, the area was one of utter confusion that was being rapidly sorted out by officers and sergeants on the scene.

At first, everyone assumed that terrorists had attacked from outside the camp and that they were still in the area. The fact that the grenade thrower shot two soldiers as they exited their tents reinforced this impression and convinced us all that there was still considerable danger. Disregarding that danger, dozens of soldiers rushed to help those injured.

Despite the risk, one young medic ran several hundred yards in the pitch black to get his medical bag, from a vehicle packed for the invasion, and raced back with it. Others immediately entered the tents and began taking out the wounded. What I saw the rest of that night is still something that humbles me every time I think about it. Two Majors were left unhurt by the grenades. One of them took the job of restoring order to the chaos all around and the other one went to the Operations tent to coordinate with the outside.

The one who stayed on the scene put up a security perimeter to make sure no further harm would come to anyone and also organized the search for the attacker. He was greatly assisted in doing this by two captains. It was these captains who organized the assistance being given to the wounded and made sure that those worst hurt got the most intensive care and were taken out to the hospital first. It was not until later that I realized that both of these captains were soaked in their own blood. They had both been wounded, but refused all help or to be evacuated until they were sure that everyone worse off than they were properly taken care of.

The Major who went to the Operations tent immediately ordered medical evacuation helicopters and alerted the nearby hospital trauma center. I was never sure of the exact timing, but I doubt more then 15 minutes passed between the attack and when helicopters arrived to rush the injured away. I also know that they landed within yards of the incident, despite a continuing threat, in order to ensure that no time was lost getting the wounded to a hospital.

I was not at the hospital, but I later spoke to people who were. I discussed your brother with them and without going into details I can assure you that the efforts made by the doctors and surgeons were truly heroic. He was in the hands of some of the finest surgeons in a center as well equipped as the best in the United States. They did everything possible to save Greg’s life. I saw one of the surgeons much later and he was still upset that it was beyond his (or anyone’s) ability to save him.

I am totally satisfied that there was nothing more that could have been done.

Now, comes the hardest part of this letter.

Before undertaking my journalist job that night I did help carry out some of the wounded, including your brother. When I placed him on the ground outside of the tent I was immediately shoved aside by a trained medic who began trying to save his life. It was obvious that he was very seriously wounded. Before another minute had gone by a second medic was working on him. Two other soldiers had placed themselves nearby to help protect him from further harm.

I stayed close by for a long while watching everything going on around me. Your brother was initially in some shock from his wounds, but seemed to come around a bit as he was being worked on. I saw one of the medics give him morphine and that looked like it had an immediate effect. I hope it helps to know that because of this your brother was not in any pain that night. In fact, he may not have known how badly wounded he was. He began to push the medics away and though I could not hear what he was saying I could hear the medics reply, “No, sir we have to take care of you,” and “Everyone is being taken care of. Let us work on you.” This went on for some time. It was clear to me that your brother was trying to get the medics to go help the other wounded men.

He could not see that all of the other wounded were being taken care of and it struck me as both incredibly noble and very brave that he was putting the welfare of others before his own. I doubt there will ever be a time that the image of such selfless courage will ever leave me or that I will not be overcome by the memory of it.

It was easily seen that your brother was in very serious condition so nothing he said deterred those who were working on him. He was and remained their first priority until he was evacuated. One of the wounded captains at the scene made the decision that your brother would be on the first helicopter out. Again, I was only able to hear one side of the conversation, but as they were carrying him to the helicopter he was asking if everyone else had already been evacuated.

I also heard one of the medics tell him, “We’ll get your pictures.” Here I have to guess, but the only thing that makes sense was that he was worried about pictures of family members (probably his sons) that were left in the tent. He had already been told that they had to move him because the tents were in danger of catching fire. Anyway, it was clear that his only thoughts as he was placed on the helicopter were for those around him who might be in worse condition and of his family.

The unit chaplain later told me that he was surprised by how many people wanted to talk to him about your brother. What surprised him was that he had made such a big impact on so many people in so short a time.

I have spoken to family members of others that were seriously injured that night. All of them seemed to be truly bothered by the fact that it was another soldier who did this, and many commented that it would have been easier to understand if it was a terrorist attack. If you also feel the same way let me state my own personal opinion. The man who did this was not an American soldier. He was a radical Islamist that had been trained in his faith in one of the most radical madrasas (religious schools, often funded by hatefilled extremists) in Los Angeles. I am convinced that he infiltrated the U.S. army for the purposes of carrying out a terrorist attack. He was no more a fellow soldier then a Nazi in WWII who infiltrated an American unit to blow up a supply dump. We are now fighting an enemy that attacks out of the shadows. Worming their way into the military to conduct their savage attacks is just one of their methods. There is no doubt in my mind that the man who killed your brother was not a soldier and was in fact a terrorist.

I am not sure you really needed to know all that I have written, but I did as you asked and put myself in your shoes. I would want to know every detail of that night and I hope knowing all of this does not cause you too much renewed pain. As I said, he left us concerned only about helping those around him and his family.

I hope one day the ache of loss will go away for you and that you will be able to smile when you remember your brother. When you think the time is right I hope that you can share some of my impressions with his sons. They can do a lot worse then to grow up as brave, strong and loving as he was



I hope your pain ends soon. Greg was a special man and I will remember him for a long time to come.

Yours,

Jim Lacey

[image: images]

As I returned to the brigade command post, I decided to speak to the surviving members of the staff to help begin the healing process and get the brigade back into the war. When I returned to the command post, a radio operator told me I had a phone call. The voice at the other end told me that Captain Christopher Seifert had died on arrival at the field hospital; three others were in critical condition; and the rest were in stable but guarded condition. I was surprised that Chris was dead … I hadn’t realized he was so severely wounded. I had gotten to know Chris during the weeks and months before the deployment, not as well as one would wish in hindsight, but I did know he was a smart and formal officer who had a gift for providing me the kind of intelligence I needed to focus the battalion during a fight. But more importantly, he was a young husband and father. I struggled to remember his family’s names, finally asking one of the other staff officers who reminded me: Terri and Ben. It was all I could do to maintain my composure as I said a personal prayer for his soul and the safety of his family. His death was so senseless and wrong. What had we missed; what had we failed to train; why would Akbar do this?

I had to shake this off. I told one of the battle captains to have the staff assemble in the intelligence section of the command post where we could have some privacy. When I walked into the tent it hit me that I didn’t know this staff. The assembled group constituted the C-Team of the brigade staff—junior sergeants and officers still bloodstained and in shock from the attack. I looked into their red and teary eyes and decided to be harder than they expected. If I treated them like children, it would take hours or even days to get the brigade back into the war. As it was, the war had already begun and we would be following the 3d Infantry Division through the border defenses and into Iraq at any time. If Hodges didn’t return with most of the senior brigade staff from the hospital, it was up to me and this group of young kids to take this 6,000 man brigade combat team into battle. I needed them and their minds. There was no time to coddle them.

“Ok folks, here’s the score. We have seventeen wounded and one dead. Chris Seifert died this morning before he arrived at the field hospital, and I don’t expect Air Liaison Officer Major Gregory Stone to survive.” Greg would die three days later of multiple wounds on March 25, 2003, leaving behind a fiancée and his 7yearold son Alex. “This is what you have trained for; we all knew something like this could happen. It will happen again.” I let that sink in for a few moments before continuing. “I need each of you to step up and prepare this brigade to attack. You have 30 minutes to mourn the loss of our comrades and consult with each other—in this tent and only in this tent. Once you leave, I need your game faces on. This brigade will attack within the next 48 hours and we will not let this act of cowardice stop us. Your 30 minutes starts now.”

When I went back into the main command post area, I noticed a couple of officers who had refused to let the medical personnel examine them as they evacuated their friends and comrades. One of them was Captain Mario Roberts. Mario had been my communications officer until he was promoted and moved to brigade six months before our deployment to Kuwait. He was an exceptional officer and man. As I contemplated my next move and reviewed the meeting schedule for the day, I noticed Mario limping to his desk. He looked dazed and slightly confused. I asked him if he was okay and he assured me he was. I told him to take off his boots. When he did, I found his socks covered in blood and sand. As he refused to leave his post, I had the medics treat him at his desk. He was not going to leave his duty post and I was not going to make him.

Mario epitomized the spirit and camaraderie of the brigade staff that night. As the hours and days passed, the primary staff members started to return to the command post by catching rides from the different hospitals and aid stations they had evacuated to. In one case, a young captain was found walking toward the brigade still dressed in his hospital gown after going AWOL from the hospital to rejoin us before we crossed into Iraq. Colonel Hodges later said he was tempted to send him back to the hospital, but since he himself was going to war with two pieces of shrapnel in his arm, it did not seem right to order a junior officer out of the fight. So rather than order him back to the hospital, he took in the image of the limping captain in combat boots and an open-backed hospital gown and warmly greeted him: “Welcome back! I see you have returned in full martial splendor.”

The brigade staff’s strong sense of duty and willingness to sacrifice inspired the rest of us as we steeled ourselves for what was to lie ahead.

I, too, felt a new sense of energy and invulnerability when Colonel Hodges, fresh from the hospital, jumped from his hummer with a cigar-choked grin yelling “Waddya say we go kick some Iraqi ass?” I think the only person more relieved to see Ben Hodges return than I was Major Pete Rooks. Pete wasn’t any happier about leading the battalion than I was about leading the brigade.5 

The following article by Jim Lacey outlines some of my own impressions at the time about how the 1st Brigade recovered from the shock of this terrorist incident.

[image: images]

CAMP PENNSYLVANIA RETURNS TO DUTY

Jim Lacey reports as the 101st Airborne remembers a comrade killed in Sunday’s grenade attack

By JIM LACEY

Tue Oct 18 16:28:03 2005. Just after dawn Monday the soldiers of the 1st Brigade, 101st Airborne Division mustered at Brigade Headquarters for a memorial service commemorating the life of an officer killed in a grenade attack the night before. A half dozen chaplains and fellow officers spoke a few words; there were a few tears and finally a 21gun salute.

After the attack on the leadership of the 1st Brigade—for which one of its members has been arrested—I gave a number of interviews about the events of that night. There were a few recurring questions. How it would affect the unit’s morale? Would it delay operations? And was this an indication of disgruntled soldiers in the 1st Brigade? At the time, I speculated that neither morale nor operations would be much affected and that whatever motives the suspect had it was definitely not part of a bigger problem with the leadership. However, this was really only speculation. I needed a day or two to prove myself right.

On the day after the attack, I spoke to over two dozen young soldiers from throughout the Brigade. Without a single exception, they all expressed genuine relief at learning that the Brigade commander, Colonel Hodges, had returned from the hospital. Hardly the reaction of soldiers who had taken a dislike to their commander.

The clincher on that question came later in the evening. As I returned from a trip to one of the other units at the camp, I discovered that the Brigade headquarters area had been surrounded by a platoon of heavily armed infantrymen. I asked a nearby first sergeant if Col. Hodges had asked for the added security during the night and was told, “I don’t think the colonel knows. These soldiers volunteered to come do this.” I wonder if any of the veterans reading this ever heard of soldiers volunteering to stand guard all night before?

Col. Hodges brought an end to the guard the next day saying, “I do not subscribe to the theory that the attacker had an accomplice and I do not want to give any of our fine soldiers the impression that we don’t trust them.” He learned about the guard when he was challenged for a password while returning to his own tent late in the evening. One officer jokingly asked Col. Hodges how he got past the guard without a password, and received the reply, “I tried to overwhelm him with the sheer force of my personality. When that failed, he eventually saw the logic of letting me into my tent so he could guard me properly.”

As an observer, I can say with conviction that morale here is high, the soldiers overwhelmingly trust their leaders, and the 1st Brigade of the 101st Airborne Division is ready to begin combat operations.

One last thing I mentioned in many of my interviews: the admiration I felt while watching an Army major take charge of a chaotic situation, and for two captains who, despite bleeding from their own wounds, refused medical treatment for hours while they ensured the area was secured and that all of the seriously injured soldiers had been treated and evacuated.

At the time I was not allowed to name them, but that restriction has been lifted and all of you should know who they are. The major was Kyle Warren and the captains were Townly Hendrick and Tony Jones. In a night that had a lot of heroes, these three stood out.






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/img40.jpg





OEBPS/images/img38.jpg
¢ "
|
s (il o nmm\ :mk. 7






OEBPS/images/img39.jpg





OEBPS/images/star1.jpg





OEBPS/images/img32.jpg





OEBPS/images/img33.jpg





OEBPS/images/img30.jpg





OEBPS/images/img31.jpg





OEBPS/images/img36.jpg





OEBPS/images/img37.jpg





OEBPS/images/img34.jpg





OEBPS/images/img35.jpg





OEBPS/images/frontcover.jpg
TWO FRONTS
AN INFANTRY COMMANDER'S WAR
« INIRAG AND THE PENTAGON

COL. CHRISTOPHER HUGHES






OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
               



OEBPS/images/img29.jpg





OEBPS/images/img27.jpg





OEBPS/images/img28.jpg





OEBPS/images/img21.jpg





OEBPS/images/img22.jpg





OEBPS/images/img20.jpg





OEBPS/images/img25.jpg





OEBPS/images/img26.jpg





OEBPS/images/img23.jpg





OEBPS/images/img24.jpg





OEBPS/images/img18.jpg





OEBPS/images/img19.jpg





OEBPS/images/img16.jpg





OEBPS/images/img17.jpg





OEBPS/images/img10.jpg





OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
WAR ON
TWO FRONTS

An Infantry Commander’s
War in Iraq and the
Pentagon

By
CCOLONEL CHRISTOPHER P. HUGHES

=

CASEMATE

Philadelphia and Newbiry





OEBPS/images/img11.jpg





OEBPS/images/img52.jpg
Target Finance& Recruitment

Finance
Recryitment

‘enter of Gravii

Desire for Self Fulfillment

Self Development
Creativity
Job Satisfaction

Keep your friends close

Tasks: but keep your enemies
Closer!

What does he want????
Invite to lead Forums & Counsels, Seek his leadership
Encourage with I0...put him on TV
Education for his family
Security of his neighborhood—Elevate to local leader

Purpose:

Destroy Purpose of Ideology

Give the Insurgent what he needs...if possible!
Leverage his need for Self Esteem

Bigger than his personal needs...the needs of his
country!






OEBPS/images/img14.jpg





OEBPS/images/img15.jpg





OEBPS/images/img12.jpg





OEBPS/images/img13.jpg





OEBPS/images/img50.jpg
Target the Targeter

Targeting Task
asks:

Find him a job...Salaries (Police Call $1.00 per day)
Ideology/Money Free Water, Food, Shelter
Discourage and encourage with 10
Security of his neighborhood

Purpose:

Seize legitimacy from the Insurgent/Extremist
Give the Insurgent what he needs
Protection Force him to seek Social Needs

Perceived Threats Self preservation, something to live
Perceived Deprivation for






OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/img51.jpg
Target the Bomb Builder

Bomb
Builder

Tasks:

Pay him a Salary
Form Counsels, Seck his advise

Discourage and encourage with [0

Security of his neighborhood—Participation
Neighborhood Watch

Center of Gravity
Purpose:

Seize legitimacy from the Insurgent/Extremist
Give the Insurgent what he needs

Force him to seck Self Esteem

Bigger than his personal needs...the needs of his
country!

Belonging to
Desire to belong to a group
Give/Receive Friendship
Associate Happily w/people






OEBPS/images/img07.jpg





OEBPS/images/img08.jpg





OEBPS/images/img05.jpg





OEBPS/images/img49.jpg
Executer

Pure Survival

Hunger
Thirst
Sleep

Target the Executer

Tasks:

Find him a job...Salaries (Police Call $1.00 per day)
Free Water, Food, Shelter
Discourage with IO

Purpose:

Seize legitimacy from the Insurgent/Extremist
Give the Insurgent what he needs

Force him to seek Safety needs

Self preservation, something to live for...






OEBPS/images/img06.jpg





OEBPS/images/img09.jpg





OEBPS/images/img43.jpg





OEBPS/images/img44.jpg





OEBPS/images/img41.jpg





OEBPS/images/img42.jpg





OEBPS/images/img03.jpg
NVMAVS

o T T
> anvs v

HvaLny Y





OEBPS/images/img47.jpg
Terrorist Cells (The Enemy)

Its like Drugs!
Pure Ideology Ideology/Money  Pure Survival
N
Finance Bomb Targeting Executer
Recruitment  Builder
Strategic/Operational ~ Operational/ Tactical  Tactical E";‘:‘]‘;ﬁ‘:“‘
Seize Assets or DA Cut off Technical Assets AE;X":) Cbmm‘ﬂ_ Taflgﬁ‘ms s
DA developed from servation Posts :
o Change Routines Food/Shelter/ family
Pictures Capture

Recon
Jam Communications






OEBPS/images/img04.jpg
[ac ] \
v e 2o )

Kurgab Coims.approximste
Soiivers vowndary ——

xor =
o =
o ot octons

toventens

&

PR

] ) omies

0

40 6 80Kms

IRAN \’\/\

® Sar Dasnt

36

'Baneh
®Soyran Band

Marivan

- as

I R AQ

43

RO, s—————






OEBPS/images/img48.jpg
0 0 OO

Finance B‘f b Targgting Executer
Recryitment  Builder
Pure Ideology Ideology/Money Pure Survival

Desire for Self Fulfillment Belonging to Hunger
Self Development Thirst
Creativity Receive Friendship Sleep
Job Satisfaction Associate Happily w/people

Physiological

Non-Violent Hierarchy of Needs
Approach is the Best

Long-Term Approach

Influence the “Influencers™ (Clerics,Sheiks, Tribal Leaders)






OEBPS/images/img01.jpg





OEBPS/images/img45.jpg
The Misunderstanding of Priorities

I The
raq United States
Esteem
I
™= Who Are You? Who Are You? ™=
1. A Member of X,Y,Z Tribe . 1.  An American
2. A Muslim (Shiite, Sunni) Social 2 A Husband and Father
3. A Husband and Father 3. Christian, Jew, Muslim,
—
™= 4 Anlragi ete... -
Banker, lawyer, Soldiers,
Safety homemaker...

Physiological






OEBPS/images/img02.jpg





OEBPS/images/img46.jpg
Expected
Level of Violence

Priority of Efforts

o Non-Violent
« Self Governance Approach is the Best

- Long-Term A h
* Archeological RS SEHA SRRIIES L

* Museums Influence the “Influencers™ (Clerics,Sheiks, Tribal Leaders)
* Banks 1 /
* Benzene N (

* Schools ~J —/ Probable

Extremist Ideals >

« Electricity- Desperation fuels
Violence.

« Security asic needs make men bray

- Familig nothing to loose —
« Shelter \ /\

« Water
« Food

Physiological






