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3143 CHAPTER 13
EASILY THE WORST EXPERIENCE OF MY LIFE

I'm from a small California town where the community is very close-knit. You grow up in an environment where your neighbors and friends become your family. Everyone knows who you are, where you are, and where you're going. I had a very loving family; they were my support system, always encouraging me to strive for more. My older sister was a big part of my life, always giving me advice and helping me through any situation, whether it was good or bad. Going through high school I guess you could label me an over-achiever; I was involved in just about everything you could do. I took the most rigorous courses, played sports, participated in student leadership, and even volunteered locally. I was always optimistic and upbeat. In my eyes, the world was a good place.

The United States had never previously been in a war that affected me. I was 18, which allowed me to vote and be in the military. Following the September 11 attacks, I was very distraught. On that day I can remember exactly what I was doing. I was getting ready to go to school. I remember walking into my parent's room. The television was on, which was odd considering my parents should have been at work. Looking at the television screen, I thought my parents were watching a trailer for a new movie. The twin towers were engulfed in smoke and flames with damage done all outside the buildings. It looked fictitious. Unfortunately, it was real. As talks of war started to develop, I wasn't sure what to feel. I thought the war could potentially be justified but it seemed more like an opportunity to enter the region and retaliate for what had been done to us. Initially I never saw the United States as a malevolent actor. In fact, it wasn't until my service and my subsequent education that I started to realize our role as a "superpower."

Q. What compelled you to serve? 

My father is a retired army colonel. He dissuaded me from the military but I joined anyway since I was accepted at UC Berkeley out of high school and could not go because of financial reasons. I had all my money saved up in stocks. PG&E was the company and all at once they started to have financial issues and went bankrupt. It didn't leave me any options. I had no money for college and I didn't want to get trapped living in a small town so I enlisted in the military to get out and experience things I would not have experienced otherwise. I would have had to start working again and save up more money for school. I felt joining the military would give me a lot more opportunities or at least let me do something different.

Q. So your decision to enlist in the war had nothing to do with your obligation to your country or even your sense of duty to protect the ones you love?

No, I never really looked at it that way; it was mainly just an opportunity for me to do something different. The driving factor was ultimately finances. Certainly the terrorist attacks had an effect on me, but I would be lying if I said that's why I enlisted.

Q. What is your perception of the war now that you've seen the situation there?
It's still the same as when I went. My take on it is that although they [Iraqis] could use our help, we weren't there to necessarily help them. We were there for other purposes. We were there for the oil and to have control in the region. It never was about helping the situation in Iraq. It was a guise for promoting democracy and molding Iraqi politics and more specifically the Middle East; maybe it was even motivated by greed.

Q. Your perspective of the war resembles what we see here through the media.  Do you agree with how the war was portrayed in the media or what the popular perception is here in the US?

It's difficult because the media portrays the negative things that occur in Iraq strongly, while neglecting a lot of the positive things that occurred. They're also not allowed to cover certain things because of the government and that kind of shit, so we can't really get a full picture of what is actually going on over there.  For the most part, I do agree with the idea that it never really was about anything other than money and power.

Q. Was it a matter of protecting national security or promoting ideas of democracy to a country that was oppressed by Saddam's regime?

It was more of a forced projection of that area of the world and the procurement of oil. I don't think it had anything to do on a global level with spreading ideas of democracy, but I'm sure national interest played a part. It was after 9/11. Even though the popular idea was that it was in the best interest of national security, I never bought into the idea that our national security was ever threatened.

Q. I know you enlisted in the military to eventually go back to school. Do you ever regret the decision to enlist, whether while you were serving or now, looking back on it?

I don't know. I learned a lot from my service and my time in the military so I don't regret it. I experienced a lot of things, both good and bad, that I would not have been able to get anywhere else. Overall, I think it opened my eyes to how the world really works. Of course I regret certain instances and certain things I went through. But that's pretty much it.

Q. What did you do in Iraq? Specifically what was your role as a soldier?

First, I served as a driver on convoy security. I drove an armored Humvee and then I was a gunner. Basically, whenever someone needed something, mainly protection, I would drive the armored Humvee with my unit and take people who needed help from point A to point B.

Q. What would a normal day be for you?

Wake up around 5 a.m.; get all your gear ready. Probably do physical fitness stuff, eat, and then start getting ready. Weapons check, ammo check, check your vehicles, load your vehicles, double check maps and orders, drive out the gates, proceed with the convoy and drive wherever you're going. The drives weren't just normal distances; they were probably five to ten hour drives. Then once you got to where you needed to be, we would stand down in reverse order. Next day you repeat the same process. It was very monotonous. Most of the time while I was out there it was incredibly boring. Occasionally we would spot some tanks but that's it. You never got to accomplish a large goal or anything like that. It was more that we got orders and would basically put all our efforts to making sure we got it done. Other than that, there never was any larger picture.

Q. Is there an incident you feel comfortable discussing regarding a difficult moment in your service?

There were some units engaged in prisoner transport. Things like that. They weren't always treating the prisoners properly. So I tried to contact the division headquarters about it and report what was going on. But when I did, I didn't get any response from them. It was a bit shocking that things like this really didn't matter to them. I probably should've tried harder, or shouldn't have taken a blank stare as an answer in regards to some of these things. They were prisoners, enemies even, but they were still people. They shouldn't have been treated like that. It's inhumane and defies almost every tenant of international human rights.

Q. That must've been difficult to receive such an apathetic response. But from your answer I'm assuming there was a connection between you and the Iraqis, even if they were prisoners who I'm assuming would be your enemy. How did you feel about the Iraqis?

I actually made a lot of Iraqi friends while I was there. I liked them a lot. I got the opportunity to take the time to get to know them. I felt pity for their situation because they had economic problems which we caused. We were supposed to be making their lives better by coming and being liberators but it was just as bad as before, if not worse. But I did make a connection with them. I did what I could to help them as individuals. I gave them most of my paychecks. I gave them things that were sent from home, like food and books for the children. Things like that. So I had a lot of friends.

Q. Is there anything else you would've done differently if you could've?

Personally, I would not have gone with the unit I was with, just because they were military police and they were basically fascist. Really, not good people at all! I didn't agree with how they handled things but what can you do? I got my orders.

Q. What was it about them that made you feel this way?

The people I personally served with, they were the military police battalion. They were pretty fascist. Mean people. They were really out to get people. They just wanted to find people to pick on and I couldn't approve of that. I didn't think it was right. They were always out to prove something and it was always at someone else's expense. Aside from them, everyone else was good people. They were trying to do the best they could with the circumstances at hand. They tried to follow orders as well as they could.

Q. I know you made a connection with the Iraqis, but you're still an American. How did you perceive yourself being a foreigner?

We didn't know the customs. We were constantly doing things the Iraqis viewed as crude or mean because we didn't know the customs. It was quite humbling until we learned what was acceptable and what was not. We spent so much time there, eventually we adapted to the environment. I can't say we lived amongst them, but it did teach me a great deal about differences in cultures and environments. One Iraqi I knew well liked us a lot because I took the time to get to know him and learn from him. However, each village we'd go to had a different behavior towards us, even when they were right next to each other. For instance in one village they’d come out running and would hug you and kiss you. The next village they would throw rocks at you.

Q. Did they actually throw rocks? Or is that a figure of speech?
No! They actually threw rocks.

Q. Did your time in Iraq seriously change your perspective on yourself or people in general?

Yeah it definitely did. It made me a lot more wary of people. I also have a lot of concerns about the state of the world. It affects my everyday dealings. I think it's changed me, made me become more closed off and a bit skeptical of people. The things I experience definitely changed how I perceive people.

Q. Before you enlisted in the military how did you perceive yourself?

Pretty happy, outgoing and trusting. In retrospect, that’s naïve. But of course I didn't know that then.

Q. So as a result of serving are you a different person now? Or has your personality changed?

Yeah... All of the above. Like I said, I became extremely closed off. I accept a lot less bullshit from people and the world around me. So I’m a little more demanding, a little colder. Probably a little more angry too, in general.

Q. I can only imagine what you experienced there. Do you think your actions in Iraq were influenced by any factors in your life prior to war?

Absolutely, I really believed in justice and doing what was right. There were a lot of circumstances where I didn't engage people and didn't do things I was supposed to, given my orders, because I didn't want people to get hurt. People needed to get certain help that I wasn't supposed to give them. But I mean, they needed help so I did whatever I could.

Q. How is the war perceived in Iraq?

Things have changed so; my perspective is a couple years old. At first Iraqis saw us, or at least I think they saw us, as liberators. Slowly things didn't improve in the country because we were so slow in rebuilding their infrastructure that they then saw us as a pain in the ass. They figured we were just another Saddam regime. The soldiers at first were pretty excited to be there and after the war, we made that quick transition to see ourselves as being there to help the Iraqis. Eventually a lot of people started resenting the private military companies because they were so slow getting us supplies and helping us rebuild. It kind of fell apart because of that. It was difficult. We wanted to do all these things but our hands were tied because of people outside the military. There was a sense of frustration that we can't really do anything about.

Q. Just to get a timeframe of everything, when did you enlist? And when did you get released? Did you choose to leave?

I entered the military service in 2001 and I got out of active duty in 2005. I was serving until 2007 in the reserves. I got out on honorable discharge; I was actually medically discharged out of the reserves because of injuries to my legs from the war.

Q. Okay. What do you take away from the war? Specifically your perception of others and how they feel about each other pertaining to groups and cultures.

As Americans in general, we are unaware of culture and history. Personally, it changed me a lot because I think people are quite naive as to the real world and how things actually work. It's hard for me to engage people and just make small talk, because I always have these things in the back of my mind. It's difficult to connect with people now even if it is on a very basic level. My trust of others has diminished greatly. My social interactions have also diminished because I won't talk to people.

Q. It's so weird to hear this from you because I know you as a friend and I know how you are socially. When I hear this, I try to imagine how you were before, because to me you're still a fun person to be around and a lot of people would agree with me in that sense. To myself and to others you are a pleasant person, but when you talk about yourself you have a very pessimistic outlook on it.

It's hard; I have to force myself a lot... [Sebastian paused.]

Q. I remember you mentioned you still have that injury. Were there ever any thoughts that you might lose your life in Iraq?

Yeah, definitely. Before entering Iraq I was assigned to guard a fuel tanker, big trucks with gas and jet fuel. I was really afraid it would take a hit and just blowup. I was really afraid. I just decided I didn't have the will to live with a very short life expectancy. So the way I managed dealing with that kind of stress was debilitating, sitting there thinking “I'm gonna die, I'm gonna die, I'm gonna die.” So I was like “Fuck it, I'm already dead.” So I can just stop worrying about that and just worry about what I have to do. Writing off my biggest fear made it much easier to function and react to things rationally.

Q. What allowed you to continue, knowing what could ultimately happen to you?

I didn't have a choice. The people next to me needed me, and I needed them.

Q. Did you lose people close to you during the war?

Yeah, I lost a couple of friends.

Q. Does the result of that change your feelings about the Iraqis?

No, I don't think so. At first I was angry. When I came back I was angry but it wasn't because of that. I don't have a negative opinion. They have different values and that's fine. That's life.

Q. Was there something you wanted to accomplish in Iraq!
Personally I wanted to make a positive impact in the lives of people I encountered. I did my best. I provided food and water, money to help them out. They taught me Arabic; our friendship was based on me being a provider. I just didn't want to go there and not do anything positive.

Q. Would you ever consider going back?

No. I actually have a cut on my back to remind me never to go back. I fundamentally disagree with everything going on there. It was easily the worst experience of my life. It's where the worst experiences of my life occurred. I had a profound sense of powerlessness and fear and pain. So it's still something I wrestle with and I don't know how well I would be able to manage. I don't think I could go through all those feelings again. It's difficult not being able to change things.

Q. If you could say one thing about your experience in the war, what would you say?

War makes you grow up really quick. I went from being a high school senior to putting my life on the line. I matured and learned a lot. Like any situation in life, it had negatives and positives.

Q. After everything, the hard experiences and ultimately the turmoil of war, do you think it has affected your ability to care for others?

No. It definitely wasn't that. I mean, I connected with the people and helped them out as much as I could. Whoever needed help, I tried to help them. I think my actions there show I still care for people. The thing that changed the most is probably my perception of people. The trust and the social interest, it just isn't there anymore after seeing what I experienced.

Q. Do you have any closing thoughts?

Believe whatever you want but keep it to yourself. Intolerance and hatred have ruined too much.
Interviewer note: While willing to sign the consent form and agree to an interview, Sebastian was uncomfortable and unwilling to speak about many events. His name and critical descriptions have been changed to protect his identity.
