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CORPORAL DOMINIC MASTERS, USMC 
A Ten-Foot Tall Marine 

One day, when I was young, my mom took me to a car show at 
a McDonald’s in North County not too far from our home.  
There at the car show was this guy in a dressy blue and red 
uniform.  I asked my mom, who is that guy?  My mom told me, 
“that is a Marine.”  He looked 10’ tall!  From that moment on, I 
wanted to be a Marine.  When I was a junior, I signed up for the 
Marine Corps.  After my senior year, I’d be off for recruit 
training beginning my dream.  I thought it would be cool, 
hanging out in Hawaii a couple of years, and wearing the blues.  
We had a few going away parties.  Then a week before I left, I 
turned on the television.  The date was 9-11-2001.  Everything 

changed!    

It was a unique time.  I never doubted myself on the way or in recruit training.  I left St. 
Louis with a guy who had doubts.  I talked him through it and he later told me, thanks.  I 
was scared no doubt, but being a Marine was the only thing I wanted to do.  I went to 
recruit training at Camp Pendleton in September 2001.  I was 18 years old. 

Grunts 

As an infantry guy, you are really focused on learning your trade.  It’s very real.  I was hard 
trained.  It was tough.  You got to love it and want it.  It is brutal and raw.  We’ve all heard 
the term grunt, started out as “ground recruit usually not trained.”  Grunts are guys that 
were in the jungle or the field for months.  Often enduring shortages of supplies and 
hardships.  Grunt is slang for infantrymen in the Marine Corps, grunts are 
the military's door kickers and trigger pullers, in short, we're the pointy end of the spear.  
There are also POGS or “Person Other than Grunts” non-infantry personnel.  Marines are 
proud to be grunts.  For me, and many Marines there was a real source of pride in being 
a grunt. 

The Crucible 

I graduated from recruit training on Dec 18th, 2001.  The finale of recruit training at 
Pendleton is a hill called the “Reaper.”  The Reaper it turns out is just a little hill.  When 
you’re a grunt later on you run up and down it for fun. At the time, they make this huge 
deal of it, so we were all scared of it.  At the end of recruit training, there’s a 3-day event 
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called the crucible.  The very last thing of the crucible is the Reaper.  You go up there, you 
used to get your “Eagle Globe” and you are officially a United States Marine.  Nowadays 
they give you your tan belt a martial arts belt.   

About that time you have to do your general orders. Everybody in the platoon had to 
write the general order ten times.  So, the drill instructor says, okay guys write out the 
general orders.   As the guide in the platoon, I didn’t have to serve Fire Watch.  So, I 
decided that night to delegate authority to my squad leaders and they would do it with 
the team leaders.  This is going to be a tough one to do because everyone is tired.  I said, 
I’m just going to get some sleep and prepare for what’s coming tomorrow.  I woke up in 
the morning.  I always woke up earlier than everybody else, my squad leaders reported 
they were all done, everybody accounted for, they counted them.  I said what?  They said 
done, everybody accounted for.  So, the drill instructors wake up and they were waiting 
for me to fail.  They wanted me to fail so they could smoke me in front of everybody for 
fun.  And he counted them all and they were all there.  So, he pulled me into the duty hut, 
and I remember he gave me a Snickers bar and a Boost Protein shake.  I had about 25 
seconds to consume this stuff.  I knew at that point these guys were behind me.  They 
may not have liked the way I did things, but they were behind me.   

So, we’re going up the Reaper.  Me and my brother Marine Noriega are going up the hill 
and we’re in the rear of our platoon because we are strong on the hike.  Here comes this 
guy who had problems keeping up the whole time in recruit training and now he was 
falling back.  I can remember my drill instructor saying, “don’t let anybody fall behind.” 
That’s all he needs to say, right?  I’ve known this man for 3 months now and he’s a hard 
dude.  So, me and Noriega grab this guy and we’re just pulling and pulling him up this hill 
and my second and third metatarsal in my foot broke.  We continued on.  I’m not stopping 
here and when we come down from the Reaper they do a medical check on you.  You get 
down to your skivvies and they look you over.  When I took my foot out of the boot, it 
was blown wide open.  They sent me to get it checked out.  And the worst thing that can 
happen to you is to get set back.  It’s the worst because you already done your time, made 
friends and became brothers.   

Broke, But NOT Broken 

I have my recruit training photo (note arm band) in there.  I was the guide* of my platoon.  
The chain of command went from drill instructor to me, to squad leader.  I did well.  When 
I found out my foot was broken, they normally call you “being broke” and you have to go 
back and do this thing all over again.   
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*A platoon guide is a 
position, but not a rank, in 
the United States Army 
and Marine Corps in the 
platoon chosen by his or her 
Drill Instructor as a liaison 
between the Drill Instructor 
and the platoon and the 
recruit leadership of the 
platoon.  A guide is in charge 
of the entire platoon, carries 
the guidon. 

 

So, I walked into our squad 
bay and my senior was in there and I was on crutches.  He said what the f_ _ _ happened 
to you.  I was one of his guys.  He relied on me and I respect him more than I respect…..He 
had a certain place in my life.  He is just a guy that did a number on me in a great way.  
And you don’t have a choice how to speak to these men, you speak to them in a specific 
way.  But I was pissed, I was hurt.  My foot didn’t hurt, my soul did.  I just said, I’m broke.  
Now, that’s not how you talk to a drill instructor.  He said, what you talking about?  I just 
thought I wasn’t going to be able to graduate.  And he said, what you think you won’t be 
able to graduate?  Right then, I knew he was going to put me through which was cool.  He 
knew who I was, and he knew how I broke my foot.  I broke my foot pulling another guy 
up the mountain.   

Rehab Platoon 

I’m hurt and having to leave my men, my brothers from recruit training.  Yeah, it sucked.  
I was not going to be with my original platoon.   I had to meet this whole new crew when 
I went back to the rehab platoon and it turned out a lot of those guys were trying to get 
out of the Marines.  Trying to get medical discharges.  I ended up being with a bunch of 
people that didn’t want to be there.  I didn’t understand that…I thought wait a minute, 
you already made it.  I didn’t even want to interact with those people.  It seemed 
disrespectful with everything going on (in the world, just months after 9/11) right now.  
You want to get out because you don’t want to work hard?  I didn’t get it.  They were 
drinking and carrying on.  It was just really strange to me.  I hated it!   

And then I got shipped up to Camp Pendleton for school of infantry where I ended up 
meeting my new set of brothers.  So, I didn’t go to combat or school of infantry with my 

Dominic (2nd from right) Note yellow arm band designating "Guide" status 
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platoon guys from recruit training.  It sucked!  When I got into the school of infantry, they 
had just got out of recruit training together, so they all knew each other.  So, I had to 
prove myself again; which I did.  I went from 
leader of 87 guys, to one of the guys.   

School of Infantry 

Next, I move to Camp Pendleton, School of 
Infantry, do three more months there.  We finish 
that and we’re all out on the flight deck and I 
don’t know how they do it, whether it’s 
numerical order or last name but they say, all you 
guys are going to 2/1, you guys are going to 1/5, 
and so on.  You get on a bus and you go up 
Basilone Road to Camp Horno.*  It’s like the 
doghouse of Camp Pendleton.  No emails, its dirty, just grunts.  It’s a grunt place to live.  
It’s at the bottom of this mountain they call the microwave because it burns you when 
you get up there.  This was in February and March 2002. 

*Editor’s note: Camp Horno is a camp at Marine Corps Base Camp Pendleton in San Diego 
County, California. It is the home of the 1st Marine Regiment, sometimes known as 
"Inchon.” 

Sharpening the Spear Tip 

After graduation, from infantry, we had no idea of 
where we would be going.  There was scuttlebutt.  
We knew they were gathering intel.  We started 
doing work ups.  We would go up to Twentynine 
Palms* 

*The Marine Corps Air Ground Combat Center 
(MCAGCC), also known as 29 Palms, is the largest 
United States Marine Corps base. 

We started doing Combined Arms Exercise (CAX). 
That was the first time you’d have live fire exercises.  You’d have tracs, tanks, mortars, 
heavy machine guns while the grunts were maneuvering up to the simulated mission 
objective.  There was live fire over us.  A lot of shooting time, grenades, explosives, AT4’s 
anti-tank missiles and stuff like that.  It was all workups to get ready.  A lot of time in the 
field.  Which is a grunts life anyway, but we felt we did a little more to be ready to live 
outside.  We trained on radios because the radio operator might go down.  As a matter 

School of Infantry (Dominic on Left) 

Echo 2/1 Platoon at Twenty-Nine Palms 
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of fact, there’s a chance he will.  We believed the enemy would take out the radio 
operator and a sniper’s best shot was to take out the radio operator, radio and the officer 
with one shot.  Straight through the officer, through the RO (radio operator) and the radio 
pack on his back.  The idea for that is you have taken down leadership and 
communications so their stuck.  So, you have to know everyone’s job.   

We were cross trained on everything.  My machine gunner and his “A” gunner, I have to 
be able to fill into that.  Medical stuff, everything.  Because if that machine gun goes down, 
that’s the biggest part of us being able to move.  The machine gun provides heavy 
suppressive fire.  You never move unless someone else is firing for you.  So, if he happens 
to go down, you got to be there.  It’s just learning…learning everybody’s stuff.   

We were training and doing stuff on urbanized terrain operations.  We knew where we 
were going to be fighting.  We have plenty of training facilities for the desert.  That’s pretty 
easy. It’s mostly flat, there are some obstacles land features and stuff like that.  For the 
most part, we thought, we’re going to Afghanistan to do the mountain stuff.  We didn’t 
know that at the time.  The urbanized terrain stuff was heavy.  It was fun, but it was so 
hard.  Every turn, every nook and cranny can be another avenue, approach, another 
possibility. The enemy, he’s right there, they’re everywhere!  It’s easy for them.  We had 
to be able to find on their ground.   

We always said, if anyone every attacked Camp Pendleton, it’s our backyard.  Don’t come 
here and fight us.  It’s a loss every time for you.  We own the beach, we have all the 
equipment, we’re all here.  Don’t come to California.  So, it’s the same thing when you go 
into Iraq or Afghanistan.  These little towns are theirs and they’ve been there for a long 
time.  You grow up in place, you’ve been running around in the alleys and backroads.  Up 
and down all the stairwells, you know where everything is…. You watch for your parents 
when you are doing something wrong.  You can see through the little cracks.  It’s the same 
stuff they are going to use on us.  A military plan in an office sounds great on paper, but 
often that’s not the way it goes.  That’s where the plan, A, B, C, D comes in.  Don’t worry 
about the first plan because this is Murphy’s Law (Murphy's law is an adage or epigram 
that is typically stated as: "Anything that can go wrong will go wrong").  If there is a chance 
of something happening, it will.  And it does, and it did!  There’s always an objective, 
there’s always a mission and it’s pretty well thought out.  But it never goes that way.  You 
can’t account for the vehicle in the middle of the road and what’s under that anyway.  We 
don’t want to go close to that.   
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Deployment 

We knew we were going on our WESTPAC anyways which is Western Pacific.  That was 
going to be a normal float (troop ship).  We were pretty sure; it wasn’t going to be normal.  
So, you take off to Hawaii.  We did Hawaii, Singapore, Bah Ranh and then we got orders 
for Kuwait.   

We went into Kuwait in February (March 19th, 
2003 is when they started the air campaign). We 
were getting Climatized.  They were doing a lot of 
aerial photography.  We were getting ideas and 
coming up with a plan.  We were getting ready.  
Doing a lot of work ups, drills and trying to get 
used to the weather, heat and the cold at night.  It 
got cold, cold.  The desert is a tripped-out place.  
It’s very bi-polar, very extreme.   

When we showed up, we took CH46’s (Chinook helicopters) off the boat.  I went on a boat 
the USS Rushmore.*   We took helos off the boat into Kuwait to our camp which was 
Camp Bullrush.  The engineers were still building the berms around us.  We were just out 
in the middle of nowhere and that was home for a little bit.  Royal Marines came along 
and we got to hang with them for a while. For 98% of us, this was all new. We have never 
fired our weapons with hostile intent.  We were about to… 

*USS Rushmore, LSD-47 is a Whidbey Island-class dock landing ship of the United States 
Navy. 

Orders 

We were the 2nd Battalion, 1st Marines.  We got our orders and we knew what we were 
doing. I remember the night before.  This was about the 20th of March 2003.  We rushed 
up to within about 12 miles of the border.  I had fire watch at about 0300.  Nobody was 
sleeping anyway.  We were about to invade a country before breakfast.  They started the 
air campaign.  I remember the jets.  You’ve heard jets before.  You don’t hear it, you hear 
it, and it’s gone!  But you can feel it!  When they drop (bombs), you can feel it.  It was so 
surreal!  Then what we were doing, got so real. Quick.  But it was exciting.  It was all crazy.  
Nobody knew what to do or think.  We were there about a month.  We were physically 
ready, we had plans, but come to find out you can never really be ready.  You can be 
prepared.  A 100% prepared but who knows about what is going to happen tomorrow.   
There is a huge trench about 30’ x 30’ on the border of Iraq and Kuwait.  I’m not sure who 
built them whether it was the Royal Marines or our Engineers.  They have these real cool 

Camp Bullrush  Dominic on Left, Best Friend to his Right 
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one-piece bridge that kind of folds itself out.  I don’t know how these things work but it’s 
kind of wild.  That was how we were going to enter into Iraq.  I was attached to 2nd 
Battalion, 1st Marines which is an AAV (Assault Amphibious Vehicle) unit.  It is a trac 
machine, like a tank but it has a bigger body and it is a troop carrier amphibious was well.  
In fact, it goes faster in the water than it does on land.  You are on a beach one moment 
and the next, you’re in the water.  Really cool vehicle!  We all jumped into the back of 
those.  The only bummer was you really can’t see so much.  They have a 50 Cal (Caliber) 
and a Mark 19 which is an automatic grenade launcher (Editor note: The MK 19 grenade 
launcher is an American 40 mm belt-fed automatic grenade launcher that was first 
developed during the Vietnam War) on top of the vehicle. But we’re all in back in this 
“coffin” we called it and you really can’t see anything.   

We had our MOPP suits (Mission Oriented Protective Posture) and PPE (personal 
protective equipment).   This would protect against chemical agents and biological agents.  
There was a heightened concern for chemical weapons…Anthrax.  I got vaccinated for 
Polio.  I remember being a kid and seeing a scar my mother’s and asking what is that?  She 
explained it was her Polio vaccine.  I asked the Corpsman, hey man I’m going to get 
tattoos, so he snuck it around back a little bit.  I thought it was going to scar.  It made 
some guys really sick.  It didn’t bother me that much.  But, yeah, that was a fear.  Because 
that is an easy out.  You kill a lot of people.  Just drop one of those and we’re all…. So, we 
all went in full MOPP suit.  You had the gas mask on all day, every day.  It was hot!  We 
wore it from the onset.  That was the idea of when they were going to use it, most 
probable time they would use it (chemical weapons).  Throw some mortars or however 

they would release the chemicals.  That would 
have been a good start because we’re just sitting, 
and they know exactly where the enemy is.  The 
border is not a huge border.  Just send it there 
and that stuff is going to be effective.  It normally 
explodes high and just falls.  What are you going 
to do?  We were always ready for it.  Full gas 
mask, and MOPP suit when we invaded.   

I do remember, we were in the oil fields.  They 
had started burning the oil (Iraqis) for the air war 

to blanket the sky so the planes had a harder time seeing.  I remember when we crossed.  
I remember hearing that 50 cal started dumping the first time.  I thought, holy shit, I guess 
it’s real!  Right now, it’s real!  Our platoon sergeant had a radio in the back with us and he 
said, alright, we’re dropping the gate.  We were just setting up defense.  It didn’t get live 
just yet.  I remember getting out…. I’m 19 years old…in a war.  It was crazy.  So crazy to 

Oil Fire in Southern Iraq 
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think to be a part of it.  I do remember.  I have a picture of those huge oil fires.  I took the 
camera out of my pocket and I’m taking pictures of the place.  I said to myself, what the 
fuck are you doing?  I remember I said, I have to see this.   

 

Devil Dogs, Unleashed 
When they dropped gate, the ground was flat.  We were 
in the oil fields.  There wasn’t a lot to see at that point.  
We didn’t see the enemy when the gate dropped.  But 
it was soon then after.   

I don’t think you can be ready for people like us, 
Marines.  I don’t think so…The story we got from 
translators and stuff, Sadam would send an army in and 
said to any military age men, you are coming with us or 
you all die.  Whole families seated in a room and they 
say, “you two, dad and son are coming with us or we’ll 
kill everybody here.  So of course, the dad and son go.  It 
ended up being, and I remember when that 50 cal 
started going off, it was because they were all dug in 
right there.  They were all dug in on the border.  We 
ended up sweeping through all these holes, but they 

were everywhere.  The first day we took 476 prisoners. I think, that was the number of 
prisoners of war.  You want to assume they are all enemies.  You want to think they are 
all bad people.  They had the option to surrender.  If there fired, that was not an option. 
That we won’t deal with.  Come to find out, they weren’t.  Most of them were just dudes 
that didn’t want to die and have their whole family killed.  You have to respect them as 
human beings.  Of course, you go when your family is threatened. 

They’re not wearing uniforms for the most part.  They have to be sneaky.  You can never 
let your guard down.  We are humanitarians, we are good people, but we’re the Marines.  
We’re not there for that part.  Not being racist, but friend and foe look alike.  Many of the 
people were very glad to see us.  Through a translator, this man was like 94 or 96 told us 
he was waiting his whole life to see us.  We were there for a good reason.  The idea was 
good.  But the ones that wanted to fight, got what they wanted.   

That first day, the first contact I made was with an Iraqi civilian, a lot of it was they were 
just terrified.  And they should be.  We scream and yell, bark like dogs…we’re ready!  
We’re not there to play around.  You had to dial it back a little bit.  I didn’t really have that 
empathy…. because I was so charged up.  A lot of our seniors said, hey man, not just me, 

Dominic on the Morning of the Invasion 
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these are just people.  These aren’t the people we are here for…Come to find out when 
we swept through the holes – because you have to sweep through everything – until you 
move on.  They are just glad not to be killed.  They are not sure what will happen to them 
in camp.  So, we had to escort them down this highway – if you can call it a highway.  
We’re staggered on either side.  We set them up in three columns like how we would 
march but staggered on each side.  Of course, there is distance between you.  I remember 
I could see the guy in my twelve and six but there was a lot of them and just me standing 
here.  It was a weird feeling.  We were there for humanitarian reasons, but not really.  We 
had to control the situation.  We just wanted to get them into the camp.  You do the right 
thing because you are a good human being…. But we were looking for the bad guys.  That 
was just a thing we needed to do.  You guys don’t want any part of the fight, alright.  That’s 
alright.  Let’s get to where we’re going.  And I don’t know what happened to them.  We 
took them to a staging area, and some people came up behind us and took care of them.   

Our First Casualty 

The first day, our first casualty.  His name was Lance Corporal Jose Guttierrez.*  He was 
killed by friendly fire.  They were communication Marines.  The idea is, the grunts go, so 
anywhere behind us is secure.  Not saying it’s safe, but our job is to 100% secure 
everything.  So, when they killed him (accidentally), I was so mad at them because, make 
sure we have communications that’s your job.  We know you want to go home with a cool 
story.  But you killed this Guatemalan immigrant who came from nothing and snuck his 
way on a freight boat to New York.  He panhandled and “fingered” his way out to LA where 
his family lived and came to be a United States Marine.  This was the first casualty I saw.  
He was dressed in his MOPP suit just like us.  He looked like us!  Put your rifle down, why 
do you even have your rifle out in an aggressive way?  That’s our job.  Of course, every 
Marine is a rifleman. But you’re in communications!  You are behind us for a reason.  So 
it spoke to me.  It spoke to me like a blood lust thing and it really pissed me off.  If he had 
died from enemy fire that would have been one thing.  It would have pissed me off, but 
you are prepared for that.   

*Editor’s note:  One of the first U.S. servicemen killed in combat in Iraq was not a citizen 
of the country for which he sacrificed his life. Lance Cpl. Jose Gutierrez, 22, a rifleman with 
the Marines, died in a firefight March 21 near Umm Qasr.   

There were bad feelings for a little while then we all realized if you do anything that you 
are thinking about you are doing the same thing that person did, right.  It all happened so 
quick, so early.  We’re told, you have to keep moving.  What?  You come from a civilian 
life where you have this wake and the funeral, then hang out.  His body was gone, and 
who takes his job?  No time to mourn!   



 

10 
 

I can’t let that one go… 

We kept moving.  I don’t remember what our objective was at the time.  There were 
people glad to see us, some weren’t.  They felt, “don’t come in here to change my stuff 
or life.”  This is all they know, right?  So, for us to come in and put in our belief system, 
this form of democracy and freedom, they were uneasy.  It would be like they came in 
and told us we were going to go to dictatorship.  It’s not going to be nice; we don’t want 
you to tell us.  Some did, some didn’t.  There was a feeling of F_ _ _ you!  We’re here to 

fight.   

Editor’s Note: Dominic is shown in this picture with 
Ethan Place.  During the First Battle of Fallujah, 
Place amassed 32 confirmed kills from April 11 to 
April 24, 2004. Two days later, April 26, was the 
apex of his efforts when he sprang into action to 
save his fellow Marines. Place disregarded his own 
safety and left the cover of his defensive position 
to close with the enemy, killing five insurgents in 
the process and carrying wounded Marines to 
safety. His leaders thought enough of his actions 

that Place was nominated for a Bronze Star Medal. When leadership reviewed the 
Summary of Action that detailed his heroics, they decided to elevate his honor to a Silver 
Star. He has been featured in three History Channel specials, including one called Sniper: 
One Shot/One Kill, which showed him and his spotter taking out three terrorists. Place kills 
the driver of the vehicle with a head shot from 500 m (547 yd) away. His spotter takes out 
the passenger, and Ethan kills the last individual with a center mass shot and saves his 
company (Echo) from a potential threat.  

Ethan Place grew up in Lake St. Louis, Missouri and graduated from Wentzville Holt High 
School in 2001. Dominic remarked, “a Marine Corps Scout Sniper is an ELITE role in the 
Corps.  It’s an honor far above being a Marine.  No doubt, Ethan saved countless 
lives.”  Today, Ethan teaches at Holt High School.  

 

  

Dominic (left) with Ethan Place (right) School of Infantry 
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Defensive Position 

We were in a defensive position…I think this was Nasiriyah and this is a pretty significant 
thing.   Nasiriyah is situated along the banks of the Euphrates River, about 225 miles 
southeast of Baghdad, near the ruins of the ancient city of Ur).  “I’m sorry.”  You would 
think this is such an event, how could you forget…. I spent a lot of time trying to forget 
and masking emotion and pain and stuff.  And I took a hard fall over there.  I was taking 
fire…. There was this 4’ wall but when I jumped over it, it was like a 10’ drop.  Being I had 
a day pack on, I was top heavy, I kind of just “lawn darted” on my head.  Concussions, 
grenades from battle and training have caused some memory loss.    

While in the defensive position, there were these people in this town, they were moving 
about fairly freely.  They would make us this peta bread.  That’s what it reminds you of.  
A thin, cracker like bread.  They have this weird way of doing it in a kiln.  They take this 
dough and stick it to the side of this superhot kiln but it’s their thing.  They did it as a show 
of peace.  So, they would give these guys this stuff and they would go into the houses and 
befriend, per se be nice.  No big deal with that…. 

I was always of the mindset; we really shouldn’t be eating that.  Because wouldn’t it be 
smart of them to be nice and give us food.  Make us feel welcome.  As Americans, as 
grunts, we’re always going for food all the time.  It was a nervous feeling of mine, so I 
never partake.  I just wasn’t sure.  Nobody ever got sick or anything.  Trust is a hard thing 
over there.  You got to be careful.  We were of course warned of chemicals.  I don’t know 
if chemicals were ever used on us.  I’m not sure we ever saw chemicals…but what I do 
know is a lot of guys are experiencing some 
really bad stuff now health wise including kidney 
transplants and leukemias.   

 

Standing Down, Working Security 

We about a month into this now.  We’re feeling 
“salty.”   At this point it ended up being a lot of 
securing.  You’d go into a town and secure it and 
then you’d put a perimeter around it.  Now no 
one can come back in and undo what you’ve just 
done.  At this point, there was a lot of 
interaction.  You’d be around these people a lot which is a little strange.  There were a lot 
of kids around.  There were stories what kids could do.  We got grenades all over us…It’s 
not beyond them to kill themselves for the greater cause; become a martyr.  It’s not a 

2 Women and Child on Road  
(Note the Women Carry the Load, not Men) 
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crazy thought.   Kids could reach up and pull the pin.  They would swarm you, like cats.  A 
lot of guys thought it was cool to give them candy and stuff from our MRE’s (meals ready 
to eat).  I didn’t like that.  This kid - he was about 12 years old – got a little too comfortable 
with me and I didn’t like it.  I was a little aggressive.  My platoon commander said, hey, I 
don’t know what to tell you…So I explained myself.  He said he understood.  So, I took 
some paint and went down my face, we were patrolling down the street and all the guys 
had kids around them but there was nobody around me.  They knew me as the guy that 
didn’t want to befriend the kids.  It’s not that I didn’t like kids…. I was just a little weird 
for me a little too close.   

Marines are not good at security.  I hated it.  That’s the thing with civilian world.  Let’s do 
something, let’s go.  There were times we’d get in a vehicle and we were going to secure 
this facility we’d get out and just do the devil dog thing just to feel it again.  And I’ll tell 
you, for me is was very powerful to feel that.  See grown men be nervous around me.  It 
was a powerful feeling.  It wasn’t malicious and I wasn’t hurting anyone that wasn’t a 
combatant you’d get that charge from it.  We also told them, don’t be outside during 
these times.  It is not safe, and we will consider you an enemy combatant.  So why get 
friendly and too comfortable.  Just stay on edge and be ready all the time until they tell 
us to stand down.  I got friends in St. Louis.  We probably won’t talk after this.  I’m not 
here for that so much.   

In a roundabout way, we busted a hole in Southern Iraq so everyone could roll up into 
Baghdad.  So that was our objective; that was the big picture.  Of course, there were a lot 
of little pictures along the way.  We were on the Euphrates River.  We got water that was 
filtered and cleaned from whoever does those kinds of jobs.  I’m not a big religious guy, 
but biblically the Euphrates River has an importance and significance and it’s kind of 
strange to be there.  The whole thing was surreal.   

So, we were stuck doing security.  My time over there was about March to June-ish.  The 
aggressive portion of my time in Iraq ended after the first couple of months there.  The 
Army came in, we hung with them for a little while, and we showed them the town we 
were in.  Where avenues of approaches were at and what to look out for and who is who.   

Guests of the Air Force 

One time when we were in Kuwait, we were all staged on flight deck on an Air Force base.  
We were beaten to death, filthy and worn out.  They had a chow hall there.  When we 
came in there was a whole table of officers all the way up to LT Colonel.  We were the 
first wave of those coming back.  The commander of the base told the officers “everybody 
up.”  All the officers got up, put their trays away and made room for us.  It was so wild 
because we got this and that, there were huge coolers of Snapple….You just grab one 
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because you are so hungry but at that point your stomach is so small…we all just went 
back out to the flight deck and were so sick.  You just can’t eat.  You kind of earn stuff like 
that (respect) which is kind of cool.  I liked the harder, dirty way to go!   

Grunts Tough it Out 

One our mantras is improvise, adapt and overcome.  You can only carry so much in and 
out.  Of course, you want your blanket and your pillow.  What do you really need, beans, 
bullets and badges.  We’ll go get all the other stuff later.  That’s where all the hard 
training, sleep deprivation and food deprivation comes from.  Why do we want to fatten 
you up and make you happy?  If you’re a guard dog, I don’t want you well fed and laying 
in the shade.  I want you a little angry and hungry and a little sleep deprived; on edge.   

It wasn’t a big deal.  When we didn’t get water resupply for three days in 120-degree heat, 
don’t get me wrong it was rough, but we knew we’d get it.  We’d been through worse.  
The hardships brought them together more.  It was tough, but I laughed more than I ever 
laughed in my whole life.  Humor is the only emotion you can choose to have.  You are 
going to be scared.  When people die, you are going to feel pain, you are going to be sad.  
You are definitely tired…All those things are a given.  But humor is the one you can choose 
to have.  I never met funnier people and most of the humor is stuff you can’t say in these 
days in the climate of the world we’re in…. Today, when my wife hears me talking to my 
buddies, she says “babe.”  She just doesn’t get it.  This is how we communicate.  Humor 
was our saving grace.  In the worst times, the worst possible times you’d look over and 
dudes got something smart ass to say…and you say, we’re alive, we’re okay.  It’s rough, 
but we’re okay.  

There was a water treatment plant in one of these towns; I think it was Al Basrah.  We 
secured the facility.  We hadn’t had a shower in ... who cares.  I remember they had these 
huge outlet tanks.  There was a valve on it.  Of course, there’s guys on security around.  
For the first time, you just stripped down.  I remember pulling that valve and just cool 
water that was clean and it was like our first little shower.  It was funny, when you walk 
away with wet feet, as soon as you raised your foot, it evaporated.  That fast!   

We were never in sustained battles.  The Battle of Nasiriyah* was a more significant 
battle.  This is where it was going to get hard.  The Port of Umm Qasr was important in 
order for us to bring in supplies and so they couldn’t bring stuff in and out.  So, we had to 
secure the town and port.  There was also the port of Basra.*  It was over pretty quick.  
It’s funny that anything over there could have been considered “Elite”, like the Republican 
guard (The Republican Guard were the elite troops of the Iraqi army directly reporting to 
Saddam Hussein).  We saw some of the military training.  The obstacle course was like 
parking posts and they were running in and out of the posts like they do when training a 



 

14 
 

dog.  What good is that going to do you?  We seized a lot of arms, munitions and things 
like that.   

*The Battle of Nasiriyah was fought between the US 2nd Marine Expeditionary Brigade 
and Iraqi forces from 23 March to 2 April 2003 during the US-led invasion of Iraq. 

*Umm Qasr Port is Iraq's only deep-water port, part of the city of Umm Qasr.   

*Basra is an Iraqi city located on the Shatt al-Arab. It had an estimated population of 2.5 
million in 2012. Basra is also Iraq's main port, although it does not have deep water access. 

Bringing Home Gifts, Almost 

I had a couple, we all had a couple of AK47’s (AK47 is a gas-operated, 7.62 x 39mm assault 
rifle developed in the Soviet Union).  I found one in a fighting hole.  It was used.  I 
confiscated it and broke it down to nuts and bolts and had it in my pack ready to come 
home.  When we got to Hawaii the second time, they said customs was going to come on 
board with the Navy and do a sweep.  They said it they found any kind of weaponry we’d 
be court-martialed.  They gave us an amnesty period and we all walked on the flight deck.  
It was like geez, what were we going to do with all this stuff.  We had these really cool 
bayonets; I think they were Russian.  You took the knife out of the sheath and it hooked 
to itself and it became like wire cutters.  It was just one of those weird tools.  Why would 
they need wire cutters so bad?  For some reason they did.  I had some in my bag for a 
buddy for their dad who had been in a long time ago, but the AK I was going to keep.  So, 
we all walked out on the flight deck and threw it in the ocean.  I had a camera too, I’m not 
sure if they would have developed the pictures, I threw that in too.  We were loaded onto 
C-130’s went closer down to the gulf and they took us back on helicopters back out to our 
boat.  Then we went to Australia for four days … alive and with a bunch of money!   

Heading Home 

At this point I was in the Marines for two years. I ended up serving a little over two years.  
So, we get home, and it took a little time to get leave, there’s a lot of debriefing and stuff 
like that you got to do.  I ended up coming back home for the holidays.  It was New Year’s 
Eve (2003), going into 2004.   

When I was at home, I was never really at home, right?   Because everybody misses you 
and you miss everybody.  I had just turned 21 on Christmas Day.  I was at home January 
31st that night at my mom’s apartment in Hazelwood and she was in there sleeping.  My 
sister was out in Warrenton with her boyfriend.  I was sleeping on the couch and I heard 
sounds – I was waking up to any and all sounds then.  I heard my mom get up, she was 
walking really weird, she went to the bathroom.  I figured she had a bad dream or 
something.  When she came out, she started talking about something obscure like the 
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kids toys on the floor. I didn’t understand her.  She had this look on her face, I asked her 
if she wanted a glass of water or something. Something was not right.   

I called a friend whose mom was a nurse.  I did a couple of tests she recommended, and 
she said to take her to the hospital.  We took off for DePaul, the closest hospital and there 
was a police officer alongside the highway.  I was in our Camaro and had it down to the 
floor, so he was following me. Another police car joined him.  At this point I was running 
from the law.  When I pulled up to the emergency room, I told the officer take me 
wherever you want but I got to get my mom in here.  I knew I had done something wrong, 
but I had done it for the right reason.  They figured it out … she had a really bad stroke.  
She was 42 years old.  My father was unavailable, my sister had three kids at the time, I 
was the only son so I had to make a call back to my unit and let them know what was 
going on, so they attached me to the reserve unit at the airport.   

Reserve Option 

So, I hung out with the reserve unit for a couple of months.  They were really good to me.  
They said, just check in with us and let us know everything is okay.  They asked I come in 
on Fridays for PT or whatever it was they were doing at the time.   

I remember, 2/1 (2nd Battalion, 1st Marines) was leaving again.  We already knew we 
were leaving again when we came home.  My mom was doing better.  She woke up in the 
hospital and said, what are you doing here?  I said, I’m here for you.  But she knew the 
Marines was all I ever wanted to do.  I really wanted to be a drill instructor and move on 
and do more things in the Marines.  I’m not sure I would have been a lifer, but I don’t 
know what I wouldn’t have either, right?   

It ended up the 2/1 deployed and I asked if my reserve unit was going back to Iraq too.  I 
asked if you could drop me off, I’ll find my guys (2/1).  They said it don’t work that way.  
So, they gave me the option to stay with them as a non-infantry reserve unit which didn’t 
appeal to me or take what is called a humanitarian discharge.  That’s what I did.   

Semper Fidelis 

This was the third time I would have to change units.  I couldn’t imagine going back with 
anybody else.  Because we were good.  We were ready.  The deployment with the reserve 
unit, though active, didn’t appeal to me at all.  They were doing what is needed and they 
are good, but it wasn’t me.  I wasn’t going to be doing grunt work.  Life wasn’t good right 
now.  I hated it!  The worst thing…. all my dreams were gone.  I was 21.  I had to take care 
of my mom and I couldn’t be a Marine.  There is no regret whatsoever.  It was my mom.  
I was responsible.  She never fully recovered and died recently in 2020.   
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My unit ended up in Fallujah.  And they were on patrol, walking one day in the town and 
got ambushed.  The story - my good friend - who made it out described it, from knowing 
my job as a point man, which means you go first kind of navigating for the rest of the 
squad, the guy that replaced me…. He didn’t come home.   

Adjusting to Civilian Life 

So, while I didn’t get to finish out my dream, and didn’t get to fulfill everything I wanted 
to do from a little boy, I probably wouldn’t be here.  So, it’s a weird thing to wrestle with, 
right?  And then losing those guys over there in Fallujah the second time.  I wasn’t there 
for them.  My job was to take care of them.  Maybe I would have saw that ambush coming.  
Maybe, maybe not!  I very well could have ended up dead too.  But maybe not!  That 
maybe, won’t go away.  I can’t kick it. I wasn’t with them when it got real in Fallujah. It’s 
a survivor’s guilt thing. Not only did I not get to do my job, but now it’s hard to look back.  
I’ve got a family and kids; they didn’t make it.  I left you guys!  They don’t get to do this.  
When I see the names on a wall or on a highway, it’s a great honor to those who died.  
They went in as kids and died as gloriously as you can.   

For years and years, I thought it would have been better if it had been me.  I know now it 
isn’t fair or true, but it is important.  They didn’t get up and go to work every day and 
complain about shit.  Those guys were never able to legally drink a beer in their own 
country.   

For many battle-hardened combat soldiers, the transition from war and battle to peace 
time is challenging.  The adrenaline rush, the dopamine you can’t duplicate it especially 
for the Marines.  In previous wars, the struggles of our veterans returning from war were 
unspoken.  There is so much we decompress and keep inside anyway.  And of course, with 
science we’re finding out talking about things can be healing and beneficial but that’s up 
to each individual.   

If you seek therapy and seek help that’s great but there are a lot of guys you don’t hear 
about because they are in this apartment or in the dark or in the corner where they can 
see everything.   

22 a Day 

A single number has shaped the way that Americans think about young military veterans. 
It's the number 22, as in, 22 vets take their lives each day. The number has become a 
rallying cry for advocates trying to call attention to suicide among vets, especially those 
who served in Iraq and Afghanistan. 

It’s important to remember, we lose many veterans each day.  I stay in touch with a few 
of the guys I used to serve with.  Many of them struggled, fell off the map.  A couple of 
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suicides, a couple drunk driving deaths, a couple of overdoses.  It was very sad.  After a 
while you have to distance yourself from some of it.  I continue to talk to a few of them 
and it’s nice always nice talking to them.   

It’s a hard job to be a success in civilian life.  It’s a different kind of success than we 
experienced as a Marine.  The transition from combat soldier to civilian life isn’t easy. In 
civilian life you have people counting on you too.  Some days it doesn’t seem as 
purposeful.  The pace is totally different.   

I was in the painter’s union for many years.   I thought about being a firefighter, but the 
training was longer than I wanted.  In 2007 I went out west to learn motorcycle mechanics, 
then the market tanked.  After a little office training, I got an opportunity to go to work 
for the Army Corps of Engineers.  I was referred to the Corps and was asked if I’d be 
interested in being a lock and dam operator by one of my friends.  When two people 
retired, there was an opening.  I went to work for them at Winfield Lock and Dam 25.  It’s 
a great career.   

I was married in 2017.  I had known Alicia for a long time.  It would have been smarter 
for her to go the other way, but I guess she always felt and saw something in me.  She 
has stood by me.  I can honestly say, if it weren’t for Alicia, I’m not sure I’d be here.   
So, things worked about pretty good.  Leaving for the Marines a week after 9/11 till now.  
It’s been a wild ride, a pretty cool story.   

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 


