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unremitting adj. Of an activity, condition, process, etc.; continuing without pause or reduction in intensity; continuous, constant, incessant.

—Oxford English Dictionary
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FOREWORD

by General Joe Dunford, US Marine Corps (Ret.)

I WAS A colonel leading the 5th Marine Regiment during the invasion of Iraq in early 2003. I handed over command of that storied unit in May of that year and remained in Iraq serving as chief of staff for the 1st Marine Division.

When the division finally went home, I was on the last plane out in October, learning soon after that we would return early the next year. We arrived in March 2004 for what was originally thought to be a security-and-stability operation.

Earning trust and cooperation were the orders of the day, along with reestablishing basic services from electrical power to trash collection and continuing the task of building back Iraqi security forces for the anticipated handover of power to a new Iraqi government.

If the level of violence had gradually increased since the previous summer, precipitating the return of the Marine 1st Division so soon after the invasion, it was still thought to be only from remnants of the Baathist party that ruled Iraq under Saddam Hussein.

But that was post-invasion thinking. We were on the eve of something far more sinister and organized. Within a few weeks, Division leadership realized it was facing a Salafist and Sunni insurgency in Al Anbar Province.

We didn’t yet know the breadth and depth of it. Nor could anyone have predicted that its most organized attack would be in the provincial capital of Ramadi aimed directly at 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines, known as “The Magnificent Bastards.”

It literally unfolded in the front yard of 1st Marine Division headquarters in a palace located on the north shore of the Euphrates River just across from Ramadi.

The Marine Corps is demographically a young service with enlisted ranks made up of men and women who often join right out of high school. But 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines was disproportionately younger when it fought in Ramadi. The year before, the unit had returned from extended duty in the Western Pacific that included months where careers were frozen by stop-loss. When the battalion finally returned to California and prepared for duty in Iraq, so many Marines were cycling out that the unit was far below allotted strength. It had to be rebuilt in large part with brand-new Marines.

Almost as soon as the battalion took over combat operations in central Ramadi in March, enemy activity ensued and increased until reaching a crescendo in early April, particularly April 6. Twelve battalion members were killed that day. Insurgent attacks were spreading across Iraq, but the degree of enemy coordination, violence, and success in Ramadi was remarkable. Some of the worst actors within the Iraq insurgency were in Ramadi.

The Marines and sailors of 2/4 were tested as few have been since the Vietnam War. They were operating in an urban environment where the enemy was 360 degrees. There is no secure rear area. You’re fighting at times in confined, uncertain spaces. There are improvised explosive devices in the streets. There are people shooting at you. Returning fire can be difficult because of the presence of unarmed civilians. I can’t imagine more difficult circumstances.

I knew the battalion well, as it was part of 5th Regiment that I had commanded. I had served in combat with their senior leaders. Had promoted some of them. Knew their spouses. These were my guys.

What I saw in Ramadi made me proud of the leadership and the courage of Marines fighting at the lower tactical level. Despite the dangers, they went out there every day knowing there was a chance they might be killed. No one said no.

Moreover, despite the loss of buddies to wounds or death, they still treated the people of Ramadi with decency. They retained their humanity in the face of so much violence.

This is their story.

General Joe Dunford, USMC (Ret.)

19th Chairman, Joint Chiefs of Staff

36th Commandant of the Marine Corps
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PROLOGUE

THEY WERE CHRISTENED “The Magnificent Bastards,” yet they were warriors without a war. Kept stateside after 9/11 and left floating in the Pacific during the invasion of Iraq in 2003, the thousand men of 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines were told they were benchwarmers in a time of combat. America sent 21,000 other Marines to sweep across southern Iraq in March and April and achieve the longest sustained overland advance in Corps history as they drove toward the capital of Baghdad—and glory.1 Two months later, George Bush rode a Navy jet to a cinematic touchdown on an aircraft carrier off San Diego and declared the war all but over. “Major combat operations in Iraq have ended,” he told sailors against the backdrop of a “Mission Accomplished” banner. But war exploded less than a year later. The Bastard battalion found itself at the center of metastasizing attacks and violence across Iraq, fighting in the provincial capital of Ramadi. Enemy leaders designed a three-day offensive aimed at driving the Marines from the city of 450,000. What emerged was the kind of organized resistance that would characterize the Iraq War for years to come. During that Ramadi fight and throughout seven months of deployment, 2nd Battalion, 4th Marines suffered among the highest casualties of any other battalion. Many soldiers from supporting forces died with them. The Marines responded with deadly proficiency, transforming hospitals and mosques into charnel houses, where the bodies of hundreds of Arab fighters were stacked. Yet much of the world’s attention at that moment would be focused on an assault by several thousand other Marines on the smaller city of Fallujah, and what happened in Ramadi was nearly lost to history. James Mattis, Marine commander and later secretary of defense, would later testify before Congress that “for all you heard of Fallujah, Ramadi was the key terrain” and that Ramadi was “one of the toughest fights the Marine Corps has fought since Vietnam.”

Their story has largely been untold.

KILL SHOTS

Years after the battle, Chris MacIntosh’s memories would carry him back to that day he was trapped in a carport on the outskirts of Ramadi. Back to the kill shots he fired. And the tears would flow.

The recollections sometimes came to him when he was alone soaking in a tub of lukewarm water in his lake house home in East Bridgewater, Massachusetts. Flickering images always unspooled the same awful story: men with AK-47s charging around a corner, intent on killing him and a comrade Marine.

It was madness. Crouched beside him was a nineteen-year-old private first class barely out of high school and basic training. He and MacIntosh had raced into the courtyard of this house, fully aware that at least a half a dozen or more enemy gunmen were steps behind. The two had slipped around a corner into the carport and, at the front of a parked sedan, rifles at the ready, were ready to make a last stand.

So bodies piled up. First one, then two, then three, tumbling down in the carport, a dark red pool of blood oozing across the concrete floor. MacIntosh and PFC Eric Akey were firing almost point-blank. A fourth fighter emerged, a man with a dark and angry look as if furious about whatever was going on. He pulled up short at the entrance, but the Marines shot him down, too.

Then MacIntosh, for good measure, put a bullet in each man’s head to guard against a wounded enemy pulling a trigger or the pin on a hidden grenade.

Kill shots.

In that moment, MacIntosh found himself acting on instinct and training. If there was any emotion, it might have been anger—How fucking dare you! Days after the battle, there was pride in his ability to do what had been necessary. He’d proven himself a Marine: the consummate clearheaded warrior who could kill when called upon. No better friend, no worse enemy.

It was a stark contrast to MacIntosh’s reputation as platoon class clown, the skinny goofball who drove officers nuts until they realized he had a gift for boosting morale when his fellow Marines were most in need. “He looked like a disheveled bag of ass,” a former commander recalled with full-throated fondness. Nothing was sacrosanct, said Marine buddy Theophilus Tor. “He didn’t only address the elephant in the room. He sat on the elephant. He fed the elephant peanuts.”

But those nights—years after Ramadi and the Marine Corps—when MacIntosh soaked and wept, that unfettered spirit was gone. In its place was an ethereal web of harrowing, existential questions that stoked doubts.

What was that all about? Who exactly was the enemy? How could I have been granted such godlike power? And why does it feel, in the end, that I killed a bunch of people in their own backyard who were just defending their homes?

“I DID A HORRIBLE THING.”

Grainy footage from an overhead security camera shows a middle-aged man in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, unsteady from too many drinks, slowly turning to grasp the back of a restaurant chair with both hands to use as a club.

The images are from the DarSalam Iraqi restaurant in Portland, Oregon, in April 2017. The man in the hooded sweatshirt is forty-year-old Marine Sergeant Major Damien Rodriguez, veteran of four combat deployments and recipient of the Bronze Star for valor during vicious fighting in Ramadi thirteen years before.

The video would bring his decorated military career to an end.

When Rodriguez arrived at the restaurant with a friend, a retired Marine, the two had already been drinking. They took a table where Rodriguez stared at scenes of the Iraqi countryside decorating the restaurant walls, glaring at employees, refusing to order food, loud and abusive. “Fuck your food. Fuck your restaurant,” witnesses heard him say. “I have killed your people.”

When a waiter told Rodriguez to be respectful, the video shows the Marine, now on his feet, turning to grab the chair. He pauses as if to steady himself, and then, leading with his left hip (witnesses hear him shout, “Fuck Iraqis”), he swings the chair so hard that he not only knocks down the waiter but loses his balance and goes sprawling to the floor. He comes up swinging, and a clutch of people restrain him.

The arrest that followed drew national headlines as prosecutors weighed whether to send Rodriguez to prison for a hate crime or consider leniency for a combat veteran who considerable evidence showed was afflicted with severe post-traumatic stress disorder.

A defense lawyer introduced in court health records proving Rodriguez’s struggle with flashbacks and alcohol. Among the searing images from Ramadi haunting him was the fly-covered corpse of a Marine he found, another nineteen-year-old, who had been shot through the head. Rodriguez described in an after-action report how the young man was so terrified at the moment of death that he’d pissed his pants.

Prosecutors struck an agreement calling for probation and a fine, but no prison. “I did a horrible thing,” Rodriguez said in court to victims of his crime. “The incident that took place in your restaurant breaks my heart. That is not the man and Marine I am.”

“THE LAST THING YOU’RE EVER GOING TO FUCKING SEE.”

The most magnificent of the Magnificent Bastards for the rank-and-file Marines who did the fighting and dying in Ramadi was Jim Booker.

He was the battalion sergeant major, a legend at age forty-two before the shooting even started. He had earned elite status as a Force Recon sniper trained to operate behind enemy lines, was awarded a Bronze Star for valor during combat in the Persian Gulf War, and fought in the 2003 Iraq invasion.

The slightest approbation from Booker was like a lifetime achievement award for the average Marine. The second time Brandon Lund was wounded in Ramadi, as he was carried down from a lookout post where a mortar round had just exploded, he spotted Booker and called out, “That’s two, Sergeant Major.”

“You’re a fucking stud, Lund,” Booker responded. The young Marine would never forget those words.

Within his portfolio of duties, Booker made a personal mission of overseeing the removal of dead Marines from Ramadi. When one of his men was decapitated by a rocket-propelled grenade round, Booker assumed the grim task of picking up the shards and slippery shreds left behind. And when others lay wounded in the Army medical facility across the canal, it was the sergeant major who bedded down nearby, a guardian angel while they slept.

When there was combat, Booker roamed the city with his big-caliber, nonregulation M14—a descendant of the World War II–era M1 Garand—and always seemed to show up when the fighting was at its most brutal. Hunkered-down Marines would glance over their shoulders, and there was Booker (often with the battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel Paul Kennedy). “He was and still is to this day a badass motherfucker,” Lance Corporal Jason Rosman would later write about Booker in a self-published memoir of his Ramadi experience he titled I Should Have Gone to College.2

The sergeant major once summarized the combat in Ramadi as “the biggest, widest, nastiest, downright gritty grunt fight I’ve ever seen.” During those moments when he came face-to-face with the enemy, Booker was calm, efficient, and relentless. Marines and Navy corpsmen who had lost too many friends to a resourceful and illusive insurgency took note. He was their Ahab in a deadly pursuit of a faceless adversary.

He would enjoy a long and illustrious career, rising to regimental sergeant major, senior enlisted adviser to the allied command in Afghanistan, and finally earning his place on the shortest of candidate lists to become sergeant major of the entire Marine Corps. But the experience of Ramadi never left Booker. Even after retirement in 2015, a massive stroke months later, and the years of recovery that followed, Booker still drew pleasure from recounting feverish moments when he ran Arab fighters to ground.

Standing in the kitchen of his hilltop home northeast of Waco, Texas, in the spring of 2022, his arms raised as if still holding the M14, Booker described one emblematic moment during desperate fighting on April 10, 2004, when Marines and Army troops launched a counterattack on insurgent forces.

Booker had taken off after a black-clad enemy fighter who opened fire on him and other Marines with a light machine gun before turning to flee across a field. After a pursuit of several hundred yards, the gunman climbed up to the roof of a house and, with two other Iraqi insurgents, resumed firing away at the Americans. By the time Booker arrived there on foot, Marines had already charged up a set of stairs to reach the roof, only to be driven back down by automatic weapons fire that left three wounded. Among them was twenty-year-old Jose Texidor Jr., “Tex” to his friends, whose left leg was nearly severed at the knee by a round from the insurgent’s machine gun. Blood spouted like a fountain as Tex was dragged downstairs so a corpsman could staunch the hemorrhaging.

Describing that event many years later, Booker remembered feeling rage at the sight of the mangled Texidor. “I thought he was dead.” (In fact, the wounded Marine would survive.) The sergeant major quickly organized another assault up the stairs, this time first peppering the roof with grenades. Finally reaching the upper level, where two of the enemy fighters now lay dead, Booker found the gunman in black. The man was clearly dying from his wounds and struggling to suck in air. What Booker said to him would mirror the savage nature of what the battle of Ramadi had become.

“You motherfucker… you mujahideen motherfucker. You see my white, Christian face? It’s the last thing you’re ever going to fucking see.”

“IF THE MEN DON’T SEE YOU SHARING THE SAME HARDSHIPS, THEY’RE NOT GOING TO LISTEN TO YOU.”

Buck Connor knows the medication he takes to quell tremors from Parkinson’s disease is no cure. It buys the retired Army colonel, who lives in the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains north of Atlanta, a few temperate hours when he feels closest to normal. Some days are better than others. But the brain disorder will never improve.

Ramadi is the cause of it.

In 2004, Connor commanded 1st Brigade of the Big Red One—the Army’s vaunted 1st Infantry Division, the oldest continuously operated division in American history, organized in 1917. The brigade deployed to Iraq in August and September 2003 to provide security for an area of operations that was fifty thousand square miles of mostly southwestern Iraqi desert and scrubland. The biggest city, with nearly a half million people, was Ramadi, stretched out along the south bank of the Euphrates River. In a twist dictated by the exigencies of war planning, the Magnificent Bastards were attached to the Army 1st Brigade, led by Connor, and given the job of securing Ramadi. (That brigade, in turn, fell under the 1st Marine Division’s area of operation in Iraq, resulting in a Marine battalion working for an Army brigade working for a Marine division.)

With his headquarters on the edge of Ramadi, Connor frequently ventured into the city and into combat with his security detail, sometimes fighting on foot with a pump-action, twelve-gauge shotgun loaded alternately with buckshot and slugs. Always with his distinctive bright yellow leather gloves. Marines caught in street fighting might look around to see an Army colonel in the thick of it with them. Connor had been a history student at West Point, and for anyone who thought his risk-taking unwise, he would explain that his inspiration was Union commanders during the Civil War who led from the front to inspire their troops and who didn’t always survive.

“If the men don’t see you sharing the same hardships, they’re not going to listen to you,” Connor would say. “If you’re willing to do it, they’re going to do it.”

Eight times his command column was attacked by roadside bombs. The worst of it was May 26. Connor’s Humvee was third in a five-vehicle convoy heading out of town at forty miles per hour when buried plastic explosives and a 155 mm artillery shell were detonated almost underneath where he was sitting. Soldiers in the vehicle behind saw debris fly two hundred feet into the air as the explosion appeared to engulf the colonel’s Humvee. But much of the shrapnel went in the wrong direction. Connor seemed at first unscathed. The windshield blew out, and the Humvee was filled with dust and the smell of cordite as it rolled to a stop. Connor, who was forty-four at the time, felt an enormous pressure on his chest and body when the bomb went off, and lost consciousness. He collapsed after being pulled from the vehicle. When he came out of his haze, an Army doctor tried to quiz him. Connor said he was fine and then passed out, regaining consciousness in an Army aid station.

He refused to be evacuated to a higher level of medical care for a brain scan. Instead, with the help of a compliant brigade surgeon, Connor continued attending staff briefings, hiding his dizziness or vomiting until he left the meetings. All were strong signs of traumatic brain injury.

Two months later, on July 14, it happened again. Connor was riding in a fully armored Humvee when a bomb exploded in the heart of Ramadi. Once more, he seemed unharmed, before collapsing two steps out of the Humvee. Connor remained in command until the brigade went home.

Six years later, he was diagnosed with Parkinson’s, a disorder to which scientists have drawn a direct line from traumatic brain injury.
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