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CHAPTER 51X

COMPASSION AS A SIGN OF WEAKNESS

Compasiion is perceived and felr as genuine even by
the maost r:m_ﬁum' mnd. . when a mnﬁ:rd nrind F.'.'_,'I'Er.-:e-
to-fiace with genuine compaision, awareness happens and
apens the gate for their own compassion to come forth.
—Dane Sadler, former inmare

*Compassion as Weakness?”

Dhuring the ten years that Margot visited people in various prisons
throughour the Unired States, she’s heard a common complaint from
prisoners who'd embraced the Buddha's weaching: Others see compassion
a5 @ Sign qﬂfum.iﬂrﬁ. To survive in prison you haue fo &;ﬂﬁnmiw—mm-
passion will only make you a targes. The army is very much the same. As
a soldier, you are expecrted 1o be aggressive. Showing compassion toward
the Iragis made yvou look weak, suspicious, potentially unrrustwarthy 1o
defend yourself and others in a moment of crisis. Showing compassion in
Irag was a challenge thar I never quite mastered.




But I did try to feel compassion, however unsuccessfully, under very
dithicule circumstances. The Sakyong’s leter offered me enormous aid.
As my situations became more intense, his advice became more relevant.
‘The use of force typically incites greater levels of rage. Once the war be-
came more intimate and personal, whatever reservations we might have
had about accidentally killing innocents started to vanish. Hence, the
need for compassion grew as the application of force intensified.

| wrote o Margor:

This place is like Vietnam; they kill you and slip away into
the night. You never really see thelr faces, And because of that,
the anger expressed by my friends is misdirected toward the
average Iragi who is just trying to survive. Their anger needs an
outlet, and unfortunately most do not know how to channel it in
a non-destructive way; we retaliate and our hate grows, simply
perpetuating the problem. The only answer to the problem is
MORE COMPASSION, just as the Sakyong said in his letter. But
how do you convince a group of people who just had their good
friends blown to pieces that the answer is love and compassion?
Unfortunately, in America, espedally in the Army, these types of
attributes are considered a sign of weakness, not strength. We
can launch a space shuttie that shows the brlliance of human
ingenuity, but we can't find a way to solve the most basic s that
plague soclety.

The military establishment expected the American soldier to appear
stoic under duress in war; you do your job without complaine—they
don't want you to think. You have an objective, and vou carry it our.
Feelings and compassion open up a can of worms that is counter-produc-
tive to single-minded military aggression. It’s a John Wayne world where
you trust, withour ambiguity, the righteousness of your mission: you're
the good guys and they're the bad guys. Yes, chere was this black and
whire thinking they trained us to have, and then there were the actual
realities—the gray areas—we faced on a daily basis.
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I compared it to wraffic. Iragis are like everyone else in the modern
world—they do stupid things while driving. In Baghdad, when an Amer-
ican patrol rolled down a road, most drivers would pull off two che side.
But for some mysterious but typically human reason, one driver would
invariably astempr w jockey for a better pasition to get ahead of the oth-
ers. On one occasion, three or four drivers pulled onto the shoulder 1o
allow the American patrol to pass, but the last driver in line suddenly
pulled out in an effort to move ahead of those in front of him. When he
swerved out into the middle of the road, Eric Fleming, on orders from
the T.C., raked the vehicle with a burst of machine gun fire,

That driver's impatience proved to be the biggest mistake of his life.

The car continued across the road and came to rest in a dich, The
driver was mortally wounded, but the patrol, en-route to the Safe House,
didn't stop o verify if it was a suspected suicide bomber or just an in-
nocent civilian in a rush to ger home. Instead, it rolled on, passing the
man who lay slumped over in his car on the side of the road. fust anather
day at the office in Irag. The patrol did return 1o check on the man half an
hour later, According to an Iraqi bystander, he'd been taken 1o a hospital
in Baghdad, but apparently he'd died before he got chere. Would his life
have been saved if the patral had stopped?

In the beginning of our deployment I'd tried to emphasize to other
soldiers the need for understanding the complexity of our situation. ['d
volunteered to be part of the Company Commander's personal security
detail, thinking my knowledge of Islam and the Middle East could be
helpful, but it wasn't. He was the captain of an infantry unit going to
war; he knew what he needed, and he certainly wasn't going 1o rake
advice from someone who'd voted for John Kerry over George W, Bush,

I tried the same tack with SGT. Moore and others once we were in
[raq. Bue many saw our deployment in very simple terms: we were going
tw fight the “enemy,” the perperrators of W11 1 saw things very differ-
ently. Like the soldier during training who asked to borrow my copy of
the Koran simply to find passages thar confirmed his anti-Muslim bias,
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many soldiers around me were there for one thing and one thing only:
to kill the enemies of the United States. But this wasn't a simple goal—
something [ tried to articulate during the first months of our deploy-
mene, that was quickly dismissed. This "war” was to be used by certain
people to give them their fifreen minutes of fame.

Many, like Moore and Bopp, thought their knowledge was superior
to all those around them. Cerrainly, to their way of thinking, listening
to me was unnecessary, unwanted, and unheeded, One day at the Safe
House, we got a report of a suspected insurgent driving a generic, ubig-
uitous vehicle with a specific license plate number. [ knew the Arabic
numerals and could read the license plates. I got the number and wroe it
with a non-permanent marker on the inside windshield of Moore’s hum-
vee. This way he could look at vehicles we passed and try to march up the
numbers 1'd written for him on the windshield.

“Thar’s a grear idea,” a fellow soldier said. With reluctance Moore ac-
cepred my suggestion. But then | offered more, *I'll write all the Arabic
numbers on the windshield, so in the future when we have different license
plate numbers to look for, you'll have them written down for reference.”

He gave me a condescending look. “Just write the numbers down for
the car we're looking for.” We were the same rank but he was technically
my superior, 50 | had no control. 1 walked away with the realization that
any effort on my part thar mighe threaten his innate belief in his own
superiority would be a mistake,

Shortly following that incident, SFC. Janes and Moore told me 1
would be in charge of the patrol for the day. This would mean navigating
around our sector. Up to this point I'd simply ridden along as a dismount,
never having to respond to radio calls or read a map and determine where
we needed to go. Janes and Moore did this with the expectation, or sim-
ply the hope, that I would prove incompetent and need their assistance,
confirming their preconceptions abour me,

As it turned our, 1 navigated brilliandy around the secror thar day,
even escorting a different unit into Baghdad International Airport. Once
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Inspecting the inside of a formes Saddam palace,
From left to right: The author with SPC. Youngblood, SGT, Moo,
SPC, Janes and SPC, Petty near the Safe House,

the patrol concluded for the day, Moore said hesitatingly, “You did a
zood job today, SGT. Kendel.” He turned and walked away, looking
a litrle embarrassed. Thar was the last time Janes or Moore put me in
charge of a patrol until Moore went home on leave. Their egotistical
belief in their own superiority had been broken. 1 could function as well
as they could, and they didn’ like it. Bur my desire to view the Iragis as
human beings, not as objects of our resentment, would lead o incidents
where my ability to function in combat would be questioned.

One day, as we were heading back o Camp Stryker at the end of an
ordinary patrol, we passed the road leading o the Safe House, then came
around a sharp bend 1o the left where there were a few mud huts among
trees. Directly in front of me, on the other side of the road, I noticed chil-
dren, ages three to eight, as chey played in the front yard of a small house.
| then focused on a small white car stopped in the right lane ahead. I had
to make a splir second decision whether or not 1o hire on the vehicle, [e
was not completely off the road, as was the normal Iragi procedure. My
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thoughts ranged from perbaps the man was unaware of our sudden appear-
anice to maybe be was the facher of the children and had stopped in for funch,

He seemed to be waiting for someone from within the house. SGT.
Moore bellowed from below, “Shoot the fucking car! Shoot the fucking car

With one eye 1 could see the car, and with the other | could see the
kids playing in the front yard. Deducing that the car wasn't an immedi-
are threat, | concluded thar we'd simply surprised fim. If I shot and hit
the car the bullets could very well ricochet, cutting down the children.

I chose not to shoot. We passed the car without incident.

From below came Moore's voice: “Why she fisck didn't you shoot chat
fucking car?”

| sat back down in the gunner’s sear where 1 could see Moore's livid
expression. | said, *1 couldn't shoot. I didn't want to take the chance of a
ricochet killing those kids playing in the yard.”

“I don't care abour any fucking kids!" he responded. “Next time you
shoor!”

I stood back up in the gunner’s harch, thinking, Wit the bell have I got-
tens weyself ineo? If 1 do something like thar again, they're not going to trust me.

I think it was at this point where conflict began to develop berween
myself and some of the other soldiers in our company. 1 clearly saw the
war and our role in it as something far different than some of those
:Imu:nd me.

As we continued down the road, | watched the children playing hap-
pily in the front of their house, oblivious to the conflict raging over my
decision not to shoot. 1 realized I'd have to feign aggressiveness in order
tw placare those around me. I'd fire in the other direction if 1 had 1o,
I'd pretend chat I was playing the game. The last thing | wanted was w
spend the rest of my tour behind a desk doing paperwork, the fare of
soldiers not trusted to perform as the Army saw fir under duress. But in
those few seconds where the lives of innocents hung in the balance, I'd
controlled my fear and rage, made the right decision, and chose not to
pull the crigger.
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