Ex-Marine speaks out against Iraq war

Corvallis man who served two tours in Iraq plans three Rogue Valley presentations

By Paul Fattig, Mail Tribune, April 29, 2009 6:00 AM 

For Benjamin "Benji" Lewis, the turning point began when a crying Iraqi woman approached his dug-in position during the first siege of Fallujah in April 2004.

Lewis, 23, was serving as the mortar man and the acting linguist for his Marine Corps unit.

"It was a pretty intense time — for the first five days we had little or no sleep," recalled the Corvallis resident. "This woman was approaching our position. People started shooting at her."

Lewis quickly began yelling for a cease-fire.

"It was evident she wasn't a threat — I ran out of my foxhole to see what was going on," he said. "Her face was encrusted with salt crystals from crying. She let me know that the night before, her house had collapsed from the mortars, that she had lost two children."

He and others in his group asked their commander to have her taken to a Red Cross site. Their request was denied.

"So we gave her a bottle of water and sent her back," he said. "I was the one responsible for putting mortar rounds on her house ... this was the first sign to me that maybe we weren't in Iraq on a humanitarian mission."

Lewis is speaking out against the war in three presentations in the Rogue Valley this week, beginning Friday evening in Ashland. Cpl. Lewis completed his four-year hitch, including two combat tours to Iraq, in the Corps in 2007, receiving an honorable discharge.

"I was a good Marine — I never got into trouble," he said.

It wasn't until he was notified last October that he was being considered for involuntary activation in the individual ready reserves and a third Iraq deployment that he began speaking out. Under most enlistment contracts, the IRR program provides that a Marine can be called up for four years following discharge.

"By this time, I made up my mind not to participate," Lewis said, noting he is opposed to the war both on legal and moral grounds and challenges the legality of the IRR program.

The Marine Corps notified him on April 16 that his IRR orders had been canceled.

But the college student is continuing to speak out and counsel other Iraq War veterans.

"The general feeling among many is that they are struggling with PTSD (post-traumatic stress disorder)," he said. "Some I've talked to want to be recalled so they can go back to Iraq and die there for atonement."

Born on a U.S. Air Force Base in Lubbock, Texas, where his father was a career officer, Lewis joined the Corps in 2003. After being trained to fire mortars, he was selected for Arabic language training.

From Fallujah, his unit was sent to Haditha, where the Marines established their headquarters in a police station for several months.

"When we came back on leave, we found out the insurgents had executed all the police in a soccer stadium," he said, adding the police were killed apparently because of their association with the Americans.

"We felt awful."

Lewis, who later served a year as an urban combat instructor in the Corps' Twenty-nine Palms base in Southern California, returned to Fallujah during his second tour. Much of his time was spent manning checkpoints.

"There was an Iraqi gentleman who wanted to get into the city but I told him we were closing the checkpoint for the night," Lewis said. "I told him he would have to come back in the morning.

"The guy said, 'I've got this great idea. Why don't you go home, then I'll be able to go home.' "

Reach reporter Paul Fattig at 776-4496 or e-mail him at pfattig@mailtribune.com.

Speech schedule by Benjamin Lewis

Here's the schedule for the talks by Benjamin "Benji" Lewis:

· 1 p.m. Friday, May 1, 2009, at the Women's International League for Peace & Freedom meeting in the Ashland Branch Library, 410 Siskiyou Blvd., Ashland. 

· 3 p.m. Saturday, May 2, 2009, at the Medford Branch Library, 205 S. Central Ave., Medford. 

· 2 p.m. Sunday, May 3, 2009, at a private residence at 737 N.W. Kinney St., Grants Pass.

His visit is sponsored by Peace House, Medford Citizens for Peace & Justice and Rogue Valley Veterans for Peace.

-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Various Benji Lewis talking points in Rogue Valley, May 1-3, 2009

Marine Training

Generally dehumanizing; inducing a group and father-figure dependency.  No sleep.  Break people down through dehumanization, then build them back up in the mold that the military considers "acceptable."  Forced to drink copious amounts of water to the point of vomiting, then being forced to roll around in your own vomit to "clean it up."  No rest room access to the point of having to urinate in your own clothes and keep on training in them. 

During and pre-WWI, one in ten would fire directly on another; four in ten soldiers in WWII would fire to kill; Currently, since Vietnam, nine+ in ten would fire to kill.  This is due to psychological changes in training, such as: human form silhouette targets vs. bulls-eye targets;  a fire-first-ask-questions-later philosophy; verbiage dehumanizing/demonizing the (current) perceived "enemy;" marching and jogging ditties sung/chanted in unison about killing; any other means of separating 'us' and 'them' to create a discriminatory mindset of white superiority vs. "ragheads", "Hajjes", etc.   Earlier conflicts referred to Huns, Japs, slant-eyes, Gooks, etc.  Training to fire first, without logically identifying/thinking about who/what you're firing at, (as pointed out on our website at http://rv-vfp156.org/Enlist.html#Training) has resulted in a tremendous increase in PTSD cases from the battlefield.

After Training.

No access to any outside information, except Fox News. Heavily slanted viewpoints pointed at the righteousness of whatever "action" is being assigned.  No access to any news except for Fox News. Operations are assigned by teams, so that any "kills" can be shared, pro or con, among the team members… intended to protect any one person from assuming responsibility for a "bad kill" (i.e., civilian).  There is a strong verbal group and command acknowledgment for first kill, such as Benji receiving accolades for one of his mortar rounds cutting a man in half.

Fallujah on 1st Iraq deployment

Benji was in charge of the "lead" mortar team when a woman came from town and he went out to meet her (others had been trying to "take her out," since she "might have" had explosives strapped to her as a bomber).  He was the unit Arabic linguist and she told him that her house's roof had been blown in, trapping and killing her children.  She could hear them crying, then they stopped as she tried to go for help to get them out of the rubble.  Benji wanted to take her to the Red Cross, but got turned down by the command structure.  He then offered to drive her to help in a humvee - only a ten minute absence - but was turned down again, because "they could not 'desert' their duty station."  All that was allowed was to give her a bottle of water and send her back into the same town they were attacking… a clear violation of war protocol, as he later began to observe in other situations.  He later realized that it had to have been HIS OWN mortar barrage that blew her house in and killed her kids.

Benji pointed out the many violations of treatment of civilians through the example of this woman. I.e., UN Charter, Geneva Conventions and other requirements that mandate care, safeguarding and return of civilians by invading forces.

After taking over the occupation of one town from the Army, one humvee was hit by a roadside bomb on their first patrol.  They loaded their casualties into another humvee, then mounted up and continued their patrol, a standard procedure with the Marines.  They never again got hit with another IED on that route.  Benji later asked a local why that was so, when the Army got hit with them repeatedly.  He was told that the Marines LACK of an immediate overpowering response that would kill anything in their path - a standard Army response - told the insurgents that this Marine group couldn't be tricked into killing civilians as the Army did, an action which had been rapidly alienating the local populace.

Iraq on 2nd deployment

Because of his language training and skills, Benji picked up a tremendous difference between how the Iraqis enthusiastically addressed him as an American on his first tour and the "forced politeness" they showed on his second tour.

Most of this tour was screening paperwork and searching vehicles at checkpoints, with strict times for the checkpoints to be open for access to the city.  One man drove up just after Benji's checkpoint was "closed," so Benji couldn't let him in get back into the city.

Iraqi, "But I need to get home to my family."

Benji, "Yes, I want to go home, too, but we have our orders."

Iraqi, "O.K. then, you go home, then I can then go home."

This became another epiphany for Benji as he began to realize that this occupation, rath than being a "liberation" to Iraq, had become a significant hindrance to every-day Iraqi life.

During both tours, many ammo rounds were needlessly and routinely spent, often on orders, to keep the weapons production economy wheels well greased.  The reparation of key social, health, and economic utilities was intentionally disregarded, hijacked, postponed, and otherwise sidetracked in order to keep the circuit of endless supplies and other economic benefits open to corporate military entities. 

Increasing Realization (beginning to sound like Vietnam)
As time went on, there was an increasing awareness among those Marines that had been there a while that their tactics weren't working, any more than these same tactics not having worked in Vietnam!  Various "passive resistance" methodologies were evolved, including foot patrols that simply went out of sight, then sat out the patrol time period by sitting around on a porch somewhere.  (This was indeed similar behavior to Vietnam chopper pilots - as related to me by an ex-maintenance officer that was in constant fear of being fragged - who would simply fly over a near-by hill, "cook off" their ordinance and gas, then return with contrived battle tales. - Don Chapin, VFP 156)  The future use of GPS tracking for Army and Marine patrols may terminate this form of passive resistance.

At the Grants Pass presentation on May 3, a member of the audience, pointed out (he would suggest) possibly one of the most important and missed connections regarding these wars overall -- the impact of US road building. He explained the prior-to-US-road-building evolution in the Mid East was slow and deliberate, relying on camels, donkeys and walking by the vast majority of the population in Afghanistan and outlying regions throughout the Mid East. He believes that this acceleration of their evolution, mainly of delivering warfare more quickly, is a key component in the destruction of their psyche, social structure, etc. 
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