Afterword: Lieutenant Benatz
In his 2004 book On Combat: the Psychology and Physiology of Deadly Conflict in War and Peace, U.S. Army psychologist Lt. Col. David Grossman writes that over half of all law enforcement officers involved in shootouts report losing “significant chunks of memory” after the fact.  Police officers say that in the heat of combat, they forget decisions they made, the number of rounds fired, and even phone calls to comrades, spouses, and friends.  Twenty percent of law enforcement officers, Lieutenant Colonel Grossman says, have memory distortions after a firefight: they remember something that did not happen at all.  The likelihood of a combatant having memory loss or distortion increases with the length of the fight.
While the effects of a combat experience—adrenaline rush, acute sense of hearing, tunnel vision, fear/excitement mixture and fight-or-flight instinct—that come with a twenty-minute shootout only happen a handful of times in a police officer’s career, soldiers and Marines in Al Anbar Province faced explosions, shootouts, mortar attacks, and ambushes on a random, constant basis.  For the Marines in Lima 3/7 who lived in Husaybah in 2004, this emotional roller coaster was replicated daily.  Although no exhaustive study has been done on the effects of this pattern specifically regarding Iraq, Grossman’s research suggests that any type of warrior—military or law enforcement—is vulnerable to this psychological byproduct of combat.
After the first edition of Blood Stripes was published in 2006, several Marines who served with Lima 3/7 expressed strong opinions about Sgt Dusty Soudan’s portrayal of Lieutenant Benatz.  While the book accurately captures Soudan’s view of the experiences—and his conflict with his platoon commander—there is also another side to the story.  In conversations, phone calls, emails, and written statements, other grunts painted a different picture of the April 17, 2004, Battle of Husaybah; the “confrontation” at the counter-mortar operation; and the relationship between these two Marines.  They also revealed important facts about Lieutenant Benatz, unknown at the book’s initial publication.
According to three statements and a citation recommending him for a Bronze Star, Lieutenant Benatz’s “personal valor and leadership” were instrumental in 3rd Platoon’s actions during the Battle of Husaybah.  On his own initiative—and having refused long-term evacuation for wounds received on April 8—the lieutenant secured a landing zone to pull out the wounded, found a pair of seven-ton trucks so that his platoon could be first to respond, and updated his squad leaders with information throughout the day, keeping them free to do their jobs.
Despite the valor that others say Benatz displayed that day—the award was later downgraded to a Navy/Marine Corps Commendation Medal with V (still a high honor among the award-stingy culture of Marine infantry)—Sergeant Soudan did not have the same view.  His impressions of the lieutenant’s performance on April 17 were colored by Benatz’s absence during what Soudan believed were key moments in the battle.  According to Soudan, when he and Gunny Vegh were clearing out snipers and “doing what Marines do,” the platoon commander was “in the house on the radio.”  To Soudan, this meant Benatz was hiding from the fight.
An important question: why should Benatz have been clearing out the snipers with his platoon sergeant in the first place?  Is Soudan fair in expecting the platoon commander to be everywhere at once on the battlefield?  From squad leader to division commanding general, any unit leader knows they can only be one place at a time.  They go to the point of friction and let their trusted subordinates handle the rest.  With dozens of tasks requiring coordination, sometimes a leader is most effective when in the house, on the radio.  Allowing an experienced platoon sergeant to handle an attack should be a demonstration of confidence, not cowardice.
Marines who served with Lima 3/7 also reacted to the counter-mortar operation depicted in Chapter 12.  In Soudan’s memory, the event crystallized his frustrations with his boss, and his testimony alone implies that the operation was a failure.  But others say the exact opposite.  “The account of the mortar rooftop incident is simply wrong,” wrote Maj Rory Quinn.  As a captain, Quinn served as assistant operations officer for 3/7 when Lima was in Husaybah, and he later commanded Lima in Ramadi.  “Lieutenant Benatz was the one who called Lima CP and told them that they were being mortared,” he said.  According to Quinn, Gunny Vegh later “thanked Benatz for the heads-up.”
After that happened, Marines from Lima Company say they found improvised launchers and other information that was used to target insurgents and vet guilty parties from innocent.  These Marines say that the counter-mortar operation was actually one of the successes during their Husaybah deployment, and that Benatz deserves full credit for it.  “I would have done exactly the same thing in his place,” said Lieutenant Aaron Awtry, who was 2nd Platoon Commander in Husaybah.
How does this reconcile with Captain Dominique Neal’s account that he considered relieving Benatz of command after the counter-mortar operation?  Why did Soudan say (and Neal confirm) that his company commander ordered him, as a sergeant, to “fix the problem” in his platoon?  Neal was unavailable to answer this question.
What is not in question is Benatz’s performance as a first lieutenant in Ramadi from September 2005 to March 2006.  When Lima 3/7 left for Iraq in September 2005, Benatz was Lima Company’s executive officer, or second-in-command – the same billet that then-Lieutenant Neal held before Gannon’s death.  By the time Lima returned in March 2006, Benatz had been nominated for a second Bronze Star, had saved another lieutenant’s life after an IED explosion, and had established a reputation as a consummate tactician, brilliant planner, and courageous, selfless officer.
As a company XO, Benatz became responsible for mentoring the incoming second lieutenants, including Lima’s new platoon commanders.  In addition to his company commander, then-Captain Rory Quinn, these lieutenants worked closest with him in Ramadi.  And, collectively, they expressed the greatest outrage after Blood Stripes was released.
In Ramadi, these Marines say, Lieutenant Benatz became 3/7’s equivalent of Lieutenant Stokes from Kilo 3/4, only for an entire company instead of a platoon.  These lieutenants say that Benatz – both on paper and by reputation – was the number one lieutenant in the battalion.  The commanding officer of 3/7 reportedly ranked him as “the ultimately qualified Marine.”
In a respectful, lengthy, and strongly worded statement, Lt Luke Larson, who took over command of 3rd Platoon when Benatz became the company XO, detailed dozens of actions of bravery attributed to Benatz in Ramadi.  “The overwhelming majority of people who served with him,” said Larson, “would say he is as good as it gets.”  Larson also appended the citation nominating Benatz for his second award.  It ran nine pages.
Others said similar things.  “Lieutenant Benatz participated in more combat operations than any other XO in the battalion,” said Lt Chase Reeves, who was 2nd Platoon commander during the Ramadi deployment, in a much shorter, but no less direct letter.  “[Benatz] is the most professional and dedicated officer I ever worked with.”  
The enlisted leaders of Lima also seem to agree.  Link, who, at the age of 23, received his third meritorious promotion to staff sergeant while on his third combat deployment, also said that Benatz’s performance in Ramadi was outstanding.  “The raids he designed and executed [in Ramadi] were the finest operations I had seen during three deployments,” said Link.  In 2007, while Staff Sergeant Milinkovic was training for his fourth combat deployment with Lima 3/7, he was sent to officer candidate school and commissioned a lieutenant. 
So what happened between Ramadi and Husaybah?  All accounts from the 2004 deployment agree that the platoon commander/platoon sergeant relationship between Sergeant Soudan and Lieutenant Benatz was not exemplary.  Marines differ, however, on who was to blame.  In phone interviews in August 2005, Captain Neal placed the responsibility for failure primarily on Benatz.  According to Soudan, Gunny Vegh did the same.  In an interview before Lima 3/7 deployed to Ramadi, Link also faulted Benatz, albeit much less stridently.
But after returning from a six-month tour as a platoon sergeant in Ramadi, Link’s views had changed.  “In Husaybah, we were both immature,” Link wrote in September 2006, referring to himself and Sergeant Soudan.  “Now that I have experience, I can see how the [commander-sergeant] relationship was wrong.” 
In the same written statement, Link said that Soudan’s inability to find “a productive balance,” along with his “inexperience and negative attitude,” caused problems.  “A platoon sergeant is the median between the squad leaders and the lieutenant,” Link wrote.  “It’s all about teamwork.  No matter what differences the leadership has, you find a way to make it productive.”
“The breakdown between the leadership in 3rd Platoon cannot be blamed solely on the actions of Lieutenant Benatz,” noted Lt Aaron Awtry, who was Soudan’s lieutenant before then-Captain Gannon transferred him to Benatz.  Awtry said that he admired Soudan’s abilities and supported the decision to give him greater responsibility.  But, in Awtry’s view, Soudan treated the new job “as if he were a super squad leader.”  In other words, because Benatz had already been burned by one platoon sergeant, Soudan’s aggressiveness came across as an attempt to “become the de facto platoon commander himself.”  Awtry thought that neither Marine made an adequate effort to work as a team.
A man wishing only to be known as “A Marine Who Served with 3/7 in 2004” summed it up this way.  “Lieutenant Benatz came to us as a very proper, educated man,” said the Marine.  “Pretty much the opposite of your typical 18-22 year old infantryman, so, yes, he didn’t fit in at first.  But we grew on each other and did respect him.  I will always respect that man to the fullest, for the fact that he bled with us and did the best job he possibly could.  I would like to see anyone fresh out of school or the civilian world be put in his shoes… and carry what the lieutenant had to on his shoulders.”
Lieutenant Benatz, who was not interviewed for Blood Stripes, expressed no bitterness or anger towards Soudan.  In a May 2006 phone conversation, Benatz said that he did not wish to comment negatively on Soudan’s character in a public forum.  He affirmed his pride in Soudan’s actions, particularly at the Battle of Husaybah.  After the battle, Benatz wrote Soudan up for a Navy/Marine Corps Commendation Medal with V.  Unlike Benatz’s own recommended award, Sergeant Soudan’s was not downgraded.
In the same private conversations, however, Benatz confirmed that he has a much different recollection of what happened in Husaybah in 2004.  He has left active duty and declined an opportunity to comment in writing on the book.  Benatz acknowledges Soudan’s views, does not agree with them, and intends to get on with his life.
For his part, Soudan has also said that he does not hold any bitterness or anger towards his former platoon commander.  During interviews, Soudan repeatedly expressed that he was “not the hero of the platoon,” was “just trying to do my job,” and “probably made my own mistakes as well.”  However, he stands by his account in Blood Stripes.  “That’s how I saw it,” Soudan said in October 2006.  “I wouldn’t change a word.”
So who is right?  In some ways, both are.  In others, neither person’s view is complete.  But without access to official documents (which are still classified), and without interviewing dozens of other participants, it’s impossible to render a verdict.  Writers, reporters, and storytellers are left with impressions of eyewitness accounts affected by the fear, confusion, chaos, passion and adrenaline that is combat.  And as Lt. Col. David Grossman said, sometimes those impressions are faulty even when a warrior thinks they are telling the truth.
Blood Stripes has accurately captured the thoughts of five Marine corporals and sergeants in combat, Soudan being one of them.  However, the narrative does not offer a complete portrayal of each Marine mentioned in Lima 3/7, the complexity of the Soudan-Benatz relationship, or of the lieutenant’s character and moral fiber.  Judging from Benatz’s nine-page Bronze Star citation from Ramadi, and the words of those who were influenced by his leadership, doing so might take another book.
Perhaps future accounts of combat will detail the perspective of junior infantry officers who are forced to “play the hand they are dealt” and accept responsibility for subordinates whom they might think are recalcitrant, lazy, or unproductive.  Or, other books might analyze the leadership challenges that lieutenants face in molding three dozen disparate personalities into a single unit as they are also in the process of maturing and growing.  Such tales would be compelling and interesting.  When Lima 3/7 returns for good from the Root of All, they merit being researched and told.
But that, as they say, is another story.

