“TRAUMA NEVER GOES
AWAY”: AS AMERICA

FORGETS, IRAQ WAR
STAYS WITH U.S.
VETERANS

Twenty years after the invasion, veterans struggle to
reconcile their sacrifices with the unhappy outcome
and the false narratives that started the war.



Murtaza Hussain

TIM MCLAUGHLIN COMMANDED a Marine Corps tank
platoon that took part in some of the earliest fighting of the U.S.
invasion of Iraq. Like many veterans, the experience left him with
post-traumatic stress and conflicted feelings about the war. In an
attempt to process his experiences, after his service, McLaughlin left
the U.S. and moved to Bosnia, where he lived for nine months in a
home looking over the old city of Sarajevo — a place that, like Iraq,
had been the site of terrible violence.

“I just wanted to be able to go to a country that had experienced mass
trauma and to see how people dealt with it,” McLaughlin said. “What
I learnt is that for people who experience it, trauma never goes away.”

Twenty years since U.S. troops first invaded, the U.S. war in Iraq has
become a faded memory to many Americans. For Iraqis themselves,
the consequences of the war are still an unavoidable part of their
daily lives. But trauma also lingers for a group of Americans unlikely
to forget the war as long as they live: former U.S. service members.
More than a million Americans are estimated to have served in Iraq
over the course of more than a decade, mostly in noncombat roles.
Alongside millions of Iraqis who were killed or displaced by the
conflict, thousands of Americans died or were wounded in Iraq.

For many veterans, the war has been the defining event of their lives.
Yet it has been difficult to reconcile the terrible sacrifices they made
during the conflict with the unhappy outcome or the false narratives
that initiated it.

“The idea of going to war is horrible. When people are talking about it
on TV, they are talking about something that is not real to them.
When it becomes real to you, it stays real to you your whole life,” said
McLaughlin. “For me, the experience was violent, stressful, and sad. I
truly believe that we were the best in the world at our job and what



we did. Unfortunately, the job of the Marine Corps was killing people
and destroying stuff.”

In the years after the conflict, McLaughlin struggled with what he had
experienced in Iraq. He later published his diaries, documenting the
violence and terror of the early days of the invasion. He has also
grappled with the tragic nature of the war for Iraqis, who, due to the
decision to invade by the Bush administration, were forced to suffer
for the September 11 attacks despite having no connection to them.
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“I didn’t decide to invade Iraq. I have no negative feelings towards Iraqis at all. The people I served with who
are alive, I love and adore. The people who are dead and gone, I love and adore,” said McLaughlin. “Where I
do get frustrated is with the people who chose to do this. I just had a job. The people in Iraq were just living
their lives. I do get frustrated with the people who made this decision. I mean, you sent us to invade the
wrong country.”
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An Iraqi family reacts after three family members, innocent civilians, were shot and killed by U.S. Marines in an incident in Baghdad,
Iraq, on April 9, 2003. (Photo by Carolyn Cole/Los Angeles Times via Getty Images)

Hell for Life

The initial claim that launched the war, which was that Iraq harbored weapons of mass destruction and
posed an imminent threat to the United States and its allies, was disproved early on in the conflict. What
Americans and Iraqgis were then left to experience was a slow, grinding military occupation and insurgency,
fought without a clear purpose, which gradually devolved into a civil war that left millions dead, wounded, or
displaced.

At the end of all the bloodshed, Saddam Hussein and his family were gone, but life in Iraq today remains
difficult for many who have had to deal with the aftermath of the war (and there are still approximately
2,500 U.S. troops in Iraq as trainers and advisers to the Iraqi military). Many Americans who had joined the



military out of a sense of national duty following September 11 found themselves killing and dying in a war
against people who had had nothing to do with the attacks.
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“For people who had enlisted in the aftermath of 9/11 with the intention of avenging the attacks, to then end
up in Iraq — which had very little or nothing to do with it — it is very difficult to reconcile,” said Gregory
Daddis, a former U.S. Army colonel and veteran of both Operation Desert Storm and Operation Iraqi
Freedom who later served as a military historian. “You have veterans now dealing with their experiences and
trying to answer the question of whether their sacrifices were worth it. With wars like Iraq, Afghanistan, and
Vietnam, it is very difficult to answer that in a positive way.”

In addition to hundreds of thousands of Iraqis killed in the war, it is estimated that roughly 4,500 U.S.
service members died in Iraq. Many thousands more were wounded, often with debilitating injuries that have
required long-term care and made a return to normal life impossible. Despite whatever support they may



receive from the federal government, the catastrophic wartime injuries that many Americans in Iraq suffered
has been beyond what even attentive medical service can heal. Some are still dying today as a result of
wounds suffered during combat. While the war may be disappearing from the memory of Americans, these
injuries and traumas are a daily reminder of the legacy of the Iraq War to those who experienced it firsthand.

Dennis Fritz served as an U.S. Air Force officer for 28 years before resigning in the early days of the war and
spending over a decade working at the Warrior Clinic at Walter Reed Military Hospital, helping with the
recovery of service members wounded in Iraq and other conflicts. The experience of dealing with a constant
stream of grievously wounded service members has fed a sense of anger on behalf of soldiers manipulated by
political leaders who made the decision to invade Iraq.

“I'm upset about it to this day because our service
members were used as pawns.”

“Most Americans don’t even understand that war is real when they are watching it on television. It is only
when they come to Walter Reed to see a family member who lost a limb or had PTSD that they realize,” said
Fritz, who retired from the Air Force at the rank of master sergeant and now does writing and public
advocacy on behalf of veterans in favor of military restraint. “We have people who suffer wounds that mean
it’s going to be hell for them for the rest of their lives. Meanwhile, as we now know, Iraq was no threat to us.
I’'m upset about it to this day because our service members were used as pawns.”

Many of those responsible for the Iraq War have gone on to enjoy rewarding careers as senior policymakers
in Washington or have cashed in on their time in government by taking well-paid roles in the private sector.
Meanwhile, the trail of suffering left behind by the conflict continues to claim victims, both in the Middle
East, where the consequences of the war are still felt by millions, and in the towns and cities of the United
States, where the physical and psychological wounds of the war are still quietly carried by many veterans.

“I know two people who were officers during the war and are going through a hard time with PTSD right now
and the guilt that they feel because their soldiers lost their lives,” Fritz said. “But it’s not because of them that
they died; it’s because of the political leaders who sent them to war on a lie. They’re ones who should have
PTSD — but they don’t. They just go off to write books and get themselves lucrative jobs.”
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