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INTRODUCTION

My name is Major Edward Pulido, U.S Army (Ret.). I spent 19 years of my life
serving the greatest nation in the world. Like many veterans, my story begins while
serving a combat tour in Baqubah, Iraq.  
 
It was August 17, 2004. On that fateful day I hit an Improvised Explosive Device
(I.E.D.) or roadside bomb. This particular roadside explosion would lead to the
amputation of my left leg and would change me and my family’s life forever. 
 
As I struggled to breathe and as my faith in God was tested, I remember a comment
that my father made which had a powerful impact on my life. He told me that when
I took the oath to serve in the Armed Forces of the United States of America, that as
a commissioned officer, I had a duty and responsibility to God, my country, my
family and to the enlisted and non commissioned officers who served under my
command.  
 
In addition, he explained to me the importance of making sure that as a nation, we
must always understand to never leave anyone behind on the field of battle. As a
defender of freedom, in this great country, we all have a patriotic duty and
responsibility to honor our fallen and take care of our wounded.  
 
Today, as a wounded warrior, I want to give back to those that gave me a second
chance on August 17, 2004. Will you join me in honoring an American Warrior and
in giving our veterans an opportunity to maximize their potential after service?
Whether or not you ever wore our country’s uniform, you can now be an American
Warrior for the cause of freedom.  
 
You see, on that day in August, I didn’t lose my leg. On that day, I sacrificed it. 
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CHAPTER ONE: ARRIVING IN IRAQ & FIRST IMPRESSIONS

Arriving at my assigned military base in Camp Taji, about twenty miles north of
Baghdad, in May, 2004, one day after my 36th birthday, it was the third time I had
been deployed for active duty. I was a sixteen-year veteran with the U.S. Army’s
Reserve 75th Division. 
 
I had already served a two-month stint in the Middle East and a short stay in 
Honduras prior to arriving in Taji. This most recent assignment to the Taji
military base was to train Iraqi soldiers in how to handle their own in-country 
strife and be combat capable in securing the nation. 
 
With a war that began amidst controversy only a year earlier, I was arriving in Iraq
just as the country was imploding. Operation Iraqi Freedom had begun in March
2003 when President George W. Bush, along with British ally Prime Minister Tony
Blair, made good on a vow to invade the country and topple its president Saddam
Hussein. 
 
Much has been written of the reasons Bush and other political figures chose to
invade, including the suspicion of weapons of mass destruction, which was later
discounted. Yet the initial invasion, fought conventionally, was successful in that it
closed with the capture of the Iraqi capital Baghdad by U.S. forces that were led by
U.S. General Tommy Franks. 
 
By the time I arrived in Taji in early May 2004, the two warring factions within
Iraqi, Saddam’s Sunni government forces and the newly empowered Shiites, which
had set up a governing council, were at each other’s throats. In addition, foreign
fighters had joined the Sunni-led insurgency, creating chaos in the streets through
urban guerilla ambushes and strikes. 
 
This militant group had formed their own Army in June, 2003, known as the
“Mahdi Militia,” an Iraqi paramilitary force created by Iraqi Shia cleric Muqtada al-
Sadi. Armed with an assortment of light and heavy weapons, they eventually
infiltrated police stations, public buildings and homes, sometimes using women and
children as shields. A few Shiites joined the Mahdi Militia as well, making it
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difficult for us, as U.S. troops, to know who the enemy was, and was not. 
 
By the time I finally landed in Baghdad, IEDs were the leading killer of military
personnel. In time, they would kill an average of 17 troops a month. For soldiers
like me, this was the newest, gravest threat. 
 

 
Mortar rounds similar to these often hit the compound 

in Taji, Iraq in 2004. 
 
My initial impression of the Baghdad region was that this must be what hell was
like. I recall the flight into BYOP (Baghdad Airport) as the emptiness of the desert
spread out beneath me. 
 
We flew in on a C-130 with a combat landing for safety reasons. That meant a
quick descent from 10,000 feet down to zero to avoid rocket-propelled grenade
launchers by the insurgents. A deep dive like that can make you airsick. There was
also a certain look on our faces, a terror of the unknown since we didn’t know what
we would encounter. We were combat ready. But we weren’t sure for what type of
combat operation. 
 
Outfitted in full battle attire, me and my fellow soldiers de-planed and were met by
Air Force personnel on the ground dressed in casual military gear. I spotted what I
thought were Blackwater employees milling around in their distinctive black tee
shirts and khaki pants, loaded down with the best hardware money could buy. 
 
The Blackwater guys were a well-armed, well-paid, contracted force. They were
big, stoic, two-hundred-plus men, most of them pretty buffed and looking mean.
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They wore flat vests, sunglasses and had sophisticated scopes and their own rocket
launchers. We talked among ourselves about their advanced weaponry and I thought
then, ‘wouldn’t it be great if we had that?’ For their part, the Blackwater crew
simply laughed at us, the new troops. Arriving in the blistering sun in full battle
attire didn’t make much sense to them. 
 
Hot. It was very, very hot. That’s what I remember most. Before long, we were
moved to a tent at a transition site where we spent our first night in the desert.
Everyone talked about the heat. It was so intense I slept outside on the rocks with
the scorpions, the spiders and the sand fleas. It didn’t take me long to realize how
important it was to have water on hand so I wouldn’t dehydrate. I’ve never been to
hell, but I think this is what it would be like. 
 
 
 
 

Life in the desert; this is part of a military patrol in a typical sandstorm. 
 
A bus pulled up and I’m thinking, ‘you’ve got to be kidding.’ We were expecting
some type of military transport for protection, maybe a Humvee or an up-armored
vehicle. Then it dawned on us that in a field environment, we get what we get. En
route, while we talked of the mission at hand, we were on high alert as to what was
happening with the insurgency and what we might expect once we made it to the
camp and engaged in enemy contact. 
 
At Taji Base Camp, I was assigned to a building that in essence, was nothing more
than a box eight feet wide by eight feet deep, with a bunk bed and layers of plaster
peeling off the walls. A former Iraqi Republican Guard base used during the
Saddam regime, it was reportedly once a center for the manufacture of chemical
weapons. Now under American control, it sat in a rural area about twenty miles
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outside of Baghdad, but still inside the volatile Sunni Triangle, where anything
could happen at any time.
 
 

 
Life in Taji, Iraq 

 
For the next few weeks, I lived, worked, ate and slept in or near this assigned space.
Since I was born in Puerto Rico and spoke Spanish, I found it easy to make friends
and was soon part of a Hispanic contingent of non-commissioned officers who ate
at the mess hall together each day. Before long, I was referred to by my newfound
companions as “boricua,” a friendly term which means "of Puerto Rican decent". 
 
Many of these non-commissioned officers were from the 1st Calvary Division,
including a group of firemen attached to the 1st Calvary Division from Puerto Rico,
and they offered me a special type of respite. We ate together, worshipped together,
and spent free time together. They came up with the idea for “Salsa Night in the
Desert,” which gave us a break from our normal routine. They quickly became my
friends and my refuge. To me, they were the true patriots and a comforting reminder
of my blood culture. 
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CHAPTER TWO: ADJUSTING TO LIFE & WORK ON BASE 

Day by day, we settled into a work routine. My main duty, through the Coalitional
Provisional Authority (CPA), was to train Iraqi soldiers at the Taji base and to serve
as an executive officer under the direction of my superior officer, Col. Kenneth
Stone, a twenty-five-year veteran and an attorney from my home state, Oklahoma. 
 
We worked with both commissioned and non-commissioned officers. It was a
challenge getting these Iraqi soldiers combat-capable and trained. We taught them
the basics, from how to dress in their military uniform and wear it properly, to how
to become disciplined. In time, they would also learn how to make their own
military decisions. 
 

Graduation Day for American-trained Iraqi troops 
 
 
A typical day for the Iraqi troops included a wake-up call at five a.m., roll call and a
physical fitness routine, a run-down of daily orders for their training plan and then
breakfast. Each soldier would learn how to fire a weapon, march in sequence and
understand their own military chain-of-command (modeled after the United States
military). 
 
It was not an easy job, and one that came with unspoken issues of trust, safety and a
certain amount of cultural bias on both sides of the training spectrum. When I
arrived in 2004, the local troops didn’t yet have a lot of ownership in their own
leadership. Though the Kurds in the north had a reputation as excellent, professional
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soldiers, there was a good deal of incompetence among the Sunni and Shiite
soldiers. Turn-over was common and negativity rampant among the troops. Only
about half the men really wanted to be trained; most just wanted to get a paycheck.
A lot of them went AWOL (Absent without Leave). 
 
In late July, I received orders that we would be relocating from the Taji Military
base to the Kirkush Military Training Base (KMTB) north of Baghdad.
 

 
2004 map of Coalition Forces in Iraq with unit areas of responsibilities. 

 
The plan was to unite with other units and to secure the northern region of Iraq,
with an overall mission to raise the 5th Division of the Iraq Army so they could
eventually provide their own protection. 
 
On August 16, 2004, we began to prepare for the next-day trip to Kirkush. As was
my daily routine, I talked to Karen and little Kaitlin, referring to my daughter by her
nickname: “little boo-boo.” We’d be driving to Kirkush, so I had requested air
transport from the 1st Calvary Division but was denied due to what was deemed
other "important missions". Therefore, I would be forced to drive in a “soft target,”
a Nissan Patrol SUV as part of a seven-vehicle convoy. 
 
It reinforced what I had learned from my father: that in a combat zone, troops had to
take whatever they could get in terms of equipment, supplies, classified materials
and even personal effects. It was – as my father would say – ‘just the Army way.
You drive on and work the mission.’ 
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