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“It became the story of the war, boosting morale at home and among the troops. It was irresistible and cinematic,
the maintenance clerk turned woman-warrior from the hollows of West Virginia who just wouldn't quit. Hollywood
promised to make a movie and the media, too, were hungry for heroes.” — ‘A Broken Body, a Broken Story, Pieced
Together,” Washington Post, June 17, 2003*

Forging an Icon: Jessica Lynch and U.S. Military/Media Deception

Although the names Jessica Lynch and Soshanna Johnson are readily recognized in most
homes across the United States, another soldier with them the morning they were ambushed in
Nasiriyah — Lori Piestewa — doesn’t have nearly the same ring. It’s a curious thing since Piestewa,
Lynch’s Fort Bliss, Texas, roommate and a mother of two, was the first female to lose her life in Iraq
mere days into the initial invasion. As a member of the Hopi tribe on Arizona’s Navajo reservation,
she was also the first Native American woman killed in action on foreign soil. In the aftermath of the
Nasiriyah attack, Lynch and Johnson and Piestewa (along with others) were taken prisoner. Piestewa
would die in captivity and faded from the greater public’s view quite quickly, while Lynch — and
Johnson to a much lesser degree — became America’s first heroes of the Iraqg War.

Though Piestewa could have chosen to stay back due to a shoulder injury, the 23-year old
volunteered for deployment so that she could watch over her 19-year old roommate; she carried out
her service to country and friend with skill and bravery and heart, but most Americans don’t know
her name. In fact, even the media appears not to be all that familiar with her name. As recently as
April 2007, in an interview with CBS’ Early Show, Lynch spoke again of her battle buddy. The show
transcript of her words contains a glaring error: Piestewa’s name is misspelled as ‘Laurie’ rather than
‘Lori.”? Perhaps a bit of a knit-picking mistake, but one that speaks volumes about our general

knowledge of Piestewa. Her Fort Bliss roommate continues to try to correct the record on what
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happened in Iraq, however, going to great lengths to say she was a survivor, not a hero like her
friend. “Lori is the real hero,” Lynch says.?

But that’s not what the media or the military would have had us believe.

It was March 23, 2003, the third day of the U.S. invasion, when a portion of the 507th Army
Maintenance Company’s support convoy, running late and at half strength, their 18 vehicles (two
being towed) lagging behind the rest of the 600-vehicle convoy, missed a turn and wound up lost.
Capt. Troy King, commander of the 507th had chosen to lead the straggling leg of the convoy rather
than move north with the others. Since leaving Camp Victory in Kuwait, he had been up for 55
straight hours, and he and his troops were into their second night of continuous movement. Radio
communications were failing, and a shortcut to make up for lost time ended up costing them even
more as their trucks got stuck in the soft Iraqi sands. A checkpoint that should have announced a turn
off of Route Blue (the code name for the highway they were traveling on) had been deserted after the
main line passed through. As a result, the convoy found themselves headed straight into Nasiriyah as
dawn broke.

Only after clearing the wakening city once did Capt. King realize that the convoy was
heading in the wrong direction. As the order was given to move out of the area quickly, small arms
and machine gun fire, mortars and RPGs suddenly tore out from every direction. As the convoy’s
vehicles accelerated, pulling up the rear was 23-year old Piestewa along with her passengers, Pfc.
Jessica Lynch (whose truck had broken down earlier that evening, Piestewa coming to her aid,
saying, “Get in!”), 1st Sgt. Robert J. Dowdy, and two troops that had been picked up after their

vehicle had gotten stuck in the sand, Spc. Edward Anguiano and Sgt. George Buggs. As the Humvee
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sped through the ambush, the soldiers inside firing their M-16s, Lynch glanced over at her friend as
she raced to drive them to safety. Piestewa looked cool, calm and in control.”

In front of the Humvee, a 5-ton wrecker piloted by Spc. Edgar Hernandez and carrying
passenger Spc. Shoshana Johnson swerved to avoid hitting an Iraqi truck parked in the middle of the
road. Hernandez lost control of the vehicle, and they crashed. Nearing the scene of this crash, an
RPG struck Piestewa’s front-left wheel well, sending the vehicle violently under the wrecker’s hitch.
Dowdy was killed immediately. Anguiano and Buggs sank into the grave under unclear
circumstances. Badly injured, unconscious yet still alive, Piestewa and Lynch were taken to
Nasiriyah’s Saddam Hospital by their Iraqi captors. While Lynch would be dramatically rescued, her
friend, the life draining from her body, would not make it out of Iraq alive.®

But apparently that story wasn’t remarkable or patriotic enough to inspire any of us on the

homefront. Perhaps Rambo and Die Hard and Air Force One and Behind Enemy Lines and G.I. Jane

are to blame. This genre of patriotic, ‘rah-rah’ military movies has ostensibly upped the ante; today,
no mere mortals need apply for the position of Hero. Reality isn’t good enough. Our heroes must be
superheroes with superhuman strength, staggering endurance and photogenic looks. And to telegraph
their goodness (and our goodness) around the world, their invasions and rescues must be preferably
televised (choppy night-vision footage is a big impressive plus). Their escapades now sexed up with
pulsating music and flag-waving graphics, the viewer is emotionally whisked away in a nationalistic
orgasm of pride and joy, our Hollywood-nurtured Pavlovian response kicking right in. In the video
age, the now unseemly line between reality and fiction has seamlessly begun to blur.

An example of this media-influenced morphing of reality is found in comments made in the

wake of the September 11t attacks. “It was like watching a movie,” said many of witnessing the
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events on their television screens.” Author Neal Gabler, in Life: The Movie, explains what’s going on

here: “[T]he boundaries separating reality and fiction, actual events and media constructions, have
broken down as the society of the spectacle comes to dominate the public sphere.” In no case is this
more evident than in the morphing of the Lynch narrative. Cynics could argue that the debacle
proved once-and-for-all that authentic accounts are no longer the goal of the news media and our
military; sensation, manipulation and capturing it all on film for full special effect are.

With the forward momentum of Operation Iraqi Freedom in full swing, Americans were
served up super-sized helpings of the story of a “[b]lond and waiflike” female soldier boldly fighting-
to-the-end, guns a-blazing against the Iraqi militia until her ammo was spent. Early reports by the
press had her “emptying her M-16 into Iraqi soldiers,” fighting “fiercely,” getting “stabbed and shot
multiple times,” not to mention that she “killed several of her assailants.”° Jessica Lynch was
presented to the American public and the world as if she were a real-life GI Jane action figure.
Operation Rally the American Public, the military and the media’s propagandistic ‘war on the truth,’
had clearly commenced. “She was fighting to the death,” one unnamed official was quoted as saying.
“She did not want to be taken alive.”""

As the ground war kicked up, a larger U.S.-Middle East media war sparked up, too. This ‘air’
war revolved around what footage should and should not be shown. Images of dead American
soldiers and five visibly frightened POW’s captured in Nasiriyah were broadcast on Iraqi TV, while a
controversial video tape aired on Al Jazeera showing both Piestewa, still clinging to life, and Lynch in
their hospital beds (NBC News would air an edited version of this footage in December 2003).**
Word was that the medical staff abused them, slapping them about. Of Lynch’s injuries, the

Associated Press reported that she had “two broken legs and a broken arm, plus at least one gunshot
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wound.”!? Government and media reports told of her being brutally raped. Perversely, the story
would soon develop into a well-timed, patriotic, ‘feel-good’ piece for the media and the military; they
both pounced and capitalized on it. Reporters were roused from their beds in the early morning
hours, told to rush into CENTCOM for an important briefing — many saying after-the-fact that they
thought Saddam had been captured — only to be spoon-fed the fable of Jessica Lynch."”

But then a curious thing happened. Lynch survived to tell the truth, and to her credit, she
began to correct the record. Again and again. No, she did not go down guns a-blazing; in fact, her gun
jammed and she never got off a shot. No, she was not stabbed or shot. And as for the Iraqi medical
personnel who tended her wounds? No, they did not abuse her. One unfortunate element of the story
turned out to be true, however. In November 2004, with the release of her authorized biography, I

Am a Soldier, Too: The Jessica Lynch Story, came the news that, though Lynch has a three-hour lapse

in her memory following the crash of the Humvee she was riding in, tests confirmed that she had
been sodomized.

The demure soldier may not have thought of herself as a hero, but to many she proved
otherwise by taking on the myth-making of the U.S. media and military. Their deception, this forging
of an icon, appears to have served dual purposes. An attractive and rousing heroine conjured up at a
time when America needed signs and reassurance that their decision to invade Iraq was the right one
to have made, Lynch conversely also fulfilled the role of damsel-in-distress. A helpless POW for nine
days, Lynch was rescued by a hard-charging covert U.S. Special Operations unit, Task Force 20,
swooping in for a dramatic nighttime rescue on April 1, 2003 — April Fool’s Day. The irony of the
date apparently slipped by the military and media sensors. “The whole thing was staged and Jerry

Bruckheimer wrote the script for the rescue,” said one YouTube comment on a clip of Lynch’s
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rescue.!* Perhaps going a bit overboard in their analysis, the commenter wasn’t exactly alone in their
assessment of Hollywood’s impact on the DoD.

On May 15, 2003, while Lynch was still recovering from her injuries at Walter Reed Army
Medical Center, “The truth about Jessica” arrived from Guardian reporter John Kampfner. “The

Pentagon had been influenced by Hollywood producers of reality TV and action movies, notably

Black Hawk Down,” he suggested. “Her rescue will go down as one of the most stunning pieces of
news management yet conceived,” he added, speaking specifically of Lynch. “It provides a remarkable
insight into the real influence of Hollywood producers on the Pentagon's media managers, and has
produced a template from which America hopes to present its future wars.” > Indeed this same
template was used in another highly-publicized and falsified myth — that of Specialist Patrick
Tillman, the Army Ranger who, according to the military, died while engaged in intense combat with
Taliban forces in Afghanistan. His heroics and sacrifice were all the more poignant to most
Americans because he had walked away from the safety and security of his life — and a multimillion
dollar professional football contract — to protect our country after we were attacked on 9/11. In the
wake of his death, the military rushed to seal the story of his actions on that Afghanistan ridge by
awarding him a Silver Star, yet later investigations confirmed what those with him at the time clearly
knew immediately: Tillman had been killed by his own forces. Four generals and five officers were
later found to have had a role in the falsification of the incident details, commanders even
threatening those on scene not to speak a word of the truth."® While the Lynch and Tillman
fabrications differ in myriad respects, one important divergence is in the existence of video footage
(although Rangers on the scene say a Predator drone was flying overhead that may have captured the

event).'’
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Guardian reporter John Kampfner confirms the value of images in spinning the yarn;
ensuring the right television footage is a key requirement in telling a story these days in our video
obsessed ‘real world’ voyeuristic culture. The U.S. military (and the media) knows this, Lynch’s
celluloid-preserved rescue standing in as solid proof of that. An Iraqi doctor at the hospital during the

rescue operation couldn’t help but pick up on what the U.S. military’s goal was as well:

"It was like a Hollywood film. They cried, 'Go, go, go', with guns and blanks and the
sound of explosions. They made a show - an action movie like Sylvester Stallone or
Jackie Chan, with jumping and shouting, breaking down doors." All the time with the

.18
camera rolling.

Foreshadowing all of this was Edward Zwick’s 1996 film, Courage Under Fire, its themes

having a number of similarities to both Lynch and Tillman’s experience with military exploitation.
Set in Iraq during 1997’s first Gulf War, the movie tells the tale of Captain Karen Walden, an Army
helicopter pilot killed in action after saving the lives of another downed U.S. chopper crew under
attack by Iraqi forces. Called in to conduct the interviews necessary to write the required military
report of what took place on that deadly Iraqi ridge is Lt. Colonel Nathaniel Serling, a career military
officer additionally coping with the psychological burden of a friendly-fire death that took place
under his command. The pressure is on Serling to zip things up quickly. Facts do not appear to be
valued or important — especially the uncomfortable kind. Politicians want to use the story to pump up
the American people, and so are anxious to make Walden the first female posthumously to receive
the Medal of Honor. And as for the military, they just want a nice tidy accounting with no loose ends

or complications. In The Hollywood War Machine, authors Carl Boggs and Tom Pollard explain, “As

the investigation proceeds, the White House decides to manufacture political capital from the

incident, hoping to bask in Walden’s glory in breaking new ground for female combatants. Serling’s
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commanding officer, General Hershberg, echoes their thinking on the matter: ‘Everybody wants it —
senators, congressmen. One shining piece of something for people to believe in.”°

Story trumps truth is the moral of their fabricated tale; the ends justify the means.

But while Serling determines in the end that Walden died in combat under laudable
circumstances and deserves the award recommendation, the facts surrounding her death are unclear
and unsettling. As the protagonist of the film’s secondary storyline, he attempts to get at the truth of
the Walden affair while also being investigated for giving the OK to fire on what his unit believed
was an enemy tank. Serling, drowning in survivor’s guilt and booze, is frustrated that the military
wants to sweep what happened in both his and Walden’s incident under the rug. The military
appears to be so hypersensitive to criticism that they would rather lie to parents and nation alike,
creating fictional accounts to boost morale and cover their butts. Pressure and veiled threats are
applied by his commanding officer, but Serling stands and does not buckle. “I'm going to get this one
right,” he says, and proceeds to be the check on the military's version of events by sinking his teeth
further into the investigation. “In order to honor a soldier, we have to tell the truth, the whole truth,
and nothing but the truth,” says Serling at the film’s close. “Until we do that, we dishonor [them] and
every soldier that gave [their] life for [their] county.” Years later, Pat Tillman’s mother would echo
this sentiment in front of a congressional committee looking into the details of her son’s death.
“You're diminishing their true heroism to write these glorious tales,” Mary Tillman said. “It’s really a
disservice to the nation.””°

Remarkably, the soldier standing for truth and honor is often at odds with the military’s

steady drumbeat to war. “Increasingly, media involvement in government lies, myths, and distortions
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has contributed vitally to legitimation of war as a means to advance U.S. global interests,” authors

Boggs and Pollard say. They continue:

TV, radio, and print journalism have been central to this process, routinely carrying
forward those false discourses, bolstering the dominant ideological framework, and
failing to critically investigate the claims and the pretensions of government and
military officials. Media culture has evolved into a propaganda apparatus, especially in
the realm of international concerns, where corporate and Pentagon interests are able to
create their own version of ‘reality’ for an American public already inclined to follow

the prevailing discourses.?!

But the heroes are fighting back with the truth.

On April 24, 2007, Jessica Lynch appeared at a Committee on Oversight and Government
Reform hearing entitled Misleading Information from the Battlefield. Its goal was to examine the
facts surrounding the Pat Tillman case. Looking every bit the media darling with her blond bob and
sweet smile, she challenged the military and the media for their outright lying about the
circumstances of her capture and her rescue, saying of them, “I'm still confused as to why they chose
to lie and try to make me a legend when the real heroics of my fellow soldiers that day were
legendary.” Of the media, specifically, Lynch said, “They should have found out the facts before they
spread the word like wildfire.” Instead they were too busy “all repeating the story of the little-girl
Rambo from the hills of West Virginia, who went down fighting. It was not true.” The soldier also
spoke of the illogic of telling lies in order to pump up stories like hers in Iraq and Tillman’s in
Afghanistan, saying, “The bottom line is, the American people are capable of determining their own
ideals for heroes, and they don't need to be told elaborate lies. I had the good fortune to come home
and to tell the truth. Many soldiers, like Pat Tillman, did not have that opportunity.” In closing she

said, “The truth of war is not always easy. The truth is always more heroic than the hype.”**
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As for her best friend, Lori Piestewa, on January 19, 2007, Lynch named her daughter Dakota
(the Hopi word for ‘friendship’ or ‘ally’) Ann (all three women now sharing the same middle name)
in her honor.?” Piestewa, whose surname means ‘water pooled on the desert by a hard rain,” would
also have a 2,608-foot mountain peak near Phoenix posthumously renamed in her honor. While her
story may have been lost in the military and media rush to create a hero out of Lynch, the strength of
her character and her bravery have clearly left a mark with those who knew her. Too bad the rest of
us weren’t given a chance to know Piestewa at the time of her death. It would have been a great

comfort to her family — and to America as well.
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