AN AMERICAN MOTHER’S EFFORT TO END THE IRAQ WAR 

WHERE IT BEGAN

Wanting to honour the death of her son (a soldier who was killed when he was sent to fight in Iraq) by questioning those responsible – in this case the President of the USA, Cindy Sheehan set up Camp Casey outside George W Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas. Symbolically, that was the town where the war in Iraq had begun.

By Charlie Jackson 


The prequel to the war in Iraq began in the northern summer of 2002 when neo-conservatives within US President George Bush’s administration met at his ranch outside Crawford, Texas. The neo-cons argued that Saddam Hussein was like the terrorists who had attacked New York on 9/11 and that the president should eliminate this threat by invading Iraq. The rest, shall we say, is history. 


In the small town of Vacaville, California, a family worried about the possible effects of the war in Iraq on their son, Casey Sheehan. 


A year after the US invaded Iraq in 2003 and captured Hussein, it looked as if Casey would be sent there. The US Army’s 1st Cavalry Division was due to ship out in March 2004. Its task was to take over command of the Baghdad metropolitan area and focus on reconstruction and economic development projects. 


The army team was full of enthusiasm that they might have a chance to contribute to rebuilding Iraq. Casey and his comrades had been in Iraq less than one month and were still adjusting to the strange new sights and smells. Iraq was already deteriorating from the aftermath of the invasion and the breakdown in civil infrastructure. Raw sewage flowed through many streets, while even the wealthy were having difficulty finding petrol for their cars or fuel for their generators. 


Casey’s company received a call to check out activity near the Sadr City suburb north of Baghdad. This area, home to many of the poorest residents, teemed with anti-US insurgents. Casey was killed on 4 April when his company was attacked by Iraqi fighters with rocket-propelled grenades and small arms. His parents were notified that same day, Palm Sunday.


Hundreds of mourners attended a service that week to honour this 24-year-old gentle young man who had been a boy scout and altar boy and had dreamed of one day serving the church. When he joined the army in 2000, the recruiter said that he would be able to finish college (Casey earned an associates of arts degree in drama) and that he would never see combat. 


His mother, Cindy, had been anxiously following the progress of the war. Suddenly she was faced with the death of her eldest son. Have you ever heard the scream of a mother who has lost her child? Has your child been murdered? 


‘Murder’ is the word Cindy Sheehan uses to describe how her son was sent to Iraq to fight in an unjust war and then killed by Iraqi fighters. She was incensed by the president’s debate before re-election the following September when he kept repeating the phrase ‘hard work’ to describe the war in Iraq. ‘In Iraq, no doubt about it, it’s tough. It’s hard work. It’s incredibly hard,’ Bush said. 


Cindy established a group, Gold Star Mothers for Peace, to work to bring troops home from Iraq and prevent other families from experiencing the pain she was feeling. 


‘Hard work is seeing your son’s murder on CNN one Sunday evening while you’re enjoying the last supper you’ll ever truly enjoy again. Hard work is having three military officers come to your house a few hours later to confirm the aforementioned murder of your son, your first-born, your kind and gentle sweet baby. Hard work is burying your child 46 days before his 25th birthday. Hard work is holding your other three children as they lower the body of their big [brother] into the ground. Hard work is not jumping in the grave with him and having the earth cover you both,’ she said. 


Cindy then made opposition to the administration’s policies her full-time job. 


In early August this year, Cindy travelled to the Veterans for Peace (VFP) annual conference in Dallas. There she met with Iraq War veterans. Cindy wept as she listened to their stories. In her speech she spoke about other mothers whose sons have died in Iraq and their families’ struggles. She spoke about the ‘lying bastard, George Bush’ who was taking a five-week vacation during a time of war just down the road in Crawford. 


Cindy decided to head to Crawford, camp out as close as she could get to the president’s  ranch,  and  stay  until  either  the  president  came out  to talk  with  her or he                                                                                                                                       

finished his vacation. 


And so the story of ‘Camp Casey’ began on 7 August. 


With a motley group of 50, including friends from the Veterans for Peace convention and Texas peace activists, Cindy rode into the town where – symbolically – the war in Iraq had begun. 


Bored journalists were alerted that an angry mother of a soldier killed in Iraq was coming to town. White House staff had also been notified in advance and soon an armoured SUV rolled up. National security adviser Steve Hadley and deputy White House chief of staff Joe Hagin emerged, along with their bodyguards. Cindy thanked them for coming out, but demanded to speak to the president so she could ask, ‘What did my son die for?’


Cindy looked around for somewhere she could stay. The local sheriff told the group that they couldn’t trespass on the properties that bordered the road behind barbed-wire fences, but that they were free to camp out in the drainage ditches on either side of the two-lane road. 


The country road that leads to the president’s ranch is surrounded by fields of summer weeds baking in the sun. As temperatures rise to around 38°C, residents flee indoors to escape the heat and humidity. The only sound is of horseflies buzzing in the afternoon and the cry of the occasional mockingbird. When not worrying about heatstroke, local residents keep an eye out for a quick turn of the weather that can bring severe thunderstorms and tornados. 

Cindy decided to spend the night camping out in the ditch rather than return to the city of Waco to find a motel. 

With a small supply of battery-operated flashlights, bottled water, sunscreen lotion, and a large floppy hat, Cindy prepared to camp out. The one thing that caused the greatest discomfort was the constant battle with ‘fire’ ants, which bite with a sharp sting wherever they find flesh. 

With only a handful of supporters, the temporary campsite began under the star-filled Texas sky. Around the world, tens of thousands of emails were exchanged by peace organisers sympathetic to Cindy’s cause. A whirlwind of activity ensued the following week as, first in small numbers and then a flood, the media and Cindy’s supporters flocked to Camp Casey. 

First to respond were the volunteers at the nearby Crawford Peace House, which was  purchased  by  farsighted  peace  activists  from Dallas in the spring of 2003 and has                                                                                                                                        

become a focal point for anti-war groups going to Crawford. The Peace House helped to take messages, coordinate logistics and find volunteers to shuttle people out to Camp Casey. 

Flowers, letters of support and other help started to arrive for Cindy. Wooden crosses, commemorating the soldiers who died in Iraq, arrived from the Arlington West ‘cemetery’ site in California, which was established by Fernando Suarez del Solar to honour his son Jesus, the first US marine killed in Iraq. 

The president, speaking from his home just up the road, continued to claim that the US was succeeding in its mission in Iraq, ‘which was to help the Iraqis’. 

‘I sympathise with Mrs Sheehan,’ Bush said in response to a reporter’s questions. ‘She has every right in the world to say what she believes. This is America. She has a right to her position. And I’ve thought long and hard about her position. I’ve heard her position from others, which is, get out of Iraq now. And it would be – it would be a mistake for the security of this country and the ability to lay the foundations for peace in the long-run, if we were to do so.’

As news travelled, citizens were moved to support Cindy. Religious groups began praying for Cindy. Vigils were organised in solidarity throughout the world. Camp Casey grew and was threatened with being shut down by local officials. A nearby farmer stepped in and offered a parcel of land near the president’s ranch upon which to camp. National groups got involved. The ranks swelled. 

Now, near the end of the second week, Camp Casey has become an even greater focus of attention than when it began, so much so that Cindy worries that her message may become lost: A mother honouring her son’s death by questioning those responsible. – Third World Network Features No. 2862/05, September 2005

About the writer: Charlie Jackson is an international business specialist temporarily working in Australia. He has visited Iraq twice as a delegate with the Christian Peacemaker Teams and was asked, in early 2004, to recommend economic development solutions for Baghdad. As the founder of Texans for Peace, he attended the August VFP convention in Dallas and helped organise grassroots publicity for Cindy Sheehan. For updates visit: <http://www.texansforpeace.org/SpecialCindySheehan.htm>.]
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