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Hill on Fire
Warren Glas was rousted awake and told
to go outside. It was his turn for sky watch.
He climbed to the top of the amtrack, one of
many armored vehicles that were just beginning
their journey of over 400 miles from Kuwait
to Baghdad. It was the middle of the night and
he didn’t know where he was. Maybe they had
finally crossed the Kuwait-Iraq border, maybe
not. As a private first class, he didn’t ask too
many questions. He looked through the dark,
across the sea of sand and saw in the distance a
glowing light, raised high above the flat desert
landscape. Staring, he realized what it was:
Safwan Hill, the only hill in the southern Iraqi
desert. The ethereal light was probably some
military equipment that had caught on fire, but
from 30 miles away, the sight had a strong effect
on the 18-year-old from small-town Wisconsin.
He broke his gaze to look behind him to see if
anyone else was looking at the burning hill. What
he saw were the small slivers of light coming
from the single-file line of amtracks disappearing
into the horizon. “This is intense,” he thought.
“This is an immense production here.” He

looked forward and saw the same thing: a fleet
of vehicles trudging slowly toward Baghdad on
their first night of invading a country. That was
March of 2003.
A decade has passed since that fateful
night. Now Glas is a freshman at the University
of Wisconsin Oshkosh studying broadfield social
science and history with aspirations of becoming
a history teacher.

Childhood Dreams
Glas, the youngest of four is from Union
Grove, Wis., a village of about 5,000, where
his dad is an independent business consultant
and his mom is a membership specialist at the
College of American Pathologists.
Although he rarely got into trouble at
school, not many people thought of him as
someone who took anything seriously. He quit
football in high school when he realized at 5
feet 2 inches, he was slightly outmatched by his
much bigger teammates. His reputation of being
a whiner and a quitter followed him through high
school. Not many thought he would amount to
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much, but Glas knew better. As a child, he looked
up to his grandpa, Walter Glas, a World War II
veteran. His grandpa was a Motor Machinist Mate
3rd Class on the APA-17 USS American Legion
who proudly displayed photos and memorabilia
from his time in the Navy. Young Glas was
enthralled with his grandpa and his war stories.
My grandpa’s like John Wayne, you know.
Still reminds me of him. Just that man’s man
of that generation. The way he carries himself,
the inappropriate comments to waitresses and
stubborn to a T, just that kind of guy. Thought he
was the epitome of awesomeness.
I just thought everything about the military
was something bigger than what’s in southeastern
Wisconsin and just a noble cause. I didn’t really
think about college, I just knew I was going to join
the military. I just didn’t know which branch.
Although he admired his grandpa, he wasn’t
My grandpa’s like John Wayne, you
know. Still reminds me of him. Just that
man’s man of that generation.

compelled to follow directly in his grandpa’s
footsteps in the Navy. When he was a junior at
Central High School in Salem, Wis., he and some
friends went to the recruiting office to learn more
about the future he had set his sights on. The
Marine Corps stood out to him for two reasons.
First, the Marines look the best in their uniforms.
Second, it was the hardest.
Just before his senior year of high school,
Glas joined the Marines on Aug. 17, 2001. He was
17.
He didn’t waste time once he enlisted. Just
a few weeks after his high school graduation,
he headed into his recruiter’s office for physical
training. It was 9 a.m. on Tuesday, June 18, his
brother’s birthday. But this escaped him when
his recruiter asked him if he would be willing to
leave for boot camp early. When he asked how
much sooner, the officer replied, “Today.” He
requested some time to think it over; after all, he
had been scheduled to leave in August. He only
needed 10 minutes. He called his mom and told
her to take the rest of the day off of work. She
remained calm, even stoic, when she learned that
her youngest son would be leaving that day. Eight
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hours later, his bags were packed, he had said his
goodbyes, and he was ready to leave.

Memories of War
Glas’s first memories of war are blurry.
When he arrived in Kuwait, a small country on the
southern end of Iraq, the United States had not yet
entered Iraq. That would soon change. Day after
day, they piled as many Marines into the back of
the diesel-powered amtracks as they could and
drove north. It didn’t take long before the days
began to blur together.
My day-to-day existence was we’d basically
drive all night, or all day, however long, moving
locations. Stop, get out, you set up fighting holes
around the amtracks, you spend the night there. If
something happens, OK, if not, OK. And you get
I was like ‘Yeah, Michael Jackson’s
great, wonderful.’He turned on the radio. It
was an old 90s boom box and he had a cassette
of Michael Jackson that he was blaring across
the road. It was hilarious.

back in the amtrack and keep marching toward
Baghdad. It was kind of a redundant existence.
Just monotonous, Groundhog Day during the
invasion.
After they entered Baghdad, their focus
was to gather the Iraqi police and to help them
secure their towns. One of the ways they would
do this was through weapon buyback programs
to get the weapons off the streets. They and
some Iraqi police would set up on a street corner
close enough to the market for people to know
that they were there but far enough away to
maintain security. The locals came with AK-47s
and AK-74s. Glas doesn’t remember how many
weapons they collected, but he does remember the
overwhelming stacks of guns in the company’s
command post. He estimates between 100-200
filled the room. Many of these were destroyed.
After the weapon buybacks, they began
to work with the Iraqi police to search for any
excess weapons that weren’t collected during the
buyback programs. Glas and his company would
close off part of a neighborhood and explain what
they were doing to curious passers-by while the
Iraqi police searched the homes.
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I remember one of these cordon and
searches, I was sitting across the street from a
bakery and a little kid came out. He was probably
12 or 14 or something like that. He came out
with a radio and he goes, ‘Mr. Michael Jackson,
good?’ I was like ‘Yeah, Michael Jackson’s great,
wonderful.’ He turned on the radio. It was an old
90s boom box and he had a cassette of Michael
Jackson that he was blaring across the road. It
was hilarious.
The boy turned up the song “Beat It,” held
the radio above his head and began to dance.
Glas’s second deployment began and ended
similarly with training the Iraqi National Guard
and helping to secure the city of Karbala, but
came to a high point when the Battle of Najaf
ensued.
The battle began when a man named
Muqtadā al-Ṣadr and his followers, who were
against American involvement in Iraq, took over
the Imam Ali Mosque and the Wadi al Salaam, the
cemetery attached to the mosque. Glas’s battalion
commander sent a Combined Anti-Armor Team
to surround al-Ṣadr’s militia. Al-Ṣadr responded

by shooting at the Marines. The battle began, but
its location held the Marines back. Since al-Ṣadr’s
militia was taking cover in the Imam Ali Mosque,
one of Islam’s holiest sites, the U.S. government
instructed the Marines to not shoot at the mosque.
Damage might trigger an angry response from the
Muslim community in Iraq, the United States and
around the world.
We didn’t actually do anything to the
mosque, but it’s a pain in the ass when people
around the mosque drop a mortar in a tube and
shoot it at you and then run back into the mosque
and you can’t do anything about it. The Geneva
Convention says that we could have leveled the
mosque, but politically, not a chance in hell.
Toward the end of August, al-Ṣadr called
a cease-fire long enough to regroup and began
firing again. The U.S. military had had enough;
they surrounded the mosque while the Iraqi police
went in and cleared it.
It’s hard for Glas to explain how he felt
while he was fighting or after it was over. It was
exhilarating to go into battle and do what he was
trained to do. It was satisfying to engage the
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enemy and see them falling. But these are only
two pieces of a bigger puzzle.
Collectively, there’s no set definition of
how you feel. There’s such a hodge-podge of
emotions that goes with it. ... There’s no rush in
the world compared to combat. Of being faced
with life and death and coming out on top. ... It’s
kind of weird to think about and it’s just strange
to describe, but it’s a high that you won’t ever
get again. So once you get it the first time, when
you’re engaged and you’re still coming out on
top, it’s just, it’s a high. But it’s a hell of a low
when someone else you know doesn’t come out
on top. It’s frustrating, exhilarating, exciting,
depressing, lonely sometimes, but it’s what you
signed up to do.

Letters from Dad
There wasn’t a day that went by, from
the day Glas left for boot camp until he finally
came home, that his father, Gene Glas, wasn’t
wondering what he was doing. His father never
let him forget this, either. Every week without
fail, his father wrote him a letter.

“Well, hang in there, son. I remain
confident the Lord is watching over you.
I’m proud of your commitment.” Jan.
30, 2003: just before Glas invaded Iraq.
“Never thought news would be
emotional for me. In the world news
on TV they showed the helicopters
transporting the Marines from Pendleton
off the ships into Kuwait. ... By the time
you get this letter the hard action in Iraq
will probably already have started.”
Feb. 26, 2003: written the day Glas flew
from the ship into Kuwait; received after
Glas arrived in Baghdad.
“This has been a great weekend for your
Mom and I, she took the day off Friday
so she could get the room ready for
her sister Ann to visit ... Josh and Eva
came over after Eva’s nap and we had
burgers on the grill, I bought hardwood
charcoal, YUM! Last night we watched
a movie. Lots of family stuff, your Mom
and I love it.” May 31, 2004: just before
the battle in Najaf.

Glas (back, far right) at Christmas in
Karbala, Iraq (2004).

“In a real sense you are a great
inspiration to me personally. Your
example of faith makes me ponder
whether I would be as strong as you
under such stressful situations.” Aug.
30, 2004: after the battle in Najaf
ended.
“I’m reminded you have stuff running
around in your head that I have no
experience with other than you have the
same source of strength and love and
acceptance and grace and mercy that I
have. So, I continue to pray for you and
my prayers are still the same as when
you were gone.” March 14, 2005: while
at Camp Pendleton after returning from
his second deployment to Iraq.
Those letters from his father sustained Glas
during his tour in Iraq.
My dad wrote letters even when I had access
to email because he understood that while emails
are nice to get, a physical letter that someone
took the time out to write, print, and walk to the
mailbox took a lot more effort… It shows that you

The Geneva Convention says that
we could have leveled the mosque, but
politically, not a chance in hell.
made an effort to do the more time consuming
thing and show you care instead of the convenient
method of email.
I was always excited to get any mail, but it
was particularly special to get mail from my dad
because I knew they were one of the only things
in my life at that point that were constant. My
brothers I was with, the heat and my dad’s letters.
I could always count on those three things being
there.

Coming Home
The lows he did feel followed him home
when he got back to the U.S. to stay. Glas was
near one of the Marines in his company when
he was killed. The survivor’s guilt from that
experience became one of the demons he had to
face. He finally started to overcome this when
he was visiting another friend from his company
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over New Year’s Eve 2008. He made Glas see the
fallen Marine wouldn’t want them to be burdened
with guilt. Glas said peer counseling helped
him more than anything else to overcome any
obstacles he faced during his first few years back
in the U.S.
I knew my family was there, but you can’t
really talk to them cause A, you don’t want to
expose them to what you’ve been through. It’s
shitty. And B, you don’t think they’ll understand.
And they don’t. They say they do, but there’s no
feasible way they can.
Glas and his company know the importance
of peer counseling. When they have company
reunions, they meet near Camp Pendleton, where
they were based in California. The reunions are
held about every five years and when they are,
they begin with over 50 veterans smiling and
hugging each other like the long lost brothers
they are. As the reunions went on, men began
bringing girlfriends or wives. They would hike
up a nearby mountain as a group while still in
the Marines. While the first few hikes up the
mountain began at 5 or 6 in the morning, they
now relax and catch up with each other before

they begin at 10. But while some things change,
others never will. Each reunion has the same
ritual: they gather at the base of the mountain and
scour the ground for one essential item.
There’s a memorial out in Camp Pendleton
up on the top of a mountain. There’s a big cross
up there and whenever we’d get back from
deployment, we’d always hike up there... At the
bottom of the hill, you pick up a white rock. It
can be as big or small as you want. Some people
carry a huge one in their backpack. They carry
it to the top of the mountain and you drop it off
there and it’s like dropping that burden, dropping
that weight once you get up there. It’s really cool
symbolism with it. But it’s good for the soul. ... It’s
cleansing.
Warren Glas is scheduled to graduate from
UW Oshkosh in May 2016 with a Bachelor of
Science in broadfield social science and a minor
in history.
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