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Sargent first class (Sfc.) Joshua Marcum entered the military March 28, 1997 at 
the age of 18. He has served with 82nd Engineer Battalion, 9th Engineer Battalion, 
and 101st Airborne Division. Sfc. Marcum has served during the Balkans, 
Afghanistan, and in Iraq. His deployment in and around Baqubah, Iraq was from 
February 2004-February 2005 and in Bagdad from September 2006-November 
2007. 
 
Transcript: 
Runyan: And were you deployed again? 
 
Marcum: Oh yeah, I deployed—When I got back from Kosovo, we started training 
to go to Iraq.  And then—That was great, everyone was really excited about it.  
I’ve heard this analogy before, but [clears throat]—it’s like bein’ on a sports team 
and training for the big game the whole time, and you finally get to play.  And 
that’s what the atmosphere was like.  Ya know, everybody was really intense, 
and the training was really serious. 
 
Runyan: What was your duties there in Iraq? 
 
Marcum: I was a squad leader in a combat engineer squad.  I also did some time 
as a platoon sergeant. Uh, the platoons are—my platoon would end up goin’—
We had certain areas that only sergeant first classes and above were allowed to 
see, so we would end up goin’ out and guarding one of these sights.  And so, 
while he was gone, I would take over as platoon sergeant.  We did—we did 
everything:  direct combat, ambushes, counter-insurgency operations, route 
clearance.  We were the land owners—our battalion, ya know—we were 
responsible for that sector.  It was just everyday combat operations. 
 
Runyan: What was the experience of your first combat? 
 
Marcum: [laughs] Uh, it was a night—it was at night, actually.  And I was really 
cocky. [laughs] Me and my buddy—me and, uh, one of my team leaders, we 
were hiding behind a chicken coop, and we were doin’ operation movement up 
on this house.  Suspected insurgents were hidin’ out.  And one of the guys, one 
of the Iraqi guys, came around the building.  It was pitch black, the illumination 
was very poor, but we had night vision devices and stuff like that, so, ya know, 
we were—we definitely had the advantage.  Uh, [laughs] actually, back up just a 
little bit, ‘cause it’s pretty funny.  I remember there were four palm trees in front of 
this house, and it was the platoon sergeant, and the lieutenant, and the medic, 



and a couple of other people.  There was five of them total, and four trees, four 
palm trees in the front yard.  [laughs] I’ll never forget.  Man, they started shootin’ 
from the house, and the people in the front yard, they all found a tree, except for 
one. I just thought it was hilarious.  It was a female, a female medic, standin’ up 
there.  And man, she was just standin’ there, and everybody else was behind the 
tree.  And finally, somebody grabbed her and pulled her over by one of the trees.  
And then, I was hiding behind a chicken coop, which is absolutely horrible, 
bullets will go right through that thing.  I found that out a couple times.  So, my 
heart was racin’ pretty good.  I was—I was like, Wow, this is it, this is—They 
initiated the contact, they fired at us first, and then, uh—so, it was on after that.  
So then a guy with an AK-47 came around the corner of a building, and [laughs] I 
was like, Wow, this is gonna be great, ya know, one shot, one kill, the guy 
doesn’t even know I’m here.  So, I turned on my lasers and I was pointin’ it at 
him; and I squeezed the trigger and missed completely.  I didn’t zero my lasers to 
my weapon.  That guy took off runnin’ so fast, and I was just shootin’ behind him 
and bullets were just hittin’ the wall. When I—when we captured him later on that 
morning I asked him about it.  He told me he was lucky, and I told him next time I 
won’t be so cocky.  [laughs] So, that was my first experience.  Um, amazingly, 
weapons were firing all over the place and nobody was hurt on either side.  The 
Iraqis went back into the house and they gave up. 
 
Runyan: How often did you experience combat like that? 
 
Marcum: Uh, fairly often.  I couldn’t tell you each instance, ya know—fairly often. 
 
Runyan: Have you—did you lose anybody at all? 
 
Marcum: No one under my supervision.  Some guys got hurt but no one got killed.  
[clears throat] 
 
Runyan: And you mentioned you did route clearance. 
 
Marcum: Yeah. 
 
Runyan: What exactly does that entail? 
 
Marcum: Initially, uh, it was just drivin’ around as fast as you can trying not to get 
blown up. You know, if you made it, then it was clear.  [laughs] We didn’t have 
doors on our vehicles, we didn’t have anything.  You know, I was ridin’ around 
with my foot hangin’ out of the door and it was dangerous.  We called it suicide 
route clearance, because you knew if an IED [Improvised Explosive Device] went 
off you and everybody in your vehicle—you were all dead.  There was no 
protection.  And that’s how it started.  And that’s where, uh—that’s where we take 
most of our casualties. 
 
Runyan: Where is that, IEDs? 



 
Marcum: IEDs.  Especially in Iraq, that’s how most people get killed. 
 
Runyan: And what is an IED? 
 
Marcum: It can be anything.  Um, most commonly it was artillery shell buried in 
the side of the road—huge, hundred-pound steel cases packed with high 
explosives.  That stuff goes off and just rips through everything. 
 
Runyan: Was there—is there anything you did, or your team did, to detect them? 
 
Marcum: Uh, yeah.  At first we didn’t really know what we were doing. Then the 
insurgency actually really kicked off when I was in Iraq.  It was slowly building up 
before then.  And then when it kicked off, everything changed after that.  Then 
the IEDs were all over the place; they were becoming more elaborate.  But at first 
we were just drivin’ as fast as we could, and hoping that if they set it off it 
wouldn’t hit us.  We would look for tell-tale signs, but mostly it was just if you 
made it down the road, then you were good.  [clears throat] Then we started 
changing our tactics when we realized you can’t outrun them.  You gotta slow 
down, you gotta look for ‘em.  There’s indicators out there no matter where you’re 
at.  Once you’re in the desert long enough, or the palm groves long enough, you 
realize what’s out of place. 
 
Runyan: And where were you deployed in Iraq? 
 
Marcum: In the Diyala province, in the town of Baqubah. 
 
Runyan: And how would you describe that town? 
 
Marcum: That town was completely hostile to Americans.  Um, on a whole, in a 
group, the Iraqis were hostile to Americans.  Individually, the same person in that 
group that was hostile to you, they would talk to you, thank you for being there—
they were just torn.  They knew we’d drive through, we’d talk to them if they tell 
us anything.  They’d die ‘cause we would leave and the insurgents would stay 
there.  The town was tough.  It was surrounded by palm groves, you know, that’s 
high elephant grass, palm trees, snakes, insects.  And then, outside, once you 
get away from the river, you get out of the palm groves and then you’re in this 
grub desert.  So any given day, we’d be patrolling through urban combat, urban 
environments, through, you know, thick palm grove forests along rivers.  Then, 
the next thing you know, you’re out in the desert.  It was a pretty challenging area 
to work in. 
 
Runyan: So, you said that some of the people felt threatened for talking to you, or 
informing you? 
 



Marcum: Yeah, the insurgents were always there.  They were—they lived there, 
they would be with people.  You could even go talk to them sometimes, you just 
don’t know. 
 
Runyan: So, what was cooperation like with the locals? 
 
Marcum: Uh, there really wasn’t any.  You know, uh, it was—it was hard to get 
anything out of anybody.  I completely understood why, and we all did.  It was 
frustrating for us.  But early on in the war, we would go in, we’d talk to everybody, 
and we’d leave.  If any information was put out, the insurgents were there and 
the people that talked to us would die.  [clears throat] 
 
Runyan: And how long were you there? 
 
Marcum: A year. 
 
Runyan: And when did you return home from that deployment? 
 
Marcum: In 2005.  [clears throat] In 2005, I came back and felt I was pretty lucky. 
I wasn’t ready to come back though, I don’t think. 
 
Runyan: Why was that? 
 
Marcum: Uh, I felt like I didn’t do what I needed to do.  I felt like it wasn’t finished. 
 
Runyan: If you could have done more, what exactly would you have wanted to 
do? 
 
Marcum: Just stay there, you know, keep workin’ at it, try to figure it out, try to put 
an end to it.  I felt like I passed off the problem to somebody else. 
 
Runyan: And, returning after your first experience in combat, would you say it 
was different from returning from your other deployments from Kosovo? 
 
Marcum: Yeah.  There was never really any threat of death really in Kosovo, you 
know.  Things happen, some people did die.  I didn’t know anybody that ever 
died there, but I’m sure it happened.  When you actually go and you engage in 
close-quarters combat, things change.  It was definitely a different experience 
comin’ back. 
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Analysis Questions 

 

1. Why might Sfc. Marcum have laughed when he talked about his first 
combat experience?  

 

 

2. To what extent would the lack of cooperation of the local Iraqi people 
hinder US military operations?  

 

 

3. Why did Sfc. Marcum feel like his job was unfinished or he wasn’t ready to 
come home? Use examples. 

 

 

4. Using the map of the Iraq Provinces, why do you think Sfc. Marcum 
experienced combat frequently? 

 

 

5. Using the map of the Iraq War as of 2007, why do you think Sfc. Marcum 
experienced combat frequently? 

 

 

6. Using both maps, where do you think most troops were concentrated? 
Why? 
 
 
 
 

7. Research & writing assignment: To what extent did the insurgent combat 
style of the war in Iraq hinder the cooperation of local Iraqis with American 
troops? Gather and research other sources to explain your answer fully. 


