
 

 

 

The Transom Review  
Volume 10/Issue 1 
Jake Warga  
July 2010 

(Edited by Sydney Lewis) 

Intro from Jay Allison  

Jake Warga was one of Transom’s first success stories, almost ten years ago. He proved 
the point that new voices for public radio were out there; they just needed a street level 
entrance and some encouragement. Jake, who had never produced for radio, came to 
Transom with lovely home-made documentaries, one about a Peace Corps volunteer, one 
on street dogs, and one about a suicide. Since then, Jake has produced regularly for the 
NPR and PRI shows and for Hearing Voices. We’ve invited Jake back to Transom to tell 
us about his recent embedding in Iraq. He’s come with a solid, useful guide for 
journalists who might want to embed, along with a thoughtful view of the attractions and 
limitations of doing so. You’ll find out everything from where to get the bulletproof vest 
to where to sell it afterward. 

 

About Jake Warga  

Jake started in radio by recording his friends 
and sending the stories to Transom.  
 
 
 
 

             Jake Warga 
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You can hear those stories here:   
 
Home from Africa – 13 Symptoms of Peace Corps Withdrawal: 
http://www.transom.org/shows/2001/200112.shows.africa.warga.html 
Street Dogs: 
http://www.transom.org/shows/2001/200108.shows.streetdogs.perrywarga.html 
When Brian Took His Life: 
http://www.transom.org/shows/2001/200106.shows.brian.warga.html 
 
After graduate school in London for visual anthropology (he’s still not exactly sure what 
the study is) he returned to Seattle where he continued his dabbling in radio.  Now he’s a 
photographer, writer and freelance journalist.  With microphone and camera he’s traveled 
to places common and exotic to photograph the destinations for PR, travel industry and 
stock agencies.  A retrospective of his African portraits is now on view at the Seattle Art 
Museum.  He sends radio pieces off to shows like All Things Considered, The World, 
Studio 360 and always HearingVoices… You can learn more about Jake and his work 
here: http://jakewarga.com/ 
 

 
 

How to Embed and Why Not 
 
War makes strange giant creatures out of us little routine men who inhabit the earth. 

Ernie Pyle 
 
Last December I entered the “Theatre of War” when I flew into Kuwait International 
Airport armed only with a camera and recorder. I wanted to see what war was like, to 
push myself professionally and enter the fog of war.  I did that, and much much more 
once I flew into Baghdad.  It’s a great time for media to go to Iraq. Storytellers, now 
more than ever, are needed to help write the last chapters of this long long war. 
But first, the How: 
 
How to Embed 
Before you go: 
It’s fantastically easy to apply for an embed slot.  I won’t labor on the specifics because 
they’re all here at the OIF—Operation Iraqi Freedom embed site: 
http://www.usf-iraq.com/?option=com_content&task=view&id=10215&Itemid=144 
 
One challenge as an independent producer might be a credential letter, but I used my 
longtime supporters: Hearing Voices: http://hearingvoices.com/ 
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In Baghdad I got my first-ever PRESS ID badge: 
 

 
If you’re station-based, it may be easier, or harder, not sure how 
those things work. Reporter Adam Allington did this story about 
his embed process: 
http://www.radioexchange.org/pieces/24384 
 
The best practical advice I found was through Lighstalkers, the 
wandering photographer’s website: 
http://www.lightstalkers.org/ 
 
I talked to a few people who had already been, a wealth of helpful 
tips. 
 

     Press ID Badge 
 
There are rules you have to agree to, all listed on the website: basic stuff like not 
broadcasting specific troop movement  (that’s the rule Geraldo didn’t follow: 
http://www.cnn.com/2003/WORLD/meast/03/31/sprj.irq.geraldo/), not releasing 
wounded or killed soldier’s names until approved to do so (families shouldn’t hear it 
from you), etc. The rules keep changing, here’s the latest download: 
http://www.usf-iraq.com/component/docman/doc_download/6-media-ground-rules-hold-
harmless-agreement 
 
As part of the application they ask what your story angles are. Not for censorship, I hope, 
but placement. My story goals were: 1) To spend Christmas with the troops and 2) find 
out what music they were listening to on their i-pods, what their personal soundtrack to 
war was (samples follow).  They asked where I wanted to go and gave some good 
suggestions based on my angles, and as I’d never been to Iraq before I simply asked other 
journalists, researched news stories about areas, etc.   
 
 

Costs: 
Unless you manage to hitch a ride on military transport from a U.S. base (rare and 
uncomfortable), you have to get yourself to Kuwait for the intake process, likely the 
greatest expense.  The other major expense is a bulletproof vest and helmet, I got mine, I 
kid you not, from bulletproofme.com, but you can always sell them later, especially 
through Lightstalkers.com. 
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Once you’re in the care of the system there are no costs unless you frequent on-base 
cafes, Burger Kings, McDonalds, Cinnabons, or the shops where you can start layaways 
on (American) cars and motorcycles back home.  
 
I hit a few souvenir shops, the Hajji shops, to get 
some spoils of war like Saddam currency: 
 
If you forgot something, you can always buy it 
on base: I bought a durable pair of pants, 
favorite boots ever, and other comforts including         Saddam currency  
soap, towels and pillows when needed.  You’re asked not to dress like soldiers but it’s 
suggested you should blend into the environment, which means dressing like soldiers 
(Catch 22 is an excellent book about military contradictions). 
 
Once there: 
Since there is so little press going to Iraq these days there’s not a lot of assistance for 
reporters once you get there, especially in Kuwait (I’m happy to answer more specific 
details of logistics, like where to meet the military  - Starbucks at the Kuwait airport - in 
the TALK section) I was often bunked in transient tents with private contractors. I 
suggest wearing something that says PRESS on it; I found that once soldiers know you’re 
not a contractor they REALLY want to talk to you.        
I was the first media person most soldiers had ever met. I became a roaming therapist. 
Summing up most of the soldier’s woes would be: we shouldn’t be here. The book 
“Fiasco” by T.E. Ricks was on at least two commanders’ bookshelves. I digress, another 
discussion perhaps for the Talk section. 
 
Crash course in military acronyms: 
LSA:  Life Support Area (where your CHU is) 
CHU:  Containerized Housing Unit (A shipping 

 container containing your bed) 
MRAP: Mine Resistant Ambush Proof 

(your main ride) 
DFAC:  Dining FACility (chow hall) 
MWR: Moral Wellness and Recreation (Gym,  

movie theatre, games, internet)         MRAP 
HMMWV: High-Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle 

(not a Hummer—those are for civilians)                      
MRE:  Meal Ready to Eat (instant dinner box, updated with cappuccino heating packs) 
Whiskey Tango Foxtrot: WTF (yes, WTF)     
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Accommodation:  
Most the time I had my own CHU (I suggest bringing a very compact sleeping bag and 
liner). As media I was treated like visiting rank.  I had full reign to explore and hop on 
any mission once I got to a base. 
 
Food:  
The food was great! KBR (Kellogg Brown and Root) provided the hyper-cost-incentive 
food choices (Steak, Crab legs, Lobster, BACON?!) and my media badge allowed me 
ample access to DFACs and MWRs. 
Don’t worry ethicists—I ate the military’s food but I never drank the punch (we can go 
into this in the TALK page if you like).  KBR even does your laundry. 

 
 
Why to Embed 
 
Anyone who isn't confused doesn't really understand the situation. 

Edward Murrow 
 
Unless you speak the language, know the culture, and have lots of money, I wouldn’t 
suggest going to Iraq independently. Since I wanted to talk with soldiers, hear their 
stories, learn about the war and the country through them, embedding was the best way 

for me to get access.  I met very few Iraqis and 
wasn’t allowed to leave the base alone, not even to 
wander into a village for example.  Most of my 
views of daily Iraq were through blast-proof MRAP 
windows. 
Really though, why not embed? Can you get killed? 
Sure, but have you ever driven on a highway to 
report on a story? Climbed a ladder to get a good  

  MRAP Window View      angle on something? Covered a riot? Jaywalked in a 
busy city? Danger is all around us, and there are  

special insurance companies that cover embedded journalists.  
 
I felt very safe most the time as I was mainly in secure bases. The closest to danger I got 
was one morning at an Iraqi police base:  An IED blast 1200m away forced an “oof” 
from my body and my soul; five civilians died, seventeen wounded. Can read about that 
day here:  http://hearingvoices.com/news/2009/12/iraq5-dead-17-wounded/ 
 
Most of my time was downtime, but never boring. I was with the army, not the front-line 
Marines or soldiers involved in daily combat.  There are few front lines when you’re 
drawing-down.   
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So I was with engineers, logisticians, maintenance people—basically, the support 
brigade.  Which is what I wanted.  I wanted “last one out turn off and take the lights 
home” angles.  I didn’t want to document the bang-bang of conflict, it’s hard to interview 
someone when they’re being shot at, and I wasn’t too keen to get in the path of bullets. 
War reporting is seductive, but I just wanted to flirt with it. 
 
What inspired me most to do this embed was reading Ernie Pyle, famous WWII 
correspondent who gave readers intimate individual stories of their sons, the nation’s 
sons (and now daughters). Pyle wrote of the daily, sometimes profound, often mundane, 
struggles of the average Joe, bringing the reader into a personal space that “official 
sources” never bothered with.  His unique tree-for-the-forest approach, I realized, is 
perfect for Radio.  There are reporters out there who do a much better job at giving us the 
tragically brief top-of-the-hour updates on the larger picture; what I wanted to do was 
capture the details, the individual experiences.  Blog-wise, print-wise, I leaned on the 
inspiration and style of Edward Murrow as best I could. 
 
An issue: Does the journalist have an opinion? You bet. Does the journalist exist on the 
field, or is s/he merely a tripod or recorder? Old school, No.  New school?  I believe 
denying bias has lead to great failures in journalism.  I try to stay out of every piece I do, 
but it’s impossible: I ask questions, I edit, I omit, I allow…I welcome further discussion, 
but Sean Cole explains it best:  http://transom.org/?p=886 
 
 
War is Loud—Sample Audio Clip Tour 
 
Since this is Radio, here’s some sound clips to illustrate my embed adventures.  Most 
base-hopping was done in helicopters, Black 
Hawks, that fly at night to avoid enemy fire, but 
at sunset there was enough light for a quick 
picture: 
 
A tip: When you’re waiting on the ground for a 
helicopter, don’t face them as they land on a 
gravel pad, you’ll be pelted with LZ (Landing 
Zone) pebbles.  I figured that’s why we have to 
wear full battle-rattle (vest, helmet, eye-
protection, ear-plugs, etc). 
      
              Jake in Black Hawk 
Sound of Black Hawk approaching:  
http://transom.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/LandingBlackHawk.mp3 
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Riding in a UH-60, a Black Hawk, you’re basically inside a jet engine.  A VERY loud 
engine.  To appreciate the following in-flight clip you should plug your computer into an 
array of concert speakers, duct-tape them to your head and crank the volume to 11: 
 
Inside Blackhawk:  
http://transom.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/InsideBlackhawk2.mp3 
 
 
Test Fire, Test Fire, Test Fire! 
 
Every time a vehicle leaves the base, they have to test their weapons by firing into a 
sandpit.  The back seat of a HMMWV is a tight squeeze.   In the next clip, I was in the 
backseat under a gunner standing on a little platform and discovered that my seat 
happened to be where really hot shells from an M-240B machine gun came raining down. 
First you’ll hear the vehicle ahead of us, then the machine gun above me, then potshots 
with a rifle out the side window by the other back seat passenger. Again, turn the volume 
all the way up, to 12: 
 
Test Fire: http://transom.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2008/07/TestFire_30.mp3 
  
 
Books to read before: 
 
War is ancient—both causes and practices. I want to offer a reading list that biases 
towards the individual’s story (save for #1): 
1. Art of War, Sun Tzu (we need, as a nation, as a foreign policy, to re-read this one) 
2.  My War: Killing Time in Iraq, Colby Buzzell:http://cbftw.blogspot.com/  
3.  Generation Kill, Even Wright (the BOOK, not the HBO crap) 
4.  In Search of Light: The Broadcasts of Edward Murrow 
5.  The Things They Carried, Tim O’Brian 
6.  Embedded: The Media At War In Iraq, Katovsky/Carlson 
7.  Anything by or about Ernie Pyle: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ernie_Pyle 
 
In Conclusion 
“The enduring attraction of war is this: Even with its destruction and carnage it can give 
us what we long for in life. It can give us purpose, meaning, a reason for living.” 

Chris Hedges 
 
War is a terrible thing, yet it keeps happening.  The chapters of human history and 
textbooks are defined by conflict. The world has been at peace only 8% of recorded 
human history (Hedges, 2003), so conflict must be inherent in the human condition.  
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As is reading about it, watching it—that swelling inside when we see smoke blowing past 
a flag.  War is seductive, so is reporting on it. Sadly there is no hurry, there will always 
be conflict, “Only the dead have seen the end of war” (Plato). I believe, for journalists, 
it’s a good time to head to Iraq (so said the Mongols, Ottomans, British, Americans…).  
The final chapter is being written (yeah right), and they need better writers, real 
storytellers to inform and archive this long long war from the “cradle of civilization.” 
 
I went because Baghdad doesn’t feel all that far away but will hopefully feel very far to 
my young god-son, like Saigon felt to me, like Normandy felt to my parents.  Each 
generation has their distant war.  Maybe someday he’ll ask me about it, about that chapter 
in his school textbook. And when he does, I’ll be able to say I was there, and that I’m so 
very sorry; for like each generation before, we failed to learn. 
 
 
 

Jake Warga – Iraq: Soldier’s Soundtrack to the War 
Soldiers’ personal music choices—their soundtrack to war (airing on 

The World) 
I had never really talked to a soldier before and knew nothing of ranks or the deep culture 
of service.  I discovered something wonderful once I started meeting them: they’re just 
regular people stuck doing a tough job.  The modern teenager or 20-something has an i-
pod or personal music player of some sort.  We all love our music.  The plan I fermented 
before leaving was to talk with soldiers about their music: what they listen to, and from 
there, through their music, talk about them. 
 
Sound Targets by J. Pieslak (2009) is an excellent book that looks, with academic 
thoroughness, at the history of music in conflict and current soundtracks to wars: 
http://www.soundtargets.com/ 
 
Technique: 
During downtimes (majority of the time), I asked soldiers to cue their favorite song for 
this deployment (if multiple) on their i-pod, the track they listen to most. With a simple 
male-to-male mini-cable, I would patch their device into my recorder and together we 
would listen to the song. I would then switch to my mic and interview them about the 
song…and them. 
 
Staff Sergeant Adam Treen – Song: Send in the Clowns  
I discovered how you can slow the mightiest army in the world: let it rain. 
MRAPs have a hell of a time not getting stuck, so to avoid a quagmire we did a 
dismounted patrol (went on foot) to get a feel for what residents needed, etc.  The biggest 
complaint from the few that didn’t immediately hide when we arrived was about the slow 
progress on repairing the main bridge into town—one the U.S. destroyed by driving over 
it a while back in an MRAP.   
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Then we met at the mayor’s house to talk about a  
micro-grant Loan (we used to just throw money towards 
reconstruction, now we do loans). I was surprised; this  
was an engineering battalion doing things like diplomacy, 
micro-grant lending…politics. They’re not trained in much 
of what they’re asked to do, so says Adam Treen: 
 
  
 
http://transom.org/wp/wp-
content/uploads/2010/05/Treen2a.mp3 
 
 
                    
           
            
              Staff Sergeant Adam Treen 
            
 
Specialist Kriegshauser – Song: Raindrops 
 
I did all I could to make soldiers feel comfortable with the experience of being recorded 

and sharing personal views.  I first met Kriegshauser at the little 
Hajji Shop at FOB Bernstein—a basic store run by Iraqis that 
sold sodas, smokes, souvenirs, kitsch, and lots of pirated DVDs.  
I was bored and buying more cigarettes (I don’t smoke, I shared 
them with soldiers, another ice-breaker technique) and some 
Mountain Dew, commonly called Squiggly-Dew since one side 
of the can is in Arabic. He was really worried about what he said 
to me about Iraq, about his experiences, about the interview in 
general. To put him at ease I let him listen to it along with his 
commander. I got really in with his group; they even invited me 
along on their mission that night. I went, even after I discovered 

 Specialist Kriegshauser      they were a “route clearance” team—going ahead of convoys to 
   look for IED’s.  
 
 

http://transom.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Treen2a.mp3 
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Private First Class Dalere – Song: Undead  
 
A typical music choice of soldiers: 
metal/death/rock/ImStillNotSure genre.  
It cost me a pack of cigarettes, but he 
eventually opened-up and let me know 
what he was feeling about serving in 
Iraq and his friend who was killed. 
 
 
 
                 Private First Class Dalere  
 
http://transom.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Dalere.mp3 
 
 
 
 
Specialist Bowers – Song: Kiss My Country Ass 

 
 
 
Unlike the textbook conflicts of WWI and  
WWII, there were quite a few female soldiers 
around, and after listening to a lot of metal,  
death metal, a country song was most  
appreciated by this reporter:   
 
 
 
 
 

      Specialist Bowers 
 
http://transom.org/wp/wp-content/uploads/2010/05/Bowers_country_200.mp3 
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Tech Notes 
 
 
 
I recorded first with a Sony PCM-D50: http://transom.org/?p=82 
 
But for portability and less frustrating battery life, my back-up recorder became my  
primary: the fantastic Olympus LS-11. I recorded on the internal 4gb and loaded the SD 
card with music for the ample down and transit times the military excels at. 
 
The only microphone I’ve ever used, Sony ECM-MS907. A $70 camcorder mic (plus 
additional windscreen). I had a shotgun mic (AT-835b) but didn’t like waving it around 
at people with real guns and used it only rarely, often leaving it behind for missions. Field 
editing on my computer using ProTools. 
 
My camera was the Canon 5D. Lenses: 16-35mm and a 50mm. 
 
Official site for the group I was embedded with: 
http://www.riley.army.mil/UnitPage.aspx?unit=4ibct 
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Comments 
 

 

Jake Warga – May 24, 2010 - #1  

To get the discussion going, I’ll start at the start: 

I entered the theatre of war through a Starbucks.  
When I arrived at the Kuwait airport, as instructed, I assumed that there would be an obvious military 
presence and I wouldn’t have to ask at the Hertz car rental booth if they’ve seen anyone from the U.S. 
Army. Then I started looking at shoes: the best way to spot a soldier in civilian clothes. I found one kicking 
back at the Starbucks in big tan boots. “Sorry, are you a soldier?” He said he was, I told him I was a 
journalist and, “um, how do we get to…?” “Man, just wait here, someone will get us.” So I had an 
espresso, like I wasn’t nervous enough already, now I was near vibrating with what I’ll call the What the f–
k am I doing?! It’s not too late, Dubai is only an hour away…shakes.  

A very short and very young American woman in jeans and t-shirt with a laminate ID approached me, “Are 
you trying to get to Ali Al Salem Air Base?” Yes (it’s the intake base for soldiers in transit to Afghanistan 
and Iraq). “OK, just wait over by the Cinnabon, we’ll get you at fourteen hundred hours.” Ah, 
Cinnabon…the fog of war’s sweet icing.  

That was only the beginning of my adventure. I welcome spurs of discussions in any direction: ethics of 
embedding, why dorky head-lamps are the most awesome invention, what soldiers really want to say and 
do, how to edit what they say, or what the best camera shutter speed is for Iraq. Fire away with questions 
and discussions, I’ll put on my helmet and answer as best I can.  

 

beedge – May 25, 2010 - #3  
Barrett Golding 

Been my experience that soldiers/marines/sailors/air(wo)man/caost-guards(wo)man make great intervus. 
I’m always impressed by the folks who join the military: they’re thoughtful; they often have great down-
home voices; they & their voices often have great character; and they have great stories. Really, .mil folk 
are a radio reporter’s dream.  

 

Jay Allison – May 25, 2010 - #2  

You described soldiers as glad to find out that you were PRESS, and eager to talk to you. Was that 
universal? You didn’t find a distrust of the press there?  
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Jake Warga – May 25, 2010 - #4  

Soldiers were not supposed to tell me what they’ve been taught about interacting with the media (it’s now 
part of their basic training), but of course I put much of it together: some rules they shared with me, others I 
inferred, most they broke. It’s safest for them not to say anything, but talking about what music they liked 
really helped open them up. They put trust in me, and I returned that trust by turning off the recorder when 
they started talking of things they shouldn’t be, or when they grew uncomfortable. Their fear came from 
saying something that might get them in trouble with command. Some did steer very clear of me and I let 
them.  

There was a strong belief that the press has betrayed the soldiers, that we have it all wrong. And we do. 
Mainstream press mainly proceed their reporting with “official sources say” and rarely mingle with the 
‘boots on the ground.’ Other than a freelance TV team from FOX doing soft-touch Christmas stories (I’m 
guilty of that too), I met no other press in Iraq.  

NOT having a video camera was a great thing. It was hard for them (often just like me) to take “radio” 
seriously. My goofy little recorder and camcorder mic were silly toys next to their M-16s. LOTS of soldiers 
wanted to talk to me, and talk very honestly and openly, I became the camp therapist many times. Many 
conversations I didn’t record for their protection—in the military you can hate your orders, but you can not 
question them. But the general opinion about their situation? WTF…WTF (consult acronym key).  

 

bk – May 30, 2010 - #5  

Jake hit on an incredible formula by focusing on the music soldiers listen to during their “down time”. This 
opened sensitive comments, whereby soldiers shared soulish impressions from respect for the culture where 
they are currently stationed, to bolstering courage in the face of personal loss.  

Send in the Clowns, music made popular by Judy Collins, is a favorite song for a soldier in Afghanistan, 
for example. After hearing this interview, I was struck by the war-metaphors within this circus song.  

On a personal mission to find out what the soldiers are listening to, I thought it would be easier to get 
information from the White House, than to discover what the soldiers were listening to for some kind of 
recovery after their work. Instead Jake made it poignantly clear.  

 

Sydney Lewis – Jun 2, 2010 - #6  

How long was your embed stretch? Would you do it again elsewhere? Could you elaborate a bit more on 
the ethics of embedding angle you mentioned above. Also on the taping experience — what the soldiers 
didn’t want taped. I’d like to know more about what they wanted to say and do.  
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Jake Warga – Jun 3, 2010 - #7  

I was “In Theatre” for 25days I think, including limbo time in Kuwait for them to process my visa (you’d 
think after so many years it would be smoother (this is me venting)). Each day in Iraq was a lifetime, which 
is why I find photographing to be essential even for radio geeks—you can’t take it all in at once, everything 
is new and meaningful and meaningless, sense can only be made in reflection. Photos are reminders, 
moments you can enlarge and clarify later.  

Yes, I would do it again, I think, if nothing else for the food and crazy summer-camp from hell atmosphere. 
I still have my vest, so there must be something, some temptation, to keep me from selling it right away.  

Now to say what troops shouldn’t say, or didn’t want on the record, would be, well,…No comment. That’s 
actually one of the first rules in dealing with media that I’ll share here: they’re trained NEVER to say ‘no 
comment’ when asked about something they, oddly, don’t want to comment on. That’s what superiors are 
for. From my notebook page of funny things soldiers said: “Where’s my superior officer to blame?!” I 
don’t know what the army did to them exactly, but fear of saying something that might get them a 
reprimand is something greater than the imagined punishment of push-ups and cleaning toilets with 
toothbrushes (there’s actually a privatized service that cleans out porta-potties, the truck has ‘danger, 
blackwater’ on the side, blackwater being the term for sewage, it’s ok to laugh/cry).  

Part of the media embed rules says that I can’t share ROEs, little cards that keep changing but are always in 
their arm pockets: Rules of Engagements. The chain of requirements necessary to shoot, engage, at the 
enemy. I never asked to see them.  

I was a therapist, someone from the outside not wearing a uniform, that they could vent to. Even Chaplains 
are in uniform, just the only ones who don’t carry firearms. I was a zooming-out option for them, with me 
they can share the whole picture, the stupidities of their daily lives, the suffocating and impersonal 
bureaucracies of the system of which they loved declaring the terribly obvious inefficiencies of. I knew 
they wanted to talk as a person, not a soldier, when they told me their FIRST names. Your last name is 
stitched on your uniform; it is your soldier name whereas your first name is you.  

Oh, and now up at TheWorld:  
http://www.theworld.org/2010/05/31/personal-soundtracks-to-war/  

 

Samantha Broun – Jun 3, 2010 - #8  

I have to say hearing that you encountered a Hertz, Starbucks and Cinnabon in Kuwait on your way to the 
war is a bit surreal.  

And so I’m curious, how does this travel compare with other travel you’ve done? Were you exposed to the 
local Iraqi culture at all? Were you able to get a sense of place? Is that even possible given the 
circumstances? Or was it all McDonalds and Burger Kings?  
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Jake Warga – Jun 5, 2010 - #9  

Feels like I was only in Iraq for one night when we stayed over at an Iraqi Police station. Otherwise I was 
in America: a dusty militarized and privatized America with all the discomforts of fast food, internet cafes, 
gyms and laundry service. My limited view of the country was through letter-boxed blast-proof windows of 
MRAPs or high above at night in a deafening deadly helicopter while base-hopping. The few Iraqis I did 
meet were translators, cleaning staff, police, or shop owners selling pirated DVDs and cigarettes at Hajji 
shops on base. Sort of like saying you’ve visited Nebraska because you flew over it in a plane.  
I did walk through Tikrit one night at 3am surrounded by armed US troops, or in the Sal-a-din province we 
walked around in the mud one day, the locals pretty much scattered when we arrived.  

My goal was never ambitious enough to try and get a finger on the pulse of Iraq the country, or even the 
idea of Iraq. In my travels I’ve found that the father you go, the clearer you can see where you came from. 
The country I learned most about while in Iraq was the U.S.  

 



   
 
 

 
16 

The Transom Review – Vol.10/ Issue 1  

 

About Transom  
 

What We're Trying To Do  
Here's the short form: Transom.org is an experiment in channeling new 
work and voices to public radio through the Internet, and for discussing 
that work, and encouraging more. We've designed Transom.org as a performance space, an open editorial 
session, an audition stage, a library, and a hangout. Our purpose is to create a worthy Internet site and make 
public radio better.  

Submissions can be stories, essays, home recordings, sound portraits, interviews, found sound, non-fiction 
pieces, audio art, whatever, as long as it's good listening. Material may be submitted by anyone, anywhere -
- by citizens with stories to tell, by radio producers trying new styles, by writers and artists wanting to 
experiment with radio. 

We contract with Special Guests to come write about work here. We like this idea, because it 1) keeps the 
perspective changing so we're not stuck in one way of hearing, 2) lets us in on the thoughts of creative 
minds, and 3) fosters a critical and editorial dialog about radio work, a rare thing.  

Our Discussion Boards give us a place to talk it all over. Occasionally, we award a Transom.org t-shirt to 
especially helpful users, and/or invite them to become Special Guests.  

Staff 
Producer/Editor - Jay Allison  
Project Manager – Samantha Broun 
Web Wonk – Robert DeBenedictis 
Editors – Sydney Lewis, Viki Merrick 
Tools Column – Jeff Towne 
Emeritus Site Designer – Joshua Barlow  
Emeritus Web Developers - Josef Verbanac, Barrett Golding 
 
 

 
Atlantic Public Media administers Transom.org. APM is a non-profit organization based in Woods Hole, 
Massachusetts which has as its mission "to serve public broadcasting through training and mentorship, and 
through support for creative and experimental approaches to program production and distribution." APM is 
also the founding group for WCAI & WNAN, a new public radio service for Cape Cod, Martha's Vineyard, 
and Nantucket under the management of WGBH-Boston.  This project received funding from the Ford 
Foundation, the National Endowment for the Arts.  Lead funding was provided Florence and John 
Schumann Foundation. We get technical support from PRX. 


