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Henry Rollins kicked off his career singing for the hardcore punk band Black Flag,
which was at the height of its awesomeness in the early '80s. Since then, he's had
a solo music career, played himself in movies, and written several books. These
days, he can be seen on "The Henry Rollins Show," now in its second season on
the Independent Film Channel. Rollins, who attended military school as a child in
Washington, D.C., has been on seven USO tours. He spent a week in Iraq in the
summer of 2004.

What parts did you go to?

| was basically at bases very close to the GreereZo. At the Victory
Base, we got to be there for the daily mortar &ftand for these guys
it's just like flies, you know? It's like no bigaeThey're like, "Oh
yeah. Mortar." As a civilian, that'll stick in yoaremory for a while,
but for these guys, it's like, "Oh yeah, see,d tdu sir." ... What was
intense was being in the Green Zone. To basicallgqoss the street
in the Green Zone--since I'm like "the talent," @inely are very careful
with a non-com--we get the multi-Humvee caravagddo from like
here to your car. That's like half an hour to gebing for a seven
minute ride, ten minutes to get it parked, so ethéng was this arduous
thing, like "OK, today, for the next hour, we'reigg to get from here to
here."--"But it's only like right over there"--"Inow sir, but ... ." And so
it was grimly, just intense.

Did you perform
while you were over
there?

ADVERTISEMENT

No. At lot of the time,
when I'm in these
places, they put me ol
what is called a
handshake tour ...
where you basically
do--have you ever
seen a record store,
like an in-store
appearance? You po
for photos and shake
hands and all that?
That's what | do. But
not all the time. Sometimes they say, "We've gistlbunge for all the
guys and girls here, would you mind going up folhanr and speaking
to them?" And I'm like, "Of course. Whatever younvaAnd so I've
done that in quite a lot of places....It's an ia$#ing ride, being in and
amongst these people in this way. Because | dopfiast Bush or the
war, but | like the troops, because | really driltk that they're more
than just chess pieces in this whole thing. Smdtshard to like them.
And they're so happy that someone visits themekms so much to
them. It's really cool that they get such a kick afut.

So do you get much of an opportunity to talk to anyoldiers?

| let them initiate conversation. | don't walk upthem and go, "Hey
man, your war is bogus!" That's just really noyou wouldn't want to
do anything that's deleterious to morale. Or dising ... . For these
young people, the war is, "My buddy got shot toti®&n when you say,
"Prewar information was manipulated ..." they'ke]i"Kiss my ass. I'm
getting shot at by guys who served me tea thisrada." ... You just
try and distract them from what they have to goand do for the next
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twelve hours

Have you developed any Irag-specific jokes that p@te just
wouldn't get stateside?

No, because | have such a reverence and nausea aliois conflict--
and the fact that it tears the limbs off young raad women and
destroys them and kills them and ruins families lares--1 don't see
the funny parts. | mean, there probably is humerahit's hard for me
to find it, so far. So, basically, you can tellrés. A lot of these young
people know me from being in tliackass movie. Or being irBad
Boys Il or something like that. So they go, "Sir, what \8&sve-O
like?" And you tell them the Steve-O story. ..ol ltave people coming
up to me and saying, "Hey, | see your show, |"a&lngart of your
books, | know your take on all this, and while $pectfully disagree,
I'm glad you're here." You know, fair enough. Swhr all kinds of
sentiments, but never, "l disagree with you, | hyate, get out of
here." ... They're just very happy that you toaktiime. And | always
semi-lie: "Aw man, no problem." It is a problemidt25 hours to get
out there, with layovers and all that. And the faslt great, and the
sleeping accommodations are eh. And you're doiegvtiole thing on
jet lag, and you're on military time, which measiyhop out of the
military transport vehicle having just flown in,@gour first thing
starts in 40 minutes, and for the next nine to ddr& it's just go-go-go-
go-go. You sleep a little, and it's like, "OK, itrgdnight, and we're
going to get you up at 0440 because we want ygetdreakfast with
the troops at this base, and then you're goingve breakfast with the
troops over at this base." And you're like, "RidDK, I'll sleep later."
This is not about you, it's about these people. Knda go, "OK,
exhaustion, who cares?"

You'll go by the phone kiosk and you'll hear youngn having these
very strange, almost surreal arguments or discussidgth their wives
over something like, "Hey the garage is leakingyldo we fix that?"
And what she maybe doesn't understand is, maybegtlygust got
ambushed, like half an hour ago, and he's shakamg the adrenaline,
and he's just calling her just to hear a familigice, and she's like, "We
gotta get the sprinklers fixed." And he's like, '@X ... . | love you."
He just wants to get back to the ground. And thveltiat makes me
angry, is what all of this is doing to these veopgg families. It just
makes me mad. It makes anybody mad. So whenearisome of
these people who say, "Oh, you all don't have ttvach for war," or
whatever, it's like, you know, if you're sane andlized, | don't think
any person in their right mind has the stomachHisr crap. To have a
stomach for it--Stalin probably had a stomach for i

So few people know people in the military now, it'$iard for them
to imagine.

Yeah. | do hope | get back to Iraq this year. lafsvask the USO to put
me back there. | always ask for Afghanistan and, leamd they say,
"Well in ‘07, you'll probably get both, if you hatieme." And | say,

well, for the soldiers I'll make time. For me, histpoint, it's a personal
thing. | really like these people, and young peaplée me. | send
them books. | do big care packages, to these diffevebsites like
AnySoldier.com. I'm involved like that. | get letsefrom them almost
daily. Because these guys know that | write sotdiexck. They're like,
"Dude, is it really you?" I'm like, "Yeah man, yelhwrite you

back." ... If you can raise spirits, make someoatté&rnoon or make
someone's hour, it's a little thing to help. Arisl @ne of the only kind of
OK things | see to do with celebrity or fame or weheer it is that |
have--recognizability, | don't know what it is.But the fact that in
some places, it's currency that you can do songtimod with--well
then OK, fame is not so bad ...if you can cheeresmre up. It's really
great when you can walk into a room at Walter Raedithere's a guy
with like a leg gone and nerve damage in his hand,that big smile--
"No way, you're here man!"

Do they know you more for your show or your music?

Oh yeah, they know the music. I've been in sontbese places where
these people come out of their hooch or whateweyr'rh staying in with
one of my books. You can tell it's dogeared--thegdd anything out
there. They'll read the back of an oatmeal box. ¥eupretty bored, so
some of these guys have turned into voracious readlbey're not busy
all the time, and they're not playing video gamietha time, so these
guys read. ... I'm sending out a few books today goy who's in Irag.
He's going to be there for the next nine monthd, lan going to send
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him a couple books. And he's like, "I'll pay!" Alich like, "Come on.

Some entertainers have said they're sort of "taketo the principal's
office” when they get to a base--you know, told, "6u see how it's
not like on tv? You see how we're making progress?Have you
gotten any of that?

I've been given the rap. You meet the big cheesg&nd you go into his
office and there's all this pre-fab KBR [the Haliiton subsidiary
formerly known as Kellogg Brown & Root] furnitureyerything was
stood up an hour ago. It's all pre-fab carpet flamvhy ton. "Well we
have real good organization here, Mr. Rollins. &e&ry happy you're
here. We're doing a lot of good work for a lot obd people, taking
care of bad guys." Yeah, they talk like that. Ahdytre fine, they're just
giving you the rap. ...But none of them have balsicaid, "Here's your
talking points." Ever. Nor have they said, "Lookré&'s what you don't
talk about." No one in the USO or DoD. No one har ¢old me to
cool it.

The last trip | made, | ended up hanging out foaiernoon pretty
much with all KBR people. And they are so frightegly intense and
corporate. They're like [in a robot voice] "So, stggest you try the
macaroni. The macaroni is great." And their wivesaut there, and
they've all got the doctor pants and the fake Eud, and they look
like they're selling that back porch furniture.dxte base, their part--the
KBR/Halliburton part of the camp--is completely Vea off from the
rest of the camp. They kind of walk in and amonpsttroops, but don't
really talk to them. ...And if you really want toin your day, you
stupidly get into a discussion about policy or velvar. Because these
people are on the Dick Cheney playbook. They'rerpaily cold about
all this. You say, "Iraq" and they're like, "Stréings great. Everything's
a triumph. ... And we're doing so great for thejifgeople and the
troopslove it."

Even if you read the newspapers obsessively, yourdoreally get a
sense of how it really is over there.

You don't have a sense how anything is until yoaugd bark your nose
up what Mark Twain called 'the territory." If yolamt to know, you've
got to go. And | live by that. Knowledge withoutledge is just bullshit
to me. That's how | live.

ELSPETH REEVE is a reporter-researcher at The New Republic.
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