Fire It Up: Grilling ‘Asado’ Style
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there when it went from an incredibly
violent place to one that was much
touted as a sign of progress. … I’ve always thought about that intersection
of one’s personal relationship to the
war that they’ve been in and how policy seems to be going at the time — the
kind of fog of uncertainty you operate
under in complex environments.
If you’re a special operator doing
a raid, that seems like a very clean
and clear narrative. There’s a bad
guy, and we’re gonna go get them, and then the
world is going to be a better place. If you’re doing
counterinsurgency, though — the sort that a lot of
folks were doing in 2007 — it meant a lot of messy
political bargains. You were operating with the
understanding that simple violence could never
actually fix the problem, that you needed to have
stable political settlements that would enable
some kind of growing peace within the region. But
the nature of that means that you don’t have any …
clear ideas about the choices that you’re making.
Missionaries is a novel where those debates
about military tactics and strategies are closely
related to the moral choices and worldview of
the characters who are operating within the
frameworks. It was important to me to dramatize both.
Documented war narratives go back thousands of
years. Has the asymmetry of modern warfare set a
darker tone for how people write about it?

Modern literary fiction, especially 20th-century
literary fiction … tends to focus on the horrific aspects of the war. But The Iliad is a brutal piece of
work. And if you read Renaissance or late medieval
accounts of war, some of them are absolutely horrific. It’s just that they also tend to uphold more sort
of honor or glory that can be won in war, and that is
something that, particularly since the First World
War, literary folks tend to be more skeptical of.
But then you’ll find George Gascoigne, the English poet, who wrote about broken sleep, dreadful
dreams, murdered innocence. … Nonetheless, he’s
quite proud of his service in war.
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I think capturing both sides is very
important. That’s one of the reasons
I wanted to write a book about people who are professionals in war,
who are well aware of the horrific aspects, but who do find value in their
work and feel it’s important and
challenging and morally bruising —
but nonetheless morally important.
And that comes with the kind of
decisions that get thrust upon them
within the context of asymmetric
wars, because that’s what we’re dealing with in …
these wars where we have tremendous technological capabilities.
It’s very easy for them to reach into rural areas
and kill somebody … to project violence from afar.
But oftentimes, that violence is being projected
into local regions where there are very complex
social structures and power structures that we
often don’t fully understand, so what happens
is you pick out one actor and there is a sort of
reshuffling of the deck of cards in terms of power
and that leads to new threats. That is kind of a
pivot point in my novel, an event that ultimately
brings all the characters that I created together,
an example of existing in the consequences of an
act of violence that sort of breeds second- and
third-order consequences of great importance.
What advice would you give for someone who wants
to write vividly and efficiently about the military
experience?

Read voraciously. The more you read, and
especially the more that you read outside of
your comfort zone, [the more you can] look at
yourself from the outside in a way that’s very,
very helpful. Don’t just read military memoirs.
Read everything. I read a lot of poetry and try
to stay very attuned to language. And there’s
nothing better than poetry to help you pay close
attention to what you can do with rhythm and
tone and syntax to try and express something as
deeply, as viscerally as possible.
— By Tony Ware, a military culture and
entertainment reporter

Press, 2021), directly challenges
the hero worship of Robert E. Lee,
the myth of the Confederacy’s Lost
Cause, and the Civil War’s continuing toxic influence on racism and
white supremacy even today. Seidule asserts that Lee may have been
a great general, but he was also a
traitor, and that the Confederacy’s
sole reasons for waging war against
the U.S. were to preserve slavery
and white supremacy in the South,
despite claims of states’ rights.
Seidule grew up in the South. He
was raised to believe in the righteousness of Southern culture, glorify the Confederacy, and revere Lee.
“The purpose of the [Lost Cause] myth was to
create a system of racial hierarchy and white supremacy through terror, law, disenfranchisement,
and Confederate memorialization,” Seidule told
Military Officer in
an interview conducted over email.
As the former
head of the history
department at the
U.S. Military Academy at West Point,
Seidule knows
“history is dangerous” and that “if
someone challenges
a sacred myth, the
reaction can be ferocious.”
Seidule’s book is part history, part memoir, and
part social commentary. He took a principled risk
publishing it; he retired from the Army to allow
himself the freedom to say what he really thinks.
“I had to be honest about my past,” Seidule said.
This is not revisionist or apologetic history; rather, it is an eye-opening, provocative revelation.”
Seidule’s basic premises are these: That Lee
committed treason when he resigned his commission in the Army to fight against the U.S. and the
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Constitution and that “the Confederates chose slavery and treason
over nation.” He is unsparing in his
criticism of Lee, revealing the Virginian to be an unrepentant racist,
even refusing to acknowledge the
South lost the war.
As a history professor, Seidule
then explored how and why the
myth of the Lost Cause and Lee’s
hero worship gained strength after
the war. He examines the postwar growth of white supremacist
feelings, the Ku Klux Klan, and the
institutionalized reign of terror in
the South, fueled by ex-Confederate
generals. He also describes how
Reconstruction-era “Redeemers” seized state government control and “rewrote state constitutions
to exclude Black people and used terror campaigns,
Jim Crow segregation laws … to enforce and ensconce white political power for generations.”
Seidule also examines why the Army named so
many posts after Confederate officers.
Seidule notes only one low-level Confederate officer was hanged as a war criminal, but Gen. George
Pickett summarily executed 22 U.S. soldiers and
was never charged. He also reveals that Lee was
indicted for treason after the war, but never prosecuted, and the reasons why are stunning.
When asked what surprised him most during
his research, Seidule replied, “The war crimes
committed by the Confederates. The brilliance of
Grant. Lee’s continued racism after the war. He
testified to Congress that all Black people in Virginia should be expelled from the state.”
Seidule continued, “We will continue to have
reckoning after reckoning because we have not
dealt with our past honestly — not with slavery, not
with segregation, not with white supremacy. Racism is our eternal pandemic.”
His book is an honest appraisal of an uncomfortable history. Like Billy Mitchell, Seidule is trying to
do the right thing.
— By Col. Bill Bushnell, USMC (Ret), Military
Officer’s book reviewer

