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Toronto International Film Festival 2007—Part 4

A remarkable film about the Iraq war
David Walsh
2 October 2007

   This is the fourth of a series of articles devoted to the recent Toronto
film festival (September 6-15).
   Battle for Haditha is a genuine achievement. Nick Broomfield’s film is
an effort to reconstruct the events and circumstances leading up to the
massacre of 24 men, women and children by US marines in the Iraqi city
of Haditha in November 2005.
   The film, a dramatization of the episode, first follows the various
participants—marines, Iraqi civilians, insurgents—as they go about their
daily routines the day before the killings.
   Local women with their children buy chickens for a party. A youngish
Iraqi couple is focused on. The American marines patrol the city,
expecting an attack from any quarter. They carry out raids, knocking
down doors, terrifying and outraging the inhabitants. Their banter among
themselves is coarse and super-aggressive. Two insurgents, one of them a
former member of the Iraqi army, obtain an IED (improvised explosive
device) and receive instructions on triggering it, by means of a cell-phone.
   A good deal of the film, including perhaps its most memorable portions,
is devoted to the processes which make the marines capable of carrying
out their murderous assault. Battle for Haditha begins with one marine
musing out loud, “I don’t why I’m here,” and expressions of alienation
and demoralization continue throughout. “The marine corps don’t care,
the country doesn’t care,” we hear. The individual marine has to learn to
“act like a machine.” The Iraqis are “ragheads.” The marines chant,
“Train, train, train, to kill, kill, kill.” They are indoctrinated to suspect and
fear everyone: “This is a hostile environment.” Women and children,
they’re told, are capable of carrying bombs.
   We see an Iraqi man carrying a shovel over his shoulder. Someone
claims he could be on his way to planting an IED; permission is granted,
the man is blown to bits.
   Meanwhile, Corporal Ramirez (Elliot Ruiz) is having nightmares and
can’t sleep. He asks to see someone, a doctor. He’s told: not until your
tour of duty is over. He explains he’s having bad dreams about the things
he’s seen. Again: no doctor till your tour of duty’s finished.
   It’s Ramirez who will lead the enraged attack on defenseless men,
women and children when one of his favorites in the unit is blown up in a
Humvee. The scenes of the massacre are chillingly and convincingly
done; Broomfield bases them on eyewitness accounts from both
Americans and Iraqis. After the IED goes off under the convoy, killing the
one marine, a higher-up is consulted. His comment—“Take whatever
action is necessary. I don’t want any more marines killed”—unleashes the
atrocity.
   Ramirez and his marines have already pulled a group of Iraqi men from
a taxi stopped nearby and executed them. The families the film has been
following have the misfortune to live in the houses near the IED attack.
While the insurgents who planted the bomb are able to get away from
their rooftop position, the marines burst into homes and kill the civilians,
including small children, in cold blood.
   After the initial killings, in one of the most horrifying sequences, marine

snipers laugh and joke as they pick off a man running through a field.
He’s the husband of the young Iraqi couple we’ve met before. His wife
kneels over his body, hysterical. Ramirez offers her his hand, she spits at
him. He goes and vomits. Later, in front of the other marines, though, he
pretends to be fine. An officer leads prayers.
   The next day, in his quarters, Ramirez suffers a kind of breakdown. The
nightmares have continued. He keeps seeing bodies, women with kids. I
have “to live with this guilt for the rest of my life ... I hate the officers
who sent us in ... They don’t give a f—- about us,” he shouts.
   The leader of the insurgents is pleased. “The Americans lost the battle ...
Everyone is with us and we control the city.”
   In a prologue, Ramirez is under arrest, charged with murder. The officer
whose orders triggered the massacre presides over his fate. In a dreamlike
sequence, Ramirez takes the hand of a small girl who survived the
attack—two victims of the imperialist occupation of Iraq.
   The film contains a number of remarkable and powerful scenes. It is not
artistically perfect. Perhaps understandably, the writing of the Iraqi
sections is somewhat weaker, a bit more schematic. Although Battle for
Haditha was made with Iraqi actors (some of them professional stage
actors) in Jordan, the filmmakers no doubt had a greater challenge in
putting themselves in the shoes of ordinary Iraqis, much less fighters
against the American occupation. The sinister figure of the ‘sheikh,’ the
local leader of the insurgents, seems especially speculative.
   All things considered, however, Broomfield and his collaborators have
done an astonishing job. Best known for offbeat documentaries in which
his own personality occasionally seemed to take center stage (Heidi
Fleiss: Hollywood Madam, Kurt and Courtney, Aileen: Life and Death of
a Serial Killer), Broomfield has apparently opened a new chapter in his
career.
   The Guardian’s Paul Hoggart in a piece entitled “Mr. Wry gets
serious,” cites the comments of Peter Dale of Britain’s Channel 4, which
funded Battle for Haditha and Broomfield’s previous work, Ghosts, about
the deaths of 23 Chinese immigrants in Morecambe Bay in 2004: “I think
it’s part of a transition in Nick’s work from a slightly wry, off beat
approach to a much more passionate and serious and political approach to
his subject. In his more frivolous documentaries the joke had been
wearing a little thin. Ghosts was a welcome return to form.”
   Broomfield took great pains to represent the Haditha events accurately.
Twelve of the performers playing US marines in his film are ex-marines.
He also managed to speak to some of the marines involved in the Haditha
incident. He told the Guardian reporter, “We spent five days in a motel in
San Diego interviewing them for probably 10 hours a day, just to get a
sense of their lives and who they really were. They were very wary to
begin with, but once people start talking, they really talk. The main marine
character we focus on was this guy called Ramirez. The night he got back
from Iraq he broke into a truck and basically had post-traumatic stress and
ended up driving into a house. He was best friends with the guy who was
killed by the bomb, and then had the job of writing numbers on the dead
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people’s heads and photographing them. They were extremely tough and
had seen a lot of action. They talked about chasing each other around with
people’s legs and kicking people’s brains around.”
   The filmmaker also stated that his team met with Iraqi insurgents who
claimed to have been active in Haditha.
   Broomfield ended up making the film for Channel 4 because he found
no financing in the US. The Los Angeles Times noted in May that “Every
Hollywood door he knocked at, he was told it was too soon for such a
movie. ‘Everyone’s so worried,’ said Broomfield ... ‘They all wondered,
“Does the American public have an appetite for this?””
   The group of Haditha marines, in their conversations with Broomfield,
explained the “standard operating procedure rules,” in the director’s
words, under which they were operating. He told Time Out magazine, in
an interview also published in May 2007, “If, for example, a house is
described as ‘hostile,’ then you just kill everyone in the house. It doesn’t
matter if it contains two-year-olds or the elderly, which is what they did in
Fallujah—where these guys had come from. ...
   “I realised that these soldiers were very, very poor kids, who had all left
school unbelievably early. It was the first time they had all been out of the
United States. They didn’t speak a word of Iraqi. They had no idea what
they were doing in Iraq, and they felt let down by the marine corps. It was
hard to condemn them out of hand as cold-blooded killers. ...
   “I think there have been lots of Hadithas, and there are lots of Hadithas
every year.... The difference with this event is that the aftermath just
happened to be filmed and now there’s an inquiry. It’s much more
convenient for the US government and the marine corps to make
scapegoats of these guys than actually deal with its policy and rules of
engagement in Iraq. I’m sure it happens on a lesser scale every single
day.’”
   I spoke to two of the former marines in Broomfield’s film in Toronto.
Elliot Ruiz, born in Philadelphia, plays Corporal Ramirez and Eric
Mehalacopoulos, born in Montreal, Quebec, plays Sergeant Ross. I asked
Ruiz about his experiences in Iraq.
   He explained, “I was 17 when I was sent to Iraq, during the initial
invasion. We pushed all the way up to Tikrit and I ended up being
wounded, I almost lost my life. It’s crazy, people don’t know the type of
things that we go through. That’s what I like about the film, it shows
that.”
   I noted that film showed how the marines were whipped up into a frenzy
and brutalized. I asked the pair if they had helped write or prepare any of
the script.
   Ruiz said, “No, but a lot of it was improvisation. Nick [Broomfield] just
told us, ‘This is what’s happening in this scene, this is what I need,’ and
mostly everything was improvised.” Mehalacopoulos added, “We used
our experiences as the basis of it.” I commented, “So what we see is
accurate?” Ruiz replied, “Yes.
   I asked them both what they would like audiences to draw from the film.
   “Like I said earlier,” Ruiz observed, “I just want the audience to take a
look and see what we go through on a day-to-day basis. You might lose a
friend, but you have to keep moving. It’s your job. A lot of people don’t
understand that. I also hope that they see what the Iraqis go through on a
day-to-day basis, you know.”
   Mehalacopoulos continued, “As we speak, this is going on. The film
only shows a little bit, there’s so much more to tell. I think it’s a movie
that’s going to make people think, and that’s what important.”
   I pointed out to Ruiz that the spectator finds himself horrified by the
crimes Corporal Ramirez commits, but at the end he manages to be a
sympathetic character. “The American soldiers themselves are victims,” I
said.
   Ruiz: “Exactly.”
   Mehalacopoulos: “We were put there. We chose to enlist, and therefore
we’re going to do our job and carry on the mission, and all that’s fine.

But you ask 90 percent of the guys, they’d rather not be there.”
   I suggested that no marine or soldier guilty of crimes should be
absolved. “Those who are responsible for crimes are responsible for
crimes, but the ultimate responsibility is above.” Mehalacopoulos agreed.
   I asked them what they thought the war was about. Mehalacopoulos
ventured, “It’s tricky, because there’s so much stuff that’s hidden from
us, I think. A lot of people say oil. Who knows? It wasn’t what people
were told, that wasn’t the real reason. There was a lot of lying, and that’s
what’s not fair. All those families that lost their sons, brothers, husbands,
whatever. It’s not fair. To die for a rich man’s, a powerful man’s cause.
That’s throughout history. Big business ...”
   Ruiz went on, “If people saw this, it would change the way a lot of
people think. That’s what I like about this film, it doesn’t hold anything
back. It shows what happens on a day-to-day basis out there.”
   Both former marines praised Broomfield. Ruiz said, “Working with him
was wonderful. He stepped back and just let us be us. And that’s what
brought the authenticity to the film.”
   I asked Ruiz about the scene of Ramirez’s breakdown, where the
character curses the officers who have obliged him to commit actions he
will feel guilty about for the rest of his life—had this scene been based on
his own experiences and feelings?
   “I mean, I was 17, I almost lost my life out there. Who wouldn’t be
angry toward that? Working on this film, and being able to go back to
Jordan ... People don’t understand, we were dropped in a combat zone in
an Arab country. The things that happened to us, of course we felt a
certain way toward the Arab people, or the Iraqi people.
   “Going back to Jordan and being able to meet these people, see these
people, live with these people on a day-to-day basis, totally changed my
opinion and the way I thought about them. It was a wonderful experience.
I never thought I’d be able to live with an Iraqi. I lived with an Iraqi. We
shared the same bathroom. We joked around, he ended up being one of the
nicest people I’ve ever met in my life, man. He was happy about
everything. He didn’t care, it could be the worst day in the world, and he
was happy.”
   Mehalacopoulos continued, “It’s a people that’s been through a lot.
And a lot more than anyone in the US probably. And they have so much
pride because there’s so much culture and history, you know, the cradle
of civilization, right?”
   I noted there had been a propaganda war to paint all Arabs as terrorists.
Ruiz nodded. “It took me going back to Jordan, another Arab country, to
realize that. It’s a shame it took that, but that’s the reality. Thank god I
went back to Jordan and got to spend time with the people and the
culture.”
   I noted that the Iraqis had every right to resist a foreign army of
occupation. Mehalacopoulos said, “And they’re not going to stop
fighting. I knew this from the beginning, because we got to a hospital in
Baghdad. A doctor, a well-educated man told me, he predicted what was
going to happen. He was totally right, and this was in the first few days of
the war. You know what I’m saying? They know their people better than
we do.”
   Trumbo takes up the life and career of screenwriter and novelist Dalton
Trumbo (1905-76), one of the so-called Hollywood Ten, Communist Party
members active in the film industry, who went to jail in 1950 for contempt
of Congress at the height of the McCarthyite witch-hunt. Trumbo, once
one of the most highly paid writers in Hollywood, was subsequently
blacklisted until 1960, although a number of his scripts made their way to
the screen attributed to other individuals (known as “fronts”).
   Based on the stage play by his son, Christopher Trumbo, which
consisted of two actors reading some of Trumbo’s often amusing and
elaborately-composed letters, the film, directed by Peter Askin, widens
out a bit to consider details of the writer’s life. His son and daughter Mitzi
weigh in with their memories and opinions. Ninety-year-old Kirk
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Douglas, who helped break the blacklist by openly employing Trumbo on
Spartacus, makes an appearance.
   The letters, or portions of them, are read by a talented group of
performers: Donald Sutherland, Liam Neeson, Joan Allen, David
Strathairn, Michael Douglas, Brian Denehy, Paul Giamatti, Nathan Lane
and Josh Lucas.
   The letters take up a variety of subjects and convey an equally wide
variety of their author’s moods. In one, Trumbo takes on a telephone
company official with whom he was having a conflict, informing his
correspondent: “When we Reds come into power, we are going to shoot
merchants in the following order: (1) those who are greedy, and (2) those
who are witty. Since you fall into both categories, it will be a sad story
when we finally lay hands on you.”
   In another, Trumbo extols the virtues of masturbation to his son, by now
a college student. He angrily writes to the principal of his daughter’s
school during the anticommunist hysteria, decrying the young girl’s
“slow murder” at the hands of bullies egged on by their “patriotic”
parents. He denounces this “barbarism parading as American virtue.” A
condolence letter to the mother of a young man who had agreed to be one
of his fronts, read by Joan Allen, is deeply moving and human.
   In response to efforts by liberals in 1956 to legitimize informing,
Trumbo wrote, “[I]f I could take a census of all the American faces I have
seen and of all the dead whose graves I have looked on, if I could ask
them one simple question: ‘Would you like a man who told on his
friends?’ there would not be one among them who would answer ‘Yes.’”
   Looked at closely, Trumbo’s life brings out a number of issues,
including troubling ones, bound up with the history and evolution of
American radicalism in the 20th century. The film approaches certain
issues and shies away from others.
   Born in Montrose, Colorado, in 1905, Trumbo eventually moved to Los
Angeles in 1924 working on the night shift in a bakery for nearly a
decade. Determined to be a writer, he was first published in Vanity Fair
magazine and later became the managing editor of the Hollywood
Spectator. He wrote his first novel, Eclipse, in 1934, the same year he
went to work for Warner Brothers as a reader of scripts. After writing
numerous B movies, Trumbo, by 1940, had worked his way up to writing
A Bill of Divorcement (John Farrow) and Kitty Foyle (Sam Wood), with
Ginger Rogers; the latter won him an Academy Award nomination.
   In 1939, Trumbo’s Johnny Got His Gun was published. The novel, a
scathing attack on war and war-makers, is one of his most outspoken
works. Donald Sutherland recites a portion of it in the film. It includes
passages like this, describing efforts by the ruling classes to conceal the
nature of imperialist war: “To fight that war they would need men and if
men saw the future they wouldn’t fight. So they were masking the future
they were keeping the future a soft quiet deadly secret. They knew that if
all the little people all the little guys saw the future they would begin to
ask questions. They would ask questions and they would find answers and
they would say to the guys who wanted them to fight they would say you
lying thieving sons-of-bitches we won’t fight we won’t be dead we will
live we are the world we are the future and we will not let you butcher us
no matter what you say no matter what speeches you make no matter what
slogans you write.”
   Once Germany attacked the Soviet Union in 1941 and the US entered
World War II, Trumbo, presumably in the Stalinist periphery at this time,
withdrew his novel and suppressed it for the duration of the war. He
actually joined the Communist Party in 1943.
   The film would make nothing more of Trumbo than a ‘contrarian’
liberal and a defender of the US Constitution. It cites his comment that the
CPUSA, with 80,000 members, was not as dangerous “as the Elks” [a
fraternal order] and had a lot fewer guns. This is a common refrain heard
from a certain layer of former CP members or apologists. It surely begs
the question. A party founded on the principles of Bolshevism and

advocating social revolution in the US would have been ‘dangerous’ with
one-tenth that membership.
   Tragically, the party Trumbo joined in 1943 was a Stalinized
organization, utterly unprincipled and opportunist, dedicated to the
proposition that communism was “20th century Americanism.” Did he
join it because he thought it was a revolutionary party, or because he
thought it wasn’t? The answer may not be so clear-cut.
   Whatever the full picture, it is impossible to believe that the Russian
Revolution, the anticommunist raids in the US after World War I, the
great battle over the fate of Sacco and Vanzetti, the Scottsboro boys’ case
and the other episodes that left such a mark on a generation of artists and
intellectuals in the US, as well as socialist-minded workers, left Trumbo
untouched. It would have been enlightening to hear his views on those
events. A final shot of Trumbo with an American flag in the background
is an unfortunate concession to prevailing moods or what are perceived to
be prevailing moods.
   To make sense of this complex history, a thorough and uncompromising
break with anticommunism—one of the legacies of the witch-hunt
itself!—or all concessions to it, is a first requirement. It should be noted
that American liberalism almost entirely surrendered to the disgraceful
and debilitating blacklist. And the decomposing corpse of official
American liberalism is in the process of capitulating to the new
McCarthyism, waged in the name of the “war on terror.”
   Nonetheless, the commitment of the performers involved obviously
speaks to their concerns about present-day events.
   In his director’s statement, Peter Askin makes reference to changing
circumstances and his own political movement. He notes that when he
was first given a volume of Trumbo’s collected letters in 1999, “the
Florida re-count hanging chad events, much less the Patriot Act, and Iraq,
still lay beyond the horizon. Trumbo’s Blacklist had occurred a lifetime
ago and, surely, in a different America. ... [P]ost gender politics seemed
more relevant. Sadly, we know better now.
   “Now, eight years later, Trumbo’s words ring prophetic, his fight
against the perversion of American ideals that held sway at the height of
the Cold War has new immediacy, and the cost to personal freedoms feels
as threatening as anything George Orwell could have predicted.”
   Body of War, directed by Phil Donahue and Ellen Spiro, is a
documentary marred by its horrible, pro-Democratic Party (or “left”
Democratic Party, Naderite ) politics. Its central figure, Tomas Young, 22,
is a seriously wounded Iraq war veteran.
   In April 2004, while riding in a Humvee in Sadr City, Young was
instantly paralyzed after being struck above the left collarbone. Back in
the US, having receiving treatment at Walter Reed Medical Center, Young
becomes active in the Iraq Veterans Against the War. He also marries his
fiancée Brie. For their honeymoon, the newlyweds travel in August 2005
to Camp Casey, Cindy Sheehan’s protest encampment outside George W.
Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas.
   Much of the film, including the eventual break-up of Tomas and Brie’s
marriage, is affecting. He and his mother seem entirely admirable human
beings, honest and courageous to a fault, and genuinely horrified by the
crimes of the Bush administration.
   However, the film’s final scene, in the office of West Virginia Senator
Robert Byrd, as the latter waxes eloquent about “the immortal 23” US
senators who voted against the authorization of military force against Iraq
in October 2002, is enough to make one’s gorge rise.
   Michael Moore’s Captain Mike Across America speaks indirectly to
some of the peculiarities of American political life, in fact, to the essential
untenability of the two-party system. It documents Moore’s tour on behalf
of Democratic Party presidential candidate John Kerry through a number
of “swing” states in the weeks before the November 2004 election.
Moore, of course, was riding high on the great success of his Fahrenheit
9/11, which had opened in late June.
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   The peculiarities of the new film begin with its opening titles, which
criticize the Kerry campaign, faulting it for a lack of aggressiveness in
response to Republican attack ads and so forth. Indeed, whether Moore
has edited it out or not, as far as this spectator could determine, there was
not a single verbal reference to Kerry in the remainder of the film. This is
a film, in other words, from the failed school of “Anybody But Bush.”
   Its politics stay at a very low level, for the most part little more than
vague populist attacks on the Bush administration, which would educate
and enlighten no one. The signs of a growing radicalization, however,
which the Democratic Party is incapable of and hostile to seizing upon,
are there in the film. Moore makes appearances in a variety of small and
medium-sized cities, to enthusiastic crowds. Aside from pointing to that
phenomenon, Captain Mike Across America has minimal value.
   Battle in Seattle, directed by Stuart Townsend, is a dramatic recreation
of the anti-globalization protest in Seattle in November-December 1999.
Again, one senses that the appearance of certain performers—Ray Liotta,
Connie Nielsen, Woody Harrelson, Charlize Theron and others—points to a
shift in opinion in these circles.
   The drama, by and large, is not at all successful. Considering the politics
it chooses exclusively to highlight—animal rights, ecology, Green politics
in general—Battle in Seattle could have been worse, but that is not the
highest compliment one can pay a film venture. The scenes of police
brutality are affecting and convincing, but the dialogue among the
“activists” is painful, by and large. “How do you stop those who’ll stop at
nothing?” “You don’t stop.” The conversations are made up of clichés or
slogans.
   That La Zona, directed by Rodrigo Plá from Mexico, won the
FIPRESCI (Fédération Internationale de la Presse Cinématographique /
The International Federation of Film Critics) prize tells me a great deal
know about that organization and that prize.
   La Zona is a contrived story about social barriers in Mexico, a semi-
hysterical and poorly scripted work, apparently intended to shake the
consciences of upper middle class Mexicans about the plight of those their
society excludes. Hardly a single moment rings true.
   To be continued
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