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And the Temple of  
Doom Town
From my mother’s sleep I fell into the State,
And I hunched in its belly till my wet fur froze
                              — Randall Jarrell

I am going to have a good day. I can tell. At zero-six, a bone of 
moon still hangs in runnels of sun. I linger in the enlisted smoking 

area with a South African colonel. We talk about daughters and wars 
and airport novels, our Kiplingesque “politics of Loaferdom.” Blue crows 
twitch like nerves on the wheels of an MRAP and a pack of coyotes 
scrapes whatever is trash or dead from the sand. “Do you see the moon,” 
he says, “how it’s like a bowl or the horns of a bull? There’s a folktale that 
says once the moon turns like that, it’s going to rain.” It hasn’t rained 
once since we came to “The Box,” the crucible of predeployment war 
games at Fort Irwin’s National Training Center (NTC), but I’ll keep that 
Bushveldt moon for later, pack it for daughters. Its horns tilt each time 
I wake, until the John Ford dawn saturates me, three-digit hot. Then I 
chow-sling and dry shave and wash my red groin with baby wipes. When 
Technicolor crosses the zero-seven mark overhead, I head to the Tactical 
Operations Center where I am a “battle captain,” something like a frazzled 
orchestra conductor, in the 3rd Infantry Division’s game. There are stranger 
places to finish a dissertation in literature. There must be stranger things to 
do, I suppose, than write one in the first place.

“Novels?” the Colonel asks.
“Cultural studies,” I explain, “the British Empire, Postcolonial.”
“The Great Game,” he nods, “fascinating stuff in War College.”
I remember something from The Guardian, leaked diplomatic cables, 

the outline of an awkward vignette. There’s a dinner party, glasses clink-
ing, special forks, the whole nine. Prince Andrew, with his usual arrogant 
bravado, tells our ambassador to Kyrgyzstan that “the United Kingdom, 
Western Europe (and by extension you Americans too) were back in 
the thick of playing the Great Game . . . and this time we aim to win!” 
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The relevant State Department cable describing the gaffe noted that “the 
ambassador gently reminded him that the United States did not see its 
presence in the region as a continuation of the Great Game.” Which is 
not entirely accurate. While we might like to imagine ourselves as part of 
“a godly New England community, setting examples to brutal mankind” 
(that’s Rudyard Kipling mocking our airs, more than a century ago), 
there is often a stark difference between the political narratives we like 
to see ourselves in and the historical framework that places like NTC use 
to actually rehearse America’s role in a multipolar world. NTC is where 
America stops being delicate about its global imperium. Where we practice 
at clutching it a little longer. 

I ask the Colonel about War College. He asks me to remember the 
name of a book, The Light That Failed. We are both, as he wryly puts it, 
just a couple of “dumb Army Engineers.” Privates in dust, dead tired, 
trudge past us, beating their heads against salutes, ignoring our arcane 
talk, all “officer business.” I watch them motherfuck the platoon sergeants 
out of anyone’s earshot. They’re all so young, their teeth so square and 
white. I am in my thirties. In Army years, I am older than dirt. 

Sometimes the boys in the dust remind me of my daughters. They 
are, after all, closer to my children’s age than mine. Like the dust-boys, 
my girls belong to generations that instinctively remove their shoes in 
airports and find nothing Orwellian about the MPs at Grand Central or 
the bomb dogs at Times Square. I recall our domestic routines, the walk 
back from school, and a luncheonette on West 52nd where both girls eat 
hotdogs under a row of mute televisions. “So a man with a bomb,” my 
oldest asks, “isn’t a tourist, right? A terrorist and a tourist are two different 
things.” My youngest presses her nose to the luncheonette window and 
watches a tourist cram a little dog into a big purse and giggles. My old-
est watches TV. There’s a haggard man on the screen, blank-eyed, gristle 
kneeling in sand. “What’s the matter with him?” she asks. “They’re going 
to cut off his head,” I explain. “Oh,” she says, “they shouldn’t do that.” 
She’s a proper one, my oldest, and very matter-of-fact about situations 
that would have seemed either dystopian or anachronistic during my 
own twentieth-century childhood.

Sometimes, though, the boys in the dust remind me of me. We share a 
common ambivalence about political ideologies and notions of progress. 
The dust-boys are poor and I still stink of being them; the poor of small 
towns, thrust onto the world-historical stage, often register little surprise 
at Orwell’s insight that imperium is “morally insensitive and aesthetically 
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disgusting.” I am more confounded, for example, by the thoroughly mid-
dle-class idea that I ought to get tenure and a middle-class wage for being 
decent enough to read A Passage to India. I can’t remember much about 
that book other than the fact that it has a symbolic cave and a fine para-
bolic lesson about cultures and power. But the indecent stuff I studied in 
grad school — all the Blackwood’s-style imperialist fiction written for Or-
well’s “‘service’ middle classes” — finds surprising purchase in the life I live. 
More than quaint metropolitan fictions like Forster’s or, for that matter, the 
quaint Red Dawn myths of my Cold War childhood, stories like The Four 
Feathers and Kim, however “morally insensitive and aesthetically disgusting” 
they might be, provide a space for telling certain kinds of bare truth such 
as: “they are going to cut off his head for the Caliphate.”  You have to be 
able to talk like that in quite privileged places like Manhattan, at least 
before you can really begin to imagine “what’s the matter with him” or, 
for that matter, “what’s the matter with us.” 

The Colonel asks about teaching, tenure, and the courteous game of 
it all. His guess is as good as mine. I joke that I’ve landed a competitive 
fellowship in empire. 

“You don’t need a doctorate for that,” he says with a laugh, “but it 
must be a fine thing to do, your doctorate, like War College.”

“Or Indiana Jones,” I shrug.
“You’d need a better hat,” he says.
He kills his smoke and I stand when he goes. My chafed thighs rub raw 

as my weight shifts on the sand. I peel a big scale of skin from my neck 
and flick it at the field-shitter, fuck it. I think about Hannah Arendt’s 
keen remark that “playing the Great Game, a man may feel as though he 
lives the only life worth while because he has been stripped of every-
thing which may still be considered to be accessory.” Perhaps the coyotes 
will root for that scrap of me. I watch the Colonel pierce my shadow 
through to the lesser heat of the TOC. I think about walking the Grand 
Trunk Road in Kim, and the tale’s Bengali spymaster, Hurree Chunder 
Mookerjee, explaining to its Irish orphan, Kimball O’Hara, that “When 
everyone is dead the Great Game is over. Not before.”

What a fatalistic Realpolitik, how inimical to the high historical aspira-
tions of our “little New England community.” But perhaps that’s part of 
the use of reading novels like Kim or going to NTC. It’s easier to stomach 
the possibilities that Hurree suggests through fictions and games, geopo-
litical equivalents to the Grimm tales that teach my daughters to stomach 
the frightening lessons of sex and adulthood.
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Near the shitter, the pups bat at each other and wheeze. 

u
Zero-seven hits and I leave the pit to help orchestrate human chaos in 
coyote country. In the TOC, the Colonel marks our AO with red and blue 
markers and yellow Post-it notes. I note on a butcher-block tablet which 
MSRs the Engineers, poor window-lickers, cleared or cleared again today. 
When there’s time, I like to read the higher-echelon OPORDs sitting 
out on the S3 tables, the “Situation” paragraphs and Civil Affairs Annexes. 
I recognize patterns in their stories, the historicized settings and plots. 
For all of our drones and tanks and tracking devices and bomb-sniffing 
robots, the strategic rationale behind everything — the “design fiction” 
underlying this iteration of NTC’s gamel — isn’t that different from how 
Kipling’s Daniel Dravot and Peachey Carnehan understand their own 
nation-building schemes in make-believe Kafiristan.“In any place they 
fight a man who knows how to drill men can always be a King. We shall 
go to those parts and say to any King we find — ‘D’you want to vanquish 
your foes?’ and we will show them how to drill men; for that we know 
better than anything else. Then we will subvert the King and seize his 
Throne and establish a Dy-nasty.”

On maps (and there are maps everywhere in The Box, covered in reams 
of meticulously marked, carefully fingered, acetate overlays), our AO seems 
like the kingdom in Kipling’s tale, a ghost of the nineteenth-century Game. 
The OPORDs replicate its geopolitical stalemates between the British 
Empire, Czarist Russia, Qajar Persia, and the Ottomans. Of course, we 
changed the names. Our host nation is called “Atropia.” We care about its 
existence because of its accidents: natural resources, strategic location, hap-
penstances of state formation. Like its neighbors, “Minaria” and “Gorgas,” 
the Atropian government has a tenuous legitimacy, reflecting little of the 
ethnic, tribal, and religious webs of identity that define everyday life in 
the region. To the south, a powerful Islamic theocracy, “Ariana,” vies for 
standing as a regional superpower. Atropia’s northern neighbor, “Donovia,” 
turns its imperial gaze southward, massing its armored regiments on the 
border. We work our little corner of this mess. It’s enough to handle.

In our iteration, we will assume, however accidentally, Britain’s Vic-
torian role. Take away the fanciful names and we’re intervening in the 
affairs of a failed state near the Caspian Sea. We encounter the familiar 
complications: religious sectarianism, tribal rivalries, stability operations, 
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maneuver warfare, the whack-a-mole game of insurgencies and counter-
insurgencies. It doesn’t matter if the deep structural similarities between 
our “world” and Queen Victoria’s are intentional or not. In a sense, it’s 
better, more realistic, if they’re accidental. The Box gives us geopolitics 
because fate, because accidents, or because fuck it. Then again, nothing 
could seem more deliberately Kiplingesque. 

I respect this Colonel because of how he thinks through maps, but I 
like him because he also thinks about the maps-in-maps, the games-within-
games. This would be a good place, we decide, to set a spy novel. The 
agent, Number Six, wakes up in the middle of the scenario world, like 
in The Prisoner. He has to figure out what real forces hunt him here, asks 
“Who is Number One?” the whole time. It turns out there’s no Number 
One, no mastermind, just the Game. Number Six gets out of The Box, 
finds himself at one of those strip malls or trailer parks near Barstow, but 
the scenario’s playing out there, too. Boom. It’s an adolescent plot. It’s also 
an accurate one. 

To get a good “Number One” perspective — a novelist’s perspective —  
imagine that you’re no one: a drone, some gunmetal angel returning to its 
place in the cruel Old Testament firmament. Call you Reaper, Predator. 
Look down. See The Box, six thousand soldiers in all their exoskeleton 
rattle, running and ruck-humping and screaming and live-firing and 
holding plastic bags under their asses while they shit on the sand like 
coyotes. Now go higher, zoom out. All of the little moving targets in The 
Box occupy a small corner of NTC’s massive footprint at the edge of 
Death Valley — and how atypical that footprint is. Most CONUS instal-
lations are more or less midsized suburban towns. On post, there are 
nondenominational churches that distinguish between “Traditional” and 
“Contemporary” forms of Protestantism, retail box stores, supermarkets, 
movie theaters, and bowling alleys. Everyone lives on grid streets with 
identical air-conditioned houses, usually covered in a fake stucco appli-
qué that constitutes someone’s idea of Broward County, Florida. There’s 
usually a long strip, just off-post, with all the disreputable things: bars, 
tattoo parlors, barbershops, strip clubs, pawnshops that specialize in lost 
TA-50 gear, a massage parlor run out of a double-wide with a few F-
150s outside and, inside, a laconic masseuse doing homework for an on-
line degree in Institutional Organizational Studies. But Fort Irwin’s a 
ghost town. Fort Jackson, for example, houses and trains over 60,000 
Basic Trainees and AIT soldiers on a rotational basis, a figure roughly 
equivalent to the number of troops that pass through The Box each year. 
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Jackson also serves an additional 14,000 soldiers assigned to the Soldier 
Support Institute, 3,600 permanent party, 10,000 dependents, and 120,000 
local retirees. It does this on 52,000 acres, inclusive of 100 ranges, 1,160 
fixed structures, and a water-slide park. Irwin, on the other hand, houses 
approximately 5,000 and occupies 996 square miles, an area often short-
handed as “larger than the State of Rhode Island.”

Keep going, Reaper, mesosphere. Fort Irwin is just one of many mili-
tary reservations, restricted airspaces, training areas, and proving grounds 
that have gradually sequestered great swaths of the mythic American West 
since World War II. Pass The Box, and you’re somewhere on the 1,100,000 
acres of the Naval Air Weapons Station at China Lake, The Right Stuff 
country, barren but for the occasional science-fiction architecture of sites 
like the Doldstine Deep Space Communications Complex; past China 
Lake, Edwards Air Force Base occupies an additional 470 square miles 
around Rose Lake and Rosamond Lake; together these three installations 
form the R-2508 Special Use Airspace Complex, comprising 12 percent 
of California’s total airspace. Go south, Twentynine Palms. Veer east to Las 
Vegas, and you’re in the mad-scientist heart of the Cold War — the 801,505 
acres at Dugway Proving Ground, the Nevada National Security Site’s 
1,351 square miles of atomic wasteland, and almost 600 square miles in 
the so-called “Groom Box,” which houses the pop-mythical “UFO” test 
site, Area 51. A CONUS outlier, Fort Irwin seems most coherent along-
side the vacant acreage of its Doctor Strangelove neighbors. It is a holdover 
Cold War test site in its own right, albeit one where the central project is 
the replication of evolving history in a human ant farm.

For civilians, the ant-farm aspect adds to NTC’s appeal as a postmod-
ern theme park, a geopolitical Disney World in which the centerpiece, the 
Cinderella’s Castle, is The Box. There is nothing secret about what we do 
at NTC, the orchestrated skirmishes, force-on-force battles, IEDs, suicide 
bombings, riots, kidnappings, beheadings, and humanitarian crises. Public 
Affairs field-grades lead tour groups through the battles on a regular ba-
sis, an odd assortment of New School documentarians, Frankfurt School 
name-droppers, John Deere curmudgeons with Stars-and-Stripes lapel 
pins, and chinless office managers from Ohio who approve of everything 
with flat goddamns. There are fake Middle Eastern towns, built to an ex-
acting standard of realism. Iraqi and Afghan refugees hustle in the market 
squares, playing themselves. Something explodes. Veteran amputees, role 
playing, scream from phantom wounds while Hollywood special-effects 
artists practice realism on their stubs. The Observer Controller Trainers 
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(OC/Ts) walk among us, omnipotent as the godlike aliens on Star Trek. 
They take notes, rearrange events, monitor radio chatter, and judge our 
decisions. Sometimes, they tap us on the shoulder, saying, “Now you’re 
dead.” It can take up to six hours to return from the dead, depending on 
how fast the S-1 clerks, the ones with clean socks and stuffed animals in 
their A-Bags, take to finish our casualty packets. 

We soldiers are both spectators and performers in this strategic stage 
show. With ten month-long iterations per year (each priced at over twenty 
million dollars) and a rotating cast numbering in the tens of thousands, 
NTC’s epic scale rivals that of a Ridley Scott film. In fact, every so often, 
someone will make a film like Full Battle Rattle, which follows a single 
NTC iteration from start to finish. Every so often, Salon or The Atlantic 
runs a photo piece on The Strange Iraqi Town We Built in the Mojave. 
There is usually an important point to such representations, something 
righteous and obvious about the Bush Administration or late capital-
ism. That’s why the clever tourists like it best when we’re allegorical, 
running around in full kit and pining for RUBA, the bivouac area with 
its all-night gut trucks and clean steel troughs to piss in. I think of my 
daughter, her little nose scrunched, contemplating the fact that “a tourist 
and a terrorist are different things.” It goes without saying. However, both 
categories, insofar as they have real descriptive value, mark propensities 
for repackaging experience according to utopian models. For my part, I 
wish that one of the high-minded tourists would bring me some clean 
socks. You can never expect much compassion, though, from someone 
building a better world.

At 1030 hours, Cinderella’s Castle shuts down so the Battle Staff can 
sit in an air-conditioned trailer and listen to the OC/Ts critique us. The 
briefing takes forever because a full-bird with orange skin and white 
teeth, “Goldminer Actual,” wants to start with a special PowerPoint slide-
show. He has to start with the slideshow because fuck it, but his NCOs 
can’t get the projector to work. Finally, one of the unimportant “Gold-
miners” finds the right disk, and we watch candid shots of ourselves 
from the past week, accompanied by AC/DC’s “Highway to Hell.” Then, 
Goldminer Actual talks about flowcharts for another hour. I write down 
different combinations of the words he says more than once. I come up 
with nonsense like “support the Commander’s ability to mass combat 
power through actualizing lateral synchronization by echelon,” just in 
case I have to answer a question. No questions. I’m aces. At 1300, the 
world resumes again. 
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Situation: no change, no socks. 

So it looks like fuck chow. The OC/Ts index an attack on the ECP. 
Smoke billows from flung canisters like burnt offerings. The insurgent 
role-players post sick shots on Instagram and un-explode a gun truck. 
The AARs for these attacks take forever and your mind drifts while the 
OC/Ts drone on. I bought a patrol cap for my older daughter before I 
came here, but I forgot to give it to her. Just as well. I figured it might 
help her hate the Army less, but I ought to know better than that. Dumb, 
the things you remember in Atropia, or essential. 

The first time I saw a vehicle fake-explode, I was in New Haven. The 
clean, stone, Puritan length of Chapel Street was closed to traffic for 
several blocks, so I had to walk. The shop windows were full of Mad Men 
suits with thin ties, metal windup robots, and housewife vacuum cleaners 
that looked like windup robots. Pomade men in camel-hair coats were 
squabbling next to some old Packards parked in the middle of the street. 
When I reached the Green, I heard the lung of an explosion burst and 
some shouting from the Packards. No one seemed to care. When I turned 
the corner, the camel-hair crowd gave way to a sidewalk satire on Rebel 
Without a Cause. Men in their thirties, old as dirt as me, adjusted their 
pompadours over pancake makeup faces, aping teenagers. They formed 
little packs in front of a vegetarian restaurant, smoking and calling their 
agents and primping their greaser getups. Later that day, all of Chapel 
was closed to foot traffic, so I waited on a chrome stool at The Anchor, 
bookended by three James Deans and a bored Bettie Page who smeared 
bright lipstick on her teeth and utensils. Every so often, she wiped red 
from her fork on a bar napkin, fingered a pocket mirror, and scrunched 
her nose into a little-girl knot.

It took me a while to uncover the fuss. The bartender was arguing 
with someone, an old rat-alley drunk or maybe a tenured dinosaur, their 
moment framed by repeating bubbles of jukebox neon. One of them 
misunderstood something about Kierkegaard. The other one, I forget 
which, had studied Fear and Trembling at Yale. “Not in the German,” they 
both kept saying, “not in the original German.”

“What’s with all this?” I asked when the bartender finally gave up on God.
“He doesn’t understand the teleological suspension of the ethical,” he said.
“No,” I said, “I mean Chapel.”
“Some kind of movie.”
“The Crystal Skull,” Bettie Page yawned. “It’s the new Indiana Jones.”
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“Yes, that,” the bartender sighed, rolling his eyes to the ceiling, a put-
upon Abraham.  

“Why’d you think we’re all dressed like this?” Bettie Page said laughing.
“Yale,” I said.
Later, when Chapel finally opened, the camelhairs were holstering their 

pistols and the stuntmen were prepping the Packards for another wreck.
When I finally saw the scene, which comes near the beginning of 

Indiana Jones and the Crystal Skull, Bettie Page had long since wiped the 
lipstick from her teeth, and on the whole I was disappointed. At their 
core, the Indiana Jones films, with all their Mayan pyramid traps, Nazi 
temptresses, snakes in the Temple of Ra, eternal Grail Knights, and ter-
rible angels hiding under the Mercy Seat, argue that the past matters, 
that it returns, and that it can’t be controlled. This is what makes Indy 
an iconic Great-Gamer par excellence. It is no coincidence, for example, 
that the writers of Indiana Jones and the Temple of Doom, a thoroughly Kip-
lingesque fantasy, based their plot on the 1939 Douglas Fairbanks version 
of Gunga Din. Although he inhabits the 1930s, Indy’s sphere of action is 
still footed in the older landscapes of less-stable, multipolar imperialisms. 
Thus, like the protagonists of writers like Kipling and H. Rider Haggard, 
Jones’s heroism has nothing to do with exceptional intellect, goodness, 
or courage. It has to do with his peculiar aptitude for adaptation and sur-
vival in a world where all histories and mythologies are potentially true 
and always bite back. 

However, in Crystal Skull, the great collective mythologies of his-
tory — Ark’s Mosaic Covenant, Doom’s Shiva ling, Crusade’s Medieval 
Eucharist — give way to a continuous present of pop kitsch, jumbled 
together from collective flashes of a Cold War childhood. Indy’s final 
hero-quest pits him against the technological mythologies our parents and 
grandparents invented, rather than the ones that exerted the claims, bur-
dens, and contradictions of inheritance on them. Skull’s all bobble-headed 
aliens, atomic starships, that sort of thing: powers from the silly, dehuman-
ized future. Not surprisingly, much of the action takes place in the Great 
Militarized American West, just down the highway from NTC. The film’s 
episodic adventures take Indy to “Hangar 51” in the Groom Box; they de-
posit him at “Doom Town,” a simulated Small-Town USA constructed at 
the Nevada Test Site to study the damage caused by atomic weapons. We get 
to watch the anachronistic nineteenth-century hero reduced to an absurd 
figuration of old age in a stupid hat, cramming its limbs into a lead-lined 
refrigerator while The Bomb melts the skin from a nice mannequin family. 
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The Cold War encouraged Americans to imagine ourselves as post-
historical tourists. The spectacle of the Great Militarized American West 
emerged as Kipling’s “godly little New England community” took on 
a global role in what the newspaperman Henry Luce termed “the first 
great American Century.” At its core, this meant projecting Kipling’s 
“New England” — part progressive Hegelianism and part eschatologi-
cal Puritanism — as the only solution to geopolitical conflicts. And this 
national righteousness tended to blur the line between imagining our 
own political economy as a precursor to utopia and a paranoid willing-
ness to annihilate “the rest of brutal mankind” if need be. Such a fine line 
for any true-believing Elect, I suppose, between saving the world and 
murdering it. Thus, midcentury-slick in Rat Pack couture, we watched 
mushroom clouds, sometimes a hundred miles out, through the windows 
of Vegas hotels. Advertisers slapped the atomic symbol on five-and-dime 
consumer goods. B-movies cribbed nuclear test footage for stories about 
giant ants, mutant killers, and space invaders. There were even Bomb-
themed beauty pageants, usually involving Nevada showgirls in stiletto 
heels and mushroom-cloud bikinis. In fact, probably no one profited 
more from Doom Town’s existence than Las Vegas investors, who capital-
ized on regularly scheduled atomic tests as End Times floor shows. 

Unlike, NTC, the first test sites had nothing to do with “the fog of war,” 
organized chaos. They did, however, share Skull’s fascination with pseudo-
mystical mad science and, starting in the 1940s, its possibilities were framed 
with a similar element of Hollywood showmanship. In 1943, the Army 
Corps of Engineers, in consultation with the Chemical Corps, prominent 
architects associated with Harvard’s “Gropius Group,” movie-set designers 
on loan from RKO Pictures, and researchers from Standard Oil (the pri-
mary wartime manufacturer of incendiary munitions), constructed blocks 
of representative Axis housing stock at Dugway to test firebombs. By May 
three sites had been completed, built mostly by convict labor, complete 
with typical home decor, mannequin residents, and other lifelike details. 
“German Village” consisted of a single tenement-style mietskaserne build-
ing. “Japanese Village,” comprising the other two sites, contained single-
family residences, furnished with traditional tansu chests and futon beds. By 
September, B-17 and B-24 bombers had flown numerous firebombing 
missions against the Villages. The M-47 bomb, made from an admixture of 
petrol, rubber, and coconut oil, proved a disappointment. Project X-Ray, 
on the other hand, a bizarre experiment involving napalm bombs strapped 
to bats, was a surprising success, starting up to 4,300 more fires than a 
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typical cluster bomb. The bats would emerge from a shell casing in midair, 
roost under the eaves of houses, and detonate unnoticed. By 1945, over 
two million dollars had been spent on Project X-Ray (excluding the cost 
in damages to Carlsbad Army Airfield, which the Mexican bomb-bats 
had accidentally incinerated). Most of all, the attacks on Japanese Village 
demonstrated the cost-benefit of the M-69 napalm bomb, nicknamed 
the “Tokyo Calling Card.” 

By the time the Villages were finally abandoned, their buildings reserved 
for surplus storage or sealed due to contamination from postwar chemi-
cal experiments, M-69s had incinerated large portions of Kobe, Nagoya, 
Osaka, and Tokyo prior to the advent of atomic war.

After the Bomb, the Office of Strategic Services lost interest in things 
like animal bombs, but the Government found new uses for the observa-
tional-scenario model used during the Village tests. After the 1951 detona-
tion at Frenchman Flat, the Department of Defense decided that the best 
way to plan for potential nuclear warfare was to build representative 
American communities from the ground up — indigenous Villages — and 
then nuke them. Operation Cue, for example, utilized wood-frame houses 
to measure the effects of the Teapot Apple-2 blast. Soon, the Government 
built an entire Ozzie and Harriet neighborhood at the Nevada Test Site. No 
expense was spared. The houses were filled with stylish furniture and well-
dressed mannequins posed in various scenes of middle-class domestic life. 
The Bomb interrupted dinner parties, family games, commutes to work. 
The game makers named their atomic suburb “Doom Town.” Some of the 
most iconic, paranoiac images we have of Cold War America come from 
film footage shot during the Doom Town blasts. Cameras, strategically 
placed in the staged domestic tableaus, captured the effects of atomic 
homicide on the fake bodies of John Cheever fathers, Easy-Bake mothers, 
and Howdy Doody children dressed in animal pajamas.

Mad as the imaginations behind Cold War militarism seem in retro-
spect, the processes of quantification that surrounded surrealistic animal 
bombs and doom towns were rational and exacting, too rational and 
exacting. They admitted none of the ambiguities, ironies, and cyclical 
repetitions that characterize human history — the fuck-it truths of our 
species that make no sense to atoms and mannequins. In fact, to many 
Cold War policy thinkers, the Department of the Army’s insistence on 
establishing a National Training Center in the 1970s must have seemed 
comparatively insane. Each time a test site burned Ozzie and Harriet to 
death, it illustrated the reason that America and the Soviet Union, both 
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armed with nuclear weapons, had no business engaging in conventional 
conflicts. But after the humiliation of the Vietnam War, the Army wanted 
to wrest control of strategic planning and training back from academic 
hawks like Robert McNamara, Karl Kaysen, and other members of the 
National Security Council. Senior officers, particularly those in William 
Westmoreland’s circle, still resented the power that academic think tanks 
like the Institute for Defense Analysis, JASON, and the MITRE Corpo-
ration had in determining national security policies. They wanted a place 
to rehearse for counterfactual war, conflicts that might take place in a 
future where, effectively, the atom had never been split.

When the first troops rotated through The Box in 1979, they encoun-
tered the potential outcomes of full force-on-force maneuver warfare with 
the Eastern Bloc. The Army even established a permanent Opposition 
Force (OPFOR) for units in rotation: the 11th ACR “Blackhorse Cavalry,” 
an often-unbeatable opponent, equally proficient in Soviet and American 
tactics, and under no obligation to follow the Geneva Convention or the 
traditional laws of war. Operating under the assumption that NATO forces 
would assume defensive posture during the outbreak of a Third World 
War, the typical NTC scenario of the Reagan Years envisioned a series 
of defensive operations against the Blackhorse, followed by a decisive 
counterattack. Sometimes rotational “Blue Forces” won; as often as not, 
though, the Blackhorse won. In fact, the great historical lesson reiterated 
at NTC was uncertainty, a repudiation of the McNamara policy cliques 
that imagined geopolitics in terms of abstract certitudes. Irrespective of 
who won, though, Blue Force or Blackhorse, the outcome was a kind of 
speculative historical fiction, a counterfactual future. 

The rest of us followed the Blackhorse. In the wake of 9/11, training 
soldiers to fight in unforgiving desert theaters took on a new urgency. 
Segmented and faceless in drab armor and rucks, we scurried on the 
Mojave like old gods of a scorpion race while our boots crushed the 
beautiful masks of the scorpions. However, this time we were not interested 
in studying the effects of our bombs in foreign cities. We were interested in 
practicing how to conduct anachronistic “small wars” and long-term 
occupations while our enemies tried to blow us up in strikingly modern 
ways. So we built the first cities at NTC, doom towns to defend and occupy.

The initial one was nothing more than a few boxes purchased from 
Shed World. Like Doom Town and Japanese Village, it was a place to 
practice explosions. This time, however, we were not practicing our ex-
plosions. By 2005, the Joint IED Defeat Organization (JIEDDO) needed 
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more towns. As John Wagstaffe, a PAO for NTC explains, “we moved to 
shipping containers. This was followed by putting stone siding on the 
shipping containers. At each step, the villages took on a more realistic 
look.” Now, there are more than a dozen cities of the plain, modeled 
from satellite pictures and built to exacting standards of realism. Even the 
stair treads are accurate enough to trip American feet unaccustomed to 
Iraqi standards. Four of the towns, including “Medina Wasl,” a popular 
photo-op site for tourists, are fully instrumented with smoke generators, 
smell generators, and closed-circuit surveillance cameras. The town of 
“Razish,” which recently earned a nod of approval from General Raheel 
Sharif, Pakistan’s Chief of Staff, has grown to include 583 buildings, in-
cluding shops, homes, mosques, and public buildings. Medina Wasl has a 
Western hotel named for a dead soldier from California. I do not know 
if anyone actually “stays” at the hotel — perhaps simulated security con-
tractors, playacting human rights workers, or British Petroleum executives 
with community theater experience and recent headshots. 

I like to imagine fake Bettie Page sitting in the hotel bar, scrunching 
her nose while the real refugees cope with plastic bread and where they 
are. Maybe after shift change, I’ll sneak off to Medina Wasl and find her 
and we can fall in fake love for a few weeks. If I do, I’ll need to look in 
the fridge for a better hat. This is the country for old men, after all. 

 u
Done with the day, I sit on the hood of a gun-truck and smoke while 
the smoke from another VBIED, killing some convoy, grabs the moon by 
its horns and John Ford bleeds dusk. I listen for bats under the eaves of the 
guard towers. I look for their flutter in the halo of mountains. Nothing. 
Perhaps I am too far west. In New Mexico, five caves at Carlsbad Caverns 
serve as summer nurseries for more than one hundred million Mexican 
free-tailed bats. In terms of Project X-Ray’s projected bomb loads, this 
means that the Southwest produces approximately 474,800 living fire-
bombs per year. But our “godly little New England community” was not, 
as it turns out, destined to either end the world with fire or resolve its 
historical antipathies and contradictions. Both are hubris.

The S2 and the SPO come out to watch the cued death. In the Tiefort 
Mountains, the coyotes get overwatch on us. The S2 decides what animals 
each of us would be. I daydream the future, being back in New York. Day-
dream me puts an Atropian spell on the moon and my girls wait for the 
bowl to spill on Midtown. We hit Columbus Circle and pass cops in black 
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kevlars, their M4s slung at the low-ready. The winter covers the windows 
of our Bronx-bound with pigeon gray. I look for the Bushveldt moon. My 
girls look for pictures on my phone. Poor moon, but the moon can wait. I 
show them photos of scorpions, one that was this-big, big as my hand. 
Then, when they see the coyotes, my younger girl growls and I growl and 
they make me a big dog smothered in cubs. The pups scamper down the 
clattering steps at Dyckman Street Station, swinging from the guardrails 
and stumbling through an elevated labyrinth of rusting turn-of-the-century 
grandeur. The old dog chases behind them, barking and grabbing at their 
paws before they reach the street. They are too young or too careless to 
mind the world. “You have to watch for the patterns,” the old dog growls. 
“The signs tell you when you can go.” Overhead, the bats in the girders, 
little terrorists, tourists, unshutter their skulls from their wings. 

I’m no good at daydreams. I ought to be able to give them the out-
come I want.

The S2 is splitting hairs.
“Not a dog,” she explains as she sits beside me, “but you look like 

something that eats guts.” I bark and yip at the ghost moon for shits. I 
take my phone out and find an Instagram photo and pass her the phone. 
“SIGACTS,” I tell her. It’s a photo of the shithouse wall back at RUBA, 
covered in a blue scrawl that reads “4/1 CAV IF YOU AINT CAV YOU 
AINT SHIT.” A doodle of sabers accompanies it. Under the sabers, a 
trooper’s defecation smears the wall. “That’s poetic,” I say. “Disgusting 
motherfuckers,” she says, laughing. “Sure,” I say, “but I think it’s perfect.” 
“See?” she says. “Coyote.” 

I bark and grin and head through my shadow to the lesser heat of the 
TOC. When the attack comes, the Air CAV has already left, rustling their 
way out of the heat like bats caught in an attic. I grab a kid and he grabs 
a SAW and I stick the kid and the SAW at the door of the TOC.

“You think this is the last one today, sir?” he asks.
“When everyone’s dead,” I shrug, “the Great Game is over. Not before.”
“Sir?”
“It’s from a book,” I tell him.“Kim.”
“Then that book,” he decides with high hooah, “is fucking metal.”
“Sure.”
“You know how long till RUBA, sir?”
“I dunno.” I shrug. “Four, five days.” 
“Roger, sir,” he says, scanning his sector. “I’m low on socks.”
Tomorrow is going to be a better day, just like today.


