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Manatee Man Tells of War’s PR Campaign

By Tiffany St. Martin
tstmartin@bradenton.com
East Manatee – Going into central Baghdad in January 2004, Steve Valley knew he wanted to write a book.

So throughout his year in Iraq working as a media liaison in the Combined Press Information Center, the clearinghouse for Operation Iraqi Freedom, Valley kept a journal of the sights and sounds around him, from witnessing the signing of the Iraqi Transitional Administrative Law to seeing Saddam Hussein’s first court appearance.

It all proved to be formidable fodder for “Inside the Fortress,” the manuscript Valley, a Country Creek resident, finished at the beginning of the year and is shopping around to publishers.

As the first sergeant of a public affairs unit (he is now a sergeant major) for the US Army Reserve, it’s foreseeable that Valley would want to write about his experiences, but he said this book is different from any other. It’s not all “blood and guts,” but an account of a soldier who dealt with public figures from CNN’s Christiana Amanpour to then-Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld.

The book fits into a genre that traditionally does well, said Robert West, senior agent with Valley’s agency, Literacy Agency Group.

“This book isn’t saying we’re 100 percent right or wrong; it’s how I saw it,” Valley said. “It’s not Democratic, or Republican, pro Army or against the Army. There were some things that were just brilliant and other decisions made that made you step back and go, ‘Who made that decision? That’s just so illogical. How’d we arrive at this point?”

In its foreword, Valley dedicates the book to the soldiers, Marines and airmen – “heroes” who served with him. Inside the Fortress more or less documents a day in the life of military men stationed in Baghdad for a year; their concerns about combat, marriage and divorce; their dislike of MREs, the type of music they listen to. They were all things he heard about as his unit’s highest ranking non-commissioned officer.

Valley filled two-and-a-half notebooks with his perspective of the situation, taking a half-hour or 45 minutes early every Friday, the Muslim holy day, to write down his thoughts. He also tried to jot down an entry any day something significant happened,

Like when he escorted a busload of journalists to Abu Ghraib, the first time he and the media saw the prison. At the time, it was the biggest news story in the world, and the group toured its dining hall, medical facilities, prison yard and interrogation cell blocks.

“That was certainly one of the major events I got to participate in,” Valley said. “A lot of tragedy occurred at Abu Ghraib over the years, most of it under the control of Saddam Hussein…Some of the stories I heard were unbelievably horrific.”

Hussein shows up again in Inside the Fortress. On the day of the former dictator’s first court appearance, Valley guided a group of media representatives to Camp Victory for a change-of-command ceremony not far from the makeshift courthouse.

The Combined Press Information Center wanted the media to document Hussein walking into the courthouse in chains to show the Iraqi people and the rest of the world that he was no longer in a position of power, but the president vetoed the idea. In the end, only a photographer and videographer were allowed in the courtroom and before any of the footage could be released it had to be edited to protect the judge, court workers and those in the audience from insurgents.

“Eleven people were arraigned that day, making for hours of footage, and our day didn’t end until all that was cleared to be released,” Valley said.

It’s only one of several events he documented while in Iraq until January 2005. Valley left the Middle East on the day of the first Iraqi election and was back in the United States a day later. He hasn’t been back since.

He hadn’t been there before that tour, either, though he always was prepared to go and knew it was a matter of time.

“As a veteran soldier who was never deployed,” Valley said, “I’m glad I got to go. I’m glad I got to do my share.
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