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ALI AL SALEM, Kuwait — In high
school, Matt Kellum told his parents they
would one day see him on the football field
at Auburn University. The very next year,
he was in uniform for the Tigers.

Kellum hoped that one day he could play
in the National Football League, too. And
during his rest and recuperation leave
from Kuwait in June, he came one step
closer to making it happen.

“If you have a dream, deployment
doesn’t stop that, you just have to be re-
sourceful,” says Kellum, now a sergeant
with the 63rd Signal Battalion, 93rd Signal
Brigade, out of Fort Gordon, Ga.

During his leave, Kellum auditioned at
the Scout Camp Pro Football Regional
Combine in California during a daylong
event at Azusa Pacific University’s Cougar
Stadium. In the last 17 years, the combine
has produced more than 2,100 players in
the NFL, NFL Europe and Canadian Foot-
ball League.

When Kellum took the field, the stands
were filled with fans, for whom he and the
other athletes later signed autographs.

As a high school player in Alabama, Kel-
lum played defensive end and place-kick-
er, moving to offensive tackle at Auburn.
In California, he joined 27 other players
competing for a chance as place-kickers.

And though the field was full of athletes,

Kellum, 25, said each one’s only competi-
tion was himself. Each player was rated on
kicking and field goals, not his perfor-
mance as compared with the others. Mak-
ing the cut meant the players would attend
another combine the following week with
an audience of NFL scouts watching.

Though he’s a soldier now, football has al-
ways been Kellum’s calling. At 6 foot 3
inches tall and 270 pounds — down to 250
after several months serving in the Mid-
east — Kellum says the game came natural-
ly to him.

But as a walk-on player at Auburn, Kel-
lum was never given a scholarship and his
playing time was limited. The attacks of
9/11 sparked a new energy in him.

“I felt bad not contributing,” he said. His
father was retired military, so Kellum de-
cided to put school and football on hold,
and follow in his father’s footsteps.

He completed one tour in Iraq, and was
home just long enough to pack for a second
deployment to Kuwait. But, football contin-
ued to call.

Kellum applied to the combine program
and was accepted. He began training in the
desert heat of Kuwait, sometimes lifting
fuel cans as part of his workout and setting
up field goal posts in the sand.

His unit was the first to support him, he
says. Then, fellow troops found out and
cheered him on.

“I tried to keep it (the tryouts) a secret,”
he says sheepishly.

In California, Kellum said he gave it his
all, but he didn’t quite make the cut.

“You could tell a lot of these guys were
seasoned athletes,” he said. “But no one
made it out of 27. I went out and tried and
did the best I could do.”

So Kellum headed back to Kuwait. But
he’s not giving up on his NFL dream. Soon
after his deployment ends, he’ll return to
Auburn to finish a bachelor’s degree in ex-
ercise science. He plans to earn a doctor-
ate in physical therapy.

He says he hopes his trip will inspire
other soldiers to stop sitting around and
take a chance on chasing a dream they’ve
put aside.

Kellum is far from shelving his NFL
dream. Now that he’s been accepted to the
combine once, Kellum said he can try out
again. And he will.

“If I try out again, I’ll go back as a defen-
sive end,” he says.

Allison Perkins is a freelance writer living in Ku-
wait.
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CAMP LIBERTY, Iraq — In
early June, military investigators
here got the kind of case that
seems more likely in the big city
than in a forward operating base:
They busted a soldier for selling
cocaine.

It’s rare that military investiga-
tors find cocaine among soldiers
at war, military officials said.
What’s more common are sol-
diers who sneak liquor, marijua-
na, Valium, hashish and a variety
of prescription drugs, such as Ri-
talin, onto base and pass it along
to friends, said Lt. Col. John Dun-
lap, the top mili-
tary prosecutor
for the 256th Bri-
gade Combat
Team, a National
Guard unit from
Louisiana.

In the 256th, al-
cohol and drug
charges rank sec-
ond and third, re-
spectively, among
formal charges
brought against
soldiers since the
guard members arrived in Iraq in
October.

“The Army is a microcosm of
society,” Dunlap said last month.
In the National Guard, with its
mix of members with different
jobs, backgrounds and life experi-
ences, it’s even more so, he said.
Guard members may be from the
same hometown, “but they are
likely to bring a cross section of
problems” when deployed over-
seas, he said.

The brigade is certainly not
alone in dealing with drugs and al-
cohol abuse at war, Dunlap and
others said. Dunlap said statistics
from his brigade reflect the
stance he and other unit com-
manders have taken to address
the problem.

“We aggressively prosecute it,”
Dunlap said.

Among the soldiers with the bri-
gade, and throughout Iraq, the
top offense is “dereliction of
duty,” a charge that can encom-
pass anything from not showing
up for work to misplacing equip-
ment to acting carelessly and po-
tentially putting a life in danger,
Dunlap said. There were 99 of
those cases through mid-June.

There were 53 alcohol-related
charges, and 48 drug-related
charges in the brigade that has
more than 4,000 soldiers.

Many of the cases Dunlap sees
involve soldiers in their late teens
and early 20s who are making the
same mistakes with drugs and al-

cohol that many
make at home at
the same age. But
here the military,
rather than Mom
and Dad, doles
out the punish-
ment. Here, these
mistakes can re-
sult in jail time,
demotions or bad
conduct discharg-
es, and a federal
conviction, Dun-

lap said.
And a conviction isn’t necessari-

ly a ticket stateside. Many serve
their sentences in Kuwait and
come back to Iraq to finish out
their deployment. The brigade
prints the results of its courts-
martial in its newsletter, Tiger
Tracks, as a deterrent.

Still, soldiers at war find ways.
Generally, they get alcohol from
contracted workers on base, Dun-
lap said. They buy hashish and
Valium while on patrol in Bagh-
dad. They typically get marijuana
in the mail.

Most of the cases involve sim-
ple possession charges, he said.

“If we find they are impaired
while preparing to go out” on a
mission, Dunlap said, “the punish-
ment is even harsher.”

Last month, Michael Boud-
reaux was convicted of wrongful
possession of alcohol, hashish, Va-
lium and Xanex. Military investi-
gators found four bottles of whis-
key, 22 videos of Iraqi pornogra-
phy, some hashish and Valium in
his room, according to the staff

judge advocate’s office. The sol-
dier got seven months confine-
ment, was demoted from a ser-
geant to an E-1, and was given a
bad conduct discharge.

“Now, he’s got a federal drug
conviction,” Dunlap said, a black
mark that could get in the way of

student loan applications and fu-
ture employment.

Offenders are caught during
random urine tests, random
checks in barracks and word of
mouth. For the most part, it’s fel-
low soldiers and supervisors who
notice a problem and notify au-
thorities, Dunlap said. Soldiers
who come forward and admit
they have a problem typically
face little or no punishment and
are given counseling and medical
treatment, Dunlap added.

“Some of the young soldiers
just can’t handle the stress,” said
Capt. Christopher Krafchek, a
military defense lawyer who has
seen many drug and alcohol
cases in Iraq.

One of those soldiers, Pvt.
Emily Hamilton, was having trou-
ble relaxing when a fellow soldier
offered her a pipe full of hashish,
she testified during her court-
martial last month at Camp Liber-
ty.

“It was sitting on his dresser
and I grabbed it,” she told the
judge, Col. Patrick J. Reinert, a
military judge with the 5th Judi-
cial Circuit who travels through-
out Iraq to hear cases. “It helped
me go right to sleep.”

Hamilton was convicted on pos-
session and wrongful use of mari-
juana and one count of wrongful
distribution of Valium. She was
found not guilty of two other
counts of distribution. She was
sentenced to one year of confine-
ment, reduction from E-3 to E-1,
and a bad conduct discharge.

Dunlap said other staff judge
advocates told him that the num-
ber of drug- and alcohol-related
charges typically peaks in the
middle of a 12-month tour but fall
as the deployment ends.

The reason is simple. Soldiers
who get in trouble toward the end
of a deployment risk staying in
Iraq for a trial, while their friends
go home.

E-mail Teri Weaver at:
weavert@pstripes.osd.mil
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A soldier makes his way to his post in a watchtower at Camp Liberty,

outside of Baghdad. Camp officials say alcohol and drug charges rank

second and third, respectively, among formal charges brought against

soldiers. The top offense is dereliction of duty.

Drug, alcohol problems follow troops to Iraq
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