Whistleblower praised by US Congress

The Age©

May 8, 2004 - 10:26AM

An anonymous note slipped under a superior's door by a part-time soldier from Pennsylvania triggered the Iraq prison abuse scandal now engulfing the US military and administration. 

The act eventually catapulted the name of Joseph Darby, a 24-year-old reservist in the 372nd Military Police Company, from comfortable obscurity to the floor of Congress where he was praised today by Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld for his "honourable" conduct. 

Darby's act ironically led to the deluge of Democratic calls for Rumsfeld to resign. 

An article in New Yorker magazine this week identified Darby as the soldier who sounded the alarm over the treatment of Iraqi detainees in Baghdad's Abu Ghraib prison. 

According to the transcript - obtained by the magazine - of a military hearing in April, an army Criminal Investigation Agent, Scott Bobeck, said a fellow soldier had given Darby a compact disc with images of naked detainees being mistreated. 

Outraged by what he saw, Darby "initially put a letter under our door," said Bobeck. 

"Then he later came forward and made a sworn statement. He felt very bad about it and thought it was wrong." 

Testifying before the Senate Armed Services Committee, Rumsfeld, despite the pressure over his action, praised Darby for acting on his conscience. 

"It's important for the American people and the world to know that while these terrible acts were perpetrated by a small number of US military, they were also brought to light by the honourable and responsible actions of other military personnel," Rumsfeld told politicians. 

"There are many who did their duty professionally, and we should mention that, as well - first, Specialist Joseph Darby, who alerted the appropriate authorities that abuses were occurring," he said. 

Press reports into Darby's background uncovered a quintessential small-town upbringing in Jenners, Pennsylvania, where Darby spent his teenaged years with his mother and stepfather. 

Friends, family, neighbours and teachers described Darby as a young man with deeply held convictions and a generally quiet nature that could give way to the odd outburst of temper. 

"I'm sure he wrestled with himself and decided to take the high ground," Darby's sister-in-law said of his decision to report the abuse at Abu Ghraib. 

His high school football coach, Robert Ewing, described Darby to National Public Radio as a student who fit snugly into the "average mould" but was more than capable of standing up for himself. 

"He got into a couple of fights. He wouldn't back down from anyone," Ewing said. 

"It doesn't surprise me at all that he did this."

Darby married shortly after graduating from high school. Although only a part-time soldier, he has no civilian job, and for a large part of the past three years has been on active duty in Bosnia or Iraq. 

His wife Bernadette said she was proud of her husband, but also somewhat nervous about how other military families would react to his role in uncovering the scandal. 

"It sickened me whenever I saw those pictures," she said. 

"Trust me, his whole unit, they're not all like that. The community is in an uproar about it, and it's just - they're not all sick like that. They're a good bunch of guys." 
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