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When New York Police Sgt. Martin Steiger tells where he's been and what he's seen in the last four years, the images have a haunting familiarity.

Dusty bases in the deserts of Iraq filled with fresh-faced soldiers, scared and brave. Command centers in Kuwait, detainee operations in Afghanistan, Abu Ghraib prison. The lost splendor of a dictator's palace bombed to bits. An Iraqi child's smile.

And further back: the smoking rubble at Ground Zero. Those long moments of silence as a body was carried out. A severed arm emerging from the debris at the Staten Island landfill. 

And even further, on the morning of Sept. 11: Racing to his car, driving on the shoulder of the Grand Central Parkway, NYPD badge held out the window for clearance. The dawning realization of how little could be done. The silence that filled the city for days.

Steiger, 43, of Miller Place, arrived moments after the second tower fell, and spent the next two months working at Ground Zero and at the landfill. But that was only the beginning of his journey.

In January 2002, Steiger was activated by his Army Reserve unit, the Uniondale-based 800 Military Police Brigade, and the next month he was deployed to Kuwait as a military police captain. Over two years he served first in Afghanistan, helping to set up detainee camps, and then in Iraq, managing operations at a prisoner of war camp and helping convert Abu Ghraib into a usable facility. He came back to his wife and three children as a major, with a Bronze Star and a back injury from a vehicle accident. After a year of surgery and rehabilitation, he returned last week to the NYPD.

For Steiger, the horror of Sept. 11 has not receded. The events of that day have buttressed his faith in the purpose of the military missions he took part in and in the war in Iraq. But as polls show a growing percentage of Americans disapprove of the war, and as mothers of slain soldiers such as Cindy Sheehan gather a growing movement, Steiger finds himself feeling that America, in four short years, has forgotten 9/11.

"People, unless they're directly involved," he said, "they really don't care."

A month after the Iraq invasion, Steiger walked into what he suspects was a terrorist training camp in the southern part of the country and saw a mural of the Twin Towers with smoke pouring out of the top floors.

"I was disgusted," he said. "It was, like, jaw-dropping. We're a unit from New York. We were there the day the towers fell. We're directly connected to this. This is why we're here."

Steiger, instinctively the police officer, took photographs of the mural. He tried, unsuccessfully, to get military intelligence to investigate the camp. And after he returned to New York at the end of 2003, Steiger called the offices of the National Commission on Terrorist Attacks upon the United States - the so-called 9/11 commission.

"I said, 'I have these photographs. You may want to look at them,' " he said. "I left my name and number and they never called me back."

Still, to Steiger, the photograph is a precious link between Iraq and Sept. 11.

"That one photograph legitimizes what we did over there," he said. "That proves there was a terrorist element training in Iraq. That's my feeling. Those photographs really solidified it for me."

Steiger doesn't talk much about what he saw on Sept. 11, said his father, Henry Steiger, 67, of Ridge, a retired New York City firefighter and airman.

"I'm sure he had some dreams about it," he said. "He didn't tell me, but I just have to think that he probably did."

Henry Steiger has seen, however, how it bothers his son when the wars he fought in are criticized.

"Every soldier wants to feel that he's doing the right thing," he said. "When you start hearing the public saying there's no justification for it, and you were over there, and injured, and your life was disrupted for three years, I have to believe that it has some negative effect on a soldier, whether it's my son or anyone."

Martin Steiger blames the media and political opponents of the Bush administration for painting a negative picture of a war effort he sees as the only reasonable response to the events of Sept. 11.

"I think Americans have a short memory, and they want things done quick - just go in there, kick their ass, get it over," he said. "It doesn't work like that."

The rhetoric used by some in the anti-war movement irritates Steiger.

"They talk about the soldiers as if they're ignorant and they don't know what's going on," he said. "Don't tell me I don't know what I'm doing over there, or I'm being brainwashed."

As for those who say they support the troops but not the war, Steiger said, "I don't want to hear that. As a soldier, I want to know that you support me, and that you support what I'm doing over there. And that I'm doing the right thing."

But what if there was no real connection between 9/11 and Iraq? What if Saddam Hussein had nothing to do with the attacks? Asked those questions, Steiger didn't hesitate in his reply.

"If they could show, without a shadow of a doubt, that he wasn't producing weapons of mass destruction, that he was just a horrible leader, that there were no terrorist connections," Steiger said, "then my thought would be not to go over there."

Nobody has made that case strongly enough to convince Steiger. And being where he's been, seeing what he's seen, is all the evidence he needs of a connection.

"It's not just a gut feeling on its own," he said. "When you're over there, it's the things you see. The training camps, the murals. When you look at this stuff, you get a sense. It feels like there's definitely a connection to terrorism."

From when he first went overseas after Sept. 11, Steiger carried a shard of marble flooring and a piece of glass from the World Trade Center. "It wasn't always in my pocket, but I had it with me," he said. "The reminder and the connection, it was always there."

In Iraq, he found himself one day in the bombed-out shell of one of Saddam's palaces. He bent down and picked up a piece of marble, which he placed alongside the pieces he brought from New York.

"The strange thing," he said, "is I never put them in the same bag. Subconsciously, they didn't deserve to be in the same bag."

For U.S. Army Sgt. Christopher Whitford, who grew up in Staten Island and met Steiger in Afghanistan, the events of four years ago were even more personal: He lost his brother, city firefighter Mark Whitford.

When he encounters other soldiers whose spirits were flagging, Whitford, who is also an NYPD officer and spent weeks at Ground Zero, takes out the picture of Mark that he keeps in his wallet.

"I show them the picture and I let them know that he had twin sons, 13 months old when he died," Whitford said. "Timothy and Matthew. And I just remind people that he could still be here if this never happened."

When Steiger first went to Kuwait and Afghanistan, he felt that he, as an NYPD officer, came to represent that connection to 9/11, reminding his fellow soldiers why they were risking their lives in a hostile land.

"A lot of people would say, 'Let's do it for the FD! Let's do it for the NYPD!' " he recalled.

In Iraq, Steiger said, "It all started wearing off."

Steiger continued his playful competition with a city firefighter in his reserve unit, trying to place the NYPD flag higher than the FDNY flag in buildings they occupied. They did it for morale and to remind each other why they were there. But it seemed to Steiger that for many, the 9/11 attacks had already begun to recede in memory.

Steiger will never forget, and says he wouldn't hesitate to go back to the war if called upon to do so. But back in Miller Place, contemplating a new career as an art teacher after he retires in a couple years from the Police Department, Steiger does sometimes wonder whether, if he were in Iraq today, 9/11 would still be his motivation.

"You know what?" he says. "If I was still there, maybe it would have worn off for me, too."

GRAPHIC: 1) Photo - Sgt. Martin Steiger, 2) Photo Courtesy of Martin Steiger - Martin Steiger stands by a mural depicting the attacks on the Twin Towers at a suspected terrorist training camp in Iraq.
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