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day, the ailing group holed up in a hideout to try to get a few hours of uninterrupted sleep. Each 
soldier took a one hour guard rotation while the others slept. 
 
That's when Al-Janabi startled the group. There is conflicting testimony over who was supposed 
to be on guard at the time, but Sgt. Michael Hensley, the group's commanding officer, pinned the 
man down and searched him. Sometime after that, Vela shot him in the head with a nine mm. 
pistol. 
 
In his testimony today, Hensley, one of the soldiers already acquitted for his role in the death 
(but guilty of planting the AK-47), endeavored to justify the killing, saying that Al-Janabi would 
not stop yelling, crying and "flopping around like a fish" despite repeated efforts to silence him. 
It was then that Hensley says he decided, for the safety of his men, that Al-Janabi had to die. "I 
thought that he was trying alert insurgents," Hensley said. "I felt like I had no choice or we 
would be further compromised." He says he asked Vela, who had a pistol trained on the man, if 
he was ready, and then he told him to shoot. Vela pulled the trigger and the man died of that 
single bullet to the head. When asked why he didn't shoot Al-Janabi himself, Hensley said, "Vela 
happened to be the one with the pistol. I would have gladly shot him myself." 
 
Iraq's Minister of Human Rights, Wijdan Mikhail Salim, however, does not see the case as either 
a justified kill or a horrific accident by an exhaustion-impaired soldier. She was attending today's 
proceedings, she told TIME, because, "I want to be sure that any American soldier who wrongs 
an Iraqi will go on trial. [Vela] killed an Iraqi man, an unarmed man. He must be punished." 
Al-Janabi's son, who testified briefly in court today, is similarly looking for punishment.  When 
asked in an interview outside of court what sentence he thought would be the minimum 
acceptable one, he answered through a translator, "Execution. But since I understand that 
execution is not possible in this case, it should at least be a life sentence." 
 
Vela's family, however, believes the sergeant has become a political sacrifice to U.S.-Iraqi 
relations. According to Vela's father Curtis Carnahan, who, along with Vela's wife, flew to 
Baghdad to attend the trial, "My son's commanding generals want somebody to be guilty of 
something so they can appease their Iraqi counterparts. They have tried this killing two times 
already and have no murder convictions to show for it. I don't think my son did anything wrong 
and I am optimistic the jury will agree." 


