Greetings from the land that rain forgot…

As I mentioned in my last e-mail, I’m firmly ensconced in Baghdad, finally, after weeks spent loitering in California, North Carolina, Texas and Kuwait. This should be my home for the next few months, so no more moving, hopefully.

How I got from Camp New York in Kuwait to Camp Victory in Iraq was not the easy trip, nor as easy as it could have happened. We didn’t fly, like the rest of my unit and the higher-ups in my section did. We drove, over a period of three days and about 380+ miles.

We lined up our vehicles on a Tuesday. It was a huge convoy, with sub-convoys of about 40 vehicles. I was driving up with the headquarters vehicles for the 1st Cavalry Division. We were linked up with 1-7 Troop of the 1st Cav. The 1-7 was made famous by Hal Moore’s book, later to become a movie starring Mel Gibson, “We Were Soldiers Once, and Young.” The 7th Regiment was made infamous due to its commander back in the 19th century, one Lt. Col. Custer. I chose not to think about the karmic implications of either connection.

We left late on Wednesday afternoon, after sitting in our vehicles since 7 a.m. that morning. Still not sure why. We drove a couple of hours north, to a camp at the Iraqi border, where we spent the night under the stars. I awoke to a thin layer of dust over my face, since I slept in a sleeping bag on top of the Humvee in which I was a passenger.

Quick note about the Hummer: It was designed as a military vehicle. Its name comes from its Army acronym: HMMWV. Kind of looks like it should sound like Humvee. It stands for High-Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicle. None of its multiple purposes include comfort. I spent the entire ride sitting on a small camping pillow. I think parts of my buttocks are still numb.

We awoke about 2:15 a.m. on Thursday, got dressed, ate a quick bite of food and left about 3:20 a.m. We crossed into Iraq about 3:35 a.m. It was bitterly cold, since we had our windows down so we could point our rifles out. We were counting down the minutes until the sun came up, around 6 a.m.

There were four of us in the vehicle: SGT Aaron Brown, the driver, who is in the Texas National Guard and is part of the security team assigned to my section; CPT Michael Harris, an active duty tank officer from Philadelphia; myself; and SPC Clint Blakey, who is from my unit in Portland.

We didn’t stop until about 9 a.m., the halfway point for our day’s journey. Brown was chugging Mountain Dews to keep himself awake and alert. This presented a problem, since we couldn’t just pull over so he could use the (non-existent) rest area bathrooms. Solution: Gatorade bottle. Now, Brown is not a small guy. He stands about 6-1, and while he’s not fat, he’s not thin. Add to that a Kevlar vest with ceramic plates. Don’t try this next part at home. He scoots himself up and uses the bottle to relieve himself, all the while steering the Humvee. He was pretty good at it. The first time I didn’t realize he was doing what he was doing. After that, I paid better attention, since it would be my job to grab the steering wheel if he had spillage.

We had our first rest stop at a camp in the middle of the freeway. They reroute civilian traffic around side roads. I call it a camp, but it’s more a refueling point with parking along the freeway. We fueled, and then moved down a half-mile for a two-hour break.

Which turned into a four-hour break while waited for one of our broken-down vehicles to catch up. This might have been a good chance to get some extra sleep, but we were parked along a drainage ditch of some sort, with biting gnats.

We eventually left around 1 p.m. and continued on for another 5 hours, of which 4 of those were spent on a dirt road, further numbing my behind.

The southern part of Iraq, in the drainage area around the Tigris and Euphrates rivers, has some vegetation, with small farms and grazing areas. The housing looks like something out of a History Channel special on ancient civilizations. I have no idea what the Arabic translation is, but we’d call them adobe houses if we saw them in the U.S.

As we went further north, the area became greener, with palm trees and other, bigger vegetation. We had our first contact with Iraqis as we pulled into our overnight stop. Children lined the road, pointing toward their mouths as they begged for food. Your instinct is to throw them some MREs, but we were instructed not to, as it would just make for bigger crowds and more problems.

One young man of about 4 or 5 gave us a big smile as we rolled by, with his older brother smiling as he leaned in to whisper something to us. The smaller one continued his grin as he proudly displayed his right hand in a fist, except for a tiny middle finger.

I again spent the night on top of my Humvee. Not as much dust this time.

We rolled out about dawn, with just a short 2-3 hours left in our trip. We thought.

The roads started getting more crowded as we got closer to Baghdad. It was Friday, the day Muslims attend services at their mosques, so there were a number of men standing alongside the roads hitchhiking.

One of the things we had to do for our convoy is protect against drive-by shootings. You do this by loading your weapon, in my case an M-16, and pointing it out the window.

It’s a very odd thing to be traveling down the multi-lane highway, facing out the window, sunglasses on, helmet on, rifle pointing out. It’s even more odd when you have small children waving at you and giving you the thumbs up. It’s also odd when teen-age girls smile and flirt at you from the backseat. I don’t think an American teen would be quite as smiley with an automatic weapon aimed at her family’s car. Life is different here.

We met up with our escort just south of Baghdad and proceeded to our first stop-off point. There, we would jettison our 1-7 Cav portion of the convoy, and the rest would proceed on to our destination. It would just be a short stop.

It was a short stop that turned into an interminable 7-hour wait, while we tried to get someone to escort us to Camp Victory. It never happened, so we went on our own on a 20-minute drive.

I’m living in a trailer at Camp Victory North. Compared to previous living conditions, the tent in Kuwait in particular, this is alright. It’s one room with a bed, a wall locker, a small nightstand, and most importantly an air conditioner. There’s also a window, but I’ve moved the wall locker in front of it to keep broken glass from hitting me if there is a mortar hit nearby.

This area used to be Saddam’s game preserve, his private hunting grounds. They’ve bulldozed quite a bit of it. There is a lake next door to our trailer park. I’ve started running around it (3.25 miles). It’s very pretty and peaceful.

I have to walk about 200 meters to shower or use the bathroom. It’s about a 5-minute walk to my work site, about a 20-minute walk to the dining facility or the tiny store. They’re building a dining facility right across the street from my trailer, but it’s a ways from being done.

The little store is the result of a fire that destroyed the previous one. The fire was apparently pretty selective about the DVDs it burned, because the only ones left are chick flicks. As far as entertainment goes, Angelea would do better here than me.

I’ve seen a number of people from my Portland and Santa Barbara units since I’ve arrived, and will see more in April as they move from their current site on the other side of Baghdad International Airport.

The weather hasn’t been too bad since we’ve arrived. Warm, but not oppressively so.

I started working the graveyard shift last night (March 30-31). I’m the only one on it for now. I’m supposed to be rotated out of it in a couple of weeks.

The first night was kind of eventful. I was walking back from the midnight dinner they serve when I witness an SUV rollover into a drainage pond. I went into the pond in about 4 feet of cold, brackish water to help get the woman out. She was OK. I washed down twice with anti-bacterial soap. You never know what’s in the water around here.

I was the highest-ranking person at the scene, so I had to take charge. It took kind of a strange turn when a couple of soldiers came up and told me the woman’s breath smelled of alcohol. Turns out she was an officer with an engineer battalion here. She effectively ended her career with that little stunt. She was lucky the vehicle ended in the pond upright. If it had been upside she very well could have drowned.

My address has changed. If you sent anything, it will get here. This new address will get here quicker:

SSG Patrick O’Halloran

HHC 1CD G-5 Section

APO AE 09344

Probably the best stuff to send, if you want, is snacky stuff. We don’t have much of a choice in snacks here. Also, magazines.

Kerry Ann, would you mind sending me Janet’s e-mail address? I misplaced it and didn’t get a chance to thank her for the stuff she sent.

I’ve had a couple people who are in a position to know tell me that there is a pretty good chance my unit will get to come home sooner than expected. They’re shortening the tours for civil affairs soldiers from a year to 6 months, so there’s a possibility I’ll be home by Halloween. That’s a long ways off, so I’m not going to get too excited. It also means they can deploy me again after I’ve been home for a few months. We’ll see…

If you’ve e-mailed me, my apologies for not replying individually. Our access is severely limited right now. I just write my e-mail, store it on a thumb drive and stick it in my pocket so I can send it when the opportunity presents itself.

Best wishes,

Pat O.

