I’ve taken out some identifying details and some names. I didn’t want to make it too apparent where we’re working in here, as the information could be used against us.

I’ve had an exciting, full week of activity since hooking up with my new unit. Today was the first day in six that I haven’t gone out on a mission, and tomorrow it starts right back up again. I figured I’d better get this written before it all started running together.

I’m still living in a temporary room, so I haven’t unpacked. I’m still trying to locate the little card reader that goes with my digital camera so I can send along a bunch of the photos I’ve taken over the past few days.

Sunday, May 30

I was picked up by a crew from the 489th Civil Affairs (CA) Battalion shortly after lunchtime to make the move from Camp Victory North, on the western edge of Baghdad, to Camp Falcon, on the south side. By car it’s about a 20-minute drive. But like most things in Iraq, it’s never as easy as it seems.

Movement anywhere in Baghdad by military vehicles involves certain logistical coordination. We move by convoys, with appropriate weaponry to dissuade any attacks.
Pre-Operation Iraqi Freedom, a gun truck was a Humvee with a swivel ring on top, and a mount for a machine gun, one that’s bigger than the M-16 most soldiers carry. Because those vehicles are usually only issued to MPs and a few others, many vehicles were converted. The conversions usually consist of taking off the back cover, so the Humvee looks like a pickup truck. Armor is attached around the sides of the back end to provide protection. A mount, sometimes two, are then attached.
The 489th has taken it a step further and contracted to get overhead cover put on some of their trucks, including my section’s. That keeps the sun off the gunner, something that will be quite nice in a few weeks – I say that like the current 100-plus-degrees we’re getting is a brisk spring day. The heat doesn’t bother you as much after you’ve been here awhile.

We loaded up my entire Iraqi-version possessions into the back of a couple of Humvees, and took off.
Before we got to my new home, we took a side trip into the a market area where they’re doing a road widening project. This was my first venture off the beaten path, and a taste of what was to come in the ensuing days. The road was split, with a drop-off median area. People were roaming the streets, shopping in small store fronts. We only stayed a few minutes, and then came to the camp that will (hopefully) be my home for the next four months.

They put me in a room with another staff sergeant. I haven’t lived in a room with anyone since my last few days at Fort Hood, and there we had clearly defined space. I’m crammed into a corner with all my possessions, and we’re asking everyday when we get to move down to the area where the rest of Alpha Company is located. The living area in this part of the post is rather strange. It’s called the T Building, because it’s shaped like a T. Go figure. It’s a warehouse and probably housed soldiers in tents early on. They’ve since built rooms in here, small apartments housing 2-4 soldiers, and then sandbagged the ceilings. The sandbags are in case a rocket or mortar explodes. The sandbags will absorb the impact. We should be moving any day.

May 31

Memorial Day back in the States. We set out to visit a few gas stations. Because of the convoy rule I mentioned earlier, we usually go out with another team whose zones are adjacent to ours. Some days we visit both our areas, or sometimes we alternate days. Today, we traveled to both areas, in an attempt to find out why the gas lines have suddenly gotten so long.
The first one we visited is along a main route into Baghdad. This is where I met Mohammed, the young boy I mentioned the other day who was holding a machine gun.

My mom asked if how guns were kept in Iraq. The law states that each household is allowed one AK-47 (the Soviet-designed automatic rifle) and one magazine with bullets. Citizens are not allowed to have weapons outside the home, so you rarely see them except with police, Iraqi soldiers and in this case, security guards.

We left and then headed out to a rural gas station on the eastern side of our area. Some of our people started getting bad vibes, so we cut our visit short and headed back into town.
Rural roads usually consist of dirt. We have projects to pave some of the main routes. They are as bumpy as they sound.

At the last gas station, I went with the major to provide security. A young man was selling a drink out of a canteen. He wore a yellow apron with tall, thin glasses held in pockets. He would sell the drink to people waiting in line at the gas station. After someone drank out of the glass, he would take a water bottle, splash some water on the glass, slosh it around, throw it out and put the glass back in his apron. He told me it was “sherbet.” I declined his offer of a drink. I learned later from our interpreter, Abdul (not his real name), that it was a licorice drink. I’ll probably wait until I can get some direct from a store before I try it. I’d like to keep my intestinal tract functioning properly as long as possible.

I’ll write more about Abdul in the future. He’s a very jovial, genial man who’s risking his life by working for us. That is why I’m not using his first name. With the Internet and a quick Google search, it could be very easy to piece together who he is.
As near as we can determine, the long lines came from a jump in consumption. People are buying more and more electrical appliances – especially TVs and satellite dishes. The weather is getting warmer so more people have air conditioners turned on longer. They were buying fuel for generators in a lot of cases, because electrical power is still not being produced at a 24-hour level, and probably won’t be for a while, for a number of different reasons. Fuel wasn’t available for the up tick in consumption, hence the long lines. The lines on Thursday were negligible.
June 1

As we got ready to head out today, one of the majors asked if I was experienced on the squad automatic weapon (SAW gun). Because I am, I became the gunner on one of the trucks. This gave me a great view from above as we zoomed off to another marketplace, where the other CA team was checking on the progress of a project to put in new stalls in the marketplace.

The marketplaces are the community’s gathering place. People had small stalls, or in some cases they had their goods on a sheet on the ground. Women in their black robes, the name of which escapes me at the moment, squatted on the ground in the traffic median in front of vegetables they were selling. Off behind the stall sat a small carnival with a 15-foot-high Ferris wheel that looked about as well maintained as abandoned playground equipment.
Most of the people we saw there were friendly. Most of the children we’ve encountered are friendly to the point we have to tell them to move along, because crowds of them start gathering. At that stop one of our teams started handing out stickers from the back of their vehicle. That’s a big no-no, because you get a horde of excitable children all around the vehicle and you lose your ability to control the situation. Nothing came of it, and we moved on shortly to the Al-Doura Oil Refinery.
We met up with a group from the Governance Support Team. These are American officers and NCOs, most of whom are from my unit in Portland. I saw Lt. Col. Robert Richins, my boss from my section back in Portland, for the first time since I left Fort Bragg in January. He didn’t recognize me, as he assumed I was still working up at division and wouldn’t be out with a CA team.

We mostly just hung around there and another part of the huge complex while some of our team members gathered information. It is a controlled area, so we could relax a little bit and take off our helmets.

While we were parked outside an office building entrance, I started saying hello (a-salam-alaykoom) to the employees, who were wearing Western-style business clothes. The men were friendly enough or at least acknowledged me. The women, on the other hand, completely ignored me. I chalked it up to a cultural thing (my ego couldn’t bear any other possibility), and that was confirmed later when I asked Abdul about it.

He said it was probably for one or both of two reasons:

1. A general fear of the military (U.S. or Iraqi) by women, who have heard stories of women being kidnapped by soldiers.
2. The culture of male-female interaction in Iraq (and much of the Muslim world). Abdul explained that in Iraq, if a man wants to date a woman, he will inquire through a female friend if she is interested. If she is, there is a whole process of families meeting that must happen before they become engaged. Yes, I said engaged. Then…they can start dating. So if a woman were to respond to my greeting, she could be seen by others as being interested in a relationship with me. Or be seen as a loose woman. I think I’ll stop saying hello to Iraqi women.

Our return trip was uneventful, just a quick trip down a couple of highways back to our base.

June 2

We went to a more rural area today, looking at a water treatment facility that we’ll be working on, as well as some school renovations. One of our team members was out again with a bad back, so I was up on the SAW gun again, this time in the trail vehicle. It wasn’t as comfortable as the previous day, since I was sitting on a cooler while we zoomed down bumpy country roads.

We went out to a road that follows the Tigris River. We first went to the water treatment point, then to several school sites.

It’s a very green area with many irrigation canals. School is out, so wherever we stopped we drew curious children.
Three days earlier, one of our midnight patrols ran into some problems out in that area, so we were on extra guard. For good reason, it turned out. We found out later that after we left area, a masked man with an AK-47 drove up and asked who we had taken away. He thought we had arrested someone. It’s the worst part of our sector. Nice thing about being on the SAW gun, I’ve got the best protection in my own hands, as well as my M-16. We’re working on getting me a pistol as well. Never can have too many bullet pushers.

June 3

We took a quick trip back to Camp Victory to get some new equipment the Army is pushing out to everyone. Things like improved boots, socks, T-shirts and elbow and knee pads. I just needed one of the improved helmets, but they won’t have any until it’s close to time to leave. Oh well, didn’t have to sit in the office, and was back by lunch.

I was in the office by myself for much of the day, as my other team members were off running errands. A couple times during the day, a local man who runs a small store on our post came in and asked to see our team chief. He didn’t speak English very well, so we patiently worked our way through what he wanted the for. After his second fruitless trip, he thanked me profusely for helping him and handed me his prayer beads that he had been nervously fingering while he talked with me.

It took me by surprise, but I thanked him in return. I later asked our interpreter about the act. He said in Western culture men won’t discuss their feelings about other men, because it’s seen as sexual. The man’s gift to me, Abdul said, was his way of showing that he appreciated my kindness to him.
I attribute it to a couple things. First, he was nervous about his English. Second, I’ve seen soldiers brush off or treat as inferior the Iraqis who work on post. Much of the CA community uses the opposite approach. Since we’re about winning hearts and minds, you kill them with kindness. It’s almost written in our job description.

On the other hand, there’s a very interesting dichotomy I’ve observed here. On one hand I see soldiers who in private discuss their utter and complete disgust at certain Iraqi behaviors, and the culture in general. Yet, on the other, they will go out of their way to interact with them on a human level and do whatever they can to make this place better when we leave than it was when we got here.
June 4, 2004

Not much of a day today. We didn’t go out, as Friday is the day Muslims attend mosque services.

Received my first project assignments today. We’re going to be renovating a bunch of schools over the coming weeks, and they need to split them up as we have a small team. I’m going to take the first three, and hopefully more as they get approved. It amounts to nearly $190,000 in renovations at three schools scattered throughout our area. My team chief will guide me through the process with the first one, and then I’ll be up and running. I have my first meeting with a contractor on Monday to go over the bid he submitted and get the ball rolling. It should be quite a process, since it’s likely Abdul will have to interpret for both of us.
I realized today I’m losing a lot of weight now that I’m wearing the body armor every day. I have a belt that just doesn’t quite fit into the loop over my right hip. It fits with an inch to spare now.

Thanks for listening. As always, please e-mail me and let me know how you’re doing. I spent a little money after I got here and I have wireless Internet access on my laptop in my room, so I should be able to answer e-mails rather quickly, if not lengthily. Questions are great, because there may be things you don’t know or understand that I take for granted or haven’t explained properly. I view myself as someone who can give you what is commonly referred to over here as “ground truth.”
Pat O’Halloran of Gresham is a staff sergeant in the Army Reserve serving with Alpha Company, 489th Civil Affairs Battalion, in Baghdad, Iraq. He can be reached by e-mail at pat@ohalloranweb.com.
