Greetings again…

Another whirlwind week, one that reflected a kind of microcosm of Iraq as it is today: joy, fear, satisfaction, and knowledge of the work left. I’ll run through it all in chronological order, and try to keep a promise to myself to better do this as I go through the week, rather than wait until week end.

June 5

I had my first heavy-duty interaction with Iraqi children today when we went to a local village to do a ground-breaking ceremony for a water treatment facility. It will provide clean drinking water for an area that didn’t see much from Saddam or the Baghdad City Council, as it rests just outside the city limits.

Part of what we do when we go out is interacting with people by handing out freebies. We hand out stickers, candy and gum to the children and try to relate to them on a human level. That’s hard to do wearing a helmet, protective sunglasses and body armor and sporting an automatic rifle and/or pistol. The other thing we hand out that is popular with adults and children alike are T-shirts with a friendship slogan on it. These are so popular that we often get crowds jostling us to get one, as I’ll relate in an event later in the week.

At one point, feeling disconnected with the children I was attempting to talk with, I took off my sunglasses. A little girl became extremely excited and started pointing at the sky and at me. My first reaction was that she thought I was a pilot. Then another child exclaimed, “Blue! Blue!” and reached toward my face. It dawned on me that they, with their big, brown eyes, were taken with my blue eyes. I think I will start taking off my sunglasses more often around the children and see what reaction I get.

Nearly all the children in this rural village were barefoot, most wearing dirty clothes.

I went to a little food stand across the street from the garbage-strewn field in which we were breaking ground. I wanted to buy something cold to drink, and went with our interpreter. I bought two cans of Pepsi for him and me, and rather than dicker over the price, handed over a dollar bill. The interpreter, Abdul (not his real name), spoke with the man running the stand and got two candy bars as well.
He admonished me on the way back: “Next time you want to buy something, let me talk with them. For that dollar, you could have bought, maybe six Pepsi’s.” I told him that a dollar wasn’t worth haggling over, and I’d rather give him a little extra in exchange for some potential goodwill. He seemed perplexed by the notion that I would pay more than something was worth.

June 6

We visited a meat packing plant and a chicken processing plant today. These two projects will employ a large number of permanent positions. We were there mostly to facilitate contractors looking at the premises. Because of their nature, these projects will involve ministerial level actions, so Rod (the other staff sergeant on our team) and I were mostly along as part of a security team.

June 7-8

We did not go out either day, as contractors came by to drop off bids on projects, or talk with us about projects they’ve been selected to do.

We’re doing a huge number of school renovations in our area. For example, one school has six classrooms and was built in 1980 for 200 students. It now has 600 students. We’re doubling the school size for a relative pittance.

We also fired our interpreter during the down time. Abdul was I think an honorable man, but one who played by the old Iraqi rules of favoritism and payola.

My boss, Luther, was told by the brigade commander that three different people told him that Abdul was shaking them down for money as part of our awarding contracts. Abdul of course denied this, but admitted to taking $1,000 as a gift from a contractor. He said he gave $500 to charity. That was enough. It’s sad, because Iraqis like him are brave enough to work for us, knowing they could get assassinated at any moment. He was paid good money, but he still couldn’t say no.
June 9

We delivered two tractors to a local neighborhood advisory council (NAC) today. They are supposed to be used by all the residents of the NAC district, since many of them are still tilling fields by hand or livestock.

Of course, old Iraqi habits die hard. When we arrived, Luther had to intervene in a discussion between two local leaders who were divvying up the tractors. More than likely, they would then loan them out as they saw fit, rather than to anyone who needed it. Luther explained that premise, so hopefully they will follow through on it.

June 10

This seemed like a day off, since we didn’t go out early in the day. We left around dinner time to go hand over a couple more tractors. This time we went into an area that is less friendly than some of the others. It is more of a lower-income city neighborhood, with houses and shops packed tightly together.

We arrived to find the tractors already in place, so we started handing out T-shirts and other items.

The captain who was to hand out the T-shirts was backed up against a schoolyard wall, so I had to step in and pull kids off him and protect him (and the T-shirts) with my body. An Iraqi soldier along with us helped me get the kids in line, which was sort of like herding cats. I would keep my arms outstretched and let one child under my arms at a time to get a shirt. When we finished, my heart was beating fast, with the adrenaline kicking in.
I then grabbed a handful of stickers and walked around the street corner where we were parked. I had to regain my sanity. I sought out the children who were hanging back, who weren’t harassing soldiers for T-shirts and watches and sunglasses and candy. I would then hand them a sticker, which they would shyly take from me. Then I would step back, point at myself, and ask, “Shukran (Thank you)?” in mock indignation. They would laugh and tell me shukran. One mother, horrified at her children’s manners, responded, “Shukran! Shukran!” Everyone thought that was hilarious, especially her children.

What was really interesting was how the crowd dynamic changed the longer we were there. When we arrived, except for the children, everyone was very reserved. We had to circle the block to leave, which brought us around to our entrance point and back through the street on which we arrived.

I may be in Baghdad for the Rose Festival, but I felt like a princess leaving that neighborhood. Well, at least an escort. People were cheering and waving. We stopped to consolidate our convoy and two small girls I had just waved to ran up to the vehicle. “La falina, la falina (no shirts, no shirts),” I told them, repeating a refrain I had been singing for the last half-hour to the hordes on the other side of the block.

“La, la (no, no),” they said. They held two small Saran-wrapped items, the size of a quarter, and handed them to me as we started to pull away. We later figured them to be dates or figs sweetened with molasses.

The excitement of the day wasn’t over. I was checking my e-mail one last time that night, very late, and received notification that I will be promoted on July 1 to sergeant first class, along with two other soldiers in my unit from Portland, Bill Shepherd, our unit administrator, and Bill Smith, a Gresham police officer who is a team sergeant here in Baghdad. Smith and I will be transferred to the 448th Civil Affairs Battalion at Fort Lewis when we return, along with Mark Debauge, who will be promoted to master sergeant and is right now in Afghanistan.
Of course, I stayed up even later e-mailing people the exciting news, so I got very little sleep.

June 11

Very little sleep isn’t a problem, unless you need to drive. I couldn’t have picked a worse time to be going on little sleep, since they decided today that I would have my first lesson in driving in Iraq.

I should have known that it would be an adventure when, within two minutes of leaving our base, a small pickup truck filled with vegetables swerved near the front of our convoy, dumping the man sitting on the vegetables into the road.

Luckily, he hit feet first and tumbled, and was able to get out of the way before anyone hit him. He was last seen leaving the road, rubbing the back of his head. His driver was last seen parking the truck and running back to him with a stricken look on his face.

We next went by a couple of projects to take pictures, and then headed off to the Green Zone to see about getting a contractor some back pay he was due.

Just the day before Luther, Rod and I got into a discussion about the numbers of missions on which we’ve been. In the 1st Cavalry unit we’re working with, you have to have 50 missions to get your combat spurs, symbolic of the days when the Cavalry rode to battle on horses.

Rod’s feeling was that he only counted those missions where we were doing civil affairs work. Luther and I felt you counted anytime you went out into the city, since you were just as likely to get shot at or hit by an improvised explosive device (IED) traveling to Camp Victory or the Green Zone as you were doing a CA mission.

Truer words were never spoken. As we headed down a highway, an Iraqi man off to the side gestured to us, pointing to where we had just passed.

We hit the next exit, turned around and went back on the opposite side of the highway, then crossed over and blocked off traffic.

The man was signaling that there was a possible IED alongside the road. Where we had just passed within 10 meters.

A couple of our guys went down an access road and got within binocular range and saw a black plastic bag with wires sticking out and a blinking red light.

We called and got Iraqi police to block traffic in the other lanes, then began waiting for the bomb squad.

IEDs are usually set off by remote control. It’s really rather simple: they get some sort of explosive and rig up a detonator such as a blasting cap. They then hook up a remote controlled device such as a keyless entry to a car, a garage door opener or a remote from an RC car. The remote triggers the electricity that sets off the detonator, which sets off the bomb.
Knowing that someone could very well be nearby, we kept close watch on people and cars. At one point, about 50 meters behind our road blockade, four teenagers crossed the highway. Each had hold of a handle on a gym bag, and the bags were weighted down heavily.

Rod was in the back of our Humvee on the SAW gun. He shouted down to me and I went running after them. They were already across the freeway as I ran toward them and hollered.

I then did something I’d never done before. I pointed my M-16 at them and took the safety off.

Luckily, one of them spoke reasonable English. I told him to open the bags. They contained clothes and food, including one very big plastic bag of rice. We were all pretty glad that little episode was over.

Back at the IED site, the Iraqis got tired of waiting for our bomb squad, so they took matters into their own hands. One walked up and stripped the remote-controlled device off the artillery shell and walked back to the just-arrived bomb defusers. The others piled the shell into the back of their pickup truck and drove it toward us until someone had the sense to tell them to stop and get out.

It makes sense that whoever was going to set it off wasn’t going to do so, but still. The thought of all those movies where the hero doesn’t know which wire to pull…

Why didn’t we get hit when we originally drove by? Any number of possibilities:

· We weren’t a meaty enough target. Three Humvees, fairly spaced out, isn’t enough bang for the buck. Pardon the pun.
· The device wasn’t set up properly.

· The terrorist was off at mosque and had set it the night before so he could drive up and trigger it after Friday mosque service.

I’m sure there are more possibilities. Whatever happened, we were all pretty thankful. It was also heartening that we were warned by an Iraqi. That confirms what we already knew. There are people here who want us here, at least until their country can stand on its own. The bad guys are a small percentage.

From there, after a two-hour delay we went to the Green Zone. We parked outside the contracting office and waited for a little while. There’s a long parking strip, where units coming in from outlying bases can relax. That’s also where young Iraqi boys prowl, selling DVDs, knives, old Iraqi currency and other trinkets.

As we left, we drove over the 14th of July Bridge. For those with a nose for trivia, that is considered Iraqi Independence Day. Around the O’Halloran household, it’s known for a wedding anniversary, but I think the Iraqis had first dibs.

Thanks for all the encouragement by e-mail and otherwise. All of it is appreciated

