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Yet another fun-filled week (or so) in beautiful Baghdad, where the temperatures are starting to climb. Rather than try to labor through a day-by-day, blow-by-blow description of  what we’ve been doing, which is pretty similar to my last couple of weeks, I’ll hit some highlights as we go throughout the southern suburbs and farmland.

Driving

We travel to these different areas by convoy. We have rules about how to travel, telling us how many vehicles we have to have and what types of weapons we need to carry. In addition, we have some rules of the road, if you will, that dictate how we move.

It’s a paradox, but in order to be safe, we have to be a little dangerous. There are two major threats to convoys that travel throughout Iraq: IEDs, as I mentioned in my last e-mail, and ambushes. The ambushes can take any number of forms. The one that killed several Oregon National Guard soldiers recently was two IEDs – one to get the initial vehicle, the other to get the rescuers. Others can be started with an IED followed by rifles and rocket-propelled grenades. Still others can be vehicle-borne IEDs.
Now, all of these are unlikely to happen, yet we have to treat every convoy movement as if we are the target of the day. We drive fast – a moving target is harder to hit. We spread ourselves out. The bad guys may choose to go after a target that gives them better chances, rather than trying to hit a single Humvee. We drive down the middle of country roads, to stay away from the sides, where IEDs are usually placed.

To keep moving, we weave our way through traffic, often times on the two main highways through our sector. We become aggressive with other vehicles to get them to move out of the way.

The Iraqis have come to know this about us, and are usually appropriately deferential. They’ll move over to the side of the road, stay back away from us, let us turn against traffic, cut through stop lights. We give them a friendly wave to thank them and continue on.

Occasionally, though, things don’t work out the way we’d like.

On Friday, we were traveling to meet up with another convoy at a local marketplace. We were on a four-lane road that had a center raised median and a curb on the right-hand side. I was the driver in the lead vehicle. We were zipping along, when further ahead two cars turned onto the street and began traveling in our same direction.
They weren’t going very fast, maybe 30 mph, and taking up both lanes as they talked between the vehicles.

My Humvee closed rather quickly on them, and I got within a couple feet of the vehicle in the left lane. I was laying on my horn, but the drivers were not paying attention. I was left with no choice.

It’s my firm belief that each of us, at some point in our lives, whether we’d admit it in public or not, has dreamt of doing what I did. In the United States, it’s because we were late for work, or were having a stressed-out day, or the baby’s diaper needed changing…now.

In my case, I was doing it because we had the potential to be ambushed…now.

I let my foot off the gas for a couple moments, to give myself a little space. Then I floored it.

I hit the small car hard. He didn’t have a bumper, so the impact was in the frame, I’m sure. He didn’t know we were there before; he certainly did now.

His friend in the right lane stopped and pulled over, giving the other driver room to pull over as well. There didn’t appear to be any serious damage to the car.

And we continued on.

As I told my brother, Darren, if I have to choose between potentially being ambushed and hitting someone’s car, I’ll choose the latter every time.

Two days later, we were involved in another vehicular incident.

This time, I was the SAW gunner in the lead vehicle. The SAW is a Squad Automatic Weapon, a small machine gun that shoots the same rounds as an M-16, just a lot faster.

In our vehicle, the gunner sits in a chair in the bed of the Humvee. The SAW is mounted on the roof.

We had attended a couple of school grand openings and were returning to Camp Falcon, making a mad dash down Highway 5.

I saw the car before the driver did, since I sit up higher and can see over cars.

The highway has six lanes, but because of the Iraqis’ driving habits, there are no more lines painted. You just drive in a general area. There is not emergency lane in the middle. In this particular stretch of road, there is a three-foot-high median dividing the highway. 
Except for a spot just ahead. A small strip of median was missing, which allows cars to either U-turn or cut across the highway. This was the idea of a driver, who had turned his car from oncoming traffic and was waiting for traffic to clear on our side.

The first problem was that his car was blocking half our lane. The second problem was that we were flying along at about 50 mph. The third problem was there was no place for us to go.

Seeing the car 50 feet ahead of us, I hollered some unintelligible, guttural noise and braced myself. At about the same time, the driver hollered a slightly more intelligible, inifinitely more profane remark and slammed on his brakes.

He also saved the life of the highway-crossing driver, by aiming for the last little bit of space in front of the car.

We slid off at an angle, missing the car. Unfortunately, the car behind us didn’t miss him, tearing up the front end of the car. Also unfortunately, a car in the center lane hit us as well, bending our front steel grill outward.

Our vehicle nearly tipped over as it skidded, going up on two wheels before returning to its normal position. I ended up halfway into the passenger compartment of the Humvee and got a nice bruise on my forearm.

I hollered out that I was OK, and away we went. Again, like the last incident, we couldn’t stick around to find out whether we were going to be ambushed or not.

Now, before anyone goes complaining about all this, please know that the drivers come to our base to file a claim, it gets investigated, and the drivers get money for their vehicles if we were the cause of the accident.

We went out today, the first day after the accident, and I was a SAW gunner again, only this time in the trail vehicle. This meant I faced to the rear the whole time. That will take some getting used to. Every time we went through a turn, I felt like I was going to tip over.

Patriots

We went to the grand opening ceremony last week of a water pumping station out in the hinterlands. The station will provide drinking water to a rural area that hasn’t had much development.

What was really fascinating, though, was the attendance of a local politician and his brother.

I’m not going to name them, since this e-mail gets forwarded and printed and published and I’m going to start putting them on my web site.

Gunmen attacked this politician and several others with him about two weeks ago. They shot the politician seven times. His brother was shot as well. A local religious leader was killed.

The same people who attack us attacked them. They are likely not Iraqis, or if they are they were Ba’athists who supported Saddam Hussein. They are trying to instill fear in those who are working to push democracy. If they can’t intimidate them, they try to kill them.
Despite staying in a hospital for 10 days, these two brothers attended the grand opening.

I heard a speech by the president of Afghanistan the other day, when he talked about the Americans who helped free his country from the Taliban. He said their names will be “written in gold” in the history of his country.

These two Iraqi men, though no one would blame them if they stepped away, believe so strongly that what they are doing is good for their country that they will face down death to further democracy.

We have our Samuel Adams, Benjamin Franklin, John Adams and George Washington. It is men like these two Iraqis who I hope will someday be treated as founding fathers for what we are trying to do here.

Day off – hardly

We were supposed to take Tuesday off. All three of us on our team were dragging by the time Monday was over, so Luther decided we would just stay on base and have an easy day.

About 11 p.m. on Monday the knock came on my door. “We’re doing Geraldo tomorrow.”

Geraldo Rivera, now a Fox TV reporter, is visiting Iraq leading up to the transfer of authority next week. He was due to come visit on Tuesday, but we anticipated that he would be dealing with other people.
The powers that be decided to take him to some of our projects. Not only would we not get a day off, we had to get up 1 ½ hours early to go get him.

He was staying in one of the nicer hotels on the north side of the Tigris River, across from the Green Zone. It was the first time I’d been in that part of town. It had a distinctly different vibe to it from the area to which I’ve become accustomed. Lot more looks that would qualify as glares, as opposed to curiousity.

We picked up Geraldo (I’m not allowed to call him by his last name, am I?) and his cameraman and returned to our area.
We took him to a marketplace, power plant, sewage treatment plant, meat processing plant and school in our battalion’s area. He wasn’t too interested in talking with the Iraqis, although we brought an interpreter along. He mostly wanted to hear about the projects.

And while I still withhold complete endorsement, he was genuinely nice to everyone involved. He gladly took photos with everyone (as I’ve attached) and thanked us individually for our service. When we were finished with our tour, we returned to Camp Falcon and he made the rounds in our dining facility, again letting people take all the photos they wanted with him, shaking hands and expressing his thanks.

I was trying to determine if he is the most famous person I’ve met. I’ve met lots of politicians, mostly of statewide note. I’ve met several athletes. I can’t think of any, though, who are either instantly recognizable visually or by first name only.

I don’t think I’ll be in any of the coverage from the day’s events, but his story on our area is supposed to air Saturday night on Fox.

Photos

I’ve taken close to 200 hundred photos since I’ve arrived. Given my schedule, though, cataloging them will take some time. Until then, I’m going to open the floodgates and let everyone peruse what I’ve done.

Now, be forewarned: this is raw stuff. I don’t mean raw in a gritty sense, or raw in a sewage sense. I’ve done nothing to alter any of these except maybe scale them down to make them easier for you to download. Some are sideways, some are even upside down. Some aren’t very good. Some need an explanation, which I can’t do just yet. It’s an interesting ride, though, so here we go:
http://www.ohalloranweb.com/images
The “old” folder has images that I’ve previously e-mailed. The “new” folder, I have faith you can figure out. I’ll send out a reminder to everyone when I post new photos, which is every few days.

Well, that’s about it for now. I was just told I have to get up early again tomorrow, so to bed I must go.

Pat

