Greetings from the terminal heat wave…

While Oregon suffered through one of its rare triple-digit heat waves, I entertained my fellow soldiers with tales of woe from my hometown. My wife, shutting down a garage sale due to the heat. Events postponed. People flocking to the ocean.

Meanwhile, life goes on here. 124 degrees on Sunday. A week ago, we were commenting on how pleasant the evening felt at 7:30. It was 110 degrees.

I’ll try to catch up on some of the highlights and lowlights of the past few weeks. I’ve had some requests to talk about our day-to-day duties and life; I’ll throw in some of that next time. I forget sometimes that to folks back home, our mundane is new.

As some of you know, The Outlook thought enough of some of my e-mails to reprint them over the last couple of months. They also reprinted my e-mail address, so I’ve heard from folks I don’t know, and old friends with whom I’d lost touch. That’s been a treat, to hear from grade school and high school friends whom I’d only seen sporadically over the past 20 years.

Transfer of Authority

At the end of June, the coalition forces transferred authority in the Iraqi government back to the Iraqis. It actually went much calmer than we expected. We were in full battle gear whenever we went outside for a few days, expecting attacks of some sort. It seems the insurgents have decided they’re not going to be able to influence us as much, so they’ve directed their attacks on Iraqis. I hate to say it, but this is good news for a couple of reasons. First, and not least, is we’re not as much of a target. It’s still dangerous and deadly, but not to the extent that it was. Second, it means the Iraqis are going to have to choose: Do they want a government to stand strong, with a people standing strong behind it? Or will they let the government falter, to be replaced by a regime of religious zealotry and fear?

Fourth of July

On the third of July my team transported me over to Baghdad International Airport so I could leave the next day for R&R in Qatar. As it turned out, the unit I deployed with, the 425th Civil Affairs Battalion, was having a Fourth of July barbecue. A number of soldiers who are stationed south of here were on hand, so I got the chance to catch up with a bunch of people I haven’t seen since I left Fort Bragg, N.C., in mid-January. That was almost an R&R day by itself. One of my best friends in the Army, Nick Klynn, was there, and we hung out in my quarters until late in the evening, watching DVDs and chatting. If I’d gone home the next day, I would have gone home happy.

Instead, I spent our nation’s birthday living the Army ideal – hurry up and wait. We arrived at 7:30 in the morning to catch our C-130 flight to Qatar. One delay led to another delay and another, ad naseum. We were in Quonset huts, semi-air-conditioned, entertaining ourselves. There was a young sergeant from my current unit, whom I barely knew. Two other young soldiers from the 425th, the unit with which I mobilized. And one other sergeant from my home unit in Portland, whom I knew pretty well, Clint Robey. Civil affairs soldiers are a different breed, so we spent most of the ensuing few days together.

We finally flew out of the airport at 12:20 a.m., landing in Qatar a couple of hours later. We then waited three hours until the bus drivers came on duty to take us 20 minutes away to the R&R post, a small U.S. facility on the outskirts of Doha, Qatar’s capital and largest city.

Because we took off so early on the morning of the 5th, that day became our travel day. It gets a little complicated, but we essentially ended up with an extra day of R&R due to the delay.

My Qatar Gently Weeps

The first two days were spent exploring the niceties of this post, whose Arabic name I failed to record. For folks back home, it would seem rather mundane. For us, it was a nearly emotional revelation:

· A real restaurant, Chili’s, with sit-down service and someone to clean up after you.

· A beauty salon full of Filipino women eager to give you manicures, pedicures, facials and a massage. I opted out of the facial, but it was a strange sight to see six soldiers – all male – getting their feet cleaned and prettied. I don’t recall seeing that in “Saving Private Ryan.”
· Orange Julius. When it’s 120 degrees, a smoothie with banana pulp hits the spot.

· Two clubs. Each night for six hours they served beer, verboten for soldiers deployed to this part of the world. They were $3 a can, 16 ounce cans of foreign beers with 5.5 percent alcohol. Three-beer limit. Since I don’t drink, I usually handed them out to friend. One night, I sold them to other soldiers, for $10 a beer. The young guy who bought one explained that he had a bunch of money and nothing else to spend it on.

· Coffee shop. This was a big hit for the coffee drinkers.

Those were the big things. Again, they don’t sound like much, but it was very comforting to be able to do what you wanted, when you wanted. We wore civilian clothes the whole time, and left our weapons in Iraq.

Rover-ing Around
In addition to giving all the troops free reign on the camp, the folks that organize the R&R site set up a number of off-post activities. These include deep-sea fishing, water sports, a shopping trip into Doha, harbor cruises and dining. Our little CA group chose the desert safari. My chiropractor owes my driver a stipend – I don’t think my back will ever regain its former alignment.

We took buses to meet our tour guides and their trusty Land Rovers. We then formed an upscale convoy out south of Doha to a dune area near a beach-side resort.

The first clue that the Qatari drivers were serious about their tour: We stopped at the end of the road so they could let air out of the tires, giving better traction on the sand.

I’ve spent the better part of my life describing events and people, places and things. Words fail me as I attempt to convey the exhiliration, fear and jovility that intersected and at times collided within me. I can’t tell you how long it lasted. It seemed sometimes as if we’d been out there for hours; other times, I thought we’d only just begun.

The closest thing I can liken it to is a rollercoaster. Except, without the rails. Or the safety inspector. We went flying over the edge of 70-foot dunes, heading downhill at at 75-degree angle. Sometimes we drove sideways on a dune, the vehicle seemingly inches from tipping on its side.

Our driver, a quiet little man named Rahid, seemed to enjoy making the Americans scream. He would jerk the steering wheel on the straight stretches, making the Rover shimmy in the sand. Rahid would gun the engine as we head straight at a dune that filled the windshield.
I took some video with my digital camera that I’ll get posted on my web site soon. It’s a little taste of what we endured, the video slightly bouncy in most parts, then suddenly – as if someone hit the cameraman’s arm with a baseball bat – the picture jerks around and around.

When the sadist drivers decided to stop, they drove to a little secluded area, sheltered from the wind. Two large Arabic tents were set up, as well as tables with large umbrellas. We changed our clothes and walked a quarter mile over a dune, where the Persian Gulf beckoned.

There are small swells, but very few breaking waves, and it is much saltier than the Pacific. The group of about 40 of us just lounged in the water. It was an odd feeling, as most of the moisture enveloping me for the past few months was either a dribbling shower or coating of sweat. My body was thoroughly globbed in sunscreen – despite the heat, the only parts of our bodies that normally get much sun is our faces and our hands. We don’t wear the sleeves on our uniforms up, and the helmet covers the neck and head.

After swimming we were treated to an Arabic barbecue. That was a little disappointing, since we’ve had several meals provided by Iraqis, and since they were trying to entice us or thank us for contracts awarded, they pulled out all the stops. The beachside barbecue was three pieces of meat, with some rice, bread and hummus.
We headed back exhausted in the early evening.

Mall Rats

The next day three of us were lucky enough to be escorted into Doha and let loose in a large up-scale shopping mall. We spent a few hours wandering and spending money, and marveling at civilization.

It would pass for a shopping mall in the States, with a few exceptions here and there. My favorite exception was a dress shop that carried various designs of the black gown that is the traditional wear for more strict Muslim women. The name of the store: My Fair Lady.

That night we went to a showing of the movie “Dodgeball.” Vince Vaughn, one of the co-stars, was there and I had my photo taken with him. Famous person #2 on my trip, Geraldo being first. He told a funny story about a certain movie studio declining to fund “Dodgeball,” and instead going with “The Terminal,” starring Tom Hanks. Vaughn delighted in the fact that when the two movies opened against each other, “We kicked ‘The Terminal’s’ a--!”

Corkscrew

We flew a C-130 back to Baghdad. Due to the threat of missle attacks on incoming aircraft, pilots have to pull a pretty unusual maneuver called “the corkscrew” to land. It’s hard to tell from a C-130, since there are few windows, but they basically corkscrew their way from on high.

One of the passengers was up front in the cockpit for the last turn, in which we were pulling pretty hard G’s, and said we were turned almost 90 degrees about 900 feet above the runway. Almost as fun as a Qatari Land Rover…
Work Drives On

We’ve continued on with a number of projects. Unfortunately, a lot of our funding was cut off as of the transfer over to the Iraqis. We were able to finish up the projects we were working on, but have just now started getting new approvals.

I’ve had the chance to go to some different places within our brigade’s area. What is really interesting is the different reactions and interactions we get as we travel.

In some areas we’re welcomed, with children waving and adults smiling.

In others we’re ignored, or glares are directed at us. Occasionally they’ll mutter in Arabic something probably not complimentary. I tend to smile at them, keeping in mind that they’re living proof that democracy allows all kinds. They’re doing something they weren’t free to do under Saddam: dissent.

I read an interesting story online the other day about a road I travel 4-5 times every couple of weeks. The story is at   http://www.sfgate.com/cgi-bin/article.cgi?file=/chronicle/archive/2004/07/26/MNGAP7T0JD1.DTL. You may have to copy and paste it into a browser window if the e-mail breaks it up.
After I returned from Qatar, awaiting me were two new soldiers, bringing our team up to five members. They were on three-month mission further south and will finish out their tour with us. 

With them back on board, I’m not a driver as much. I’m spending more time as the gunner, which is wearing me down a little more. We received brand-new Humvees, armored and air-conditioned, and had more armor installed to make turrets. You stand inside the turret, and since much of our area involves driving over unpaved or badly paved roads, you get knocked around the inside of this metal can. My driver had to stop hard a few days ago and I took a shot to the back. Even though I was wearing my ceramic back plate, I was still pretty sore the next day. I’m going to be lining up a visit or two to a masseuse while I’m home.

Since I’m going on two months in my present assignment, I’m starting to see people second, third and fourth times as we’ve re-visited projects. One in particular is kind of fun.

There is a school along the Tigris River that we’ve renovated. A family lives between the school and the Tigris. The mother there is unusual as she will talk with soldiers, usually with most or all of her six children gathering around us.

She was very proud to claim that she was the mother of six. On one visit, I showed her my five children. I can’t quite explain the foster children, especially since I don’t think our interpreter understands the concept.
The next time out, we brought a soccer ball for one of her sons. While she and her husband talked with another soldier, I bounced the ball back and forth with her son, a boy of about 6 or 7.

As we started to leave, the interpreter told me that the mother thought it was “beautiful” that I would play with a child. I’m sure it was quite the sight, me with my battle gear on, bouncing a ball.

I told her that it was good for me, too, since I miss my children. As the conversation continued, she reminded us that she had six children. I reminded her that I had five waiting at home for me. She told me I needed to make another one.

I’m not sure how to end that story. I just really miss my kids. Only a few more days…

Home

Yes,  I’m coming home on leave for two weeks soon. As I mentioned in my quickie e-mail, it’ll be two weeks. I’m not going to give exact dates for a number of reasons, but I’ll be home in about 10 days or so.

Each unit determines who gets leave a different way. The 489th decided to give theirs out first to the lowest ranking soldiers, and work their way up the ranks. It didn’t look like they’d get to me, but lo and behold, my name came up earlier this week.

Those going home on leave are first flown to Kuwait, where we will make our ticketing arrangements. The government pays transportation to any airport you’d like. They will then fly us by charter to one of three airports in the U.S.: Baltimore, Atlanta or Dallas. We then get to catch a commercial flight home.

Recognition

A couple things happened in the past couple of weeks of which I’m proud. I received my promotion July 17 to sergeant first class, and then yesterday I received an Army Commendation Medal.
I got the Arcom, as it’s known shorthand, for that little jump I took into a pond to help a woman who crashed her car during my first week in Iraq. The award certificate was signed by the 1st Cavalry Division commander, which is a pretty cool thing for a little ol’ reservist from Oregon

Well, that about wraps it up here. I’m almost through with July. Forty-three missions, and only 7 more for my combat spurs. I’ll be a hardened veteran by the time our replacements get here. Tick-tock, tick-tock, time keeps tickin’ away.
I’m trying to keep up my correspondence with those of you who’ve written, but if I’ve missed you, please accept my apologies. All the e-mails, especially the ones after my little “blue” note a couple weeks ago, are a boost to my spirits. Thanks so much.

Pat

