UT PROSIM – OPERATION IRAQI FREEDOM

I recently had a unique opportunity to combine the proud traditions of our school’s motto with a historic and well renowned organization in the United States Army, the Screaming Eagles, 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF).  During combat operations I commanded “Lightning battery” the Headquarters and Service battery, 3rd Bn 320th Field Artillery who habitually supports the 3rd Brigade Combat Team (Rakkasans). The battery is composed primarily of a Q-36 Radar section, Fire Support elements, administrative, logistics and tactical operation centers, and a support platoon that delivers all supplies to include ammunition to firing batteries. Once transitioned into civil military operations I changed command and assumed command of C/1-377th Field Artillery “Crusader battery” currently residing in Mosul, Iraq.

Since the start of the war UT PROSIM has been a rallying word for the two units I commanded, “Lightning” and “Crusader” artillery batteries.  We have served our country well in the face of adversity as we moved from Kuwait to Baghdad and further north to Mosul. Everyday these soldiers train or conduct missions that are designed to win the hearts and minds of the Iraqi people by adding security and stability to their lives.  Unfortunately, the soldiers have to cope with temperatures and heat indexes that range well over 115 degrees during peak hours of the day, and living conditions that are less than desirable. We certainly are not complaining, we are used to extreme conditions and adversity and know that we are an all-volunteer force that takes great pride in knowing that we will overcome any hardships along this journey. We proudly serve our country knowing all too well that the price for freedom certainly is not free and should never be taken for granted.

 On February 28, 2003 “Lightning battery” composed of 231 men flew from Fort Campbell, KY to Camp New Jersey, Kuwait.  Where for the next three weeks we would train and prepare our equipment for combat operations.  On March 20, 2003 we crossed the berm separating Kuwait and Iraq with no mental reservation; we were determined to overthrow Saddam Hussein and the current Baath Party regime in order to liberate the Iraqi people from years of oppression.  Our battalion served with distinction in An Najef, Karbala, Al Hillah, Baghdad, Tal’ Afar and Mosul firing over 1400 rounds in support of 3rd BCT, 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault). 

Approximately a month later our combat operations mission changed to a humanitarian mission where we focused on stability and support for the region.  Our battalion guarded schools, power plants, Benzene and Propane distribution sites, water treatment and medical facilities.  We have escorted and provided security for Turkish fuel tankers delivering propane and benzene to the northern region of Iraq in order to facilitate the distribution of an energy source to a much-needed village.     

Since the transition of combat operations to stability operations we have become experts in securing Turkish convoys from hijackers and synchronizing delivery of benzene and propane to service stations in and around Tal A’far and Mosul.  Currently, artillery units are securing fuel stations in order to create good order and discipline for the distribution of fuel to locals.  This by no means is as simple as it sounds.   

On June 8, 2003 I was privileged to command a second battery, C/1-377 FA, a 155mm towed howitzer battery in Mosul, Iraq. The battery remains heavily consumed with conducting reconnaissance and clearing missions around Mosul by retrieving abandoned and destroyed Iraqi equipment, ammunition, and unexploded ordinance in order to serve and protect Iraqi civilians from potential harm. The battalion since April 22, 2003 has cleared over 290,000 pieces of Iraqi ordinance consisting of artillery and tank rounds, RPGs, mines and small arms caliber munitions, which littered the fields and villages.   

 I have traveled around the world; yet I have never witnessed oppression on this grand of scale.  In the same breath, I have never seen cities line the street to welcome soldiers and military vehicles. People of all ages cheer and give thumbs up as we pass by. I have witnessed children running down urban and rural streets screaming in Arabic and Kurdish dialects thanking us for their happiness, and seen sheepherders waving and giving thumbs up all wanting you to come to their home for a feast.  I have been privileged to break bread and drink tea with elders of many villages, and have even had tea with some retired Iraqi officers who served in Saddam’s Army years ago.  Sometimes it is almost unfathomable that two countries separated by a body of water could be so drastically different in the every day lives of human beings. 

In two parallel worlds separated by time and space a movement was also happening in Nashville, Tennessee that I happened to be the beneficiary for an act of kindness that should not go unnoticed. Virginia Tech Alumni of all ages will be honored to know that the Middle Tennessee Virginia Tech Alumni Association sponsored my two units with distinction during Operation Iraqi Freedom by mailing over forty packages consisting of toiletry items, food and letters. Their efforts sustained two combat units with comfort items totaling over 340 soldiers during critical moments in theater as we moved North to Baghdad when mail was one of few motivating factors.  This chapter not only rose to the occasion, they supported the Screaming Eagles with patriotic buttons and stickers with the creative slogan “Birds of a feather flock together” creating a merger between our beloved Hokie Bird and the coveted Screaming Eagle.  These buttons are currently being proudly displayed from Baghdad to Mosul, Iraq on children, sheepherders, and ex-Iraqi Generals. The chapter’s creative Hokie stickers have been used to mark abandoned and destroyed equipment across the battlefield and serve proudly in shop owners’ windows. One thing is for certain, there are new Hokie fans in Iraq and I could not be more proud of a body of people than I am of my soldiers and this Virginia Tech Alumni Chapter. They epitomize the meaning of UT PROSIM.

Today, the soldiers of “Lightning” battery serve you well in Tal A’far synchronizing the link up and distribution of Turkish fuelers to neighboring residences and now with the “Crusader” soldiers I serve you from Mosul clearing ammunition and enemy equipment in the northern region of Iraq.  I ask that you continue to pray for the soldiers that daily make sacrifices for the liberation of the Iraqi people and the families they leave behind.  Many have missed births, birthdays, anniversaries, and regretfully have been notified of deaths in the family while deployed, and there are those that have served that have given the ultimate sacrifice. 

 I am proud to report that my men are strong, and proud to be serving our country regardless of the mission. Our family readiness group remains strong and families continue working together to provide for each other in our absence. Crusader’s like Hokies, are tough, proud and disciplined and appreciate your prayers and care packages. It motivates us daily to know that America supports us in our efforts to extend freedom’s frontier and raise a struggling nation that has been oppressed for so long to a stable state that will be able to govern itself without fear of retribution. The 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault), 3-320th FA, and 1-377th FA salute Virginia Tech Alumni and all Americans who support our efforts in the liberation of Iraq.

I would personally like to thank the Virginia Tech Corps of Cadets for fostering an environment that empowered discipline, ethics, and a leadership institution that has paid immeasurable dividends in my career thus far.  I have never forgotten our eight pylons that stand in reverence on the War Memorial and that there are names etched in its stone that paid the ultimate sacrifice for our freedom. Each word I cherish and it has had a profound impact in my life serving our country in the United States Army.  From Baghdad to Tal’A far and now Mosul, Iraq I am proud to be associated with and to represent these two institutions, Virginia Tech and 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault) for each believe in high standards and serving others: Honor, Brotherhood, Leadership, Loyalty, Service, Sacrifice, Duty and most appropriately “UT Prosim” – That I may Serve. 
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