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New breed of bases has array of R&R, while other GIs still rough it in Iraq 

03:47 PM CDT on Saturday, June 10, 2006
By Doug Swanson / The Dallas Morning News 
	




Dispatches are exclusive reports from our field correspondents in Iraq. Reporter Doug Swanson and photojournalist Michael Mulvey of The Dallas Morning News spent most of April 2006 in Baghdad and An Najaf, Iraq, with the 4th Infantry Division from Fort Hood, Texas. In addition to their online reports, they maintained a blog. E-mail them at dispatches@dallasnews.com or read their bio.
CAMP ISKANDARIYAH, Iraq — The lucky soldiers live in air-conditioned "cans" surrounded by concrete blast walls. The less fortunate get hot, moldy tents. 
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A sandstorm blows in on Camp Iskandariyah, Iraq, where the Army supply outpost stands in a parking lot. Although it's not home, the forward operating base tries to stock the foods, films and flavor of the U.S.


They drink rivers of Red Bull and Mountain Dew. On Sunday nights they might eat steak and crab legs. 

For entertainment, they can buy bootleg DVDs of The Dukes of Hazzard for only $3. 

Inside the gate, absent the occasional mortar attack, soldiers are relatively safe. But they never go "outside the wire" unless fully armed. 

Such is life in the American military's forward operating bases, which represent a new approach to war. 

Known as FOBs, they are the "centerpiece of the U.S. presence in Iraq," a paper by the Army's Strategic Studies Institute recently concluded. "FOBs have become refuges from danger, places of renewal for physical needs, a respite from the mental stresses of battle, and, finally, a means for soldiers to stay connected with the world outside Iraq." 

The military operates more than 100 FOBs in Iraq. Unlike the rear-area base camps of previous wars, Iraq FOBs are scattered throughout the country, sometimes in the middle of hostile territory. 

Concrete walls more than 12 feet high and a heavily patrolled perimeter keep the bases secure. "The FOBs are, as one Army general put it, 'little oases in the middle of a dangerous and confusing world,' " the Army's study found. 

Frills, no frills 

The bases vary greatly in quality and comfort. Some have swimming pools. Others don't have flush toilets. Some have graded roads and walkways. Others turn into swamps after a rain. 
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Fourth Infantry soldiers play basketball under belching smokestacks at Camp Iskandariyah.


The lack of amenities, combined with hazardous postings, can foster some resentment. But it also can be a point of pride. 

Pvt. James Smith of the Army's 4th Infantry Division, based at Fort Hood, Texas, said he was glad to be stationed at the relatively rugged FOB Iskan, 40 miles south of Baghdad. 

"We can go home and say we fought the real war in Iraq," said Pvt. Smith, "while these other cats were hanging out by the pool." 

His commander, Lt. Col. Pat Donahoe, agrees. "We're out on the frontier," he said. "That'll give them [his soldiers] something to talk about 15 years from now down at the VFW hall." 

FOB Iskan surrounds a working power plant that burns crude oil. Dirty smoke floats across the base, and pools of spilled crude form black, reeking ponds. "Our own little Love Canal," Col. Donahoe said. 

In stark contrast, Camp Victory occupies the palatial grounds of a former Baath Party headquarters in Baghdad. Other FOBs are built on the bones of old Iraqi military bases. Some buildings at the Army's FOB Charlie, adjacent to the city of Hillah, date from the British occupation of Iraq during World War I. 

Quarters also vary. At some bases, soldiers, Marines and others sleep in sweltering tents that are covered with mold. Far more desirable are the "cans" — modular aluminum units with real beds and air conditioners. 
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Out in the field, soldiers may subsist on prepackaged Meals-Ready-to-Eat. The MREs are widely disparaged as tasteless aids to intestinal blockage, though they have a few fans. 

"I like MREs," insisted Pvt. Thomas Krejci, 21, from Denton, Texas. But even better, he said, is the fare at FOB Iskan. "Lobster and steak — I never expected that." 

Most FOBs have dining facilities run by contractors such as KBR, the Halliburton subsidiary. And most of the dining facilities feature an array of food. 

At a typical evening meal, diners can choose from several main courses, sometimes including baked salmon or fried shrimp. There are salad bars and fast-food grills. The dessert counter usually has a dozen types of cakes and pies and four or five flavors of Baskin-Robbins ice cream. 

"Today's soldiers would be hard-pressed to claim they could not get enough to eat," the Strategic Studies Institute noted. 

Recreation options 

Some of the bases also have Pizza Huts, Burger Kings and 24-hour gourmet coffee shops run by the Dallas-based Army and Air Force Exchange Service. 
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Spc. Dennis Niswonger reads a fitness magazine on Carnivore Island, an Army patrol base flanked by the Euphrates and a canal near Musayyib, Iraq. Carnivore was once a haven for terrorists who buried caches of weapons on the island. Soldiers rotate on three-day patrols: most of the meals are MREs.


For dining hall entertainment, big-screen televisions display sporting events or movies. For recreation, there are gyms at most FOBs, as well as rec centers with pool tables and board games. 

Army Pfc. Randy Brown Jr., 20, of Euless, Texas, said he spends his free time playing the video game Black on his Xbox. "You shoot Russian terrorists," he said. 

Many FOBs have sections set aside for small stores run by Iraqis. They carry stacks of pirated DVDs of American movies and TV shows. Also for sale: television satellite dishes, which can be mounted on the cans. 

But soldiers often say they don't have much time for television viewing, or any other recreation. It's not unusual for them to work 15 hours a day, seven days a week. 

The purpose of that, in part, is to keep their minds off home and what they might be missing. But the resulting fatigue can be counterproductive. 

"I tell the commanders, 'You're going against science,' " said Capt. Ryan Trumbo, combat stress officer for FOB Iskan. He was referring to studies showing that soldiers don't perform well when they fail to get enough rest. 

At the same time they are diverted from thoughts of home, soldiers are much better connected to their families than in previous wars. Most bases have Internet cafes. The Army study said more than 95 percent of the soldiers in Iraq report using e-mail, and nearly two-thirds say they use it three or more times a week. 
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Capt. Jason Blake (right), a chaplain, led soldiers in prayer on Palm Sunday at Camp Duke's Chapel near An Najaf, Iraq.


The result, the study found: "Soldiers are handling problems, dealing with issues, and getting involved emotionally in real time." 

That often introduces additional stress. "I could make a living outside the Internet cafe," said Capt. Trumbo, a clinical psychologist. "There's a lot of home-front-type issues." 

Sexual contact is forbidden on the FOBs, although condoms can be obtained from the medic's station. Liquor is outlawed as well, though no one disputes that sex and drinking take place anyway. 

Col. Donahoe of FOB Iskan recently had to discipline a private whose mother sent him whiskey in a Listerine bottle. "And, of course, being 19, he drank the whole thing at once," the colonel said. 

The legal drugs of choice are caffeine and tobacco, available at the FOB post exchange. Well-stocked PXs at the larger bases resemble small Wal-Marts. At the more remote FOBs, such as Iskan, one soldier runs the entire operation, and shelves can frequently go bare. 

Staff Sgt. Arthur Osvold of Wisconsin operates the Iskan PX. Once a week or so, he drives a truck to Baghdad to pick up more stock. He sells items as varied as microwaves, Pop-Tarts and muscle magazines. His biggest seller: Mountain Dew. Marlboros fly off the shelves, too, at $27.55 a carton. 

"I see a guy walking back to his tent with a can of Pringles, it makes me feel good that I put that smile on his face," Sgt. Osvold said. 

Unequal risk 

Though the military sees FOBs as a refuge for soldiers who go on patrols and face combat, many never leave the base. 
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Under armed guard, Sgt. Charles Temple (right), a medic with the 4th, brushes his teeth with Sgt. Christopher Jolly at Camp Carnivore, where there's no runnning water.


"I'm what you call a 'FOB-bit,' " said Sgt. Mark Howell, 27, from Denton, Texas. The term is used — not always kindly — for those who spend their entire yearlong deployment behind base walls. 

Sgt. Howell is the morning disc jockey — "Mark in the morning" — for American Forces Radio in Iraq. "I probably have the easiest job in the military," he said. 

Assigned to the 206th Broadcast Operations Detachment, based in Seagoville, Texas, he broadcasts from inside the heavily fortified Green Zone in Baghdad. His job, he said, is to bring some enjoyment to soldiers with much harsher lives than his. 

"I just try to make their day a little brighter," he said. 

Sgt. Howell said his closest brush with danger came when a bomb exploded on the opposite side of a Green Zone blast wall. 

"Part of the shrapnel came over the wall and fell on me," he said. "It scared the pants off me." 

Unequal distribution of risk is one of the many disparities of FOB life. Another: One base in Baghdad recently featured an officially sponsored Salsa Night. 

Mention that to someone like Army Staff Sgt. Tim Kellner, who spends days and nights on patrol stalking bomb-making insurgents in the Babil province, and the response is incredulity. 

"They're having dances," he said, shaking his head. "We're in a war zone, and they're having dances." 



Online at: http://www.dallasnews.com/sharedcontent/iraq/dispatches2/061006ccdriraqswanson.7c9dc333.html

