In Between Chow, History Took Place

I had forgotten one of the single greatest truths in a soldier’s life.  Enlisted or commissioned, our lives are a chaotic and mundane grind of military operations, measured in perfect increments that take place between chow every day.    It may take weeks, months, maybe years for the events of those six hour blocks of time to come together enough to form a clear picture. 

During the execution of national policy when the most powerful military machine in human history is at work, a clear picture is almost never present.  Sometimes though, in the midst of turning points in history, one day in a hundred, gives us a whisper, an echo that reminds us of what we are fighting for.  More importantly this whisper shows us why it is worth the sacrifice of leaving families, jobs and a safe life.  Election Day was that day in Iraq for me, and I witnessed it measured in perfect increments that took place between chow.

0300 hours January 30th 2005 – Somewhere in Kirkuk, Iraq

Breakfast

I have been back in the Infantry for almost five days now.  I am not the Infantryman I used to be.  I am now a father of three, and my knees are killing me after the last five days, but I can still do my job, and the job they need me to do.  I am a part of a larger contingent of 116th Brigade Combat Team made up of National Guardsmen who have been temporally attached to the 2nd Brigade 25th Infantry Division to provided additional support on Election Day.  The past four days have been spent preparing vehicles, equipment and polling places for this day.  I have been on numerous patrols with my new team.  The night of the 29th January 2005 reminded us that the opposition still had bullets and bombs.  It appeared to confirm feelings the guys of Alpha Company 1-21st Gimlets had, that war was about to reappear.  We ate dinner that night to the sounds of random explosions, and gun battles.

After an hour or so of sleep, we readied vehicles for the launch of our particular operation that would kick off at 0500 hrs.  There are no jokes, boasting or war cries, just confident smiles and an occasional nod to one another.  These guys have been together for over a year in a combat zone and this is the last job to be done before they return to Hawaii.  For this, the 2nd Brigade 25th Infantry Division and 116th Brigade Combat Team have pooled man power and I am glad to be accepted and a part of their team.  We have time to eat some left over potato wedges from last night with some full cream shelf milk.

The convoy rolls out to the sound of a large explosion to the southwest.  Most think it was an IED.  Our first stop is a polling site in our sector.  The Iraqi security apparatus made up of police and army units are leading this effort.  They are responsible for their citizens’ safety at the polling site and will take the brunt of any direct attack.  As we roll up, everyone notices that the Iraqis security forces are at the ready.  They are deployed, and finally appear well trained, even to those in Alpha Company who remember a year ago when these same security forces would show up to training in slippers and only when they had time.

We are dismounted and in a security stance.  Alpha’s Company Commander and First Sergeant are away visiting with locals and officials within the polling site.  I watch Iraqi’s of all age’s stream past me in their very best.  They wear suits, ethnic gowns, elaborate dresses and often rags of poverty.  They are acutely aware, as I am of the explosions and random gunfire.  They do not waiver or hesitate.  Their eyes are fixed on the polling site ahead with their new flag flying above it.  It was right there, right then, that the first of two events took place on this day that will stay with me to the end of my life.  

As I watched the passing people, a small humble group approached.  There was a lull in the voting crowds and they were all alone.  A husband and wife were supporting an old man between them, slowly taking steps.  The old man had an IV that the son was holding aloft, with more tubes from his waist that went into a plastic bag at his side.  As they approached I noticed they were Arabs.  When they passed, the old man looked at me and put his hand over his heart, showing his gratitude for the ability to vote.  I watched their slow progression towards the poll.  Just past them was another group.  This time it was a younger couple, in modern dress with their daughter between them, in a beautiful pink dress.  It reminded me of my own daughter waiting for me at home.  She loves to wear pretty pink dresses too.

As I watched this perfect expression of Iraq, both the old and the very young bound by this one day, the familiar hiss of an incoming rocket grew louder.  I couldn’t do anything but stare at these two groups of Iraqi’s moving towards the polls.  They too heard the hiss; they were more familiar with this sound than me, but continued to walk dignified to the polling site as the rest of Alpha Company was finding cover.  The hiss turned into a whine and then it hit.  A house above the polling station erupted in a dusty cloud and the Iraqi’s continued to march to the polls without flinching or even looking at the explosion.  Just before we left for our next station, the old man walked by, holding his now indelibly purple right index finger in the air.  The pride radiating from his face was unmistakable.  With one act, he recovered his dignity, which had been stolen by a tyrant.  How can I possibly describe the return of hope and dignity that I saw in these peoples eyes?

1130 Hours, Election Day – Somewhere in Kirkuk, Iraq

Lunch


We had to pick up a State Department official for the next round of polling station visits.  That meant hot chow made by US government contract chefs.  Everyone was well pleased.  Fudge brownies tend to have that effect.  That afternoon we passed several polls.  Iraqi’s were lined up at every location.  They were happy, patient and on foot due to a vehicle restriction aimed at eliminating the possibility of car bombs.  At our second to last stop there are particularly long lines to vote.  Everyone is happy and orderly.  I notice the conversation starts to fad away.  I am standing by my vehicle pulling security.  As I look towards the lines about 20 feet away, I see an old man carrying a rather rotund woman which I take for his wife over his shoulder much like a fireman would rescue an unconscious victim.  With her back side up for all to see, this was about as undignified and un-Muslim as it could get.  Almost as one, the entire 200 plus people in a line that formed on both sides of the street understood before we did, that this was the only way this lady would be able to vote.  It was the only way her husband could get her to the polls.  As they walked by he was apologizing, and she was both humiliated and determined at once.  This didn’t last long.  The crowd slowly turned their backs on the couple and many put their hands to their hearts allowing this woman to keep her dignity and honor.  They let her go to the head of the line.  Within minutes, the couple came out, purple fingers held high and gigantic Iraqi smiles blazing.  The old man actually ran through the crowd, who this time broke out in sporadic cheers as he ran down the road with his wife held high, in all of her upended glory.

1900 Hours Election Day – Somewhere in Kirkuk, Iraq

Dinner

Many of soldiers of Alpha Company are back in the Company assembly area, with their armor off, watching the president address the nation and trying to get something down for dinner.  For me that consists of stale sunflower seeds and a can of Sprite.  No one has come to grips with what they witnessed during the day.  There were no large scale attacks, there was massive voter turnout and now the night was filled with a thousand car horns, music, singing - the sounds of a nation being reborn.


Before today, I wondered what anything we were doing in Iraq would accomplish in the end.  I only saw a futile task that I equated to casting ‘pearls before swine’.  I felt strongly that the Iraqi’s didn’t want, understand or deserve the blood sacrifice Americans were paying for them.   It was on Election Day in Iraq that I understood in this new century what it means to be an American has transcended our borders.  The Declaration of Independence says “But when a long train of abuses and usurpations, pursuing invariably the same Object evinces a design to reduce them under absolute Despotism, it is their right, it is their duty, to throw off such Government, and to provide new Guards for their future security”.  It has become clear to me that tyranny must be confronted at the root, wherever it grows or flourishes.

I am proud to be a citizen soldier in the 116th Brigade Combat Team serving in Iraq.  I am proud to stand my watch.  Duty is not an easy burden.  It is shouldered only by the brave, the strong and the proud.  It was in the highest traditions of American minutemen fighting along side the federal military in defense of freedom that my fellow guardsmen and I carried out our duty in the chaotic and mundane grind of military operations, measured in perfect increments that take place between chow even on Election Day in Iraq.

- Matt Salisbury
In Between Chow 
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