War-battered unit heads home at last
Troops recall bonds they forged in Iraq, dream of U.S. reunions
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From Wire Reports
BAQOUBA, Iraq – During the nervous hours while waiting for the next patrol – playing cards and dominoes, smoking cigarettes to calm the nerves – the reunions turn over in their heads.

Sgt. Steven Williams has a dream that his 4-year-old daughter, Valerie, runs from the stands at Fort Hood, Texas, when he and his fellow soldiers return next week after more than a year in Iraq.

"And I break formation," he says, "and run in front of everybody and hug my daughter."

Even as U.S. military officials point to recent successes in Iraq, this year will go down as the deadliest for U.S. troops since the 2003 invasion, with more than 865 killed so far.

For 14 months, the 3rd Brigade Combat Team of the 1st Cavalry Division has been deployed in Diyala province, one of the deadliest.

Bravo Company of 1-12 Combined Arms Battalion had it worse than most. Of 150 men, including those attached to Bravo Company, 14 were killed and another 30 were wounded and sent home.

Two others with no physical injuries were reassigned to the home front because "emotionally, they couldn't take it any more," said Capt. Marc Austin, the company commander.

On the worst days, when mortars were raining down around their outpost, an abandoned women's teachers college dormitory in the town of Tahrir, they recalled it as a certain kind of hell.

"We're different people than we were when we left" the United States, said Staff Sgt. Peter Wallat, 32, from Santa Cruz, Calif.

For now, Bravo Company is concerned with making it back. A military superstition dictates that no one mentions what everyone is thinking: leaving without another casualty.

"As the days draw near, I get that feeling. It's kind of a weird, trapped feeling," said Pfc. Ryan Sanderson, 25, of Perry, Mich., who had his share of close calls and witnessed a fellow soldier's head blown off by a mortar back in December.

Bravo Company, which goes by the moniker "Bonecrushers," will return to Texas with only one of the 11 Bradley fighting vehicles it brought here. Improvised explosive devices, a favorite of the insurgency, claimed the others. All told, the company lost 18 Bradleys, including replacements.

Three of four tanks were destroyed. The last was in a May 26 explosion that killed Spc. Francis Trussel. His commander, Sgt. Williams, was in the tank and survived.

"I'm so glad to get out of here," said Sgt. Wallat, also a tank commander. "But we'll always have part of us here. A lot of our friends, the ones we lost here, will always be here."

Their bodies are buried in America, of course, but their memories, for their buddies, are in Iraq.

The soldiers leave also with a marked sense of achievement, having made Tahrir relatively safe again.

Shops and schools reopened, the market in Baqouba, the provincial capital, has doubled in size, and displaced Iraqis have returned.

The population of Tahrir, which borders Baqouba to the south and is home to many of the area's prominent families, has reached 80,000, double the number in the spring and summer, during intense fighting with al-Qaeda-linked insurgents.

Bravo Company hasn't lost a soldier since September, when Capt. Drew Jensen, from an attached unit, died of injuries he sustained in May. The recipe for relative calm – aggressive urban warfare, augmented by surge units, combined with alliances with suspected former insurgents – has drawn the attention of top brass.

But beyond questions of peace and stability in Iraq, these men will remember each other, said 1st Sgt. Bobby Colella, 37, of Levittown, Pa., the highest-ranking enlisted soldier in the company.

"There were really good times and a lot of bad times," he said.

They say they can recognize each other in the darkness from the way they walk. They know one another better than anyone else – better than their wives, several said.

"Nobody will totally understand where they're coming from. The only people who really do are the guys who are in this unit," Sgt. Colella said.

Bonds were forged from fighting and killing – and surviving – as well as living side by side in a derelict building with no electricity that they first called Disneyland as a joke.

They since added electricity and even a large-screen television hooked up to Armed Forces Network. Still, there is no Internet access or telephones, and showers run cold more often than hot.

Bravo Company, traveling with other elements of 1-12 Battalion, started leaving Diyala province on Tuesday and will continue through next week. They are expected back in Fort Hood in two groups, arriving on Wednesday and Dec. 4. Bad weather can cause delays and extend the trip, however.

They won't spend Thanksgiving together, but said they have plenty to be thankful for, not least to be heading home alive.

After the homecoming, the soldiers will adjust to the slower pace of life in America. Many of these infantrymen and tankers have spent roughly half of the past four years in Iraq.

Sgt. Williams, who dreams of running to meet his 4-year-old daughter, has only spent one Christmas with her. He said he plans on spoiling her this year.

In quieter moments, they say they will sit down with their wives and discuss the things they didn't mention on brief telephone conversations while they were in Iraq.

The painful memories they said they kept bottled up so they could focus on a difficult mission will undoubtedly come back.

In small groups, Capt. Austin has urged his soldiers to look out for each other when they return and to not be afraid to seek counseling.

"If you guys think over the past year, how many horrible things have you seen? I'm not a psychiatrist, but you can't bury events like this past year. You can't bury it and pretend it never happened," Capt. Austin told a group of regulars one night last week. "How do you explain what we did this past year to someone who wasn't here? To say it was bad doesn't do it justice."

Most sat stony-faced.

"I'm going to counseling when I get home," Capt. Austin told them. "Not because I think I need it, but my wife might need it because of me."

According to Lt. Col. Morris Goins, commander of 1-12 Battalion, 70 percent of the battalion has signed up for military counseling when they return, including him.

He wrote notes to families of the deceased and has exchanged e-mails with two mothers and a father.

He also meant to keep in touch with the wounded, he said, but "it was so many. Emotionally, I couldn't take it."
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Fort Hood soldiers mark Thanksgiving in Iraq

Gen. Petraeus makes the rounds on Thanksgiving, thanks 1st Cavalry for its service in Iraq.
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BAQOUBA, Iraq — Gen. David Petraeus, commander of U.S. forces in Iraq, on a whirlwind tour of Army mess halls on Thanksgiving, asked soldiers scheduled to head home over the next few days to tell Americans of progress in their corner of Iraq.

"When you go back, you need to convey a sense you have achieved progress that you should all feel proud about," Petraeus told about 30 members of Fort Hood's 1-12 Combined Arms Battalion, 3rd Brigade, 1st Cavalry Division. "You helped give a sense that this can be done. It is a task that is doable."

The revival of Baqouba, once one of Iraq's most dangerous cities and without a functioning government, is one of the Army's biggest success stories this year. The battalion, with the help of surge units that arrived in the spring and summer, restored a degree of security to this provincial capital and reduced sectarian tensions.

For the Fort Hood-based battalion, this was a Thanksgiving they were meant to spend at home, but with a three-month extension to their tour, the soldiers spent their second Thanksgiving in a row in Iraq.

Most of the battalion is scheduled to leave today for a roughly five-day journey back to Fort Hood. The rest will leave early next week.

"I'm thankful that I'm going home, being able to count the days that I'm going home," said Cpl. Wes Brooks, 24, of Buford, Ga. "And that I'm alive."

The battalion lost 28 soldiers in the past 14 months.

Pfc. James Webb II, 22, who was playing guitar and dancing, said he's looking forward to getting "a new tattoo, a new computer, a new guitar and a new amp."

A machine gunner in Iraq, Webb plans to leave the Army and apply to the University of Texas to study business and theater.

"Being over here gives you a deeper appreciation for life," he said. "It's not like I notice blue skies and rainbows. Nah. I mean to be able to go out and get a beer, to hang out with women, just to sleep in a nice bed."

Sgt. Darrell Buck, 29, of Edmond, Okla., a sniper, said he was "extremely disappointed" that he missed Thanksgiving with his wife and 11-month-old daughter, Layla, whom he hasn't seen since he flew home to see her birth, but he said, "It's all for a good cause."

He ate a pizza Thursday instead of turkey because the pizza was "something a little closer to home."

The dining hall was serving turkey, but it wasn't grandma's. During lunch hours, turkey was served in chunks, soaked in gravy. But there was also prime rib, honey-glazed ham and shrimp cocktail. The serving lines stretched for an hour and a half at times.

The line was only five minutes long when Petraeus arrived about 6 p.m. The four-star general ate and chatted with soldiers in Stevie's Cafe, a new room in the dining hall dedicated to Texas guitar legend Stevie Ray Vaughan.

He also awarded the Commanding General's Coin for Excellence in Combat to 30 members of 1-12 Battalion.

He told them: "All Americans give thanks for you and your comrades here. Well done to all of you. Go back with your heads held high and remember those who are not going back."
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