Been There, Done That, and Doing It Again
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  Been there, done that, and doing it again sums up the way that members of the Michigan Air National Guard's 110th Fighter Wing have rather rapidly turned themselves around to take part in Operation Iraqi Freedom.

  Nearly 300 members of that A-10 fighter outfit from Battle Creek are somewhere in Southwest Asia flying close air support missions and providing cover for search and rescue operations during the war to topple the regime of Saddam Hussein and to search for weapons of mass destruction.

  "It is not uncommon for our pilots to spend up to 12 hours a day in the cockpit," explained Maj. Robert DeCoster, the wing's public affairs officer.

  Many of the Guard members from Michigan are flying and maintaining those airplanes in Southwest Asia for the second time this year. They completed one operation over there in early January, and they went back in early March. They are living proof that National Guard units can complete one assignment and be deployed for another one on practically a moment's notice.

  About 260 people from the 110th, manning a squadron of airplanes, participated in a 45-day deployment to Kuwait for the ongoing Operation Southern Watch over the no-fly zone in Southern Iraq. 

  That scheduled Aerospace Expeditionary Force rotation began just before Thanksgiving and ended on Jan. 4.  Then most of the troops returned to Battle Creek. 

  The 110th, commanded by Col. Rodger Seidel, had barely caught its breath before it was ordered to send a similar-size force back to Southwest Asia, for a year or longer, where coalition forces were preparing for the invasion of Iraq, DeCoster explained.

  Units completing a major deployment such as an AEF rotation usually have up to 18 months to get their feet back on the ground, to revitalize their people, and to upgrade and perform long-term maintenance on the airplanes, DeCoster pointed out.

  The 110th had about 45 days to get ready to go to war, said DeCoster.

  "That is a task that the wing leadership believes to be unprecedented in recent times," he added.

  Since half of the squadron's aircraft were already deployed to the region, the Michigan wing "borrowed" the other half of the planes needed to round out the squadron from its sister unit, the 124th Wing in Boise, Idaho.

  About 30 of the 110th's personnel were activated in place because they were already in the region helping the Boise unit with its AEF commitment.

  Battle Creek pilots flew the squadron of planes to Southwest Asia in late February, and the main body of 110th people left Michigan on March 6. Everyone was in place and ready to go when the war began on March 20, DeCoster explained.

  About 80 percent of the people who took part in the Southern Watch deployment are again serving with the wing during Iraqi Freedom, he added.  

  A little more than a third of that force is full-time Guard members. The rest are traditional Guard members who have had to leave civilian jobs for the second time or stay away a lot longer than they had anticipated to continue serving in Southwest Asia.

  The wing did not get called for the first Gulf War in 1990 or '91 because it was converting from its small A-37s to the A-10s that came into their own during Desert Storm. 

  It has been very busy since then, however. More than 1,100 members have been deployed to support operations twice in Bosnia, once in Kosovo, and for two Southern Watch rotations -- from June to August of 2000 and from last November until early January.

  The 110th was one of three Air Guard fighter units deployed to support Operation Allied Force over Kosovo. And the wing deployed 50 to 100 people to support operations Enduring Freedom and Noble Eagle following the terrorist attacks of Sept. 11, 2001.

  The A-10s have "the ability to deliver accurate and effective firepower against ground threats, especially enemy tanks and other armored vehicles," wing officials have pointed out. That helps to explain why that seasoned wing got the call on short notice to again help take on the forces of Saddam Hussein.  



Dangerous Afghanistan

  The March 29 combat-related death of Illinois Air National Guard Staff Sgt. Jacob Frazier, 24, in Afghanistan reminds us that country is still a dangerous place during the ongoing war against terrorism.



  Frazier was killed March 29 while in a four-vehicle reconnaissance patrol that was ambushed near Geresk in the Helmand province of south central Afghanistan, an area friendly to the Taliban.

  He was killed four days after another member of the Air National Guard, Maj. Gregg Stone from Idaho, died in Kuwait during Operation Iraqi Freedom after a U.S. soldier allegedly tossed a grenade into his tent.

  Frazier from St. Charles, Ill., was a tactical air command and control specialist in the 169th Air Support Operations Squadron under the 182nd Airlift Wing in Peoria. Tactical air command and control specialists travel with Army ground forces and are responsible for coordinating air strikes whenever needed to help forces on the ground accomplish their mission.

  Frazier deployed to Afghanistan in January to support Operation Enduring Freedom and was working with U.S. Army Special Forces personnel in that country when he became the Illinois Guard's first combat-related casualty, officials stated.

  Two other National Guard members, both from the 19th Special Forces Group, have also been killed in Afghanistan within the past year. 

  Colorado Army Guard Sgt. 1st Class Daniel Romero was killed on April 15, 2001, with three other U.S. soldiers when a 107mm rocket exploded as they were destroying captured weapons near Kandahar.

  West Virginia Army Guard Sgt. Gene Vance was killed last May 19 when his unit came under heavy fire during a patrol in eastern Afghanistan.


  "Staff Sgt. Frazier died while serving his country in the mission of bringing opportunity to the people of Afghanistan. This brave airman typifies the best qualities of all who serve in the National Guard, and we will always remember that he gave the ultimate sacrifice in doing his duty," said Maj. Gen. David Harris, the Illinois National Guard's adjutant general.


  "He knew the dangers he would face. He has made the ultimate sacrifice in our nation's war on terrorism and deserves our honor and gratitude for that sacrifice," Harris added. "All members of the Illinois National Guard, both Air and Army, extend sincerest condolences to his family and loved ones."

  "The Illinois National Guard currently has about 2,700 soldiers and airmen mobilized in support of operations Noble Eagle, Enduring Freedom, and Iraqi Freedom," officials reported. "Of that total, approximately 350 are members of the Peoria air wing who are deployed and actively supporting U.S. military operations around the world."

Family's footsteps

  It is not hard to imagine the buzz saw that young Brian Joseph Philpot ran into on March 27 in south-central Missouri. It was his first day of Basic Combat Training at Fort Leonard Wood. Operation Iraqi Freedom was just a week old. 

  There's nothing like a shooting war to put the "drill" into drill sergeants who have to turn young civilian men and women into soldiers. It gets them pumped up even more than usual, if that is possible.

  Brian, who is 18 and who graduated from Lake Braddock High School in Burke, Va., less than a year ago, was upholding a family tradition as he began learning the tough lessons of soldiering as a new member of the Virginia Army National Guard.

  His father, Brian Emerson Philpot, is a major in the New Jersey Army Guard and a team chief who oversees funding for military construction at this country's Army Guard installations. He has worked at the Army National Guard's Readiness Center in Arlington, Va., since March 1999.

  The father, who has been an engineer officer since 1985, swore his son into the Virginia Army Guard on Feb. 14. The son joined Company B of the 229th Engineer Battalion, based in Fredericksburg, which has been mobilized to support Operation Noble Eagle in the Military District of Washington.


  Young Philpot will be in training at Fort Leonard Wood until July before he can join the war against terrorism, said his father who explained the son was "doing good" while adjusting to military life and the drill sergeants' demands for more pushups. 

  The National Guard was a logical choice for Brian Joseph because four members of his family, including his father, joined the New Jersey Guard on the same day in 1981. 



  "My father joined the same day I did. My uncle and my cousin also enlisted that day," said Maj. Philpot who then earned his commission in 1984.

  His father had already served in the Coast Guard and stayed in the Army Guard for a year, Maj. Philpot explained. His uncle had served in the Special Forces while in the active Army and got back into the Special Forces after joining the Guard. His cousin served for many years as a traditional Guard soldier before being discharged, Philpot added.

  It is certainly no secret, therefore, that Maj. Philpot is downright delighted that his only son and the oldest of his three children has stepped up to carry on the family's National Guard tradition during these trying times.

  "I'm absolutely proud of him," said Philpot of his son who intends to earn a commission himself and to study finance in college. "I didn't push him to do this, but I think this is the greatest thing he could do for himself and for his country."

