Letter to Home Regarding Operation Iraqi Freedom

(Editor’s note:  Lieutenant Colonel Thad Hill is the commander of the Florida Army National Guard's 3rd Battalion, 124th Infantry that is on duty in Baghdad, taking part in Operation Iraqi Freedom. He recently wrote this letter to people back home about his battalion's experiences.) 

  Hello Everyone,

 Since I have had little access to either phone or e-mail, I have decided to write this one letter to catch everyone up on what has transpired since I left Kuwait back on March 28th.

  If you did not know - I am in Baghdad. In fact, I am in the heart of Baghdad, almost in its center on the banks of the Tigris River.

  The battalion received a change of mission order to reconsolidate and move to Baghdad to be assigned to V Corps. The line companies A, B and C were in various locations in either Kuwait or Iraq working with the Patriot Missile battalions they had started the war with. I had a hell of a time trying to communicate with them to coordinate a movement and link-up that covered almost 450 miles.  Between e-mails, satellite phones, and CH-47 helicopters, we finally worked out the details. The trip up from Kuwait took two days and allowed the soldiers to see some of the most barren landscapes one could imagine. We saw villages that were so poor, the people actually lived in houses made of mud and straw (mud huts). Camels and sheep were seen all along the route as well as burned hulks of many Iraqi military vehicles and tanks. We stopped at the ancient city of Ur, the birthplace of Abraham and the site of a ziggurat (a temple) dating back over 6,000 years old. We passed by the town of Karbala, one of the most religious cities in the world after Mecca and Medina.

  As we approached Baghdad we saw more destruction caused by the units in front of us that had to fight their way in. My first night in Baghdad was spent at one of Saddam's captured palaces! Charlie Company was the first company to arrive in the city and was immediately assigned to secure the palace. This location is the current headquarters of the Office of Reconstruction and Humanitarian Aid, basically the new seat of the Iraq Government. As Alpha, Bravo and Headquarters and Headquarter Company arrived we were attached to the 3rd Infantry Division, 1st Brigade Combat Team. Our immediate mission was to conduct a relief of one of the battalions of the 101st Airborne Division. This was done in three days, and we took control of our zone in the city on May 6.

  Baghdad has over 5.6 million people and is divided into 56 zones. I am responsible for Zone 17. We are charged with support and stability operations as well as multiple civil affairs-type missions. The zone is characterized as "academia" and "medical," due to the large number of schools, universities and medical facilities within it. The Saddam Medical Center is the largest hospital complex in the country. Some of the most famous and well-known doctors come to this hospital to perform surgeries and operations. There are over 60 schools and two universities as well as the various local shops, markets, stores, neighborhoods, and public utilities you would expect to find in any large city. 

  It is absolutely amazing to think that a Florida Guard battalion is here in the first place, let alone responsible for and doing what we are. Schools have just opened after months of being closed, and I have had to sit down with headmasters, teachers, superintendents, and others - who knows what they were - to reestablish order. I have had to work on pay issues, security issues, schools with unexploded missiles and weapons stored in them, people who were not so good and reliable - but who are still trying to influence things - and looters. Today I was asked by a teacher what she could teach and when she was allowed to test the students. I was amazed at what the old regime had done and what they controlled. By the way, I told the teacher that she could test whenever she wished and that I did not care what she taught as long as the kids were able to learn. The Iraqi people will be responsible to decide what their students will be taught. They are so happy to be able to do this. They just need some time to acquire the proper textbooks and supplies. The same story can be told at the hospitals, were we are detaining medical directors who are trying to sell drugs on the black market and are withholding needed drugs for special friends and VIPs. We have seen children die every day at the Children's Hospital we are securing because these people are so corrupt. My battalion doctors and a squad of infantry will pay a visit to this hospital director tomorrow, and he will either cooperate or I will have him detained. The cool thing about being the boss of this zone is that I can do this - legally. 

  We patrol the streets and neighborhoods day and night and conduct random checks at various places. We have secured numerous weapons and ammunition [caches] and have taken drunks, criminals, and looters off the streets. This has been a very rewarding mission for everyone. I hear daily from the soldiers how this has made the deployment and war a viable endeavor and worthwhile. The lack of freedoms and rights these people suffered and now the thanks we get from the majority we see every day is rewarding.

  We all want to come home as soon as possible, but at least we are busy every day, doing good things that hopefully will allow the people of Baghdad to enjoy what most of us in America take for granted - Freedom.

  If you ever thought you had it bad, you have no idea what bad really is. The men of the 3rd Battalion, 124th Infantry will never forget what we have done here and what we have seen.

  I hope to write again or better yet talk and see you all very soon.

  Thad

