West Virginia National Guard Supporting Conflict in Southwest Asia
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  CHARLESTON, W.Va. – U.S. forces were sent to southwest Asia to gain freedom for the Iraqi people, but four West Virginia National Guard soldiers lost their freedom during a brief encounter with Iranian forces on June 1.

  The 1092nd Engineer Battalion soldiers were detained for 29 hours when Iranian forces intercepted two civilian vessels transporting the soldiers and U.S. Army contractors along the Shatt Al Arab River, a waterway that forms a natural boundary between Iraq and Iran.

  The soldiers: Staff Sgt Shawn R. Justice, 30, of Clarksburg; Sgt. James K. Robinson, 39, of Moundsville; Spc. Steven W. Bliss, 24, of St. Clairesville, Ohio; and Spc. Bill Z. Powell, 23, of Huntington - were providing security for the boats, which were en route to an oil platform in the Persian Gulf.

  The Iranians blindfolded and interrogated the soldiers before releasing them back onto the civilian boats. The soldiers were picked up by a U.S. Navy vessel in the area and were taken to Kuwait for debriefing.  

  Justice praised his fellow soldiers for their conduct during captivity.  "I couldn't have asked for a better group of men," he said. "It's hard to say in great detail to make you understand what kind of men they are. You're just going to have to take my word for it."

  Gov. Bob Wise, Adjutant General Allen Tackett, family members and fellow guardsmen gave the soldiers a hero's welcome when they returned to West Virginia on July 1.

  "It's great to be home," said an emotional Justice.  "I mean that."

  Wise told the soldiers that all of West Virginia is proud of their service. "You probably saw yourselves as doing just what was routine. We see you doing something everyday that is heroic."

  Although the soldiers couldn't discuss the incident in detail due to an ongoing investigation, Justice said faith and thoughts of family helped get them through the ordeal.

  "Obviously, we were scared," said Powell.  Praying and thinking of family, especially his 5-year-old sister, helped him deal with the situation, he said.

  Justice made a promise to himself to come home to his daughter, Shawna, and looking at a photo of her when his captors weren't around helped ease the burden, he said. "I pulled my strength from that 3-year-old little girl," he said.

  "Most of my thoughts were with my family," Robinson said. His wedding band also brought comfort. "I did a lot of playing with my wedding band, thinking of my wife and daughter. That's pretty much what got me through it," he said.

  Bliss was so excited to be back in West Virginia that he announced, prematurely, an engagement to his girlfriend, who attended the ceremony.  When asked by a reporter if he would like to make the engagement official by proposing to her on the spot, he replied, "No, I have a better way of doing it."

  Justice thanked the families attending the ceremony for their support.  "No one could ever understand how important it is to a soldier's morale to have a family and home support," he said.

  Both Justice and Tackett asked those attending to remember the soldiers still in harm's way. "This was just one incident," Justice said. "Thousands of U.S. forces, many of whom are your fellow West Virginians, are serving in harm's way every day. We ask that you remember their sacrifice and that of their families."

  "I won't sleep easy until the other almost 2,000 men and women of the West Virginia Army and Air National Guard are home safe with their families as well," Tackett said.

