CAUGHT BETWEEN IRAQ AND A HARD PLACE

By Cpl Deric M. Ostrum

*Fifth in a series


During the past week, many Marines kept asking me what my next article would be about.  To tell the truth, I wasn’t sure for some time.  In the first four papers, I summed up, quite broadly, the first two months in Kuwait; the setting up, the starting up, and the settling in.  Now that life has become a bit repetitious, the opportunities for original story ideas have become slim.  There just isn’t anything exciting anymore to discuss.  I could tackle the subjects I have already mentioned and expand on them a little by getting into more specifics like how  bad the sandstorms really are and how awful the food truly is, but those topics might have to wait for the inevitable boredom that will follow the war.   After all, what could I possibly write about after the cannons cool down?  So what does a young Marine, a little south of the front lines, have to write about when rear life has become a rerun?


How about the reruns themselves?  Simple sameness can be a good thing.  Some of the funniest episodes of Cheers, Mama’s Family, and The Simpsons are better enjoyed the second or third or fourth time around.  Even the awful series Saved by the Bell rakes in millions of dollars in syndication while being one of the most mundane pieces of entertainment to ever hit television, but somebody watches it.  Repetition is good, except for Bell, and the simple repetitive nature and routine of the lives we lead now are wonderful blessings. 


Here at Camp Fox, the Marines see the same sights and same faces everyday.  We live, sleep, work, and eat with the same men and women, each sunrise ‘till sunset.  We are completely associated with each other to such an extent, we have become family to one another.  Sure we have our individual differences, but there are very little surprises left when it comes to knowing each other.    


In the hooches, we know when someone is in a horrible mood after being woken up from a fantastic dream, and we know when someone is in a great mood after receiving a care package with more sweets than anything from home in Alabama.  We know if they snore or they talk in their sleep.  We know if they have good hygiene or they have to keep their boots outside during the night.  We know if the Marine is a reader, a writer, or a drawer.  There are the rock-n-roll, rap, Top 40, and classical Marines.  Some curl weights, pounding out repetitions while others curl up in their sleeping bags, pounding out the Z’s. There is very little kept from one another in our living quarters.  All of these characteristics have become routine and we expect them from each other.     

When it comes to daily life outside the hooches, the groups of Marines turn into small schools of fish.  They move around with each other; from the hooch to the head to the chow hall and to the smoke pit, never changing currents or swimming out of class.  Following this nomadic morning ritual, the students move up stream, on to work for a 12 hour vacation in the cooler waters of air conditioning, provided, of course, for the electrical capability of our test equipment.  Again, we see the same faces following the same schedules.  The Marines have become hooked on this daily routine for some time now.  

After six weeks, we have even familiarized ourselves with the chow hall menus.  Wednesday night is Mexican night.  About every two weeks or so, they give us hamburgers on oversized buns with squiggly pieces of meat they call hot dogs.  I can’t write here what the Marines really call these wieners, but let’s just say these Devil Dog’s possess a well done imagination.  Every morning there is an amazingly delicious breakfast that never lets up in its variety.  The Marines can have either scrambled eggs or scrambled eggs.  They can have either corn flakes or corn flakes.  There are no grumbling stomachs in this chow hall when the sun comes up.  For lunch, the menu does become a bit ordinary.  There are sandwiches, chips, juice, and a cookie every day.  They come in a red and white plastic bag.  We use to jokingly call them Kuwaiti Surprise, but there are no more surprises.  The only time we are caught off guard is when the ketchup package turns up a different color.

The living, sleeping, working, and eating, aren’t the only things that have become dreadfully ordinary here at Camp Fox.  The Marines’ senses are bombarded with bland sights, sounds, and smells that could drive the average civilian insane.  We see the same dull tan port-o-johns staring at us, every morning when we wake.  We see the same flowery shower curtains hanging in the same boring white shower trailers pumping out the same hot and cold running water.  Each night, we drift into slumber listening to the constant annoying humming of the generators pumping electricity and air conditioning into our hooches.  And each day, we garner fond whiffs of the laundry tent as the foreign nationals write our information down to have our clothes cleaned and delivered back to us. 


These boringly bland blessings are a God send and we should be very thankful.  More thankful than this article reads.  For these routines and reruns we complain about and make fun of are the stuff dreams are made of to the Marines fighting on the front lines in Iraq.  Those Marines and Soldiers would give about anything, I’m guessing, to be back here where we are.  I couldn’t imagine the look on their faces if they got to eat at a chow hall, with hot food and cold juices.  I wonder what their awe and amazement would be like if they were allowed to get six to eight hours of sleep in a closed tent, in sleeping bags, on a cot with ice cool air blowing in between their snores.  What would it feel like to have the chance to go to work in a van with lights shining and radios playing music, and the fresh smell of coffee just moments away, without bullets flying overhead or wondering if your next breath is your last?   Could a Marine on the outskirts of Baghdad use some hot and cold running water or an enclosed location to use the restroom? What could it possibly feel like to pull over a car with an Iraqi civilian inside and wonder if you will have to kill them or have your life taken away when the worst part of my day is finding out the laundry guy lost a pair of my skive shorts?


The answers to these questions aren’t hard at all.  Some of those Marines “up there” are moving at an incredible speed, trying to gain inches of ground towards accomplishing their mission.  They wear the same boots, the same socks, the same underwear, and the same miserable face.  These are the only things that are the “same” to them.  To the fighting Marines, daily routines are life and death decisions and situations.  They have no boredom.  They have no schedules.  Their world is full of a deathly variety.  They yearn for a constant other than the constant sound of artillery.  They dream of reliability, other than trying to rely on deceiving civilians.  They pray for a comfort other than the uncomfortable bed of sand and rocks each night.

I am not saying that what we at ELMACO do is not important.  On the contrary, it is very important and the radios, telephones, and switchboards we repair are needed at the front lines to make this war a successful one.  The Marine Corps is all part of the same winning team here in the Middle East.  I have no doubt that many of the Marines from Wire, Radio, Forward, and Calibration platoons would volunteer to move forward in a heart beat.  In fact, we already have some ELMACO Marines in Iraq enduring these hardships.  

What I am saying, however, is that when it comes to complaining about the same dull activities we endure here and the boring lifestyle we lead, the Marines taking the heavy fire in Iraq don’t have that same luxury.  If they stop, for only a second, to disagree with their living conditions, someone could die.  Monotonous reruns are pleasant forms of entertainment.  So the next morning I stop to whine about the quality of my day-to-day runny scrambled eggs, I should honestly consider the situation my fellow Marine is in, while he is hungry and wondering if he will have the opportunity to live to see another day.

