Persian Gulf Report 
by Becky Switzer, LOK Class XX
After an incredible holiday season, we kissed the kids goodbye and packed for our ten-day journey to Iraq.  Ten days, one bag. Really?

The flight into Dulles International was easy. During a six-hour layover, we met some friends for dinner and returned to the airport.  We met up with retired college football celebrities, and our “teammates” for the tour, Joe Washington, Tony Casillas, Brian Bosworth, Bruce Smith, Rocket Ismail, T. Martin, Tommy Frasier, Ty Detmer and Coach Tommy Bowden. To our surprise, the cast of Saturday Night Live— a very entertaining group—was also going to Iraq representing “Stars for Stripes”.  We flew at night, so we did not see that much through the plane windows. I slept a little. Toward the end, I looked out and watched, fascinated by the oil refineries with there massive flames standing alone in the desert.

After a cramped, exhausting 14-hour flight, I thought of that old saying, “I’d walk a mile for a Camel,” but I was sure camels might run away from us. We were all tired and needed a little refreshing. After arrival in Kuwait, we were swept through customs and we headed to our hotel for the evening. During the drive from the airport, we passed incredible homes, massive mansions that looked like mini museums, one after another. There were interesting tin-covered structures that stood in front of every mansion, these were their garages.  Interesting to have these huge mansions with tin garages.
As we approached the hotel, the cars went through several security checks. They looked under the hood, in the trunk, under the van, checking for explosives.  I am almost 100% sure these jobs are out-sourced.
We were met by our advance team and given the keys to our rooms. A gentleman proudly told Barry and me we would be staying in President Obama’s suite. Honestly at this point, Motel 8 would have been acceptable (as long as I had my “bodpod”). We were served a welcome dinner fit for kings, and then went straight to bed.

Our first day in Kuwait was a full day, and I mean full. We met and greeted soldiers at three different bases after an hour drive through their version of countryside. If you love sand, sand and more sand you’ll love it here…no trees, notta, zilch.  I did see my camels, so cute, and lots of tents. Hundreds of tents dotted the land, like tent cities. Our host explained it was vacation season and that families gather here for weeks at a time.
The military had us wrapped in security: a lead car and a rear car fully loaded with let’s say whatever might be needed in an emergency.  We never slowed down at turns, but reeled right around them practically on two wheels. I was told later that curves and turning points are great attack points. Very comforting.

I want to stop for a moment and tell you about our amazing team.  The players and coaches are so wonderful; they have such respect for each and every soldier, so gracious, kind, sensitive, gentlemanly. Not that I expected anything other than that, but I wish you could have experienced how wonderful they were with the troops, who were so excited to see them. 

I was curious and obviously had no idea what to expect at the bases. At our first base stop, soldiers perform in-country training before being deployed deep into Iraq or Afghanistan (side note:  my first grade teacher assigned a report on Afghanistan some eons ago. I never dreamed I’d be so close).  It was a little tens at this base. Everyone walked around with big guns. I started thinking of the guns as purses; they were just natural wardrobe accessories. Computers, phones, play stations and snacks filled the USO buildings. It was a place where soldiers could relax. With their guns. I noticed a children’s book room where parents could video themselves reading a story to their children and send it to them.  I was told that young children often forget what mom or dad looks like so these video stations are extremely important for families.
Joking was scarce, as soldiers were getting ready to be deployed. Some for their second or third deployment. These kids were amazing (I say kids with all due respect. Their faces are so young, precious. As a mom, it was difficult at times not to think of my own children being in this place, so far from home).

As we entered the buildings, we saw tables for autographs, photo sessions and chat time with the troops.  The younger soldiers were not so familiar with our accompanying college football greats, but they sure knew the Universities.  Football resonates with all of them—a sort of bonding point. High fives, fist pumps, a bit of trash talk. There were so many University of Oklahoma flags and banners.  The soldiers truly lost themselves in the moment— a great escape from war prep.

Our next base assisted soldiers returning from deployment. This base held an entirely different feel: not excitement, not really depressing, but a sense of numbness. I thought maybe these kids had seen more than they ever should have.  This crew was headed home and they said they were happy; they could not wait to sleep in late, in their own beds.  I hugged a soldier and he looked at me and said, “I haven’t had a hug in so long.” From this point on I became a hug monster!
Our third base of the day was a stop for soldiers going on R&R. Again; I felt the same heavy numbness hanging on their shoulders.  It’s a long way from home for sure.
Before coming here to Iraq, I felt the soldiers would view our visit as just another routine morale-booster. But, honestly, you could see, hear and feel the troops’ joy and excitement when we interacted with them.  Our group was universally loved and universally sought after, especially the cheerleaders from the University of Colorado, who were amazing young women. They were poised, outgoing, and definitely favorites of the troops. 

At 10:00 pm, we returned to the hotel. Goodnight, Tommy Bowden! Goodnight precious players! Goodnight, sweet cheerleaders and goodnight, security team! On second thought, you guys keep one eye open… Sleep well, tomorrow is a busy day.

A long first day. As I lay in bed trying to sleep, I thought of all the young men and women who are so disciplined, so mission-oriented, so American Special.  I wondered why our society couldn’t be more reflective of this. It almost makes me angry to think of anyone at home griping about anything. Oh, my troops. I love you all. Come home soon.

3:05 a.m. All bags going to Iraq must be in the lobby. My kind of day!

3:10 a.m. My hair dryer starts on fire. Not a good hair day.

4:30 a.m. No Starbucks? (Well, actually it just wasn’t open.) I can’t face the day without my coffee.

6:00 a.m. Now this was amazing—body armor, 35 pounds of steel plates to wrap lovingly around your upper body. Mine is too big and way to heavy; thank goodness I did some pre-training prior to the trip by lifting Christmas presents. Here is where I think my potential as a soldier might end, we just had to wear flap jackets and helmets but the troops carry 35 lbs. of body armor, a rifle, a helmet (and it is not the weight of a bike helmet), an 80 lb. backpack, and that’s just the beginning.  I asked a female soldier how she does this; she said you get used to it.  She told me she runs six miles 3-5 times a week in hers (approximately 135-150 extra pounds on her body). I told her that would kill me and she laughed and told me that it ruins a great pedicure!  This was her second deployment and I ask her how it felt; she looked at me, smiled, and said, “I don’t get to be a real girl for a year.” Wow.
Next, we armored up and boarded an incredible C-130.  After riding in this bulk of a plane, I can now relate to a sardine in its can, a cow in a cattle truck and a package in a FedEx semi.  This is not a luxury liner. No plush seats here and there was a makeshift tent and a bucket for a toilet. And I thought the bathroom on our commercial flight was gross. Earplugs in, cargo ramp up and we were off to Bahrain to pick up more cargo to transport to Iraq.   More cargo?  We had a group of soldiers on board with us; despite the noise of the plane they were all sleeping, finger on the trigger, head on the butt end of the gun, holding a water bottle, just trying to get a little shuteye. They barely acknowledged our existence.
I was allowed into the cockpit where the pilots gave me a geography lesson on where we were. To our immediate right was Iran.  “Hello Mahmoud!”  Our pilot showed me how Saddam purposefully re-routed the rivers south to kill off the population’s ability to grow food or to have available water. Nice guy.

There are no passenger windows in this plane, so there were no visual clues to understand the rolls, dips and altitude aka stomach drops (on one such roll, T. Martin’s eyes were about to pop out). I had to laugh. “Hang on T, we’re okay!” Despite it all, we landed, and gratefully said “hello” to the earth.

As we deplaned, we saw soldiers waving OU and Notre Dame flags; we were now at Camp Victory and yes, there is an OU Club of Bagdad.   We loaded up the vans and began our journey through a maze of concrete walls and barriers. We drove by several of Saddam’s palaces, including the Victory Over American Palace (excuse me, when did that happen?) and his Al Faw, a.k.a. The Water Palace, which became home sweet home.  Never in a million years did I think we would be staying at a palace; I was ready for a tent. (Does this mean I am a princess, now?) 

Al Faw is beautiful, but when one considers the things that occurred here under Saddam, it’s a little creepy. Camp Victory is huge, the palaces are breath taking. But buyer beware; we were told that as beautiful as these places are, the fixtures that look expensive are in many cases fake, the crystal is not crystal but plastic. All that glitters is not gold. The man-made lake tragically affected the surrounding agriculture since it basically drained the vital resources from the community to meet Hussein’s personal desires. I must say it is beautiful, but at what cost?  Saddam had wild animals brought into the area for his hunting pleasure. We saw a red fox, and they say exotic species live here but are rarely seen. (Snakes, Camel Spiders? Eeeps!)

As we pull into the main palace checkpoint we were detained as a pair of Blackhawks prepared to take off.  Oh yeah, we are in a war zone. I forgot.  The Blackhawks are haunting, huge.  Everyone stands staunch still in salute as General Ordinero boarded his hawk.  No one moves until the General moves.
Our accommodations were in an area of the Al Faw palace where the VIPs stay (what an honor).  There were several guest groups here this week including Operation Proper Exit: badly injured soldiers who return to the scene of their injury for closure.  This week two such soldiers who sustained burns on over 90 percent of their bodies have returned. We were told in advance that their injuries might be difficult to deal with. There are no words to describe their injuries but their engaging laughter after the hell they suffered was mind-blowing.

On a lighter note, I know many of you are thinking, “What was the food like?” Well, do you love Pop Tarts? Just kidding. It was fabulous compared to what I thought it might be.  I thought for sure I would lose that fun Christmas weight while in Iraq. Not on this base. You can get anything you want in the DFAC (except pork).  Yes, Alice, they even have Baskin Robbins and a number of desserts that should be against the law.
Just outside my bedroom door is a snack bar with coffee, tea, and Pop Tarts galore, cereal you can eat day and night— it’s a regular food camp! 

Time to sleep, if you can. All of us are suffering from time zone changes.

4:00 a.m. Morning prayers sing out. Beautiful and enchanting. For a moment, I forgot where I was. Each morning I would wake up to the prayers, and walk outside on the veranda to take in the moment.  

This morning we were taken to Command Headquarters and we met General Jacoby in his office.  I cannot say enough about this man, it was an honor to hear him give us his thoughts on the current situation, and discuss history. During our stay we would meet not only with Jacoby but also with General Ordinero and General Petraeus; it was like we were meeting with Patton, Eisenhower, and MacArthur.
Today, we will meet our soldier teams.  Everyone was excited to meet one another.  No matter where we went, the troops ran up to the players who treated them as long lost relatives. Autographs, photos, lots of manly hugs and sweet hugs for the female soldiers. All so very special.

The soldier teams were selected because they won base tournaments. At first as the troops introduced themselves it was rather formal, then “Baby Monster” spoke and nicknames, started flying, Cecil “Monster Baby” Graham, Carl “The Killer” Howard. But no worries, our guys answered back, “I am Tony, ‘I’ll Crush You’ Casillas.” Great trash talk; this was going to be fun.

Practice was amazing. The “Outlaws” (guess whose team that was) were simply incredible; they have played 22 games this year and only have one loss.  They are serious about winning—on the battlefield and football field. “Monster Baby” is on this team, as well as Officer Manley (one great quarterback), who Barry continually calls “Major Heeley” for some strange reason (wasn’t he the guy on I Dream of Jeanie?). Oh yes, were in the desert, maybe that’s why.
There we were on the practice field— a beautiful, blazing sea of dirt and rocks.  It was here where it all began to kick in:  T. Martin yelling at a soldier that he ran the wrong route, Rocket Ismail showing another wide receiver how you should cut.  The coaches with their designer playbooks prepared for their teams. Are we really in Baghdad?  This is it baby...we are here to win!

The practice held a spirit like the old days when we would play neighborhood football, better than college or pro in a way. It was guys loving the game, playing full out, having such a great time.  To say the least, it was uplifting.

 Words that captured the moment: 

Coach Bowden during practice:  “Golly, what’s the matter with you? Did you guys smoke pot in the locker room?”

Coach Switzer when asked who’s going to win:  “We’re going to put a boot in someone’s … (well, you know).”

Bruce Smith when asked what’s a Hokie (mascot for his alma mater, VA Tech):  “It’s an ass kickin’ chicken.”  The troops loved that one. 

At the DFAC, we ate with the soldiers. We purposely spread out so we could chat with all of them.  I had the privilege of sitting with three of the most darling young men from Minnesota and Wisconsin.  It was like sitting and chatting with my own son times three.  They were so excited that the players were on base, so thankful that we took the time to come and visit.  We talked about their children (one is worried that his four-year-old will beat him at Wii when he returns). Another told me about transitioning home and how last time he had trouble adjusting to speed limits. Here, you drive as fast as you can. When he went home last time, his dad told him to pull over and let him drive (95 mph in traffic was a little much for dear old dad); another said he would catch himself dodging boxes and slow cars.  It’s an adjustment when you return home.
I made a special point to talk with female soldiers; how difficult was it for them to leave their children and husbands?  Most said they compartmentalize or they could not make it. Skype helps, but the holidays are difficult; one has a 13-year-old who needs her mom.  They support each other, they know the signs to look for and they help each other through emotional times.  One female soldier who works for Gen. Ordinero said that he seems to know when she is down, and talks her through it like a father. They love the man and after meeting with him I have to say he has my vote! 

Note:  General Ordinero graduated from West Point. He attended North Carolina State and the Naval War College, where he received Masters degrees in Nuclear Effect Engineering and National Security and Strategy.  He is noted for being one of the few Army generals in history to command a division, corps and entire theater in the same conflict.  Can you spell rock star? 

Tonight we had a good old-fashioned pep rally.  The soldiers who could attend flooded the field house, the band played, the cheerleaders jumped and tumbled, coaches introduced the teams. Then suddenly, a siren blared and a loud speaker blasted, “In coming! In coming!” The soldiers hit the floor and yelled at us to get down. As we lay on the floor, I noticed soldiers’ faces showed concern; Tony Casillas looked at me with no fear, more like, “you didn’t tell me about this part.”  

The first rocket exploded. You could hear and feel it, but I did not think it was that close.  Our pep rally DJ attempted to break the tension by saying, “While we are down here, does anyone have any more questions?” There was only silence; I thought to myself, “It’s over.” A soldier lying close to me said, “They usually come in threes. Stay down.”  We waited. Boom, this one closer, louder, the floor vibrated. Then BOOM. The third hit.  Strangely, I wasn’t scared.  I felt the same rush I get when the weather guys tell me there is a tornado in our area.  We were given the clear to stand and we tried to resume by asking everyone to do the wave. But, sirens blared again and down we went for another round. 

I watched the soldiers’ eyes dart around in with concern, maybe not for themselves but for others on base that might be hurt; where have the rockets landed?  After this round of three we got up, the fun is over. Troops return to their units and others hit the choppers and head toward the action, in hopes of finding the insurgents.  We are placed in well-armed vehicles and returned to the palace. I ask our driver, “What if the sirens go off again?” My officer assures me we are safe in this vehicle. The 200,000-dollar Suburban has glass windows that are 2.5 inches thick and the doors each weigh about 135 lbs. “Okay, but does that stop a direct hit?” He answers, “Well, not a direct hit.” The palace is fairly safe, but our guys are staying in the trailers outside. In the car, Tony C. gave me another look (all in fun, of course).
We watch some bowl games back at the palace and who joins us but General Petraeus. Honestly, we would not have known it was him unless the other officers had told us. He was so fun, the guy loves football. Was security tight during his stay?  You betcha! Darling bomb-sniffing German Shepherds sniffed every inch of every room. Of course, I wanted to pet them but they are not for petting; they are soldiers too, and very professional.  General Petraeus has his own security team that travels with him. I feel comforted for troops that he leads and us. Overall, it was a great New Years Eve. We lived to tell about it, watched football with General Petraeus, and OU won its bowl game! 

Note: We came into Victory Base Camp (VBC). VBC is made up of many camps: Camp Liberty (where the game would be played), Camp Victory (where Saddam’s palace is and where we were staying) and Camps Stryker and Slayer.  Over 60,000 troops are stationed at this base. 

GAME DAY!

Tailgate time 11:00 a.m.  DFAC at Camp Liberty. 

We arrived at the DFAC too early, so what to do but play on some armed military vehicles.  Boy Toys!  We were allowed full access to these monster machines and we played like little kids (of course we were being watched and no keys were left in the ignitions).  These huge vehicles are very tight inside, not easy to maneuver in, but like little kids, we managed. By the way, we were at the Nebraska camp.  Tommy Frasier loved it!  I have pictures to send to Coach Osborne.

Back to the DFAC and time to party with the troops before the game.  The troops’ very own bowl game. A soldier came up to Barry and me and proudly told us he was our neighbor!  Wow, the young man lives a block from us in Norman, OK.  Hugs, cheers, a little more smack talk and off we went so the guys could suit up for the game.  Hooah!  For a little while we all left Baghdad and Iraq, mentally we were back at The University of Oklahoma, Tennessee, Notre Dame, wherever our loyalties were…the war did not exist, for now.

The fans gathered at the field, the crazy troop pep band played, our cheerleaders pumped up the spirit, the game announcers talked it up, Blackhawk helicopters hovered over head, and two teams ran onto the field ready to play.  We had fabricated an authentic-looking bowl game. Many of the fans arrived in artillery vehicles, everyone had rally towels and of course Tostitos made sure every fan had a bag of chips.  It felt like a normal college football game in a radically abnormal place.

Coach Switzer’s team dominated the game (as if it really mattered) winning 36-8.  Brian Bosworth caught a touchdown pass thrown by Ty Detmer; Tony Casillas dropped one from Ty. Tommy Frasier threw some amazing passes, but the receivers just weren’t there. “The Rocket” scored the only TD on the other team. 

Back at Al Faw after the game, the AP interviewed Barry, Tony and Cecil “Baby Monster” Graham.  Graham was asked how it felt to play with such legends of the game. “We have to keep going over here.  A lot of people have their own assumptions. But like Coach Switzer and Tony said, to know people at home have our back, it’s a blessing.  It’s unforgettable.” 

Days ago, as I left home for this particular trip I knew my goodbye hugs to my children were different. There was part of me that thought “what if?” As we prepared to leave Iraq, my goodbye hugs to soldiers felt exactly the same. This is America’s Team, I have grown to love them and it is difficult to say goodbye.  

I think I understand why so many re-enlist for additional deployments; you become family, everyone depends on each other and the mission experience can’t simply be dismissed when your time is up. What a privilege this has been to be amongst them for just a short time, to come to know the finest leaders and military in the world.  This “mission” changed every football player, coach and myself for the better. I wish all of our country’s people could experience what we have, that they could know how great is the generation of young people we currently depend on and who desperately need our continued support. 

In closing, I would like to mention one more soldier I met, a young man from Weatherford, Oklahoma. I intend to call his mom later today and just let her know he is one fine boy and how proud she should be of him.  What a gentle soul in such a harsh place. 

Support the USO, and thank Tostitos for doing this amazing event for our troops!  

Hooah!
