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	THEIR TURN TO PAY 

When duty calls, life put on hold 

Sunday, March 28, 2004

Joe Hallett 

THE COLUMBUS DISPATCH 

CAMP ARIFJAN, Kuwait — Cmdr. Deborah Haven choked back tears, not from the constant swirl of dust, but from the thought of Nadia. 

Back home on Saturday, Nadia will be extra pretty for her senior prom at Granville High School. In June, she’ll don cap and gown. Mom will miss both events. She’s here in the desert, maybe for another nine months, commanding the Columbus-based Navy Cargo Handling Battalion 9. 

"Our orders are for a year," said Haven, her eyes welling. "It’s hard. It’s really hard." 

Haven, 46, missed the family’s annual spring break vacation to Florida last week. But it is the big events in Nadia’s life, the memorable ones every mother craves to share, that gnaw at Haven in the nighttime solitude of her tent. 

"The way you deal with it here is just sort of block it out because when you think about what’s going on at home, it bothers you," said Haven, who in civilian life is a customer service executive at the Defense Supply Center, Columbus. 

"This is the way I think about it: I’ve been a reservist for 16 years and I really haven’t missed many soccer games. Everybody has to pay, and this is my turn." 

Haven’s lament echoes across Kuwait and Iraq, and beyond. The everyday lives of American citizen-soldiers have been interrupted by war. The call-up of thousands of Reserve and National Guard members — they comprise two-thirds of the U.S. support force in Kuwait — has strained the routines and psyches of families, burdened employers, stunted civilian careers, and put in harm’s way many who viewed themselves as weekend warriors. 

So far, the massive call-up appears not to have hurt recruitment. Some experts, though, expect Reserve and Guard retention rates to be lowered by stints that, in some cases, extend two years or more. 

But in a briefing last week at Camp Arifjan, 110 miles south of the Iraqi border, Brig. Gen. Michael Diamond predicted that wartime activation will be "a boon" to retention. 

"A lot of Guard and reservists coming over here are getting to do what they trained for," he said. 

It is rare to hear a Reserve or Guard member here complain about being activated — at least for publication. Most say they expected a call-up during their part-time military tenure and accept it with various senses of duty, patriotism, opportunity, excitement or resignation. But many want more information about the length of their overseas service. 

"It’s not a situation of they don’t want to be here, they just want to know there’s a structure that will provide predictability on how long they’ll be here," Brig. Gen. Jack Stultz said. 

The stress often is greater for families left behind, for moms who also have to become dads, electricians, mechanics and coaches, and for dads, like Don Haven, a teacher at Granville High School, who might feel awkward fussing with Nadia’s prom dress. 

"Nadia is real positive about this," Cmdr. Haven said. "She tells her friends, ‘My mom has to go so somebody else’s mom can come home,’ or she tells them, ‘Mom is going so another mom doesn’t have to.’ " 

Still, the separation is painful. 

"I miss my kids’ smiles," said Petty Officer 3 rd Class Esther Cramer, 32, of Newark, Ohio, as she guided Abrams tanks into the cavernous hold of the Cape Horn, a cargo ship docked at the Port of Ash Shuaybah near Kuwait City. 

Cramer’s three daughters — ages 12, 7 and 4 — are staying with her mother and sister, because her husband is on active duty in the Navy in Virginia. 

On Feb. 3, Chief Petty Officer Frank Jacobs’ son was born back home in Worthington. Jacobs was at Ash Shuaybah, doing his job in the sprawling and dusty redeployment yard, making sure that tanks, trucks, helicopters and myriad other equipment are put on the right ships for the states. 

"I was there for my daughter’s birth and this time, with me gone, was a little stressful for my wife, but she’s very supportive," said Jacobs, 44, owner of a physical-therapy clinic. 

"I’m glad to do my part for these guys," he said, referring to nearby soldiers resting around their equipment after serving a year or more in Iraq. "It’s a lot tougher for them than it is on us. They put in a tough year." 

Petty Officer 1 st Class Sam McKenzie, 52, of Hilliard can contact part of his family without a phone or the Internet; he often eats chow in the mess hall at Camp Spearhead near Kuwait City with his son, Jed, 24. Both are members of Battalion 9. 

"It’s nice to talk with him about home," said the elder McKenzie, a Vietnam War veteran. "Jed got married at my house in a small ceremony three weeks before we came here. They pushed up the date and his wife is keeping my wife company." 

McKenzie said his 22-year-old son, Brad, was preparing to join the Air Force, "but then we got called up and he stayed home to help out mom." 

As he finished lunch at Camp Spearhead and prepared to head for his job overseeing sailors handling cargo at the port, Petty Officer 1 st Class Donald "Brad" Knox of Plain City recalled the gift fellow Columbus firefighters at Station 16 gave him before he was deployed with Battalion 9 in January. 

"When I told my lieutenant I could be here a year, he worked it out with the other guys to cover my duty for almost a month before I left so I could be home with my family," said Knox, 36, father of children ages 7, 5 and 1. "The support back home has really been terrific." 

With an omnipresent threat of terrorism, the members of Battalion 9 don’t let their guard down, but they are safer and serving for shorter periods of time than many of the Reserve and Guard troops in the Persian Gulf region. 

"Since 9/11 happened, this has been my real life," said Lt. Col. Thom Beirne as he piloted a jumbo C-5 cargo jet to Bahrain to off-load supplies. 

Before his New York Air National Guard unit was activated on Dec. 6, 2002, Beirne, 41, of St. James, N.Y., flew the Delta Airlines shuttle connecting New York, Boston and Washington. He doesn’t know when he’ll be able to resume his Delta job. 

Beirne’s co-pilot, Lt. Col. John Healy, a New York state trooper, is flying in and around Iraq as a guardsman for the second time since 1991. 

"The last war, I flew B-52s and bombed Iraq, so this is different for me," said Healy, 45, of Saratoga Springs, N.Y. "The first time I left about 250,000 pounds of bombs over there. I’d rather do cargo runs any day. Nobody likes dropping bombs on people." 

And nobody likes dodging bombs, Master Sgt. Scott Johnson was reminded last week when his Charlestonbased West Virginia Air National Guard unit flew its four-propeller C-130 cargo plane to Kirkuk, Iraq, to deliver two Humvees. 

Sitting on one of the Humvees in the plane’s belly last week, Johnson was explaining how flares automatically launch from the C-130 to divert ground missiles when he heard an ominously familiar pop. The flares had fired. He ran to a window, preparing to radio the pilot to put the plane in a dive and roll. Seeing no enemy fire and only the sea below, he concluded that something accidentally triggered the flares. 

It was, nevertheless, another reminder to Johnson and the crew that Guard duty can be perilous. Each crew member has flown between 60 and 70 missions to the Persian Gulf region since the unit was activated in March 2003. During 43 flights in Iraq last year, Master Sgt. Rob Stinnett, a load master, said "we know we got shot at about 12 times, and once it got real crazy." 

He described what happened while flying into Baghdad at about 8:30 p.m. on Aug. 3: 

"We were all blacked out at about 11,000 feet and somebody fired an unguided rocket up at us. I radioed the pilot to break left and he went into a 90-degree angle and dropped the plane about 2,000 feet. By then we popped a bunch of flares. I looked out the window and there were tracer bullets coming at us from the ground. The pilot radioed Baghdad and said we were going to abort the mission — it was too hot." 

Stinnett, 35, already has missed one promotion opportunity as a police officer in Huntington, W.Va., and his parents are worried that he’ll miss much more. 

"They like to remind me that I picked not only one job but two that are dangerous," he said. "I’m looking forward to being a policeman again in Huntington where it’s much safer." 
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ABOVE: Petty Officer 1 st Class Donald "Brad" Knox’s fellow Columbus firefighters at Station 16 gave him time to spend with his family before he was deployed in January. 
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LEFT: A coin commemorating the World Trade towers reminds Knox of why he has been called to duty. 
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Cmdr. Deborah Haven of Granville says sacrifice is part of soldiering. She’ll miss her daughter’s high-school graduation. 
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Overseeing a load of Humvees bound for Kirkuk, Iraq, is perilous duty for Master Sgt. Scott Johnson of the West Virginia Air National Guard. Thousands of Reserve and Guard members have been called up for the war, disrupting their civilian lives. 
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