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Camp Mercury as seen from a Guard Tower

ACCOMPLISHMENTS
Greetings from Iraq and Camp Mercury!  The past three weeks have been incredibly busy.  Despite the high temperatures, 3 Panther has managed to create Camp Mercury out of a trashed out compound that came complete with its own pack of wild dogs.  Over the past weeks we have transformed this camp into a livable compound complete with showers and air conditioning.  The hard work of all involved help to transition our living conditions from near Stone Age to the Twenty First Century.  Even with all the construction going on, our first priory has been security. From the moment we moved into this area, to the moment we leave, security is and will be top priority. We have been conducting local patrols in our sector and in adjacent units sectors. 
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LTC Johnson promotes 1LT Manrique

CURRENT TRAINING;

The Battalion has been very busy since we arrived conducting training with our sister units in the area, in an effort to better understand the local attitudes and better understand the local area.  As always the Battalion is preparing to execute small-unit actions. Fortunately, small-unit actions are a paratrooper specialty and one that 3 Panther is very good at.  Even though we are busy upgrading our camp and preparing for our up coming missions, we still find the time for contingency training such as mortar firing operations and Nuclear Biological and Chemical training, so that we are prepared for any development.  As always thank you for your love and support during this operation.  Your support does more to maintain our combat efficiency then you can ever possibly know.  All the Way!
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3 Panther soldiers deploying on Boeing 757
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THE COMMANDER  

3 Panther Families!  I just read through the rest of this newsletter before I put my own thoughts together and really like what I see.  I hope it helps all of you to gain an appreciation of life over here in Iraq and gives you a sense of the tremendous efforts of our paratroopers.  Our first month is over and we have accomplished much.  As you know we deployed with very little notice, became motorized with 47 new (actually old, but new to us) HUMVEEs, and immediately began acclimating to what has been extremely high temperatures here in Iraq.  We moved the entire battalion out to an abandoned facility which to put lightly, was a pig sty.  We called this forward operating base, Camp Mercury.   In true paratrooper fashion the men went to work and made it home over here.  Shortly after getting it to a state that was acceptable we were told to once again pick up stakes and move the entire battalion back to our original staging location.  From there we would prepare to take the place of a US Marine unit in its zone and to also prepare to participate in a large operation.  The Marines had been here for 6 months and were ready to go.  We completed the relief in place and are still participating in the large-scale operation.   We are currently postured in three different locations with A Company and B Company separated from the rest of the battalion.  We will consolidate the battalion to one location around the 15th of September.  


The operation has been a great success so far.  With intelligence provided by local sources we were able to round up a big portion of a Mohammed’s Army cell operating in our zone.  Mohammed’s Army is an anti-coalition group that actively plans and conducts attacks on US forces.  We have located and destroyed or recovered huge caches of weapons, ammunition and explosives that can no longer be used by enemy forces.  We are putting an end to widespread looting and will sustain our operations to create a secure environment for the Iraqi people in our zone.   As you know, the operation unfortunately marked our first casualties.  Four of the six wounded have been evacuated and are getting the best care available.  Two who were burned are now at the premiere Brooke Army Medical facility in San Antonio, TX.  It is widely known to be the best facility of its kind in the world.  One of the other two should be back at Ft. Bragg by the time you get this and the fourth is still in Germany being treated for a broken leg.  The last two have been returned to duty and are continuing to do great things alongside their fellow paratroopers.   I was able to pin on the Purple Heart medals before the four were evacuated.  As I said in my last e-mail, we are all extremely proud of them and they remain an inspiration.  I told them that the medal represents the personal self-sacrifice that each was committed to for the good of all our paratroopers and our mission to improve conditions for the Iraqi people.   Bottom-line, they all want to get better and return to fight alongside the rest of the 3 Panther team.  Our number one priority however is to make sure they heal properly before any decision is made to bring them forward again.


We   have been keeping up as best as possible with the activities back home.  My personal thanks to all who are volunteering with the Family Readiness Group – you are making a huge difference!  We were happy to hear the families got together for a picnic.  I’m sure it helped some feel more a part of the team and also let many meet new friends and share feelings about the hardships of separation.  Please continue to support where you can.


In sum, we could not be prouder of our paratroopers here and of our families back home who are enthusiastically supporting us.  Enjoy the reading; get a sense of our personality and our commitment to excellence.  These will come to you monthly and will chronicle our joint achievements as 3 Panther continues to excel under very challenging conditions. 

LTC Pete Johnson

3 Panther 6 

THE CSM  
Hello, Three Panther families.  A very-very warm greeting from Iraq.  First let me say that your support from the home front has been unmatched.  Kudos to all!  The men have performed wonderfully and are mission focused.  Here at Camp Mercury (named because it’s the closest planet to the sun) there has been a swarm of busy activity.

Alpha company (Shadow Company) led by CPT Robertson and 1SG Schnieder were the first to hit the ground and it has been a sprint from the get go.  They have single-handedly set the stage for the raising of Camp Mercury.  It was tough from the beginning as the shelters they stayed in peaked at 120+degrees during the day and only cooled off slightly during the night. Drinking hot water and MREs was the norm until ice, electricity, and good old T-rations appeared. Shadow Company families should be proud of their soldiers, as they did not let their hardships get in the way of mission accomplishment.

Charlie Rock was the next company to push forward to Camp Mercury and their presence was immediately felt.  The Rock team assumed force protection and gave the men of Shadow the well-deserved break they needed.  Charlie has been preparing hard and ensuring that all the systems are checked and rechecked in order for them to be ready when they get the call. 

“The Jackals” of Bravo Company started things off right with the reenlistment of SPC Ware.  Congratulations to SPC Ware and his family on choosing the Army family for another tour. It’s always a great day in Three Panther when we have a soldier reenlistment.  As the days pass, Bravo like the other rifle companies continues to focus on mission preparation.  SFC Britt, SSG Schoelfield, and SSG Huynh have kept the platoons in top shape and at the tip of the spear. There are many NASCAR fans in Bravo Company so if you have the current standings and clipping please send them forward.

One of our most important assets is D Company (“ The Dragons”).  It would be almost impossible for the battalion to move anywhere without the security they provide for us.  They have been flat out awesome.  Never a complaint (except from the 1SG) from the soldiers as they provide the battalion with force protection.  “Getting after it” is the name of the game for “The Dragons” of Delta Company.  Mrs. Weldon please send more Hot Raman as your husband says he needs the red pepper to keep him healthy.

Lastly, the men of “Hatchet Company”… Headquarters Company.  As vital as Delta is to our force protection  “Hatchet” is to the sustainment of the Battalion. Already the long hours have begun with ensuring meals; water, food, and mail are pushed forward to the other companies.  “The Roughnecks” of the Support and Transportation Platoon, Headed by SSG Givens and 1LT Carricarte, continue to be the hardest working soldiers in the battalion.  Paratroopers like PFC Jacoby and SSG White are the silent ones who everyday and night ensure the battalion classes of supply are there when you need them.  Well-done men.  The medical Platoon is taking phenomenal care of the paratroopers.  Congratulations to Doc Marchbanks on his reenlistment and 1LT Manrique on his promotion the other day. As for the Staff, they continue to plan all the activities of the Battalion. SGM “ Sam Elliot” Pemberton, Major “Clyde” Katz, and Major “Hot LZ” Zeisman have been working nonstop ensuring that information and quality products are disseminated to the companies.

I would like to finish here with saying that we received the first bunch of mail two days ago and what an impact it made on the morale of the men.  So I ask you to keep it coming.  The packages were the perfect size.  I believe that if the are they size of a shoebox they are more apt to be pushed faster to the soldiers than a large one that takes up a lot space.  Also, please consider not certifying your mail as the army Post office is fickle and wants the soldier to personally sign for the package which could delay delivery dependent on how remote we are.  Families, I encourage you to stay plugged in with the Family Support Group, as they are the best source of any information that is coming from theater.  With that said, I’ll sign off until our next newsletter.  Take Care and keep supporting the Three Panther Team.   All the Way…H-minus





CSM Jim Champagne  

HHC

The Desert Chronicles of HHC, 3 Panther

August 03


We have arrived! After a very rapid out-load and departure from Ft. Bragg our combat team has successfully settled-in to our area of operation. Although good-bye’s were difficult at times, the paratroopers have adjusted well. The team experienced the full effects of this oasis and acclimatized during some of the hottest temperatures of the year. There was never a shortage of cold water to quench our troopers’ thirst in 120 degree heat! It has cooled down considerably since our arrival and everyone is settling into a quasi-normal routine. 


Our company serves a unique role in the daily functions of our battalion. From the cooks who prepare our meals, to the staff and planning sections who prepare the missions that will lead to this successful deployment, the soldiers of this company are the backbone of 3 Panther! 

Mortars


Mortar morale is high in our team thanks to the contributions of our latest Ranger school graduate SPC Burke. His dedication and leadership to be immediately deployed to OIF has been an inspiration to us all. Our platoon enjoys a good competition to hone our skills and SPC Burkham demonstrated his prowess by earning 1st place honors in the gunners competition. Loved ones are never far from our hearts. The latest newly wed, SPC Thurman, is working hard to help us complete our mission and get home to his wife, and our expectant father SPC Sanchez hopes to be home not long after the December birth of the Sanchez family’s newest addition. 

Medics


Everything is going great for the medics! The paratroopers are in excellent health and the 3 Panther Medical staff has spent most of its time conducting classes and training. MAJ Dan Barnes, M.D. and LT Steve Owens, P.A., have set out to share their wealth of medical knowledge to the medics with daily classes. The platoon has enjoyed a string a high morale events over the last several days. SPC Calvin Marchbanks received the oath of re-enlistment from newly promoted 1LT Patrick Manrique in front of our Aid Station. The Platoon Sergeant, SFC Michael Holloway, has also been selected for the US Army Physician Assistant Program this coming fall. The medical officers have started a small “coozy” production line using non-standard Army equipment. This is much to the dismay of SFC Holloway, who was hoping to spend his last months as an NCO in peace. 

Scouts
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Scouts Securing a Convoy

We are the eyes and ears of the battalion! Heat, what heat? SSG Jason Seeburger and SSG Brandon Cross of the Scout Platoon have worked hard to set up and run day and night marksmanship ranges. The eagle eye paratroopers of this platoon have made the desert adjustments to our sniper rifle skills, NVG’s and aiming lasers…give us a mission, we’re ready! 

Mechanics and Commo

Since the addition of 54 ‘Combat Rifle Company’ HMMWVs, our mechanics have been busy maintaining the fleet.  They have done an incredible job of doing so in this harsh desert climate.  Our communications specialists were also handed a unique challenge with this deployment.  The ingenuity of the “Commo Shop” has made it possible for the battalion to maintain communication over an expansive territory. 

DFAC
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Camp Mercury DFAC

The Food Service Section has been the major morale booster for our soldiers since arrival in our temporary home.  These young men moved forward quickly to prepare the best chow possible under some unimaginable conditions.  And they have done just that!  They have taken the standard army ‘heat and serve’ rations and have spiced them up to make even the most mundane meal tasty.

S&T

The “Roughnecks”, as they like to be called, are validating their metal in the early stages of this deployment.  From the word ‘go’, our Roughneck platoon has been challenged not only with getting out of Ft. Bragg, but with refueling, rearming, and transporting the battalion across the desert in support of 3 Panther Operations.  Their performance has truly been a critical piece of 3 Panther success thus far.

 Slice elements


Our complete combat team is privileged to have attachments from other units from the Ft Bragg community. Our engineers have been hard at work building up our fortifications and improving our living areas. We sleep peacefully at night as our Air Defense Detachment provides night-watch and security patrols of our compound. 

Commander’s Comments


 The First Sergeant and I are proud of the unit’s performance during the rapid departure from North Carolina and the initial introduction to the region.  With the rapid deployment of our battalion, the paratroopers of HHC have had to go above and beyond the call of duty.  It is humbling to serve with such a team of selfless paratroopers and families.  Most often, the sections and platoons in HHC receive very little credit…but no section or platoon has ever let that slow them down.  We all know that when our line companies are successful, when 3 Panther is successful, then HHC is successful and we have done our job.  1SG and I appreciate all the hard work and selfless service which is given by each HHC Paratrooper and his family.

Morale is high! We have begun to receive mail; the letters and packages bring smiles to each paratrooper’s face. The men are focused on the tasks at hand and your support means so much to them. As always, they express their love for you, their families and loved ones back home, and we all look forward to finishing the mission here in Iraq and a safe return home. 

Our thoughts and prayers are with you until we do return home!

.

ALPHA


The paratroopers of Alpha Company are doing outstanding!  We have been busy since our recent deployment in support of Operation Iraqi Freedom. The company received the honor of being selected to lead the 3 Panther Task Force in establishing the initial base camp, Forward Operating Base (FOB) Mercury.  Since then the company has been busy filling sandbags, guarding towers, and preparing for upcoming missions.  Excitement is high and we look forward to “getting after it.”  


It has been a little warm to say the least but we are learning how to deal with the heat.  During the mornings and evenings, when it is cooler, we train but during the heat of the day, we relax, write letters home, watch movies, and build friendships.   The company is staying in a one-story barracks type building with each squad occupying a room.  The guys are living comfortably and slowly making FOB Mercury home.  
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Alpha Company Soldier Secures a Compound

Alpha Company is expecting some new additions to our family during the upcoming months.  SSG Joseph and Lisa Smith, SGT Charles and Samantha Lee, and SGT Christopher and Tonya Nunez are expecting in the month of September.  PFC Luis and Venessa Villareal are expecting in the month of November.  We would like to welcome them in advance to the Alpha Company Family.


We would like to acknowledge some recent achievements and graduations since our deployment.  

PLDC Graduates:

SGT Jason Cain
SPC Austin Youngblood - promoted to Sergeant on 1 August 2003

SPC Lucas Holm - promoted to Sergeant on 1 August 2003

SPC Brandon Griffin - will be promoted on 1 September 2003

SPC Juan Aguirre - will be promoted on 1 September 2003

BNCOC Graduates:

SGT Mason Reipe - will be promoted to Staff Sergeant on 1 September 2003

SSG Chad Young 

Sapper Course: SGT David Rosser & SPC Mark Winters 

Radiological School:  SGT Nick Cote

We are looking forward to these individuals returning to the company in the upcoming weeks.

The families of Alpha Company are always in our thoughts and prayers as we focus on the task at hand.  We cannot say thank you enough for your support and encouragement!!!!  We could not do our job without it.

CPT Jeff Robertson

BRAVO 

“BRAVO COMPANY DOING WELL”
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All is well here in Iraq for the Jackals, and the “Banner” company of the Battalion.  While the war continues on, the focus of the command, headed up by Captain White and 1SG Hutchison, Is ensuring the highest quality of life possible for the soldiers of Bravo.  According to 1SG Hutchison, “the quality of life here is better than the 1st Gulf War, and overall the morale is good.”


The battle rhythm remains steady, but down time still finds it’s way into our schedule.  Such time is immediately turned over to the entertainment committee, headed up by SFC Carl Britt.  The most recent event sponsored by the committee was “two men enter, one man leaves.”  Some of the early round winners involved SPC LeJuna, PFC “Doc” Wolf, and SPC Goodwin.  But the main event was the match to be watched.  SSG Pittman of second platoon took on the largest man in all of Psychological Operations.  It was a close match, but in the end, SSG Pitman crushed Goliath, and came out on top, proving Bravo Company to be the Banner Company of the war.  As SFC Britt put it, “when the will is strong, everything is easy.”


Reenlistment of 1SG Hutchison’s Jackals continues to be strong as SPC Ware became the first soldier in the battalion to reenlist during the war.  SSG Pittman followed quickly on his heels as the second Bravo Soldier to reenlist.  Many more are to come and will be recognized in the following newsletters.  

Quotes From Around the Company:

“Things here are not as bad as it is perceived on CNN and Fox news.  Even though I dearly miss my wife Shannon and my son Julian, my fellow brothers are here to support me, and I to support them.”  SFC Griffin, 3rd Platoon

“While I miss my wife and soon to be son Collin, I know that we are here for a purpose, and the mission will not be left undone.” Anonymous, 3rd Platoon

“Even though we are well fed here in the desert, I dearly miss my wife’s cooking, and talking to my daughters on the weekends.”  SSG Gavin, 1st Platoon

“I also miss feeling my unborn daughter kick, and move.”  SSG Pittman, 2nd Platoon

And finally from all of the soldiers of Bravo Company, “We miss our familys, friends, and everything back home, and we’ll be home as soon as we can.”  

CHARLIE

CHARLIE ROCK
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Charlie Company left in a whirlwind and it could not have been done without the support and understanding of the families.  We started arriving on or about the 5th of August and have been steadily adjusting to the extreme heat, dusty environment, and the long nights away from our families.  


Our conditions are steadily improving from no air-conditioning, no cold water, and the same old food – we are increasing our comfort level everyday – cold water, showers, laundry service, and good meals - although the heat is still unbearable for most during the middle of the day; every soldier is getting through it very well.  We have received our first shipment of mail and the spike in morale was immediate; our outgoing mail has been sent as well – and you should be seeing it shortly.  The next step will be the phone and/or email service, which should be forthcoming in the upcoming weeks.


All the soldiers have performed in the finest tradition of  Paratroopers to date – adjusting, setting up, and conducting missions assigned.  There is time for your loved ones to decompress as well – as the card games are in action on a regular basis – SFC Coomer and SFC Bentley have repeatedly beat 2LT Newbill and 2LT Massari in a game of spades – I think a wager might be forthcoming. 

We not only adjusted to our new environment but we are steadily adjusting to our new wheels – the squad HMMWVs that we got before we departed are a challenge to keep rolling; however, it beats walking in the heat.  In addition, we are busy training in the cool hours of the day to keep our skills sharp.


Our thoughts and prayers are with ya’ll as I know yours are with us.  The picture below is the first of many we will send back to keep you posted.

DELTA
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21 August 2003

Shortly after arriving in Iraq, Delta Company moved to what would be the battalion’s first home, Camp Mercury, appropriately named after the planet closest to the sun.  After enduring several days in which the high temperature soared to well over 120 degrees, the men of Delta Company now enjoy daily highs of just 100 degrees.

Living conditions improved quickly at Camp Mercury.  Dust and glass were swept, cots were assembled, and camouflage nets hung for shade.  Tables and chairs were purchased, and a daily ice ration is made available to each platoon.  The ice is put in coolers along with bottled water and other drinks.  A battalion chow hall opened with cans of cold soda during dinner, music, and CNN playing on a satellite television.  Air conditioners, fans and refrigerators were purchased, but the plan to finish wiring the rooms for power are on hold until a possible plan to relocate to a different base is resolved.  For the time being, only a portion of the company has electrical power.  It’s used primarily to power DVD players.

The day-to-day life in Delta Company is a mix of training, maintenance, missions and free time.  The men are getting their feet wet escorting convoys throughout our area of operation.  Platoons also rotate to nearby Army base larger than Camp Mercury, where they conduct day and night training on Standard Battle Drills, Operations in Urban Terrain, and Traffic Control Points.  Maintenance is a part of life.

If SFC Karl Wilson could change one thing about camp Mercury it would be the food.  “I don’t mind it here, but the T-rat lasagna is getting old,” he said, then added “I miss my wife’s Italian cooking.”

SGT Guillermo Martin and SPC Ryan Rezentes claim to be the best spades players in Delta Company.  Most afternoons they can be seen playing in the shade of the cammo net against SGT Kevin Woulard who says “They’re good, but not that good.  They’ve just been playing together for a long time.”

We look forward to cold drinks, cool breezes, letters from home, and showers.
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CHAPLAIN’S CORNER

What Can You Do For Your Soldier?
One of the toughest challenges a family can face is being separated from their soldier who is serving in a foreign land.  For many the wait seems so long.  And for some there is a real fear for the safety of their soldier.


May I suggest that you do not have to WAIT to be with your soldier.  And you do not have to FEAR for his safety.  There are important things that you can do to continue your relationships and to provide protection to your soldier:

1.  Pray for your Soldier.  You can replace your fear with faith and action.  There is a real protection that comes from the prayers of loved ones back home.  As you wake up in the morning and go to sleep at night, pray for your soldier.

“The effectual fervent prayer of a righteous [person] availeth much.”  (James 5:16)
2.  Write Letters.  Mail is the single most important morale booster for soldiers.  The soldiers here wait for mail to come, just like they were little kids on Christmas morning.  I know that soldiers here cherish, carry around, smell the perfume on, count, compare, and re-read the letters that come.   

“As cold water to a thirsty soul, so is good news from a far country” (Proverbs 25:25)

We want you to know that we constantly are praying for you back home.  We know that there are many who face tough challenges back home.  And so we also pray daily that there will be angels in heaven to guide and protect your path until we return.   

God Bless, Chaplain Helms
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