By Pfc. J. H. French

82nd Airborne Division Public Affairs Office

AR RAMADI, Iraq-Soccer is one of the most popular sports in the world, and its fans may be some of the most fanatical and passionate anywhere.  Rivalries form as fans side with their favorite team, but the Soldiers of C Company 1st Battalion, 16th Infantry Regiment, 1st Brigade Combat Team, 1st Infantry Division are using the game to make friends and facilitate peace in the Ar Ramadi area.


The Soldiers with C Company recently began going to local soccer fields to give away soccer balls and play with the local children in an effort to improve community relations.


We have given away 10 soccer balls in a couple of days, said Spc. Daniel A. Lewandowski, a gunner with C Company.  "We were trying to get a team going."


"Some of the kids are pretty good," said Pvt. Edward A. Clark, a rifleman with C Company.


They have a lot of potential, given their situation, said Pvt. Jason O. Dennison, a gunner with C Company.  "We were getting our butts kicked, but we were weighed down." 


The soldiers were laden down with their rifle, body armor, ammunition and Kevlar helmet as they played against local children. They chugged up and down the field chasing the ball and 12 year-old kids. 


"I was smoked.  Next time, I want to do it with out all of my gear on," continued Trotter. 


"It is nice playing with the kids," said Spc. Keith N. Hayter, a gunner with C Company.  "It shows that we are doing some good here."


The games provide more to the people in the area than a good time.  They give the locals a chance to interact and talk with Soldiers in a friendly situation.


It is a way to reach out to the public and establish better relations in the community, explained Dennison.


"It gives them a taste of freedom they never had before," said Clark.  "It is a taste of freedom, not tyranny."


"Operations like [this] define the war," noted Clark.  "It is better to make friends than enemies.  Hopefully, this will help set them on the right path."


Not only do the soccer games benefit the local community, it is good for the Soldiers, too.


"We built up a lot of morale today," said Spc. Nicholas R. Summers, a team leader with C Company.  "A lot of the Soldiers have kids.  It isn't the same, but it is a substitute for playing with their own kids."


The war has come a long way, said Spc. Eric S. Mcneill, a radio and telephone operator with C Company.  "When we first got here we were shooting.  Now we get to do things like this."
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