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HABBANIYAH, Iraq – Many soldiers deploying to Iraq come armed with an M-16 rifle, a stomach full of anxiety, and a desire to fulfill their duty to their country.  For Spc. Sami Semaan, a cook with 3rd Battalion, 4th Air Defense Artillery Regiment, coming to Iraq was a little more personal.


Semaan was born in Lebanon in 1979 and lived there until he was 11 years old, Then his family moved to Pasadena, California to get away from the violence and the poverty that were rampant in their home country.  During his childhood, Lebanon was a country wracked by civil war and terrorism, making violence commonplace throughout the countryside.


Now Semaan is a paratrooper with the 82nd Airborne Division serving in Iraq.  His unit is stationed at Al Taqaddum Air Base near Habbaniyah in the Al Anbar province, one of the most dangerous areas in Iraq.  Since the unit’s arrival, he has become indispensable because of his Arabic language skills and ability to relate to the residents of the local village, with whom the battalion works closely.


“He has helped out a lot while we’ve been here,” said Cpt. Sonny A. Thompson, commander of Headquarters and Headquarters Battery, 3-4 ADAR.  “Whenever there are issues at the main gate he is always ready to answer questions.  He also fills in as a translator on missions whenever he has to, even though the dialect is different here.”


One of the battalion’s missions includes fostering civil-military relations with the nearby town of Al Kabani.  Al Kabani is a poor fishing village of a few hundred people just outside the compound’s walls.  The soldiers from 3-4 ADAR make weekly visits there to assist in any way they can.  Semaan frequently helps the medics diagnose illnesses and translates for the battalion commander in talks with the town sheik. 


“I really like to help (the villagers).  Seeing this reminds me of when I was kid back in Lebanon; I know what these people are going through and I want to do everything I can to help,” said Semaan.  “At first, I had problems coming here because I was leaving my family again, and it hurts to be in the same situation as where I grew up, but I’ll make it and do the best I can.”
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One of the major issues slowing the reconstruction process for the U.S. Army in Iraq is the lack of Arabic linguists.  Spc. Semaan, an army cook, helps his unit immensely with his native Arabic language skills. 

