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MEMORY

AL FALLUJAH, Iraq—When soldiers walk by this particular sign on the south side of the fire base, they are reminded of a fellow paratrooper with whom they once served.  They are taken back to a time when they fought by his side in combat and talked to him.  As they reminisce with these thoughts, the two-post sign stands firm in its foundation as do the troops honoring the memory of their great friend for whom the fire base is named.


Shortly after their arrival to Iraq in September, the paratroopers of Battery B, 1st Battalion, 319th Airborne Field Artillery Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division, were tasked with the responsibility of building a fire base to establish artillery firing capabilities for the 82nd’s 3rd Brigade Combat Team in Fallujah.  They were also given the opportunity to name the fire base.

The Battery first sergeant, Steven Payton, asked his soldiers for ideas about what to call the fire base.  After a quick deliberation, the troops agreed on the name, Fire Base Shoemaker.  They named it after Sgt. John Shoemaker who died this past March in a car accident in Fayetteville, N.C.

Shoemaker was driving home at around 9 a.m. after being relieved from 24-hour charge of quarters (CQ) duty when he fell asleep at the wheel, Payton said.  At about noon that day, Payton announced to the soldiers that a formation would be held in front of the battery.  There and then, he broke the terrible news to his soldiers.

“I couldn’t handle it.  I wouldn’t believe it,” said Sgt. Jeremy Jensen, who was one of Shoemaker’s closes friends in the battery.  “He was like a brother to me.” 

The tragedy came as a shock to the battery’s soldiers.  They never imagined something like this could happen to a person such as Shoemaker.

 
“It really touched our hearts to see him go,” said Staff Sgt. Calvin Martin, who deployed to Afghanistan with Shoemaker in August 2002.  “Never in a million years did I imagine this would happen.  He was too good of a person for this.” 


Many of the soldiers remember Shoemaker for his outgoing personality, sense of humor and the smile he almost always had on his face.  Others remember him for his competitive spirit, initiative and efficiency as paratrooper.


“As I describe him, he almost sounds like the perfect soldier,” said Staff Sgt. James E. Sparks, Shoemaker’s first section chief.  “If he wasn’t (the perfect soldier), he was well on his way.”


Shoemaker had many aspirations and goals he wanted to achieve in the Army.  He loved the 82nd and wanted very much to become a jumpmaster and move up in the ranks of his battery, Payton said.  He held a great knowledge of being an artilleryman and proved to be a leader among his fellow paratroopers.


“He was a great NCO (noncommissioned officer),” Jensen said.  “He led from the front.  Everything he did was the standard we reached for.”


Although Shoemaker is gone, he’s still setting standards for his fellow troops.  With his passing, the troops realize that any of them could go at anytime.  They’ve used this experience to come closer together as a unit and to make sure everyone in the battery returns from his current deployment to Iraq safely.

“(Shoemaker’s death) has taken us a long way,” Payton said.  “It’s brought us to this point in Iraq and we haven’t lost a single soldier.  We’re constantly looking out for one another just the way Sgt. Shoemaker would have looked out for us.”

The way Shoemaker lived his life and the impact his death made on his fellow soldiers is something the troops will not soon forget.  Even after the troops leave Iraq and don’t have the fire base as a reminder, the legacy Shoemaker left behind will continue to live on.

“Sgt. Shoemaker will stay with the battery for a long time,” Martin said.  “As soldiers move on and new soldiers come through the battery, they’ll still know who Sgt. Shoemaker was.  He’ll never be forgotten by us.”
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(from left to right) Pfc Jonathan Fonzi, Spc. Adin Colon, Spc. Roberto Dalporto, Staff Sgt. James E. Sparks, 1st Sgt. Steven Payton, Staff Sgt. Calvin Martin, Sgt. Jeremy Jensen, Sgt. Sanchez Fernando and Sgt. Steven G. Toon all from Battery B, 1st Battalion, 319th Airborne Field Artillery Regiment, 82nd Airborne Division, stand in front of Fire Base Shoemaker.  The sign and base was named in honor Sgt. John Shoemaker, who was killed this past March in a car accident in Fayetteville, N.C..
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