Twin dentists do dual duty in Sinai
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SINAI, Egypt – When Capts. Farooq and Saqib Ishteeaque first arrived in the Sinai, they received at least two responses everywhere they went.  

With their dark hair and distinctly Middle Eastern features, some took them for local Egyptians, while others thought they were just plain seeing double.  

“Some think we’re Palestine, some think we’re Egyptian, some think we’re from Afghanistan, and some think we’re from Pakistan,” laughed Capt. Saqib Ishteeaque, a dentist at North Camp.

“Some even thought I was Hispanic,” Farooq added.

The twin dentists were in fact born in Pakistan, and over the months, they’ve become well known in the MFO, although most times they try to keep a low profile.

“People get a thrill about how we’re in the same profession at the same duty station,” Saqib said.  “I think the locals get a kick that there are two people from the American Contingent who are Muslims.”

Although there are American Muslims stationed on the Sinai, Farooq said he thinks their features make them stand out.  Many of the locals reached out to them upon their arrival.

“The locals were going out of their way to communicate with us,” Farooq said.  “They spoke to us in Arabic.  I know a little Arabic, but when I tried to speak it back to them, they didn’t understand.”

Saqib admitted that being a Muslim and serving in a predominantly Muslim country is easier, especially working for the MFO.  For example, the MFO workweek is Sunday through Thursday because Friday is the Muslims’ holy day.

“At our last duty station, for Friday prayer, we would have a rough time taking (the time) off, so we could only pray during lunch. But here, we have Friday off so we don’t even have that issue,” Saqib explained.

Fasting during Ramadan was also easier for the brothers.

“There was no problem getting food from the MDF for our late-night meals because they knew were fasting,” Farooq said.  

This is one of the reasons why the Ishteeaques volunteered to serve in the Sinai.  While doing their residency at Fort Jackson, S.C., they began searching for their first duty station.  Sinai was on neither of their minds at the time, but when their career manager called and offered them positions with the MFO, they jumped at the chance.

“We never knew that a place for dentistry in Sinai existed, let alone for the U.S. to have a presence in the Sinai,” Saqib said.  “They wanted us to volunteer because we had lived in South Asia for nine years, and they figured it would be less of a culture shock on us.  So we told them to forget about all of our other choices and give us Sinai.”

When they arrived at the MFO, Farooq was sent to South Camp while Saqib stayed at North Camp.  However, they still manage to maintain their closeness.

“We communicate regularly by phone and Saqib visits South Camp every once in a while,” he said.

Being together has always been important to the brothers.  All through grade school in Saudi Arabia, and high school in their native land of Pakistan, they were like glue.  Even during their college years at the University of South Florida in Tampa, they declared the same majors, albeit at different times.  Saqib was the first to switch from pre-med to dentistry.  Farooq, who is 10 minutes older than Saqib, followed suit a year later.

“I began to think that this wasn’t the life for me so I thought I may as well do Dentistry as well,” Farooq explained.

After graduation, the twins, who have been U.S. citizens since 1978, made another move to stay together.  Both joined the Army from Florida in 1998 under the Health Profession Scholarship Program.  This program gave them a four-year scholarship for dental school in exchange for four years of U.S. Army service.  They later went on to Fort Jackson to begin their residency.  However, their commander at Jackson advised them that trying to stick together for their entire career could eventually cause them to hold each other back.  The brothers disagree.

“I think when we’re in the same unit we work better,” he said.  “I guess it’s like that with twins.  We’re less moody and more approachable.”

The brothers admitted that they aren’t sure what the future holds for them, but whatever they do, they are positive that they’ll be together.

 “Who wouldn’t want to go into battle with a family member or someone you know?” Farooq said.  “I’m in the boat and he’s in the same boat, so it makes it easier.  He’s been taught the same things I have.”

