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60 days

AR RAMADI, Iraq – The task was to build a city in 60 days, and that is exactly what engineers from the 1st Engineer Battalion, 1st Brigade, 1st Infantry Division did.  From a dining facility to offices, living quarters to roads, electricity to a post exchange the engineers took an abandoned Iraqi military installation and turned it into home for more than two thousand soldiers from the 1st BCT out of Fort Riley, Ks., and 1st Cavalry Regiment from Fort Hood, Texas. Paratroopers from the 82nd Airborne Division from Fort Bragg, N.C., and several National Guard and Reserve units also occupy the rebuilt area.


The camp needed to be completed in 60 days because it is difficult to live out of a rucksack for that long, said Maj. Steven D. Hart, Battalion Operations Officer for 1st Engineer Battalion.  “After 60 days, it becomes hard to continue to live in a tent and do personnel hygiene and laundry.”


The first task was to get rid of all the trash left behind, continued Hart.  “The place stank to high heaven.”


“We moved 70 to 80 thousand cubic yards of trash and put it into the inner berm,” said Staff Sgt. John C. Kelley, a Platoon Sergeant with 568th Engineer Company.


“The berm is seven and a half kilometers long,” continued Kelley.  “The soldiers worked on it for 25 days before it was complete.”


According to Capt. Guy D. Joseph, commander of the 248th Engineer Company, a National Guard unit from Connecticut, his unit arrived in July and immediately started the rubble clean up and worked on that nearly non-stop for five weeks.


The place was trashed when they got there, said Joseph.  The entire compound was infested with sand fleas.


In some places there, were coils and knots of wire 40 feet tall, continued Joseph.  There was also more than 30 small buildings that had to be torn down.


Another job was to consolidate the pits for burning the trash, Hart said.  When 1st BCT arrived, there were 32 burn pits and it caused a big stink.


In addition to the burn pit, water evaporation pits had to be built also.  “We dug 50 by 50 meter drainage pits for the showers,” noted Pfc. Ian L. Dixon, a crane operator for 568th.

The second major task was to organize a plan for the city.  Where soldiers are going to live, work, dispose of their trash and how electricity would be provided to all the buildings were all integral parts of the plan to organize and operate this city, noted Hart. “Synchronizing the dozens of bits and pieces of a plan we inherited was a big problem.  We had 12 people doing 12 different things, so we had to get everyone moving in the same direction.”


One of the first tasks people were directed into was force protection. Roads and barricades for force protection was a big issue early on, said Dixon, who arrived in the middle of September.

The soldiers brought in tons of gravel to place on the roads, commented Kelley.

“It seems like everything that comes up is top priority,” he continued, “and lack of personnel is a problem. 

We facilitated building the PX and we also unloaded over 30 million dollars worth of stuff, like computers and generators, from conexes,” said Kelley.   

Soldiers from the engineer units completed many tasks to build the city, but some difficulties surfaced when integrating locals into the work plan.

A problem was the work done by some of the local contractors, noted Joseph, whose company is in charge of quality control. “We are going to have to go back and redo a lot of the wiring the contractors did.  It just isn’t up to standards.”

The biggest problem dealing with locals so far is the language barrier, he continued.  “Getting to all the local contractors, meeting people and getting what we need is difficult.”

“Even with all the difficulties,” said Hart. “We will have a very livable camp inside 60 days.” Everyone will be inside, have water, power, sewage, and a place to sleep, Hart said.  

“It is better than I expected,” Kelley said with a laugh.  “We have air conditioning and heat.  We could be living caveman style.” 

“There is always something else to work on,” he continued.  “Our work will never be finished.”

