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GARDEN

FORWARD OPERATING BASE ST. MERE, Iraq—Each region in Iraq holds different characteristics in its climate and wildlife.  Many Americans may not be aware of the natural beauty that can be found in Iraq.  Most will never have the opportunity to see the snowcapped mountains near the country’s northern boarders, feel the sizzling heat of the Iraq dessert or walk along the banks of the historical Tigris and Euphrates Rivers.  



The country has been in a constant state of war for nearly 20 years, but it arguably possesses more valuable resources than any other Middle-Eastern country, most notable, its natural beauty.  Now, Iraq faces the challenge of making improvements in its infrastructure that will allow for its citizens to get the most out its resources.  

At FOB St. Mere, outside of Fallujah, a military post once used as a training facility for an Iranian terrorist organization funded by Saddam Hussein, is the location where two gardens, once dried by the dessert sun, were reborn.

An American paratrooper and his love for nature spurred an interest in the gardens.  Three locals and the paratrooper are working hand-in-hand to rebuild the grounds that will one day be turned-over to the people of Iraq.

Sgt. Justin Meyer, a mortar man, now the driver for the 3d Brigade, 82nd Airborne Division commander, explains, “When we arrived, the gardens were in poor condition.  They were dry and the plants were slowly dying.”

Pumps located near the Euphrates River that were used to bring water to the post were not working properly.  Coalition forces repaired the pumps, but were unable to use the large amounts of water needed to irrigate the gardens.  Instead they were forced to purify most of the water and use it for drinking.  

Many of the pumps and irrigation canals used to deliver water to the gardens were inoperable as well.  Kaliil, the veteran gardener on the three-man team, was familiar with the plumbing used in the irrigation system.  He worked with his crew to quickly restore the route in which water must pass to get to the gardens.

Next the crew worked to trim the trees that had been neglected and remove any access foliage that died during the drought.  Eventually, larger amounts of water were able to be used on the gardens.  Flowers and green leaves quickly reappeared in the first garden.  Meyer spent money from his own pocket to purchase many of the plants that were placed in the garden.

“I don’t mind spending some of my money on the garden,” said Meyer.  “I get to step outside my door and see all of this.  It’s kind of reminds me of home.”

The crew is almost done with a second garden located just down the road from the first.  The men have restored most of the irrigation ditches and are still working to remove some of the dried foliage.  The garden is already showing signs of life.  

“We’re going to continue to restore these gardens.  When we leave we’re going to make sure the people that come in after us continue our project,” Meyer explained.  “I knew this place used to be beautiful.  It just needed a little work to make it look the way it once did.”
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A gardener works to remove dead palms from a tree at FOB St Mere.  The removal of dead foliage is part of a project to clean several gardens on the compound.  Photo by Spc. Justin A. Carmack

