A DELICIOUS OASIS IN THE DESERT

Story and photos by Cpl. Joe Niesen

350th MPAD

FORWARD OPERATING BASE RIDGWAY, Iraq—A sign of progress sits on a small patch of green grass at FOB Ridgeway. It is an Iraqi owned and operated restaurant that serves up Middle Eastern culture and a small reminder of home to soldiers stationed there.


"I knew that the American forces would be denied their favorite foods like hamburgers and fried chicken," explained Said Mohammed Jad owner of the establishment. "I recognized that there was an opportunity to provide these things, and so I began working with the leaders here to open this restaurant."


Jad has taken the advice of many people here at Ridgway as he continues to improve his business. He has gone from a simple restaurant, to a full service center that offers everything from carpets and paintings, to sundry items and Internet service. 


"Everything started from scratch, with the help and understanding of the American forces who also motivate me to do more and more," said Jad.

Jad enjoys the competition that he receives from the newly opened PX and Dining Facility, and does not worry when he sees a drop in business. He knows that American business is driven by competition. The soldiers, meanwhile, reap the benefits as the two businesses vie for their patronage.


"It's better than what we are given; it is not quite Burger King, but it is definitely better than the dining facility," said Pfc. Thomas Day, a soldier from the 82nd Airborne Division's 782nd Main Support Battalion.


Other soldiers point to the 'price wars' between the PX and Jad's bazaar as their favorite benefit of having two similar establishments on the base. 


The mattresses are a great example of the competition here, said Spc. Raymond Smith of the 782nd. According to Smith, the price of mattresses has steadily fallen and the quality of product has improved since the competition began.


Aside from offering alternatives to the regular menu at the dining facility and cheaper prices than the PX, Jad’s establishment serves as an introduction to not just Iraqi, but Middle Eastern culture in general. 


"I've learned a lot here," said Spc. Joseph Garza of the 782nd. "I've learned how much they value respect in this culture and that in order to work with them, all you have to do is treat them with respect."


Jad's menu may include hamburgers and fries, but it is his large selection of Middle Eastern recipes that he is most proud of.


According to Jad, he spent the early years of his life traveling around the Middle East gathering recipes, hoping to one day own his own restaurant. He brings to the American palate dishes from his native Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan and other countries. 


"There are too many items for a specific menu," said Jad, "If some one asks us for something, we will make it."


Jad's workers are also experienced in Middle Eastern cooking and work to provide the finest quality product to the soldiers. For this reason, each employee is hand-picked and many stay on with the business in excess of 10 years.


To further enhance the dining and shopping experience at the restaurant, Jad has had grass and trees planted, and has plans to open an Arabic tent in the spring to host belly-dancers, parties and other cultural exchanges.


Jad's success has not been limited to the work on military bases in Iraq, but has spread to his restaurant in Baghdad as well. There, he has gone from a two table restaurant that could barely fit ten people, to a much larger building in Baghdad, where families can come to eat and relax amidst a pleasant atmosphere. 


Jad's workers also take pride in their service to their customers both American and Iraqi, and have even been ordered by the owner to take any and all suggestions by patrons under consideration. 


So far, Jad has been able to open five restaurants throughout Iraq on various military bases, and hopes to spread his business to many more.


"My job is to provide morale. I am happy to see the soldiers having a good time, I want to make them comfortable," said Jad.
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A worker makes bread in traditional clay ovens at the Resturant.
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A soldier waits patiently as the chefs at the restaurant prepare his meal. Great care is taken by the employees to ensure that each meal is prepared to the customer's satisfaction.

