
GETTING IT STRAIGHT FROM THE FRONTLINES  
(excerpts of emails from Mr. McKenzie, a T16 dad who just deployed to the 
Middle East) 
 
APRIL 19, 2007 

Here I sit in San Diego at the 32 Street Naval Base, waiting for my plane first thing in the morning. So 
far, the Navy has stabbed me, infected me, starved me and deprived me of sleep. Next week promises to be even 
more fun since I will be at Ft Jackson and taking care of my smallpox injection. It should scab up and stop 
burning in 2-3 weeks or so. So far, I've not had to have the Anthrax vaccine, but that could change once I'm in 
theater.  

I don't know how much time that I will have once I get in-country. Estimates range from a lot, to not 
much at all. So, responding to individual emails may be sporadic, but I will try to send these mass mailings 
every week or so.  
 
 
APRIL 25, 2007 

What's been going on with Ron? 
  Sweat. Then some more sweat, with a little perspiration thrown in. This week in South Carolina the 
temperature has been in the mid 80's. That sounds pleasant enough, with a Denver frame of reference (and, yes, 
I know that the weather there is horrible just now). However, South Carolina has humidity, great big soggy 
buckets of it. The air here clings and sticks to you like day old rice. So, instead of cooling you off, the sweat just 
hangs on you, then drips down and soaks your clothes. Now, imagine performing physical training (running, 
etc), often on pavement. Oh, and the best part is I get to wear the gear as shown by this website : 
https://peosoldier.army.mil/factsheets/IBA.pdf .  
  I have every auxilary item for this battle armor ( Side SAPI's, the heavier ESAPI plates, ESBI plates, 
throat, groin, underarm, and deltoid protectors).  A good picture of what I look like is the main one on the first 
page, as well as the pictures at the bottom of the second page, including helmet. The helmet is about 3 pounds 
(without googles or night vision equipment), and the body armor is about 40 - 45 pounds. Add to this the first 
aid kit attached to the front (about 1 pound) with both knee and elbow pads, and we all feel like turtles. Add 
combat boots, rifle, side arm, extra ammunition and magazines, 3 liter camelbak with water, and any pack that 
we might have to carry, and the loadout starts to approach 75 pounds or more. We are expected to train in this 
system, including running and firing our weapons.  
  Yesterday, we practiced medical evacuation of wounded, meaning we had to pick up or drag another 
sailor wearing this same loadout, put them in the back of a Humvee, and start battlefield first-aid. And our first-
aid class  was not simple, cuts, scapes, and other boo-boo's, but included sucking chest wounds and inserting 14 
gauge needles into punctured lungs to relieve pnuemo-thorax pressure. "I can't feel my legs!", "Bubba, you ain't 
got any legs" ( From the movie 'Major Payne', very funny). 
  Army Drill Sargeants here have the most wonderful, direct, and profane way of explaining things during 
training. There has to be a school for it, because these guys weave such an intricate array of dirty words, 
phrases, and word-pictures together, that is starts to take on a sick beauty all its own.  It's almost an art form 
with nuances, cadences, pentameter, and the ability to leave the listener gasping. I wouldn't be able to do it 
justice here in written form; it really has to be heard to understand what I'm talking about. Watch the first half of 
'Full Metal Jacket', with updated terminology, and not meant to belittle the listener. This is a start. 
  Now, I don't want to give the impression that  my drill sergeants are mean, or even crude. In fact, just 
the opposite is true. The men are true professionals, and everything they are saying and teaching us is meant to 
help us out in a tough environment. They are patient, encouraging, respectful of person, and even kind. This is 
not a boot-camp environment, but a learning laboratory for learning some hard lessons rapidly. They are among 
the finest people that I've ever met in or out of the military. 
  My fellow Sailors are first rate as well. If the rest of the Navy were filled with the same caliber of 
people that are at this camp, then I probably wouldn't have gotten out. There is little complaining about the 
environment or the training. The attitude among us is "It is what it is. Let's go." These guys and gals cope with 
aches, pains, weariness,injury,  heat, and bureacracy with grace and humor. And on only a few days 
acquaintance, when I'm dirty, smelly, exhausted, sore, heart-sick, homesick, and looking at a year away, I can 
look at anyone else here and they will say "Me, too, Chief".   
  



We live in open-bay berthing. This is nice way of saying that 100 guys are crammed into a building with 
6 showers, 8 sinks, 6 toilets, 4 urinals, and about one refrigerator-sized locker that holds not only our personal 
items, but our uniforms, M16, 9mm pistol, dirty laundry, etc. Everyone leaves their Individual Battle Armor (our 
Battle Rattle) on the floor because there's no other place for it, and it's too heavy, not to mention rank, for 
anyone to steal (there are other people on the base. I don't worry about theft among the Sailors or Drill 
Sergeants). At night, there is a symphony of snoring and other body noises echoing up and down the room. 
When we eat chow, we look at each other and, emphatically tell those who bunk closest to us the virtues of a 
bean and broccoli free diet. We say tender and caring things like "Dude, I know that I don't see a big bean 
burrito and boiled eggs on your plate over there. We will so set fire to you if you start busting a$$ in the 
barracks."  
  Well, I need to close for now. There are things that I have to take care of, and a wife to call. As hard as 
things are for me, Lonnie has it much tougher. Not only does she get the loneliness, but also the hard work of 
running a household and children to manage solo. She gets the added bonus of worrying about me and 
comforting the children as Dad and husband runs off to a war zone and harm's way. She gets no medal, no 
recognition, and no parade of homecoming. Plus, she gets to try and put on a brave face for me in an effort to 
keep my spirits up.  For those of you who offered to pray for my safety, please include prayers for Lonnie and 
the kids. I know that my job this year is easier than hers. 
  Everyone take care. Let me know how things are going on with you. I'll continue to write when I can 
and give you the (almost) unvarnished skinny on the Army, Iraq, and life in general.  
  
 
MAY 6, 2007 
      Hello, all, from Iraq! 
      Lot's to talk about since my last email. And I apologize for how long it's taken me to get an update out to 
you all. In my defense, though, I've been going at at a frenetic pace of late, and haven't had opportunity to sit 
down and gather my thoughts enough to put them into words. I know some of you are speculating that the time 
it should  take me to gather my thoughts should be pretty short, and that I could use monosyllabic words to 
record them! For those in that group, just let my know and I'll insult you later, in alphabetical order. 
      Since there is so much to write about, some of which is even interesting, I 'm going to write topically vice 
chronologically. Mostly, this is for my benefit, so that I can keep track of what I want to tell everyone, instead of 
a boring series of  "...and then..".  
  
Ft Bragg 
        After graduating from Camp McCrady, a group of about 40 came to Ft Bragg for some follow-on training 
prior to deployment to Iraq or Afghanistan. We went from barracks style living to single rooms at the local 
Comfort Suites, with rental cars to boot. I know it's trite to say that you don't know what you've got until it's 
gone, but I'll tell you that everyone of us knew how good we had it at Ft Bragg. Private rooms, and more 
importantly, private bathrooms. These are things that I won't take for granted for a while to come. Even more 
luxurious, we had to eat out every meal, whereas we had a chow hall at Camp McCrady. Unfortunately, all of 
the weight I had lost in South Carolina, I gained back in North Carolina.  
  
The Flight Over 
     I love flying. I love airports, and traveling in general. I still try to get a window seat when I fly, and I'm 
fascinated by take-offs and landings. The U.S. Air Force completely robbed me of the joy of flying on my way 
over. The  C-17 cargo plane was designed to carry cargo. There are precious few windows, and the seats are 
little folding seats attached to the inside body along the wall (meaning we sit sideways relative to the direction 
of travel). And one bathroom for 50 people. The flight from NC to Germany was 9.5 hours. Since conversation 
is nearly impossible (it's rather loud inside a cargo plane), and there's nothing to see, most everybody took the 
opportunity to sleep. So we all unrolled our sleepig bags and found spots on the metal deck between pallets of 
cargo. I myself slept between a truck and a pallet of computer printers.  
  
Rammstein Air Force Base 
     We had a 4 hour lay-over in Germany while the plane was refueled, giving us a chance to walk around the 
airport (we couldn't leave, by military order) and grab some food that didn;t come from a box or bag. There are 
really only two things worth mentioning about my time at Rammstein; the sobering and the absurd. 
  



     The Absurd. We were summoned by the airport intercom to gather at our terminal, and we were required to 
go through security to reboard our plane. Nevermind that we are on an Air Force base, and that we are members 
of the military, rules are rules. We had to be checked for dangerous items like clippers, lighters, more than 3 
ounces of liquid, etc, before we boarded the plane that had over 50 M16's, 40 9mm pistols, and all of the 
ammunition for both weapons. And forget the fact that it was the same plane that we just left wher we got on at 
Ft Bragg with NO security screening.  
       Common wisdom in the military dictates that when you get the chance, sleep, because you don't know when 
the next chance will come. So a small number of our group made pillows out of daypacks, and proceded to rack 
out at the gate for the 45 minutes between final call and actual boarding.  Some Air Force E-nothing came over 
to one of our guys and procalimed, loudly, that lying down was not allowed. Against the rules. Verboten!  And if 
he didn't get up right now, he'd be IN TROUBLE!  Both doctors and  psychologists say that, in time, and with 
proper rehabilitation, the young airman might one day recover and lead a productive life. 
     The Sobering. While we had been running around the airport, I got the chance to read the Stars and Stripes, 
the military daily newspaper. Of course, I was riveted to see which yong lady the Bachelor had chosen, and just 
how many days Paris might have to spend in jail. Below the fold on the first page, there was also an article about 
the loss of seven soldiers in Iraq, two days prior. Like most people, I hear about our military members dying in 
Iraq or Afghanistan, and it doesn't affect me. I know that it should, but it doesn't seem real. Even then, knowing 
that I was going to the same country where these men were killed, I was not profoundly moved by their deaths. 
They were too much of an abstraction.  
       We rode a bus across the tarmac back to our plane. The bus stopped to let a cargo truck pass on its way to 
another plane. All activity near that truck ceased as it drove slowly past. Cargo handlers stopped, and stood at 
attention. Other vehicles ceased motion. In the back of that truck, rode seven flag-draped caskets, on their way 
home. I even had their names in the newspaper that I still carried.  
      
Iraq 
  
     Food. The food here isn't bad. It's not especially good, either. I live on a compound within a larger base and 
our food is prepared somewhere else and trucked over to us. So our food tends to be drier, or just not as hot and 
fresh. And, it's still institutional food. We do get 4 meals daily: breakfast, lunch, dinner and mid-rations, buffet 
style. The four meal schedule is to accomodate a 24/7 operational environment, and ensure that no matter what 
schedule you work, that there are 3 meals available. Because our schedules are odd, people often have 'breakfast' 
at the end of their wake/sleep cycle. Once, I ended up with pancakes and strawberry syrup, a side salad, southern 
style sweet tea, and hot wings, and it wasn't immediately obvious to me that that was an odd combination.  
  
     Hooch. In this case, hooch is not a type of liquor, but refers to one's living space. I share a 12x12 foot room 
in a segmented trailer, with one other guy. We've been in the same training group for 5 weeks before getting 
here, and we work opposite schedules. It's almost like we each have our own room since we're never in it at the 
same time.  
     All of the trailers are lined up in the same area of the compound, row upon row. And they are all identical. 
And there are a lot of them. What I'm saying is, it's some times hard to find your home at night after a 16 hour 
shift. Directions to specific hooches are "turn left at the porta-potty, right at the blue bicycle, and if you see the 
dumpsters, you've gone too far".  
  
     Work. Like in Denver, I work in a classified environment. In Denver, that means that there are certain things 
that I can't bring into work like cellphones, cameras, magnetic media, explosives, etc. That's all out the window 
here. My 'secure' building is SeeBee plywood chic, and there's every imaginable thing in my workspece, 
including my personal weapons. I'm so gonna get busted when I come home and start working again back at 
Northrop.  
  
Well, I see that this email has gotten out of control, so I'll finish for now. My work schedule has solidified, so I 
have predictable times to email, and I'll tell you a bit about the weather, and the wildlife, soon. Drop me a line. 
Emails are absolutely wonderful to get on a long shift. Everyone take care.  
  
'Til next,  
  
Ron 
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