Holiday Greetings From Afghanistan

As the holidays approach, allow me to take this opportunity to tell you how proud I am of the magnificent performance and selfless service of our soldiers in Afghanistan and Iraq.

Coalition Task Force Warrior, the 1st Brigade Combat Team, is taking the fight to the enemy in the Global War on Terrorism.  Our soldiers are not only aware of the historical importance of this fight, but also proud of their role in it, and motivated to accomplish the mission.  We know that Americans and freedom-loving people everywhere are counting on us—and we will not let them down.  Even though we are fighting ruthless terrorists, we have the advantage of having the best-trained, best-equipped and best-led soldiers in the world.  As President Bush says, "our cause is just and the outcome is sure."

I would also like to express my sincere thanks for all of the extraordinary support we receive from the families of our soldiers, particularly by way of their involvement in our Family Readiness Groups (FRGs). The FRGs are invaluable to upholding the morale of our deployed soldiers.  In the process of supporting us, they have also learned to appreciate the support they can provide to each other.  Many close-knit groups have developed in the North Country community as a direct result of the leadership and support of some special FRG leaders and volunteers.

While we focus on the tasks before us in Afghanistan and Iraq, the FRGs become vitally important to care for each other, support one another, assist one another and pass information to one another.  We also realize that our families endure the trying burden of our extended absence, and occasionally some family members wrestle with uncertainty regarding the safety of their loved ones.  Of course, the best cure for uncertainty is information, and once again the best resource for information about deployed soldiers is the FRG.  Therefore, I urge any concerned or anxious family member to contact and get involved with the FRG from your soldier’s unit.

As recently announced by the Secretary of Defense, we will be extended in Afghanistan for nine months and in Iraq for 12 months.  I know this announcement is difficult for our family members to accept, but trust that everyone understands the importance of our efforts at this pivotal point in history.  Be assured that we will provide redeployment dates as soon as we get them.  Thank you for your patience and support.

Unit Updates

Task Force 1-32 is operating out of Forward Operating Base Chosin near Iskandariyah, Iraq, about 25 miles south of Baghdad.  They recently conducted operations resulting in the capture of numerous enemy personnel and weapons, as covered by FOX News.  In addition to combat operations, TF 1-32 is also conducting joint patrols with the Iraqi police to assist them in gaining the trust and credibility of the Iraqi people.  Next, they will begin recruiting for the Iraqi Civil Defense Corps.  Due to their 12-month tour in Iraq, soldiers from TF 1-32 will soon have the opportunity to take mid-tour leave back in the United States.   

Task Force 1-87 continues to operate in the central area of Afghanistan, conducting patrols and continuous offensive operations from Orgun-E and Shkin firebases.  Conditions at the firebases are still austere, but we have recently improved the connectivity to families via the Internet.  We are also installing a video teleconference (VTC) system at each firebase just in time for the holidays.  The VTC systems will allow families at Fort Drum to see and talk to their soldiers live on the firebases.  TF 1-87 recently hosted “Geraldo,” “60 Minutes II,” and the New York Times.   

Task Force 2-22 just completed a combat operation in the high mountain region of northeastern Afghanistan.  This operation occurred hundreds of miles from TF 2-22’s home base at Kandahar Airfield in southern Afghanistan.  During one phase of the operation, TF 2-22 maneuvered by foot over 37 miles of extremely steep terrain in seven days, culminating in a 3,000 foot climb to the final objective.  By their deeds, TF Courage added another chapter to the proud history of the 22d Infantry and truly put the “mountain” in the 10th Mountain Division.

Task Force 2-87 is relinquishing responsibility for the security of Bagram airfield to a Marine battalion while simultaneously conducting combat operations.  They are currently engaged in an operation to deny enemy sanctuary in northeastern Afghanistan.  The Catamounts have achieved very impressive results thus far—detaining a number of terrorists, disrupting the enemy’s operations, and capturing large amounts of enemy weapons and equipment.  TF 2-87’s mailing address and base of operations at Bagram will remain the same while they are deployed forward.

Task Force 1-501 is now fully established at Forward Operating Base (FOB) Salerno, vicinity the city of Khowst near the eastern border of Afghanistan.  To get there, the Geronimos deployed all the way from Alaska, gathered their vehicles and equipment at Bagram, and then proceeded to drive to FOB Salerno over 150 miles of some of the most treacherous roads on earth.  TF 1-501 is already conducting combat operations in the vicinity of FOB Salerno and will soon expand to a much larger area.  The Geronimos are a much-welcomed addition to the 1st Brigade Combat Team.

3d Battalion, 6th Field Artillery continues to provide fire support to coalition forces across Afghanistan.  The Centaurs are at the point of the spear in every engagement, massing timely and accurate indirect fires in close support of our soldiers.  They have also fired numerous counter-fire missions to protect our bases from enemy rocket and mortar attack.  As seen on CNN, the Centaurs excel in providing decisive firepower and daily demonstrate why they are the “King of Battle.”

10th Forward Support Battalion is the workhorse of the Brigade.  Not only are they providing uninterrupted support to six US battalions, a Romanian battalion, and a French task group, they are also supporting other coalition forces operating in southern Afghanistan.  The Sherpas repair our equipment, arm us, feed us, clothe us, give us water, and take care of our sick and injured.  They do all of the work that people rarely appreciate until they need help.  Thanks to the Sherpas for their consistently outstanding support.  They are the unsung heroes of Coalition Task Force Warrior. 

We also continue to receive exceptional support from A Company, 10th Military Police Battalion; A Company, 41st Engineer Battalion; A Battery, 3d Battalion, 62d Air Defense Artillery; A Company, 10th Signal Battalion; A Company, 110th Military Intelligence Battalion; and the Long Range Surveillance Detachment.  Small in number but high in demand, these soldiers typically operate across Afghanistan—performing difficult tasks in very demanding situations.  Their skills and contributions are invaluable and much appreciated by everyone.  Likewise, the great soldiers of Headquarters and Headquarters Company, 1st Brigade continue to apply their many talents to keep the whole operation moving forward.  I cannot overstate their importance; they are absolutely fundamental to our success.

On a lighter note, we celebrated the Thanksgiving holiday with plenty of turkey, dressing, and desserts for everyone—including our soldiers manning the most remote firebases.  Our superb cooks spared no effort to ensure that every soldier received the closest thing to a home-cooked feast as possible.  Thanksgiving visits by Senator Clinton, Senator Reed, Major General (P) Barno, Chaplain (MG) Hicks, and Brigadier General (P) Austin ensured that we did not celebrate alone.  Following Thanksgiving, we celebrated the lighting of the Warrior Christmas tree at Kandahar airfield to mark the beginning of the holiday season.  We will also provide a Christmas tree complete with decorations to each of our firebases; so forward-deployed soldiers can observe the season too.

The patriot Thomas Paine once said, “If there must be trouble, let it be in my day, so that my children may have peace.”  This is a creed that our soldiers adhere to quite literally.  Whether in Afghanistan or Iraq, they voluntarily face danger and endure hardships to protect America and the freedoms we all enjoy.  But the price of freedom is never free.  Please keep our wounded in action and family members of those brave soldiers who made the ultimate sacrifice in your thoughts and prayers.  We are forever grateful for their service and commitment to our Nation.
 Finally, let me express the appreciation of the entire 1st Brigade Combat Team for the support our soldiers and their families have received from the North Country community.  We have no way to properly express our gratitude, but we look forward to your continued support and hope to thank you in person upon our return.

Happy holidays and a blessed New Year to all!

Colonel Burke Garrett                                                                                         Commander, Coalition Task Force Warrior

