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 Hello to all of our Task Force 34 Friends and Family 
from all of us here at Joint Base Balad (JBB) and many other 
stations throughout Iraq.  

To date, TF 34 units have flown over 33,000 flight hours, trans-
ported thousands of passengers and countless tons of equip-
ment to Multi-National Corps-Iraq (MNC-I) units at many of 
the Forward Operating Bases (FOBs) or Combat Outpost Bases 
(COBs) around JBB and Bagdad.  To enable this amount of fly-
ing, our maintenance teams within each battalion and our Avia-
tion Support Battalion, along with many civilian maintainers 
have completed over 98 phase maintenance inspections in just 
over an average of 17 days per phase.  To put this in perspec-
tive, for those of you that have kept up with your respective 
state aviation programs, most states fly an annual 4,000-6,000 
hour program.  Only through your Soldier’s dedicated and co-
lossal efforts can, we do such immense work!

Our mighty 3-159th Attack Reconnaissance Battalion, other-
wise known as TF Quickstrike, has to date flown thousands of 
hours in support of MNC-I units and Other Coalition Forces-Iraq 
(OCF-I).  Unlike most TF34 units, TF Quickstrike is split-based 
between Al Basrah and JBB.  As a Corps CAB ARB, this arrange-
ment is somewhat unusual, but reflective of the current reali-
ties here in theater.  Army Aviation is in demand.  TF Quick-
strike, with their nearly 500 Soldiers and their AH-64D model 
helicopters, is truly a force multiplier.  They have provided both 
critical area protection over remote FOBs and secured route 
reconnaissance to secure miles and miles of desolate highways 
that have all too frequently been targeted with IEDs by insur-
gents.  The AH-64D is perhaps our most sophisticated heli-
copter in TF 34.  Weapon systems include the famous Hellfire 
missile, 30mm chain gun, and the 2.75 Hydra 70 rockets. 

Southeast Iraq, like the rest of the country, is undergoing rapid 
changes.  With the SOFA agreement now signed and the “Way 
Ahead” closer to being fully mapped out, change is rapidly 
occurring.  Basrah, the main port city of Iraq, has just over 1 
million people most, if not all are Shia, and heavily influenced 
by Muqtada al-Sadr.  Basrah, currently part of MND-SE under 
British control, is also a central hub for smuggling of weapons 
and other contraband that flows north to other Iraqi cities.  
TF Quickstrike has provided many safe and effective flights in 
support of the British.  And as the British forces depart later 
this year, TF 34 AH-64Ds will become even more important as a 
deterrent factor.  TF Quickstrike missions will continue to focus 
on providing security to both US forces and the Iraqi Security 
Forces including the Iraqi Army and Iraqi Police.

The time to say fare-
well to one of our great 
TF 34 Battalions, Task 
Force Voodoo, arrived 
with great speed.  Over 
the last couple of days, 
members of 1-137th 
Assault Helicopter Bat-
talion, from Ohio and 
Indiana, have arrived 
at Joint Base Balad, 
and are in the process 
of learning their trade 
from one of the best 
Assault Helicopter 
Battalions that the US 
Army and the Army 
National Guard have to 
offer; bar none!

Under both LTC Bosset-
ta and CSM Creecy’s 
guidance, this Louisi-
ana and Florida Battalion 
has completed more than 1,700 missions, flown over 14,500 
hours, transported over 60,000 passengers, and moved over 
268,000 lbs. of cargo.  All the while, successfully completing 
complex air assault missions for Special Operations Command; 
air movement of precious cargo ranging from displaced families 
to much needed unit supplies to, most importantly, conducting 
battlefield circulation of our senior leaders and fellow Soldiers 
throughout the MNC-I battle space.  Their support compa-
nies served more than 135,000 patrons at the dining facility; 
pumped more than 1.8 million gallons of fuel; and maintained 
an A+ operational readiness rate for both aircraft and ground 
equipment.  Aboslutely an amazing OPTEMPO with historical 
results for TF Voodoo!

I absolutely thank them for their strong dedication, unit esprit, 
de corps, and deep enthusiasm for truly a job well done during 
OIF 08-10.  It has truly been a pleasure to serve with such a fine 
group of professional, winged warriors!  I will miss all of you as 
you depart back to your homes this month.

ONE TEAM-ONE FIGHT, ATTACK!



CSM’s Corner

CSM Gery Thesing
TF 34 Command Sergeant Major

 Written by CSM Gery Thesing
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The mission of the Task Force 34 
Family Readiness Groups is to 
establish and maintain a fully-
functioning chain of concern to 
work alongside the military chain 
of command to provide an avenue 
for mutual support, assistance 
and communication among family 
members, the chain of command, 
and community resources.

www.ArmyFRG.org 

Hello families and Sol-
diers of Task Force 34. 

The countdown to 
our return home is on 
everyone’s mind here, 
and I expect that it is 
also on the families’ 
thoughts, too. The 
1-244th Assault Heli-
copter Battalion from 
Louisiana is packing 
for their return home.  
CSM Creecy, the 
1-244th AHB’s Com-
mand Sgt. Maj., will 
tell you the number of 
days left even though 
he hesitates when 
asking him because he 
wants Soldiers to think 
he is not counting. 
Well, he is counting, all 
of us are counting the 

days, and I, too, am counting to the day that each unit, Bat-
talion, and the Task Force 34 Headquarters will conduct their 
Transfer of Authority (TOA); that day is the day we officially are 
relieved from the duty here and can depart Iraq for the theater 
gateway in Kuwait, then on to the United States and HOME!! 

The 1-244th will be leaving in a few weeks, and since I am 
talking about counting days, I (the HHC of TF 34) have about 
70 days left from the date I am writing this article.  The 834th 
Aviation Support Battalion is a few days ahead of the HHC, the 
2-149th General Support Aviation Battalion from Texas will be 
a few days after the HHC, the 2-641st Aviation Regiment from 
Oregon is early summer, and the 3-159th Attack Reconnais-

sance Battalion from Germany is late summer. 

 This is a stressful time for some of our Soldiers and family 
members; the anxiety of the upcoming homecoming is on all 
our minds and in our thoughts. Some will have issues to dis-
cuss that are not known at this time; that is our human nature.  
It may be personal issues, money issues, or expectations that 
will be difficult to meet by the Soldiers or a family member. I 
urge Soldiers and family members to be in good communica-
tion and discuss any issues that may or may not warrant coun-
seling, the military has processes in place to accommodate at 
no cost, any counseling that is required, use them and ask for 
those services. 

I also encourage married couples to attend a “strong bonds” 
marriage retreat in your state or at your base, they are proven 
to have good benefits. There are also “singles” weekend re-
treats to attend if so desired, they also are highly recommend-
ed. Ask your leaders to schedule the retreats with the rear 
personnel or if the schedule is already set, then pre-register for 
the courses.

 At this stressful time, watch your battle buddy and ask them 
how they are doing!! Families, stay in touch with fellow family 
members and the Family Readiness Group in your unit.  They 
will have information that will be time sensitive as to the re-
integration process and the retreats.

 Let’s all be safe and all start to plan the festivities for the 
homecoming. I’d like to give a sincere “thank you” to the entire 
Task Force 34 team for all that you do, and thanks to our fami-
lies and friends on the home front, for your support! 

WILD 7, out



CH (MAJ) John Berry
2-149th GSAB Chaplain

 Written by CH (MAJ) John Berry
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Wing and a Prayer
 As Task Force 34 prepares for redeployment, I have found myself reach-
ing back into my own life for spiritual and moral direction.  I believe that a 
resource for citizen-Soldiers in keeping our moral compass pointed in the right 
direction is the constant rediscovery of our nation’s spiritual heritage.

Our national identity and spiritual development as a nation has always found its 
most creative balance in our diversity as a people.  The Army certainly reflects 
this same diversity and it has given us a unity of strength.  We live in a land that 
represents a cultural melting pot and is one that is much like a stew that is made 
up of many ingredients; that when you put it all together and allow it to cook 
in a crock pot, you end up with a great meal made up of all the gifts and graces, 
temperaments, and personalities that combined together, give us a unity of 
character.  The tapestry of our land is woven into the fabric of these historically 
diverse backgrounds that come from every part of the globe and culture, and I 
believe that this is a reflection of our own Army culture and warrior Ethos.

Amidst, the cultural melting pot, with our spiritual and moral compass, we find a 
great strength of character, and that remains a blessing from our unique Ameri-
can heritage.  That spiritual heritage keeps us alive and growing in a healthy way, 
and it is with confidence then that we can embrace our future as responsible 
citizens making a difference in our world.  Our faith in a living God is founda-
tional for our nation’s calling, and is expressed in so many different ways as it 
reflects the First Amendment of the U.S. Constitution, that says:

“CONGRESS SHALL MAKE NO LAWS RESPECTING AN ESABLISHMENT OF RELIGION OR PROHIBITING THE FREE EXERCISE 
THEREOF…”

Within the framework of the world’s great religions it is taught that we are to have respect for all people and apply the 
golden rule of treating others as we would want to be treated; as a Christian this is certainly the case. In the Army com-
munity the free exercise of religion clause from this Amendment guarantees all of us the right to practice the dictates of 
our own consciences and to stand upon the strong foundation of our founding fathers keeping visibility of them as we 
protect the dignity of all of our people.  God is good.

Our own Army values are a direct reflection of these historic documents and Spiritual heritage.  Because in them we see 
how LOYALTY, DUTY, RESPECT, SELFLESS SERVICE, HONOR, INTEGRITY, and PERSONAL COURAGE connect the dots for us to 
our most sacred values. And, in them we continue to lead the world toward peace, while we spread democracy to distant 
lands.  

Task Force 34 embraces our national love for freedom and our nations spiritual 
and moral compass.  And as we redeploy home these values give us strength for 
the completion of our mission as we rediscover our nation’s spiritual heritage, that 
will return us home with honor.

PRO DEO ET PATRIA (For God & Country) 
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Equal Opportunity

LTC James Yates, 
TF 34 Equal Opportunity Advisor

Thought of the Day 

“In the long run, we shape our lives, 
and we shape ourselves. The process 
never ends until we die. And the 
choices we make are ultimately our 
own responsibility.”    
Eleanor Roosevelt

Fact of the Day 

Title: Woman Combat Pilots
Date: 1942 to 1944
Fact: Women-pilots of female air regi-
ments engaged in dogfights, cleared 
the way for the advancing infantry 
and supported them in ground sup-
port missions. The fighter pilots of 
the all-women 586th IAP (Russian 
abbreviation for Fighter Aviation Regi-
ment, same as Fighter Air Regiment) 
flew a total of 4,419 sorties (per pilot) 
and participated in more than 125 
separate air battles, in which they 
massed a total of 38 confirmed kills. 
That is, the sorties when the enemy 
was actually encountered.

Upcoming Special Observances for 
2009

Holocaust Remembrance Day   
21 April, 2009 

Days of Remembrance     
19-26 April, 2009 (Sunday to Sunday)

Asian Pacific Heritage Month  
May 2009 

Women’s Equality Day    
26 August, 2009 

Hispanic Heritage Month   
15 September – 15 October, 2009 

National Disability Employment 
Awareness Month    
1-31 October, 2009 

National American Indian Heritage 
Month  1-30 November, 2009 

SFC Jason Gangl, NCOIC
HHC, TF34 EOL
(318) 483-2722

SGT Derek Weber
HHC, TF34 EOL
(318) 483-2305 

Joint Base Balad Celebrates both 
Woman’s History Month and Irish 
American’s Month, during March.
This month provides a welcome op-
portunity to recognize and cele-
brate the contributions that Wom-
en and Irish Americans have made 
and continue to make towards our 
country’s progress. 

The Theme for Woman’s History 
Month is “Women Taking the Lead 
to Save or Planet.”

In honor of this year’s Army 
Theme “Year of the NCO,” Task 
Force 34 wants to recognize 
CSM Karen Jacobs-Harryman of 
2-641st Aviation Regiment, TF 
Cascade .  CSM Jacobs-Harryman, 
holds the highest rank of an en-
listed Soldier. Her accomplishments 
and success are an example of 

true determination and commitment to the Army.  Thank you CSM Jacobs-
Harryman for your years of sacrifice and service to the Army and the National 
Guard.

Not to forget our officers, Task Force 34 wants to also recognize Battalion 
Commander, LTC Joanne MacGregor of  2-149th General Support Aviation Bat-
talion.  LTC MacGregor is a helicopter pilot and holds one of the most coveted 
positions in the aviation community as an aviation battalion commander.  Her 
accomplishments and success are an example of true determination and com-
mitment to the Army. Thank you LTC MacGregor for your years of sacrifice 
and service to the Army and the National Guard.

In Honor of Irish American Month and St. Patrick’s Day the 555th Engineer 
Brigade in coordination with JBB Observance Committee hosted the “Triple 
Nickel Shamrock Shuffle” on March 17th. 

If you have any questions, please contact your unit EOL or the TF34 EO Office 
at (318) 483-4589.
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TF 34 Fun Facts

Public Affairs Guidance

Reintegration Programs

For more Beyond the Yellow 
Ribbon video visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

 Welcome to our last issue of The Flightline.  PAO 
now will shift our focus onto our end-of-tour products; a 
Tour Book, a video DVD, and a photo DVD.  We want to say 
a special thank you to these Unit Public Affairs Reps who 
consistantly helped tell the Soldiers’ story to their units, 
families and hometowns.

SGT Derrick Hichs, HHC 1-244th AHB
SGT Edward Thorne, HHC 2-149th GSAB
CW5 Wesley Jones, C Co. 2-149th GSAB

SPC Michael Cox, HHC 3-159th AHB
SGT Kim Doan, HSC 834th ASB
SPC Justin Adelmann, A Co. 834th ASB
SSG April Huseby, B Co. 834th ASB
 
Stay tuned to www.TaskForce34.org for the latest Task 
Force 34 Soldier stories and special features.

Family Reintegration Academy
The Family Reintegration Academies 
are conducted to prepare family 
members for the homecoming of their 
Soldiers, and to inform them on what 
they can do to make this transition 
as easy as possible.  The academy 
has been established to increase the 
family member’s knowledge of the 
reintegration process, and to provide 
resources to them as they go through 
the steps of reintegration.   

Monthly Individual Reintegration 
Training (MIRT)
MIRT is a 1 day reintegration train-
ing event for an individual REFRAD 
and MED-HOLD Soldiers. This training 
provides an opportunity to learn, ask 
questions and dialog about the chal-
lenges of reintegration and under-
stand what resources are available.

Initial Reintegration Training (IRT)
IRT connects Soldiers to service pro-
viders who can assist them in over-
coming the challenges of reintegration 
through briefings and a workshop 
format 
AND
-Enroll every Soldier in the Veterans 
Administration (1010EZ) 
-Inform Soldier of their Veterans 
Benefits 
-Provide Soldiers with TAG’s “10 Com-
mandments of Reintegration” wallet 

card

Training Event- 30 days after return 
Reconnect Soldiers and families with 
service providers through workshops 
and round-robin stations.  Allows for 
more personal contact with service 
providers.

Event types include:
- Relationship workshops for married 
couples and single Soldiers
- A parenting workshop 
- Access to service providers to explain 
all the benefits available to combat 
veterans
- A Job Fair with access to 100 em-
ployers looking to hire!

Training Event- 60 Days after return 
This is a unit-focused event that 
includes the Post Deployment Health 
Re-Assessment (PDHRA)and Tubercu-
losis (TB) tine testing.
 
Event types include:
- Anger Management 
- Gambling Abuse 
- Substance Abuse
The MN State Patrol will provide a 
drivers safety briefing and explain any 
laws that have changed in Minnesota.

Training Event- 90 Days after return 
Conduct a thorough Post Deployment 
Health Re-assessment (PDHRA) of 

combat veterans.
Community Reintegration Training 
This event educates community lead-
ers about challenges of reintegration, 
and what they can do to assist combat 
veterans and their families to success-
fully reintegrate back into the com-
munity.

Strong Bonds - Marriage Enrichment 
Workshop 
It is a free, educational and practical 
application opportunity to learn what 
works in marriage (and what makes 
marriage work). This is NOT group 
therapy.

Single Service Member Retreat
Mission for the weekend: To give 
Soldiers that have deployed in sup-
port of GWOT a fun and educational 
weekend. 

Written by SFC Daniel Ewer, TF 34 Public Affairs Chief

Courtesy of www.minnesotanationalguard.org         
/returning_troops/btyr_overview.php
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Written by SGT Edward Thorne, 2-149th GSAB     
Unit Public Affairs Representative

For more TF 34 Fallen 
Soldier photos visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

 Members of the Texas Army National Guard 
2-149th General Support Aviation Battalion who are serv-
ing in Iraq took a few minutes out of their busy schedule 
on Jan. 18 to honor a fallen comrade, as news of SSG 
Charles C. Mitts, 42, of Spring, TX, death from injuries he 
sustained when the UH-60 Blackhawk helicopter he was 
on went down on Jan. 13.  The chopper was conduct-
ing winter field training exercises with Texas A&M Army 
ROTC cadets when the accident occurred. The bird went 
down just after liftoff at Duncan Field at the Campus of 
Texas A&M University.  Mitts was one of five Soldiers on-
board the UH-60 when it crashed.  No Army ROTC cadets 
were on board when the accident occurred.

The crash also killed 2LT Zachary Cook, 22, of Lufkin, TX, 
a recent Texas A&M graduate.  Three other guardsmen, 
all Iraq war Veterans, were injured seriously.  The Uni-
versity’s Web site listed them as 1LT Ellis W. Taylor, 31, of 
Buda, TX; CW2 Matthew J. Smith, 41, of Leander, TX; and 
SGT Richard D. Ravenscraft, 24, of Austin, TX. 

It was a somber moment as Soldiers gathered around 
the flagpole to honor SSG Mitts. CH (MAJ) John Berry, 
HHC 2-149 GSAB’s Chaplain, led the memorial service to 
honor SSG Mitts as members of the unit joined in, each 
sharing memories of the man he was: from always being 
there when the unit needed him for a mission or just a 
helping hand, to his recent return from a deployment to 
Iraq in 2006-07, where he served with C Co., 1st Battalion 
108th Aviation Regiment.  It is always hard when there 
is a loss of a Soldier/friend, and the 2-149th GSAB is still 
trying to carry on after the Red River 44 crash not even 
six months ago, which claimed the lives of seven Soldiers 
on a ferrying mission into theater. And now to be los-
ing someone like SSG Mitts has really been hard on the 
Soldiers.  

“Our thoughts and prayers go out to the crew members 
involved in this tragedy, and especially to the family and 
friends of the crew members who paid the ultimate price 
for our freedom as a result of injuries sustained in the 
crash,” said A&M President Elsa Murano.

Tribute is paid to 2-149th 
GSAB fallen state-side Soldier
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Written by SGT Edward Thorne, 2-149th GSAB     
Unit Public Affairs Representative

 While cross-country skiing is traditionally done on the 
snow, two 834th Aviation Support Battalion Soldiers have decided 
to roller ski the 51 kilometer Birkebeiner race on Joint Base Balad 
(JBB), Iraq’s flight line on Feb. 21.

“The Birkebeiner is the largest cross-country ski race in North 
America,” said Chaplain (CPT) Ken Harris, 834th ASB Chaplain.  “It 
is modeled after the Norwegian Birkebeiner, a race commemorat-
ing the miraculous rescue of baby Prince Haakon by two Soldiers 
who skied through the wilderness saving him from assassination.”

The team of Chaplain Harris of Minneapolis, MN and SGT John 
Kurtz, A Co. 834th ASB Unit Administrator of St. Paul, MN, plot-
ted a six kilometer round trip route on the JBB’s west flight line.  
Chaplain Harris arrived at JBB only moments before the race due 
to sandstorms in Baghdad, Iraq where he was visiting 834th ASB 
Soldiers.  

For SGT Kurtz, the race is a way of connecting to home.

“I know a lot of good friends who will be racing stateside,” SGT 
Kurtz said.  “[A special] thanks goes to my friend Steve for sending 
his roller skis and poles half way around the work for me to use.”

Both participants feel privileged to be able to participate in this 
event even when far from its stateside venue of Cable, Wis.

 “If it were not for a couple of miracles and the heroic skiing of 
two Soldiers, a priest and his mother, Prince Haakon would not 
have survived to reign over Norway’s Golden Years,” Chaplain Har-
ris said.  “As a Soldier, a chaplain, and an avid skier, I appreciate 
the opportunity to remember both God’s faithfulness in a time of 
trial and the hope for Golden Years ahead for the country in which 
I am skiing, whether America or Iraq.”

For more Birkie Race 
photos visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

Written by SPC Jodi Krause, HSC 834th ASB     
Unit Public Affairs Representative

Minnesota Soldiers participate in ski race at JBB
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Superheroes 
serve in Iraq
 Military members are often called ‘heroes’ for their 
dedication, selfless service, honor and integrity to the mis-
sion at hand, stateside or abroad.  For a battalion of de-
ployed Louisiana and Florida National Guardsmen, they took 
the title to the next level.

The Soldiers of 1st Battalion 244th Assault Helicopter Battal-
ion (1-244th AHB) have taken on the names of the Superhe-
roes which have taken on their likeness.

“The Superhero themes of the 1-244th AHB started around 
the winter of 1999,” said Chief Warrant Officer 4 Reggie 
Lane, Standardization Officer, 1-244th AHB Bravo Co.  “I 
was the training officer for A Co., 1-244th AHB and an order 
came out to turn in “Hollywood” call signs to be named after 
cartoon characters.” 

Finding a Name

“I turned in the call sign “Superman” for Alpha Company ful-
ly expecting the Battalion Commander to reject it because it 
wasn’t cartoonish enough,” CW4 Lane said.  “I was ready to 
defend my position based on the animated Superman series 
which was airing at the time…to my relief, he accepted it.”

“It wasn’t long after that the other companies decided to 
follow suit starting with Headquarters Company choosing 
Spiderman and Bravo Company (formerly Charlie Company) 
going with Batman and Delta Company went with Ironman,” 
he said.  “Our Echo Company chose ‘Juggernaut,’ the seem-
ingly unstoppable crushing force from the X-Men series.”

What’s in a Name?

The names of comic Superheroes which were turned in re-
flected the characteristics of companies within 1-244th AHB.

“Most of the company feels that we are sometimes ‘Super-
men,’” said SGT Brian Marquez, crew chief, A. Co. 1-244th 
AHB.  “We are called to complete missions that have been 
passed by other units that they couldn’t complete.  We are 
the “men of steel!”  

“With his range of abilities, Superman is also the most 
powerful Superhero, faster than a speeding bullet, more 
powerful than a locomotive, able to leap tall buildings and 
can fly like a bird,” said SGT Marquez, a native of Covington, 
La.  “Every little boy wants to be like Superman, not only 
because of super-abilities, but also because of his humbled 
and compassionate heart.”  

After the naming of the companies took off, more than just 
the names spread quickly throughout the battalion.  

“After that, in order to boost morale and promote Esprit de 
Corps, we started buying every Warner Brother product that 
had a Superman logo we could find,” said CW4 Lane, and 
native of Slidell, La.  “Soon we had Superman patches on our 
flight suits and the big Superman “S” silkscreened on our 
T-shirts under our flight suits.”

“Florida’s Charlie Company served with the 1-244th AHB 
in OIF 2004-2005. They stuck with “Privateers,” which suits 
their Florida roots,” said CW4 Lane. 

According to the first few lines of Charlie Company’s, Pri-
vateers ‘Official Proclamation’, “The title ‘Privateer’ is not 
just a name it is a piece of history.  Originally hired by the 
governing officials of America’s original colonies, the priva-
teers were empowered to act on their behalf to defend the 
coastal waters and lands of our new nation.”  

“As we move into a new era, the new privateers of Florida 
move from the ocean waters to the skies above.  These 
proud professionals who wear this emblem have commit-
ted their lives to the service and defense of Florida’s citizens 
from all enemies as well as to the consumption of all beers 
both foreign and domestic.”

For the full Superheroes article 
and more photos visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

Written by SSG Lynette Hoke, TF 34 Public Affairs Journalist
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Written by SPC Justin Adelmann,      
A Co. 834th ASB Unit Public Affairs Representative

For more SSA photos, visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

 A truck driven by an Iraqi 
Local National arrived in Tallil, Iraq 
with a needed transmission on it.  The 
driver, lacking the clearance needed 
to enter the base, was stranded in the 
dirty yard just inside the wire.
 
The driver needed an escort, and 
neither SPC Jason Aguirre, A Co. 834th 
Aviation Support Battalion Supply 
Specialist, nor the four other Soldiers 
he worked with, were licensed Local 
National Escorts.  To further compli-
cate the situation, there was no luck 
in tracking down a truck and crew to 
drive the transmission back to the SSA 
(Supply Support Activity) where SPC 
Aguirre works.

“It’s just another problem that has 
come up since we started building this 
SSA,” SPC Aguirre said.
  
It was another growing pain so to 
speak, and, like the others, a solution 
was quickly improvised.  SPC Aguirre 
donned his protective gear, including 
his helmet and vest, and drove his 
forklift into the dirty yard to pick up 
the transmission and deliver it back to 
the SSA.

SPC Aguirre is one of five Soldiers 
who have been working on the Tallil, 
Iraq based SSA for Task Force 449, 
a national guard unit out of North 
Carolina.  What is interesting to know 
is that these Soldiers are part of Task 
Force 34. 

Two of them, including SSG Karen 
Johnson, SSA Noncommissioned 
Officer in Charge of Alexandria, MN, 
and SGT Megan Fasching, Supply 
Sergeant, are from A Co. 834th ASB, 

a Minnesota 
National Guard 
unit stationed at 
Joint Base Balad 
(JBB), Iraq.  

The other three, 
including CW2 
Allen Kakak, 
Supply Chief, 
SPC Aguirre, of 
Ankeny, IA, and 
SPC Karl Mann, 
Supply Special-
ist of Cearing, 
IA, originated 
from B Co. 
248th Aviation 
Maintenance 
Company, an Iowa National Guard unit 
attached to the 834th ASB for their 
deployment to Iraq with TF 34. 

The long journey to Tallil first began at 
Baghdad International Airport (BIAP), 
Iraq.

“We were supporting an active duty 
component at BIAP,” SSG Johnson 
said. “When they were redeployed 
home, the decision was made not to 
sustain the SSA there, but transfer it 
to the TF 449 here in Tallil.”

The Soldiers had arrived in Tallil on 
Dec. 22, with the mission to build the 
SSA and transfer the inventory from 
BIAP to its new home in Tallil.
 
“When we first got here, there was 
nothing,” said SPC Mann, “We had 
two buildings, and that was it.”

Working as a team, the Soldiers solved 
a multitude of problems in order to 

successfully get the SSA up and run-
ning.

It took the Soldiers a week to build 
the bulk yard according to the strin-
gent requirements of meeting theater 
protocol.  The SSA worked closely 
with Theater Aviation Maintenance 
Program (TAMP), which helped the 
process go more smoothly.

“Tallil has the only Aviation Mainte-
nance and SSA in Southern Iraq.  The 
next available are Balad and Arifjan,” 
MAJ Lapierre said.  “As we get more 
units on our customer list, Tallil will 
be responsible for supporting Aviation 
Maintenance in the southern area of 
operations of Iraq.”

834th ASB supports two Task Forces
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Written by SPC Neil Dalson, D Co. 3-159th ARB 
Unit Public Affairs Representative

 In the great tradition of New Year’s resolutions, Delta Compa-
ny 3rd Battalion, 159th Attack Reconnaissance Battalion, has resolved 
to educate itself this year. Within the last month, over 40 percent of 
the maintenance company has started using its tuition assistance in 
the hopes of attaining college credit hours through the Blackjack Edu-
cation Center at Joint Base Balad, Iraq.

The recent spike of Soldiers in the company enrolling in college-level 
courses was first noticed by the company commander, CPT Nate Pat-
ton. The number of TA student agreements crossing his desk jumped 
in quantity within a week. Where there had been one or two every so 
often, four were requested within the first week of January. 

Beyond the hope of the New Year’s passing, Soldiers are being at-
tracted to the education center by changes in the availability of 
courses. The Blackjack Education Center is now host to classroom 
environment style courses as opposed to what had traditionally been 
purely a distance education program. Scholarly Soldiers can now find 
themselves personally interacting with Professors rather than with 
computer screens. One Professor, Dr. Gae Holladay, PhD., when inter-
viewed about the new face-to-face classes, expressed sincere elation 
about the progress in the availability of courses. 

“While I am fulfilling my desire to take in new experiences, I get the 
opportunity to fulfill what I see as an obligation to these Soldiers. 
They were told they could receive an Education through the Army,” 
Holladay said.  “I get to act as the manifestation of that promise by 
offering the same services any civilian college student might have. It’s 
extremely rewarding.”

Soldiers from all walks of life, now encouraged by the availability of 
classes, are enrolling themselves in anything they can to come that 
much closer to an academic degree. It’s now a rare occasion to walk 
into the education center without spotting a D Co. Soldier interrogat-
ing an academic advisor or furiously jotting down notes as he or she 
listens intently to a professor hired by one of the major institutions 
offering face-to-face classes.

As the face-to-face classes become available, Soldiers are discover-
ing that the online courses are starting to become more user-friendly. The education center is providing more efficient 
services and support than had ever been conceived possible. SFC Jason Opperman, D Co., 3-159th ARB Platoon Sergeant, 
welcomes the updated and convenient services provided. 

“The presence of the Blackjack Education Center here on Balad is definitely a surprise to most. The support however 
has been extremely phenomenal thus far,” Opperman said.  “I encourage each of my Soldiers to take advantage of the 
resources available at this particular education center.”  

By giving Soldiers multiple avenues to attain credit, the Army is making it all together easier to gain academic prowess 
and promotion points through civilian education. 

It is also evident that with the new relative ease of enrolling and the opportunity for live-class experience, Soldiers can 
now pursue their education goals without stress. The stress can be redirected to making a good grade.

D Co. 3-159th ARB takes advantage of TA

For more stories and photos of 
Task Force 34 Soldiers visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

Top:  SFC Jason Opperman, D Co. 3-159th ARB Platoon Sgt., looking through CLEP 
material.
Middle: SGT Derrick Jablonski, D Co. 3-159th ARB Maint. Squad Leader, working through 
an online course.
Bottom: SGT Geoffrey Tomas, D Co. 3-159th ARB Tool Room NCO (right), SPC Julieann 
Belleres, D Co. 3-159th ARB Tool Room Custodian (left), studying for their online course. 
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834th ASB competes in Biggest Loser

For more Biggest Loser
photos, visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

Written by SPC Jodi Krause, HSC 834th ASB     
Unit Public Affairs Representative

Above Left: SGT Greg Stordahl, HSC 834th ASB Food Service Specialist, dur-
ing his final weigh-in of the Biggest Loser program on Mar. 1.  He is being 
weighed by 1LT Bryanna Thomes, HSC 834th ASB TMC Officer In Charge.
Above Right: CPT Cheryl Wachenheim, HSC 834th ASB Medical Logistics 
Officer, gets her waist measured by 1LT Thomes at the beginning of the 
competition on Dec. 1.

Lower Left: (Left to right) CPT Jeff Bibeau, HSC 834th ASB Human Resources 
Officer of Roseville, Minn., receives second place at the completion of the 
Biggest Loser program.  MAJ Gerry Halloran, HSC 834th ASB Executive Of-
ficer of Inver Grove Heights, Minn. receives first place.  CPT Daniel Dobler, 
HSC 834th ASB Commander of Apple Valley, Minn., earns third place.  There 
were 28 participants in the Biggest Loser contest at Joint Base Balad, Iraq.

 “[I] had put on fifteen pounds 
since we mobilized, and decided I was 
too big for my britches,” said participant 
SFC Scott Macdonald, Headquarters Sup-
port Company 834th Aviation Support 
Battalion Logistics Noncommissioned 
Officer In Charge.

With many Soldiers returning from de-
ployments a few pounds heavier due to 
the abundance of food at the dining facil-
ity, 834th ASB has put together a weight 

loss program modeled from the TV show 
“The Biggest Loser.”

“The idea came from a lot of people ap-
proaching me for nutritional advice (it’s 
what I do on the civilian side), and I had 
started to do one-on-one counseling and 
realized that there were many people 
coming into the TMC and approaching 
me for help,” said 1LT Bryanna Thomes, 
HSC 834th ASB TMC Officer In Charge.

The program, beginning Dec. 1, in-
cluded weekly nutrition classes and 
workout sessions.  Challenges were in-
corporated in classes, and the winners 
received pounds that were subtracted 
during the final weigh-in on Mar. 1.

“The nutrition classes were every 
Sunday afternoon. The classes included 
the Food Guide Pyramid, portion con-
trol, hydration, supplements, healthy 
snacking, healthy choices, and food 
challenges,” 1LT Thomes said.  “In total 
we had 67 participants. There was usu-
ally around 10-20 participants in the 
classes.”

The workout sessions, named “Boot 
Camp,” were held every Monday and 
Wednesday evening. It was an hour 

long class filled with exercises commonly 
learned in Basic Training, always to in-
clude lunges, 1LT Thomes’ favorite.

The Mar. 1 weigh-ins were scored on the 
percentage of weight lost in the three 
month period.

“The top three winners of this contest 
were awarded a four day pass to Qatar 
regardless of whether they have gone on 
leave and/or pass since the deployment 
has started,” said participant PFC Jack 
Pitney, HSC 834th ASB Unit Administrator 
from Columbia Heights, MN.

Although there were only three prizes 
awarded, all of the participants benefit-
ted something from the program.

“I’ve always been one to be up for a chal-
lenge.  I had nothing but good things to 
gain from this competition,” said partici-
pant MSG Daryl Tellinghuisen, HSC 834th 
ASB Operations Sgt. of Boone, IA.  “I 
definitely feel better.”
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For more Improvement photos, 
visit: www.TaskForce34.org

Written by SGT Richard Brown,       
A Co., 834th ASB Unit Public Affairs Representative

 “In the Infantry you are constantly working to improve your fighting position, that is exactly what we have done 
here,” said SGT Timothy Milo, Task Force 34 Personal Security Detail Noncommissioned Officer In Charge.

SGT Milo has worked constantly on building and improving the work and living areas for the Soldiers of Task Force 34 
Headquarters.

Since arriving at Joint Base Balad, Iraq in late August 2008, the Soldiers of TF 34 have been constantly working to improve 
their working and living areas.  The Soldiers have built everything from office furniture and shelves to a self-help center 
where the Soldiers can go to build things for their offices and living areas.  After the beginning of the rainy season at Joint 
Base Balad, the Soldiers built walkways to the latrines and, with the help of third country nationals as well as local Iraqi 
nationals, built up the housing areas with rocks to prevent flooding.

Soldiers of A Co., 834th Aviation Support Battalion built a bridge at the Fuel and Ammo Resupply Point capable of han-
dling a five-ton truck and two watch towers.  They have also rebuilt their offices to include furniture as well as the rest of 
their working areas.  

Since arriving in country, the Task Force has spent approximately 
30 million dollars on improvement projects according to MAJ David 
Freberg, Task Force 34 Projects Officer.  This figure does include a 
new Medevac area where a new landing pad and quarters for the 
flight crews were built.

“Every deploying unit should keep in mind that projects will need 
to get done and be aware of what civilian skills the Soldiers are 
bringing to the table to help with these projects,” said CSM Gery 
Thesing, Task Force 34 Brigade CSM. 

Improving the Foxhole

Top Left: A Co. 834th ASB bridge built on the JBB Fuel and Ammo Resupply 
Point.

Top Right: TF 34 HQ replacing an office trailer that was weather damaged.

Left Top: SGT Milo TF 34 Personal Security Detail NCOIC (right), and PFC Ben 
Sackett, TF 34 HQ Aviation Operations Specialist (left), work on building and 
improving the work and living areas for the Soldiers of TF 34 HQ in the new selp-
help center constructed by SFC Jason Gangl, Catfish Air NCOIC.

Left Bottom: Forms are ready to pour concrete on 1-244th Assault Helicopter 
Battalion’s Cold Fuel and Ammo Resupply Point to create a parking pad for the 
fuel trucks.
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For the full Poker article and 
more photos visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

Written by SSG Eugene Brown,       
TF 34 HQ Helpdesk NCO

Flops, Streets and Rivers in Mortaritaville

 Back in the day, way back in the day, it was not 
uncommon for a card player or cowboy looking for a poker 
game to sit down at a card table where everyone playing 
happened to be armed. A couple of Remington Model 
1890’s here, a few .44 Caliber “Peacemakers” there, maybe 
a Spencer Repeating Rifle leaning up against the wall, to 
say nothing of a Bowie knife or two hanging from the hip, 
that kind of thing. In this day and age, however, I suspect, 
card players would not feel so comfortable sitting at a table 
surrounded by so much firepower.

Welcome to Joint Base Balad (JBB), Iraq, or “Mortaritaville” 
as it was dubbed a couple years ago due to the frequency 
in which said mortars happen to fall. Here, almost every-
one is armed … to the teeth. Here a card player can expect 
to sit down at a table and encounter 9mm handguns, semi-
automatic M-16 rifles, a fully automatic M249 machine 
gun or two and perhaps the occasional 40mm grenade 
launcher. While these are not usually loaded, rest assured 
the ammunition is either on the Soldier’s person --- like 
that full shell belt strapped to the butt of the 12 gauge 
Combat Shotgun slung across the back of the Big Blind 
over on table 13 --- or is very close at hand. These are the 
tools of our trade. We’ve been trained to use them, and 
are required to always have them with us.

Texas Hold ‘em tournaments are held at the military Mo-
rale, Welfare and Recreation (MWR) facilities. The MWR fa-
cilities are large buildings where a number of amenities are 
available for Soldier use. What the MWR facility has that 
makes it best suited for the Texas Hold ‘em tournaments 
are tables, chairs and space. The tables are not what you’d 
find in any casino or card room. No smooth green felt with 
cup holders and padded edges. No, what we use here are 
the rectangular or round folding type you used to sit at for 
lunch in junior high. The cards are mostly donated casino 
decks with the “hole” in them and are all well worn. One 
of the nicer things, however, is the chips. We don’t have 

to deal with the feather light, single color, plastic molded, 
5000-for-a-dollar poker chip. We play with old Landmark 
Casino chips. 

Here in “Mortaritaville” there are currently seven MWR 
organized events available throughout the week, beginning 
at various times of the day. These tournaments usually 
seat anywhere from the low 60’s to well over 160+ players 
at tables of eight. The game is player-dealt with two decks. 
Starting chip count is normally 3,000. Typical blind struc-
ture starts at 25-50 and increases every 20 minutes for the 
first hour, and then every 15 minutes until the end. Tourna-
ments will normally take 3 or so hours to finish. 

Prizes (when there are prizes) are obtained by Soldiers (or 
family members, thanks Dad) who go out of their way to 
write to poker enterprises asking for donations. 

Some of the players here have aspirations of putting 
together some money and going to Las Vegas to give one 
of the large World Poker Tour satellite tournaments a 
go. Who knows, maybe I’ll see one of them on television 
someday with a huge grin on their face, hands in the air 
and a grossly large pile of prize money stacked in front 
of them. That would make for a very nice “back in the 
day” moment (yeah, even if it happens to be First Timer). 
The bottom line is that most of us are just working to get 
through the rest of our tour here. We wait, with great 
anticipation, for the day we return safely home to those 
we love. To everyone “in theater” I wish a safe, uneventful 
tour and a quick joyous return home.
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For more Task Force 34 
Sports photos and video visit:
 www.TaskForce34.org

 The love of sports is one trait that is not left 
behind on deployment for many Soldiers of the 834th 
Aviation Support Battalion.  Soldiers enjoy being actively 
involved in sports and cheering on home sports teams 
while on deployment.  For many it brings a little piece of 
home to them.  Activities such as softball and floor hockey 
help to keep morale high in the Battalion and give Soldiers 
something to look forward to.  Taking pride in home sports 
teams is seen in many ways by the Soldiers.  Team flags 
and other memorabilia are proudly displayed in the work 
areas as well as the chow hall and housing areas.  Many 
fun rivalries between states and teams give Soldiers a 
chance to cheer on and support their favorite sports and 
teams.  

Much of the 834th ASB works out of a double Hardened 
Aircraft Shelter (HAS).  Hanging proudly from its ceiling for 
everyone and surrounding units to see are state, profes-
sional and college team flags which represent Soldiers and 
unit backgrounds.  Outside the HAS are many flagpoles 
with even more sports flags to emphasize where many of 
us are from and who we root for. The most predominant 
teams cheered for are from the four main states that 
make up the Battalion; Minnesota, Iowa, Oklahoma, and 
West Virginia.  Teams like the MN Wild and Vikings, Iowa 
Hawkeyes, OU Sooners, and WV Mountaineers are just a 

few examples.  

As well as cheering for home teams many Soldiers want 
to participate in some of their favorite activities.  Sports 
leagues are formed here at Joint Base Balad, Iraq for Sol-
diers to give them something fun to do and create team 
cohesion and morale building activities.  Softball leagues 
have welcomed many Soldiers and most recently floor 
hockey.  Weekend tournaments offer a fun alternative 
for Soldiers to get out and enjoy themselves with friends, 
other units, Air Force personnel and other civilian workers 
stationed at JBB.  

Recently a 3-on-3 floor hockey tournament took place in 
which many Soldiers participated.  At the event, Soldiers 
interacted with surrounding units, Airmen, Sailors and 
civilians.  The tournament was such a success that the next 
one is in the works and is scheduled to take place within a 
few months.   
Written by SPC Nolan Kohlrusch, B Co. 834th ASB    
Unit Public Affairs Representative

Soldiers Show 
Pride in Sports
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For more Red Green Camel 
Chapter #34 photos visit: 
www.TaskForce34.org

Written by SPC Jodi Krause, HSC 834th ASB     
Unit Public Affairs Representative

Red Green’s Possum Lodge, 
Camel Chapter #34 meets in Iraq
 “I am a hunter.  I hunt deer.  It is in my 
blood.  Every fall I go in quest of the thirty-point 
buck.  Sometimes I am lucky.  Sometimes I am not 
lucky.  I go anyway,” begins the official secret oath 
of the Red Green’s Possum Lodge, Camel Chapter 
#34.

Fashioned from the popular PBS TV show “The 
Red Green Show,”  Camel Chapter #34 gathers 
every Thursday night in one of the Task Force 
34 conference rooms on Joint Base Balad, Iraq, 
where they watch hunting videos, eat venison 
jerky, and talk about the great outdoors.  Recent 
classes have been on knot tying and deer stand 
placement.

“I basically came up with the idea that it would 
just be a lot of silly fun, patterning Our Honored and Illustri-
ous Organization after the Possum Lodge,” said SGM Gene 
Lofquist, TF34 HQ Property Accounting Noncommissioned 
Officer.  “I miss the Minnesota forests and lakes.  I thought 
we could get together, watch some hunting videos that show 
the beauty of nature, and just get together with like-minded 
sportsmen who enjoy and appreciate the same things.” 

To make the chapter official, SGM Loftquist, Interim Chapter 
President, and CPT Nathan Schilling, TF 34 HQ Information 
Technology Deputy Officer and Chapter Sergeant of Arms, 
wrote out rules of the chapter, to include the official secret 
oath, proper uniform and etiquette and closing phrase.

“Anyone can come 
and to be an Official 
Card Carrying Club 
Member; you have to 
be wearing the of-
ficial club uniform,” 
said MSG John Hag-
gerty, TF34 HQ Housing 
Manager.  “The official 
club uniform is a blaze 
orange hunting cap or 
hat of any sorts, a flan-
nel shirt and a pair of 

suspenders.  
The sus-
penders play 
a big part in 
any voting 
in the club 
meetings.”

To create 
a more 
Minnesota 
atmosphere, 
homemade 
cookies, 

fudge and venison jerky as well as hunting paraphernalia are 
shipped from Soldiers’ homes and in various care packages.

 “I contacted Operation Minnesota Nice,” SGM Lofquist said.  
“They have provided us with bags of venison sticks, deer hunt-
ing videos, hunting and outdoor magazines.”

After some cards are played, some magazines are browsed, 
and some snacks are devoured, the meeting begins.

“We start by saying our oath.  Then we take care of any old or 
new business (usually there isn’t any).  Then we get into the 
main part of the meeting, watching hunting videos,” said MAJ 
David Freberg, TF34 HQ Logistics Officer.

Before each movie or class, there must be a motion and it is 
voted upon.

“If you are in favor of something you have to take the thumb 
of your left hand and tuck it under the left suspender about 
breast high. And your right thumb is raised in the air with ap-
proval while you state out loud ‘Yah Sure’ or ‘Yah, You Betcha’,” 
said MSG Haggerty, Honorary Card Carrying Voting Member 
of Camel Chapter #34.  “You see where the suspenders are so 
important if you really want to vote at the meetings ya know!”

When the planned events for the evening are complete, one 
last bit of official business needs to be completed.

“We have an official Closer at the end of all of our meetings, 
where All Honorary Chapter Members stand and raise their 
right hand and together we recite in Latin, ‘QUANDO OMNI 
FLUNKUS MORITATI’,” MSG Haggerty said, “which in Minnesota 
English means, ‘When all else fails, play dead!’”


