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Black History Month 2004

By Major General Robert B. Ostenberg
The national observance of Black History Month is 1 – 29 February 2004.  This month presents a special opportunity for us to learn, remember, and gain a greater appreciation for the contribution that African American/Blacks have made and 
continue to make in the 63rd RRC, the U.S. Army and our great nation.

The theme for this year’s observance is “Brown vs. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas.”  The 2004 theme focuses on the 50th anniversary of the 17 May 1954 Supreme Court decision that ended federally sanctioned racial segregation in the public schools by ruling unanimously that “separate educational facilities are inherently unequal.”  Viewed as the most significant case regarding segregation, this event marked the turning point in the desegregation of public schools and the beginning of equality among all races in the United States.
This year, I urge all leaders to highlight the active involvement and contributions made by African American/Black soldiers and civilians within your respective organization, local communities and across the 63rd RRC.

I invite everyone to join me in celebrating and learning about the indelible influence African Americans/Blacks have made in shaping our nation’s history and future.
Returning Soldiers Sample Home Turf
By Patrick Kampert Tribune staff reporter

 

November 2, 2003

When naval reservist Don Hodory recently returned from the war in Iraq, he and other soldiers found a surprise waiting just inside the door of the American Airlines jet that was to take them home: a 5-foot-long piece of sod from a Chicago-area nursery.

The grassy strip is the brainstorm of American flight attendant Kate Pantorilla, an Ingleside resident, who wanted to give the men and women who served their country a chance to set foot on U. S. soil long before they entered U. S. airspace.

"It was the first time I saw grass in seven months," said Hodory, 34, a noncommissioned officer who is back in Woodstock trying to rejuvenate his stained-glass studio. "I lay down and rubbed my face in it. I stroked it. I held it in my hands like it was a newborn baby." 
Hodory's fatherly tenderness is understandable--his wife, Lauri, just gave birth to twins--but Pantorilla, 56, said many returning troops have similar reactions to the sod.

"We roll it out and tell them it's U. S. soil," said Pantorilla, a 35-year veteran of the airline. "They'll touch it to make sure it's not Astroturf. They've taken their shoes off to step on it. Some kiss it. I've had a couple guys do a football roll into it."

The sod ceremony is just as emotional for Pantorilla and her fellow flight attendants. 
"The crews are a mess," she said. "We're all at the age where we could be their mothers. We're just so pleased to see them and give them hugs."

Pantorilla has handled about 20 planeloads of U. S. soldiers coming home from undisclosed locations in the Middle East. Before each flight, she picks up a roll of sod from Castle Gardens Nursery and Garden Center in Volo, where the owners have donated the grass for the cause. Her husband, Ernie, 58, also an American flight attendant, devised a carrying case for her that involves two large garbage bags and a handle.

"When I get to the hotel, I roll it out on a piece of plastic and sprinkle a little Evian or tap water on it. I want to make sure it's nice and green when I get there," she said.

The sod isn't the only surprise Pantorilla and her cohorts cook up for their heroes in uniform. The back of her skirt features a U. S. flag while a sign on the back of her shirt reads, "Saddam, kiss my flag."

"I go to the front of each cabin," she said. "I stand up on the seat and say, `This is from the entire crew for you.' And I turn around and take my jacket off, and that's when they go crazy."
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Some soldiers sign the flag on her derriere. Others sign any number of American flags festooned throughout the plane. Still others are recruited by the flight attendants to assist in serving their fellow soldiers with hot towels and beverages throughout the flight. Here's how Pantorilla announces her "helpers," decked out in wigs or scarves, over the P. A. system: "We've recruited four flight attendants from the defunct Saddam My A-- Airways: Brenda from Baghdad, Tammi from Tikrit, Fran from Fajullah and Mimi from Mosul. They don't speak English, but they do like having their pictures taken.

Some soldiers get wolf calls or dollar bills from their fellow warriors as they sashay through the jetliner. "The cameras are going the entire time those guys are in the aisle," Pantorilla said.
Hodory was one of the servers on his flight, and he will never forget Pantorilla. "She made coming home outstandingly fun, other than the fact that she made me dress up in drag and serve food," he laughed.

"But being in the military as long as I have, I didn't question anything. I became Brenda from Baghdad, all the way down to the lipstick."
An American Airlines spokeswoman would not discuss its flights involving U. S. troops for security reasons, but Hodory said his experience with Pantorilla has sold him on the airline for life.

"It was unbelievable that they had gone to all that trouble for us," he said.

 

Copyright (c) 2003, Chicago Tribune
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Provincial Reconstruction Team Visits Afghan Orphanages
By Staff Sgt. Keith Thompson, USA
Special to American Forces Press Service 

BAGRAM, Afghanistan, Jan. 9, 2004
For Jamshid, a scholarly Afghan 7th grade student, Jan. 6 was a big day - Americans were coming along with the provincial police chief and other government officials. 

To the adolescent fell the imposing task of addressing the visitors on behalf of his school and orphanage located in the 
mountain town of Gulbahar in Kapisa Province. 

"I am really thankful for you guys coming," said Jamshid, thankful for the humanitarian aid delivered by the Parwan Provincial Reconstruction Team. 

The team delivered boxes of school supplies, clothes, candy and toys collected from donations from the United States to the two orphanages. 

Another important delivery to the orphanages was the message that the Afghan government and the U.S. military have the orphans' interests in their hearts and will not forget them, according to Army Maj. Carman Oldre, Parwan PRT Civil Affairs Team commander. 

"I can tell by your hard work and the smiles on your faces ... that Afghanistan has a very bright future," said Oldre as she addressed the children. 

Other members of the team also expressed their support for the humanitarian aid program. "I think humanitarian aid is a good way to support Afghanistan," said Capt. Kim In Soo, one of the Republic of Korea Army soldiers on the Parwan PRT. 
According to Gul Agha, the principal for one of the orphanages, the supplies were very much appreciated by both the teachers and children. He said the supplies and clothes were needed and will be put to good use during the school year. 

Kim said the humanitarian aid program is best used on orphanages and other places where the need is great but resources are limited. 

"Sometimes the Afghans just expect something for free when they see U.S. or Korean soldiers," he said. "Orphanages and other places that need welfare are where (humanitarian aid) should go." 

With the supplies going to the right place, Kim said the distribution went off without a hitch. 

"It went very smooth," he said. "Sometimes we have difficulty and the distribution is a mess, but today it was good." 

Some of the PRT members even had a chance to play with the children. 

At one orphanage, Oldre took time to teach all the children how to play the American games of "Simon Says" and "Duck, Duck, Goose," while the children taught the PRT soldiers how to play the Afghan game of "The Wolf and Sheep." 

Although the visit with the soldiers and government officials was short, Jamshid will now have plenty of pens and paper to write any speeches for future visits from the Afghan government or U.S. military. 

 (Army Staff Sgt. Keith Thompson is assigned to the 4th Public Affairs Detachment.) 
	

Maj. Carman Oldre of the Parwan Provincial Reconstruction Team plays "Duck, Duck, Goose" with a group of Afghan children at an orphanage where the team's soldiers delivered school supplies, clothes, toys and candy donated by people in the United States. Photo by Staff Sgt. Keith Thompson, USA 


Army Reserve to Revamp Mobilization Plans
WASHINGTON — Members of the Army Reserve sometimes complain of not knowing when — or whether — they might be mobilized for active duty. Soon they may complain of knowing all too well.

Under a plan spelled out Tuesday by Lt. Gen. James R. Helmly, chief of the Army Reserve, the mobilization system would be changed fundamentally so that Reserve members would be scheduled for mobilization every four or five years for periods of nine to 12 months. 

Gone would be the days of training limited to a weekend a month and two weeks during the summer. 

Some in the Army Reserve have gone many years without being mobilized; others have been mobilized repeatedly. Helmly said his approach would remove the uncertainty but acknowledged this might not sit well with some Reserve members who count on not being mobilized. 

"There will be some people who will say, 'I do not wish to be a part of that kind of force,'" Helmly said. 

To offset those losses, he wants the Army to begin offering bonuses to soldiers leaving the active-duty Army to persuade them to join the Reserves. 

Helmly's proposal has not received final approval from Defense Secretary Donald H. Rumsfeld, according to Helmly's spokesman, Al Schilf. 

Currently there is no official regularity to reserve call-ups, and some who joined expecting never to be mobilized have been shocked to find themselves in Iraq for full-year tours. 

About 66,500 Army Reserve members currently are on active duty, both at home, in Iraq and elsewhere abroad. That is about one-third of the total Army Reserve of 205,000. 

"The culture in the Army Reserve is changing," Helmly said. "We're changing from a force in reserve in which people believe they will never get mobilized to telling them upfront: The intent is to prepare you and your unit for mobilization, and the likelihood is you will be mobilized." 

He was speaking for the Army Reserve, not the National Guard, which is managed differently, although officials said the Guard also is considering changing its mobilization system. 

Under the new program, an Army Reserve unit would be placed every four or five years on call for up to nine months. While on call, the unit and its members could be called up on as little as five days' notice, Helmly said. The rest of the time they could expect not to be mobilized, except in an extreme emergency. 

Helmly said he visited Army Reserve members in Iraq and Kuwait during the Christmas holidays. 

"Their biggest concern is the predictability part" — not knowing how long they will be kept on active duty, he said. Some were angry that after being mobilized last year on 12-month orders, they were told months later of a new Pentagon policy that extended their service by six months. 

Helmly conceded that the Pentagon made life difficult for many reservists last year. He said about 10,000 Army Reserve members were called to active duty on less than five days' notice. That's much less time than most people need to make adequate arrangements with their families and employers. 

Another 8,000 were called to active duty and then demobilized without ever being used. Of that number, about 4,000 to 5,000 were called up a second time after being demobilized, he said. 

He said that happened because in April, when Baghdad fell to U.S. invaders, Pentagon leaders believed the war was essentially over and there would be less need for support from reservists. But when the anti-occupation resistance intensified in June and July, the Pentagon had to reverse course and call on more reservists. 

"Our soldiers are, for the most part, in good spirits," Helmly said. "They do want to know when they are going to get back home." 

He added, however, that "there are some ugly stories," including those of people who complain that they were forced to leave high-paying civilian jobs to report for active duty. 

"I just ask them straight up," he said. If a reservist was smart enough "to make a quarter of a million and you didn't figure out that you could get mobilized," then you get no sympathy. 

Helmly also said he was planning to get rid of some Reserve units with specialties that are less in demand, such as water transportation and maintenance, so that he can fill personnel gaps in units that are more in demand, like military police and civilian affairs specialists. 
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Most commissaries not closing: future is ‘bright’
To soothe anxiety among service members and their families about reports of the Defense Department closing commissaries, a top DoD official emphasized this week that the department strongly supports commissaries as an important benefit of military service.  In an interview at his Pentagon office, John M. Molino said, “The future of the commissary benefit is very sound, very healthy.” Molino is the deputy undersecretary of defense for military community and family policy, and acting deputy undersecretary of defense for equal opportunity. Calling recent media coverage of the commissary issue slanted and inaccurate, Molino said DoD strongly supports the commissary benefit. 
Additionally, commissary customers save an average of 30 percent when compared to shopping at civilian supermarkets.

The full story is available on the Well- Being Liaison Office Web site’s (www.aflo.org) “News” section.
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SFC Larry Ortega 

Family Program NCOIC (AGR)
Family Readiness NCOIC SFC Larry Ortega bid farewell to friends and family on Thursday, February 12 to PCS to St. Louis, Missouri.  His dedication and loyalty to Family Readiness Program shall be remembered by all of us here at 63rd RRC throughout the command.
We wish SFC Ortega and his wife the best of luck and success as he starts his new assignment as Personnel Administrative Coordinator at Human Resources Command in St. Louis, Missouri.  Whooah!!!
_______________________________

The 63D RRC Family Readiness Branch publishes this newsletter.  Articles and information contained in this newsletter do not necessarily reflect Department of Army policy or endorsement.  Original articles may be reproduced in whole or in part.  Article excerpts are taken from Memorandum from Major General Ostenberg, www.aflo.org, www.foxnews.com, Chicago Tribune, Ms. MAJ MARTIN, and MRS. Ashford.

Editor:  Ms. Ashford, 63rd RRC Family Program Director
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