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County, Deere workers back local troops extended in Iraq
By PAT KINNEY, Courier Business Editor 
WATERLOO --- A group of John Deere volunteers and Black Hawk County employees are redoubling efforts to gather gift boxes and organize a party for soldiers' families in support of a local National Guard unit whose tour of duty in Iraq has been extended.

Iowa's Bravest, a group of John Deere workers and other volunteers headed by Deere employee Julie Ehlers, are again seeking donations and volunteer help for another batch of gift boxes this spring for members of the Waterloo-headquartered Iowa Army National Guard's 1st Battalion, 133rd Infantry --- the "Ironman Battalion."

They were scheduled to come home in April, but their tour of duty has been extended to August as a result of President Bush's new initiative. They were called to active duty in fall 2005.

"By the time they come home to their families in August, they will have been away from home almost two whole years," Ehlers wrote in an open letter to previous Iowa's Bravest supporters. "The sacrifices our soldiers and their families are making are huge."
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Iowa's Bravest has been sending gift boxes to local troops since the Iraq war began in March 2003, including some 400 boxes this past November. This time, Ehlers is hoping to collect some 3,000 items --- nonperishable snacks, DVDs and other items --- for another shipment to the 560 deployed members of the 1/133rd.

"In a community with 100,000 generous members, that goal should be very achievable," Ehlers wrote. The boxes would be sent to 1/133rd commanding officer Lt. Col. Ben Corell for distribution to his troops. She's asking schools who have donated in the past to consider having students write letters to the troops.

Also, a group of Black Hawk County employees plan to throw a Valentine's Day party from 3 to 4:30 p.m. this Sunday for children of the 1/133rd families, in conjunction with the unit's monthly meeting of its Family Readiness Group, a support group for 1/133rd families.

"We're going to do a party for the children of the 133rd on a monthly basis until the troops come home," said County Assessor Vicki Atkins. "We have a lot of county employees who have volunteered." County workers plan to have games and pizza for the kids and already have secured donations from local businesses.

Atkins said county employees will be concurrent with monthly family readiness group meetings for the duration of the unit's deployment.

With the soldiers' deployment extended, its increasingly important for 1/133rd families to be able to attend the family readiness group meetings, yet many stay away because child care is not available, Atkins said. Having the monthly parties concurrent with the FRG meetings will allow more families to attend.

Atkins also said banners are hung up in the courthouse lobby and by the courthouse basement cafeteria for county employees and the general public to write greetings for the troops. Those will be sent to the "Ironman Battalion" for a Valentine's greeting, Atkins said, and additional banners will be hung for people to sign through the remainder of the 1/133rd's deployment.

Atkins said the idea came up at a recent county department head meeting, and from county Supervisor Craig White, who is a Vietnam veteran.

Darci Ritter, a co-organizer of the family readiness groups, whose husband, Ross, is in Iraq, was grateful for the support.

"It's fabulous they're wanting to do this," said Ritter. She and her husband are expecting a baby July 21. "Anything we can do to show back home we support them is going to be a morale boost. They were so ready to come home." While disappointed by the extension, support from home helps make the work go easier, she said.

The 1/133rd, nicknamed the "Ironman Battalion" for the unit's consecutive days in combat during World War II, is performing supply convoy security in western Iraq. Many of its members also served previous deployments to the Sinai Peninsula in 2003 and to Afghanistan in 2004.

Contact Pat Kinney at (319( 291-1484 or pat.kinney@wcfcourier.com.
