From Minutemen's perch, a mission begins

State's largest Guard deployment to Iraq under way

By Michael Levenson, Globe Staff  |  May 4, 2007

CONCORD -- It looked like a company picnic. Five hundred people chatted and laughed in a sun-splashed field. Grandparents relaxed in lawn chairs. Children clambered into a tree and guzzled juice boxes. Teenagers yakked on cellphones.

Then 200 soldiers appeared on the horizon, marching in formation. Suddenly, the crowd fell silent.

These were the men and women of D Company, 1st Battalion, 181st Infantry Regiment of the Massachusetts National Guard, bound for Iraq. But they were also mothers and fathers, sons and daughters, sisters and brothers. As they marched over Old North Bridge, site of the shot heard 'round the world, the weeping of friends and loved ones mixed with the rhythmic pulse of falling boots.

The send-off ceremony yesterday marked the biggest deployment of ground troops from the state Guard since the start of the war four years ago, and the beginning of the most dangerous mission yet for the Hudson-based company. It also marked the last time many of the families will see their loved ones for a year, when the company is scheduled to return from Iraq.

"It is very sad, but we're just very proud of her," said Peggy Papulis , whose daughter, Private First Class Kristen Papulis , 21, of Shrewsbury, volunteered for the Guard a year and a half ago. "This is what she wanted to do. It was her choice to do it."

Although some of the soldiers have served in Bosnia, Kosovo, Cuba, and New Orleans, this will be the first time for many in Iraq or possibly facing hostile fire. After three months of training at Camp Shelby in Mississippi, they will be stationed near Baghdad for nine months. They will drive armored Humvees, provide security details for dignitaries, search Iraqis at checkpoints, and transport detainees.

Yesterday, after the soldiers cleared the bridge, they formed four squares in the middle of the field, with their families circled around them. They stood with their hands behind their backs and listened as their commanders spoke from the top of a small hill.

"In the counter-insurgency fight that is Iraq, you can't win hearts and minds with a battle tank," said the company commander, Captain Stephen Rooney . "You can't defeat an insurgency with a helicopter gunship. It is the people -- soldiers -- not firepower, equipment, or training that matter most. Some of the best soldiers in the country are standing right here in this formation."

Lieutenant Colonel Michael Finer , the battalion commander, said the unit includes carpenters, plumbers, mechanics, sales people, lawyers, and doctors who follow a tradition of the citizen-soldier that dates to the Revolutionary War.

"We bring something to the fight no one else can bring; we have skills no one else can bring," Finer said. "So when our backs are against the wall, I'm positive the men and women of the 181st Infantry will make a difference. It is true that one man or woman can make a difference in the world. And we're sending 200 warriors to Iraq to make a difference."

Melissa Lampert stood with her children, Kyra, 7, and Richie 4. The 35-year-old writer of motivational books from Hubbardston came to say goodbye to her husband, Richard, 44. He signed up for the Guard last year, she said, hoping to relieve soldiers who have survived two and three tours in Iraq. "We're going to miss him, but so many people are praying for him that I don't have any doubt at all that he'll come home safe," she said.

After the speeches, the soldiers whooped and then looked for their friends and relatives. The circle turned into a sea of people in jeans and T-shirts hugging men and women in fatigues and berets. Some 1,300 members of the Massachusetts Guard have served in Iraq, and all have returned home.

"This is my second tour and I'm hoping it will be my last," said Specialist Daniel Rodriguez , 38, of Gardner, who put his arms around his children, Danny, 13, and Jamie, 10. "Everything's been happening so quickly that thankfully I haven't had a lot of time to think about it," he said. "I've been trying to stay focused on the task I have in front of me, and it will probably all hit me when I land in country, and feel the heat."

Specialist Jennifer Kolesnikovas , 20, of Charlton, headed to Iraq for the first time, held her cousin, Derreck, 3, in her arms. She is among 15 women in the unit who will be called upon to search Iraqi women at checkpoints.

"You never know what to expect," she said. "Anything can happen -- you go with the training you have and do your best."

As the crowd thinned out, Private Papulis chatted with her twin sister, who introduced herself as "Kimberly, the civilian."

The two have been nearly inseparable, their mother said, since she adopted them from Korea at age 2. Kimberly teased her sister that she was going to steal all her clothes while she was away in Iraq. They laughed, then turned serious. Kimberly said she would miss having "someone to hang out with, someone to complain to all the time."

"It's hard. It's sad. But it will be OK," Kimberly said. "She'll be back."
