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Here are some hints I picked up from deploying to Iraq and Kuwait. The quality of life, gear and practical hints are provided as supplementary information for those deploying to Southwest Asia and the Horn of Africa. 

Pistol Holster Extender – Beretta, Brigade Quartermaster, Bianchi and other companies produce them. When wearing body armor your sidearm is less accessible since it can be covered by the FLAK vest. Advantageous to have an extension so that the Beretta will be about six inches lower than the edge of your vest.  Some favor the black nylon shoulder holsters when it isn’t necessary to wear body armor, and especially for lefties. If you’re a lefty, then you can put the green web and hook it onto the front of the FLAK vest since your gas mask will be on your left side. Qualify with the M-16 if you have the chance, even if you are not required to. It is a lot more accurate at long distances. Even folks who not “supposed” to need to use weapons need to know how to use them once in a while.

Ammunition Clips/Magazines– Remember that while the 9 mm Beretta clip holds 15 rounds it is best not to keep that many rounds in your backup clip when the situation permits (check with force protection experts on when it is appropriate). The reason is that the spring can fatigue, potentially resulting in you pulling the trigger and no round being fired, even though there are more rounds remaining in the clip.  Using a wire brush on the inside of the clip after disassembly will also help to assure rounds will be available when you need them. Apply CLP to the spring itself to ensure that the spring glides up and down the interior of the magazine. Same rule apples to the M-16A2 and the M-4 rifle magazines. Check with the more experienced folks in the field and the armorers before you mess with the clip. Keeping the clip, and your weapon, clean and properly oiled goes without question.  You may have noticed what items I chose to list as the top two priorities. CLF can make it easier for dust to adhere, thus emphasizing need to check with your local armorer.

Laundry Net Bags – Use to stow and carry soiled laundry to and from the laundry point. Take two so that can get laundry done by base facilities (if you’re lucky enough to have them), while putting other laundry in a second bag.

Plastic Coat Hangers – Bring about ½ dozen thin hangers with plastic coating to hang uniforms on. Can dry clothes on after you wash them in a bucket, and will not leave rust over time.

Shower Sandals – Invest in a pair of good sandals that won’t fall apart, and that you can wear in the shower. Timberline or another decent brand will last and you can wear them when you run to the bunker in case of attack / drill, etc. Pack with a container of athlete’s foot powder. 

Boot Insoles – A set of Spenco (or other brand) insoles can make it easier to walk in your boots on gravel in base camps, etc.  Two pairs are in order.

Bandana / Battle Dressing - A good-sized bandana (about the size of a battle dressing) or a battle dressing can be worn to cover your mouth and nose to minimize the amount of dust you end up eating and otherwise inhaling during sand storms. If you can get a hold of a Balaclava, bring that as well.

Facial and Toilet Paper – Bring some travel packs of the facial tissue with you. It is not uncommon to not have access to either product (travel to remote sites, etc.) for days on end. Keeping some in your helmet provides padding as well. 

Head Covering – It can get to be quite cold in the desert at night in the winter and spring months before April. Thereafter the summer “breeze” is more like turning a hair dryer on high. Having a light covering for your head and ears allows you to keep your head outside the sleeping bag and you can form it into a cap when it’s a little less cool. 

Helmet Insert -  The nylon webbing in the new Kevlar Helmet is functional but not comfortable. Most uniforms shops sell foam helmet inserts. A “must” for those with thinning or no hair.

Goggles – Campmor.com, ski shops, motorcycle shops and some exchanges have excellent goggles that will help keep sand from getting in your eyes. Make sure color of the goggles frame and the strap are subdued. Be sure to have a set of clear lenses for use at night. Purchase a set that can fit over prescription and/or sun glass frames. Reports by some that name brands are more effective at blocking sand than the military issue variety.  Can use a cut off athletic sock to keep the lens covered when not in use. An eye shield may help you to get a little sleep en route.  If you wear glasses, then you should have a set of the black “jump” glasses with the adjustable rubber band that can be worn underneath goggles.  Depending on eligibility and your prescription it doesn’t hurt to request corrective laser surgery and avoid the need for glasses. Anticipate a long wait.

Travel Pouch/Wallet – Jandd.com (the most highly recommended model at ~$22, with web site worth checking for many other products), Eagle Creek, Brigade Action, Samsonite, others. Space enough for critical items such as passport and a copy of orders, and can be worn either around the neck under the blouse, or more easily using a belt loop.  Another convenience is to have an arm-wearable ID card holder (clear-plastic holder section with a couple of elastic straps by Raine - www.raineinc.com). About $7 in the uniform shop. This is for garrison use – not on the road or in the field where it might get caught on something or even pulled off intentionally. Eliminates the need to have to dig under your vest to obtain your ID card when entering bases, passing checkpoints, etc. Note: Army may not approve of use of this type of ID holder and not every command accepts use of the arm-wearable ID card holders. Make it SOP to check everyone in a vehicle who is leaving the base so that no one shows up at another base without an ID.

Sheets - Due to the extreme heat it is useful to have a couple of flat all cotton sheets you can put on your cot and sleep on top of when its really hot. Talking about bedding, if you aren’t issued a decent camping pad, then consider a self-inflating pad (e.g. Thermarest, Coleman or Eddie Bauer). A little pricey, but great to ease the feel of wooden floors and rocky ground. Could also take with you instead of the cushion (see below). 

Pillow – A standard-sized pillow will help make up for the sins of an uncomfortable sleeping situation.  A couple of extra pillowcases or a stuff sack can serve, with the help of clothing inside, as substitute pillows. 

Cushion – A square stadium cushion, preferably waterproof, can make long convoy rides on the wooden benches of a seven-ton truck or in a Hummer (the military version as opposed to the civilian, as one wag put it “Al-Quida Fundraiser” model) a lot easier on the rear end and spine.  An alternative is to use the black sleeping bag, stuff sack, poncho liner, and bivvy sack, and stuff it all inside the waterproof bag before a long convoy ride. Isomats that have been double and triple folded can be stuffed into a butt pack and make good improvised splints.

550 Cord & Duct Tape – Used for everything from laundry line to patching and labeling gear. Use a Sharpie marker, fabric marking pens and/or some nail polish to mark personal items.   A few clothespins are always handy, as are a few nylon ties. 

Fly Paper – Home Depot carries, and your gaining command should be putting them up around the latrines and mess halls. 

Sunscreen and DEET – Probably already addressed in your medical briefing, but want to recommend the DEET repellent stick. A lot less “greasy”, and it doesn’t smell bad when you put it on. 

Extra Large Duffle Bag – You can travel with three duffle (“Sea bag”) bags, so one should be a large one.  When it’s empty you can load it into another of your duffle bags. Incidentally, mark the ends ands of the duffle bag with unique and vibrant color (enamel paint) patterns (e.g. diamond shapes), along with your initials (at least). That will make it easier to find your duffle bags as they are unloaded along with the bags of several hundred of your closest friends when you arrive in country and make your return. A huge wheeled duffle can substitute for one duffle bag. There will be times when all you have will be the same as what you can carry, so that may limit what you can actually take. 

Back Pack – Sandpiper “Bug Out” model is $49.95 at AAFES uniform shops and the School of Infantry at Camp Pendleton is probably the best one. Black. Can hold plenty of gear and is ideal as the carry one bag that can bring your laptop in.  Pack your toilet kit along with at least a zip-lock bag of underclothes and some light civvies as you may end up stranded somewhere en route to your deployment site.  One recommendation is to pack all your NBC gear in your daypack and include toiletry items with an isomat attached to the top with 550 cord.  All too often the “one-day” trip is transformed into a longer evolution due to problems with transport, etc.  

Hand Sanitizer – You should keep some in your Battle Dressing Uniform or Camelback pocket so you can always wash up after using the latrine and before dining, even if soap and water are not handy.

Baby Wipes – Good to remove dust, and take to the latrine. Pack baby wipes and toilet paper in a small zip lock plastic bag to keep them moist without taking a lot of space. Can even keep in the top of your helmet to provide padding while keeping them handy. 

Hand-held Walkie Talkies – Motorola, Uniden, Radio Shack and others make hand-held transceivers that are very useful when traveling around base camps, and especially when in convoys. The Marine leadership will not accept letting vehicles become separated from their convoys and endangering their personnel. Range of two miles (point to point without any obstructions) for less expensive models. Earpiece and boom microphones make them easier to use and should fit easily under your helmet.  Naturally, use must be cleared with security personnel. 

Camelbak – Can keep a water source on your person throughout the day to help avoid dehydration.  Recommend models with pockets. Camelbaks also come with models with pockets to keep your camera and extra clip of ammo, etc. in.  Can remove the water bladder and keep two plastic water bottles in the sack. 

Camera – Take backup digital storage media for digital cameras.  A standard 35 mm camera has the advantage of not being dependent on recharging, and there is no delay after pressing the shutter. More useful for discrete photos.  Bring extra batteries and film.

Miner’s Light (Head Lamp) – Princeton Tec, Eveready, and other companies. Usually available at military exchanges or from REIOutlet.com, Campmor.Com, and other vendors. Ideal because they allow you to keep your hands free when go to the latrine/head, walk out at night (especially during sand storms), etc. Bring along a few pieces of green or blue cellophane (e.g. from a craft supply shop) and rubber bands to cover the lens for night vision (Red is not acceptable because it will disrupt night vision for night vision goggle wearers). Usually operate with two to four AA batteries. A small, clip mounted mini-flashlight (Inova makes very good one with green, white, or blue bulb activated by squeezing or keeping continuously on with a small switch) is excellent to keep on a belt loop. About $7 in military exchanges. 

Alarm Watch with Night Illumination – Timex and other brands. Easy to see at night, and you don’t have to carry an alarm clock around. Consider bringing an extra battery or change the battery shortly before you deploy so it won’t quit mid-deployment.

Short-Wave Radio – Excellent to get news from the BBC, Voice of America, etc. in the evenings and mornings.  Available in some exchanges. Radio Shack even has a wind-up powered radio for about $45 that will never run out of batteries.  You’ll be surprised at how much better the news is often covered by the BBC compared to US commercial stations. Plus, unlike the FOX network, the BBC didn’t broadcast the location of US combat troops and our combat operational plans to anyone who cared to watch.

Calling Home – Learn the numbers of the DSN operators on the base nearest your home that will allow you to make DSN calls to the base and then have them transferred to your home. Sometimes may go for weeks and weeks without being able to call back home, but other times may be better.  Get an MWR global credit card for pay phone use. You can always use it when you get back. Have been told that a three- frequency cell phone will work around the world, but you’ll have to check with your communications people on that one. Communications and operations people need to clear any personal communications gear use to avoid security compromises. DSN Phone numbers for Ft. Bragg and Ft. Lewis to facilitate calls using a phone card are 312-236-0001 and 312-357-1994 respectively. Please send me others and I’ll add them to the list!

Foldable Camp Stool – Coleman, other companies.  Check on what you’ll have to sit on. Some places may have searched all over the world to find the cheapest stools imaginable (and there will be no doubt in your mind they succeeded) for you to spend your work days and nights on.  A good chair can make a big difference, and you can take it wherever you travel to.

Combat Tax Exemption and Earned Leave - Any month you spend time in a combat zone allows your pay to be tax exempt up to a level established by Congress (completely tax free for enlisted personnel, including any and all bonuses). Thus, if you return the 5th of a month from a combat zone the rest of that month’s pay will be considered, for tax purposes, as if you spent the entire month there. Any leave you accrue while in the combat zone can be “spent” upon your return and your income will be “tax free” to the same extent as if you spent that individual day in the combat zone.  Thus, you will not have to pay taxes on the leave days you spend that were earned in a combat zone and it is to your advantage not to take leave days in the same month you return from a combat zone.  Combat leave can not be “saved” in the sense that the leave you spend after returning from a combat zone will first be taken from the combat leave you have earned.  If you’re working seven days a week for six months you’ll probably be spending an additional 60 days at work that you’d otherwise be spending on liberty. That doesn’t count the extra hours after 1700 or so you’ll be working. So take the tax advantage. 

Federal Income Tax Filing – You are allowed to delay filing by a number of months if you are deployed to a combat zone.  Check with the Internal Revenue Service for the particulars, www.irs.gov, (800) 829-1040. (This information is not to be construed as tax advice.)

Zip-Loc Freezer Bags – The one-gallon bags can hold a day’s worth of T-shirt, underwear and socks. Compress to get the air out and it will take less space while keeping clothes dry in case of rain. Smaller bags work for safety pins, thread, computer discs, etc. 

Cell Phone Plan Suspension – Plans should allow you to suspend or cancel your account if deploying. Recommend outright cancellation.  This will decrease the risk of fraudulent account reactivation. Can provide details of the on-base Pearl Harbor T-Mobile vendor that took me for hundreds of dollars during deployment and necessitated many hours of interaction with the police, etc. while T-Mobile continued to avoid /stall repayment for months. 

Deployment Savings Mechanisms – Check with your PSD before deployment on these programs as not everyone is familiar with them, and there may not be anything akin to a real PSD where you deploy. Those deploying to combat pay zones are entitled to put all pay and bonuses into the Thrift Savings Plan. Note: There are tax penalties if you put in more than $20,000 in any year ($13,000 is the routine penalty level). There is also a deployment savings account that service personnel can put up to $10,000 in which will earn a 10% annual rate of return for the duration of your deployment.  Sign up for “Mypay” so you can track your LESs, leave balances, etc. 

Uniforms – Definitely bring a floppy uniform hat. Floppy hats sometimes hard to get in certain patterns in theater, so try and get one before deploying if you don’t already have one. Don’t forget a second cover so you can wash one and hang it out to dry while wearing the other one. If you’re fortunate enough to be assigned with the USMC, then consider digital camouflage uniforms. They don’t need to be ironed – Not an option usually.  Make sure that uniforms (both trousers and the blouse) are labeled (and use a fabric marker on the inside waist band in case the name tag is removed) as well as sprayed with proper repellent.  T-shirts need to be green or brown, depending on your organizational assignment (no white t-shirts). Brigade Quartermasters and some uniform shops have nylon web belts with Velcro fasteners that do not require buckling and can be used by others to drag you to safety if injured. Convenient, reasonably priced. Shake out your boots in the morning to eliminate any critters, just as you would if camping out in the Arizona desert (or use socks to block the openings overnight). Bring along an extra set of uniform and cover devices (subdued) and clasps. May not get to wear them on deployment, but a set of trousers that can covert into shorts is good to have (some very conservative cultures don’t want to see anyone’s legs out in public) since it gives you an “extra” set of trousers. REIOutlet.Com, L. L. Bean and the NEX have them. 

DEET and Suntan Lotion - Yes, issue items. But they don’t take a lot of space, and it doesn’t hurt to have a little extra. Your unit should have issued mosquito netting that is treated with permethrin, along with poles. 

E-Mail - Firewalls often delete attachments.  Check with your deployed command to learn what communications capabilities will exist where you are headed. Even during the height of combat operations there were periodic days when could access Yahoo e-mail. Ironically, could not access Yahoo e-mail at all during June and July.

Utensils – Bring a set of metal utensils so that can eat the occasional steak without breaking the fork tines or the knife. 

Utility Tool – A Gerber, Coleman, Victorinex (the Swiss Army Knife people) or Leatherman is very handy for opening MREs, cutting 550 cord, etc. Engrave your name.

Hearing Protection – Keep a set of ear plugs (e.g. the yellow EAR foam plugs that can be washed) in a case attached to your belt loop. Hearing protection may or may not be available at staging areas and landing sites.

Standard Mail – May take as short as five days, but sometimes as long as two months for first class mail. Set up a means to pay bills that won’t depend on standard mail. “Serializing” mail can make it easier to figure out what the receiving party “missed” if it is lost.  Plan gift giving for anniversaries, holidays, birthdays and graduations in advance if you have the option. Don’t forget about vehicle registrations, professional licenses, professional society memberships, IRA account fees, etc. that may need attention during your deployment.

Navy Federal Credit Union, Other Account Banking – Set up your allotments or automatic payments (for insurance, rent/mortgage, etc.) and on-line account access. Can schedule regular allotments and procedures to transfer money to another “deployment” account. 

Insurance – Let automobile insurance company know you will not be driving your vehicle for period of time. Can typically lower your rates for the deployment. Do not cancel insurance if you only have one vehicle as the cost of restarting as a “new” customer may be higher. Navy Mutual Aid Association – www.navymutualaid.org - is nonprofit, repeat nonprofit, and a financial counselor approved by the Secretary of the Navy. They have excellent programs for term and other insurance, and multiple information resources on CD-ROM. The Board is comprised of representatives of the sea services. I’d strongly encourage looking into them if you’re not already a member.

Medical and Dental Records – Make a copy of anything important in your medical record so a copy can be left at home. You don’t want to bother getting immunizations you’ve already received. Units have lost records in combat, and there is the risk of loss just from simple diversions of deployment boxes, administrative snafus, etc.  Make a photocopy of your passport to keep with you as well as another for your command to retain at home station.

Business Cards – Bring a bunch. You’d be surprised whom you may run into, and it is convenient for everyone to be able to exchange cards.  

USB Jump (Thumb) Drives – The only way to transfer data after all the zip and floppy drives crash due to dust in some areas. Also act as secure data drives that can readily carry. Many can be worn with a neck lanyard. 

Portable CD Player and Music CDs – Helps pass the time and may even prove to calm the nerves before going to sleep at night. Many personnel created their own favorite music CDs bring that little bit of home with them. The Exchanges do have a variety of music selections but, if you have a particular favorite artist or music type, bring it with you. 

DVD-Playing Computer – Preferred option with mpg/wma music (personal players or computer). You’ll have to ask others about details on these since I never used one. 

Batteries – Although you may have access to a supply of batteries, ensure that the “Energizer Bunny” keeps on going by bringing a good supply of replacements.

Best Snake & Scorpion Guide for Iraq – AFMIC’s web site.

Best Bird Book  - Field Guide to Birds of the Middle East (Porter, et al). A well laid out book that is easy to use.  Helps in identifying potential disease reservoirs. 

Lizards – Northern Iraq lizards include Egyptian spiny-tailed lizards (Uromastyx) that are mostly vegetarian. The tail is aptly named. 

Your feedback and inputs to this document that we can use to help prepare others who will deploy are most welcome.  Many thanks to those who have provided feedback and recommendations to improve it.

Semper Fidelis
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(former I MEF Deputy Surgeon & Preventive Medicine Officer)
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