Brothers in the Maine National Guard rebuild Iraq

Story and photos by Spc. Gretel Sharpee


MOSUL, Iraq- When the sun finally peeks over the foothills that surround Forward Operating Base (FOB) Roundtop, in Dianyah, Iraq, the small camp is busy with Soldiers preparing themselves for the coming day. Soldiers stumble sleepily as they make their way to the outdoor sink and shower facilities, or the outdoor mobile kitchen, but the austere living conditions seem to bring out the best in everyone.


 The FOB is made up of Soldiers from the 133rd Engineer Battalion, out of Belfast, Maine, a National Guard unit that arrived in Mosul, Iraq in March 2004. With the way these Soldiers greet each other and prepare for the coming day, joking and laughing like old friends, it appears they have known each other for awhile… almost like they are family. 


The Battalion boasts three sets of brothers, and at FOB Roundtop, two sets offer their perspective on what it is like to share this experience with real family.


“It is kind of like having a piece of home with you,” said Staff Sgt. Anthony Long, from Brewer Maine. “We already have so much in common, and now we share all of this. It will last a lifetime.”


Anthony Long’s brother is Sgt. Norman Long, from Eddington, Maine. Both brothers work at Down East Body Shop in Brewer, Maine where they see each other all day long before going home to their families at night.


“Here, I see Anthony in the morning and in the evening since we work at different project sites, which is the opposite from at home,” said Norman. “But we are both working to improve the lives of the people in this area in our work every day, so we still have that in common.”


The 133rd works on various construction projects in the Dianyah area that have been identified by the locals as projects that are needed to improve their city’s appearance and quality of life for the residents.


 “We take pride in what we do here to improve the quality of life for these people,” said Sgt. 1st Class Terry Sprague, from Belfast, Maine. “The benefit of working with people you know well is that you know what everyone is capable of.”


Terry Sprague has been in the Army for 33 years, since he was drafted in 1971. Thirteen of those years were spent with his brother, Sgt. Dennis Sprague, from Morrill, Maine in the Maine National Guard.


“It was easier at first to have family here, but then it became a reminder of things at home that you can’t bring with you over here,” said Dennis. “But a lot of people are familiar to me over here. Some of the younger Soldiers here, I went to school with their parents.”


Both the Longs and Spragues agree that their mothers have a double dose of worrying to do with two sons in Iraq, but they stay in regular contact through e-mail. 


“We are here, during the war, participating in a very unique mission that lets us work on projects in the community of Dianyah,” said Anthony Long. “We get to have a direct impact on the people here and we also get to see the reward by improving their quality of life.”


When Soldiers from FOB Roundtop return from their respective worksites for the day, the camp is busy again, but with the satisfaction of a day’s work behind them. The mobile kitchen is open, the music from the weight lifting area drifts over to the eating area that is occupied all night long with friends chatting and joking about anything that comes to mind. They never forget they are in Iraq, with weapons always close by, but they also appreciate the calm that they are enjoying for the time being. 


The Longs and Spragues go their separate ways in camp as they look forward to talking to family over the Internet, and to prepare for the next day. They operate as every Soldier does, mostly alone, but for them, they know that family is only a short walk away.
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Two sets of brothers from the 133rd Engineer Battalion, out of Belfast, Maine, pose for a photo at Forward Operating Base Roundtop in Dianyah, Iraq. From left, Sgt. Norman Long, Staff Sgt. Anthony Long, Sgt. 1st Class Terry Sprague and Sgt. Dennis Sprague. 
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Sgt. Norman Long, 133rd Engineer Battalion, spreads cement between the blocks for a wall that will become an additional classroom for this primary school in Dianyah, Iraq. This is one of the three current projects in Dianyah that the 133rd is working on. 

