Books, not bombs, forlraqg

By Nicholas A. Bashanes

BAGHDAD: American troops assigned to Camp Anaconda, 42 miles north of Baghdad in the lragi desed, call the
spramling encampment Moraritaville — a place, they wiyly 53y, where everny hour is happy hour.

onthe evening | arrived aboard an Alr Force C-17, a smattering of shells lobbed from 'outside the wire' kept mey
aircraft idling on the outer tarmac for half an hour, our helmets and flak jackets in place until the all-clear
sounded.

The next day, my escort on what was the unlikeliest of hibliophilic adventures, Lt-Col. Brian C. McMerney, took
tme to & recreation centre inwhich a new libhrary was aboutto open its doors to eager readers. The freshly
installed wooden shekles had been stocked through the efforts of octogenarian Arrmy veterans in the Linited
atates, the same men who 61 years earlier had helped organise the first likhraries to he estahlished in Germany
after the cessation of hostilities in the Second Waorld War — an interesting circumstance for a writer who has
gaid on more than one occasion that he will go ampwhere in pursuit of a good book story.

A few weeks earlier, about 3,000 volumes had been shipped out of Pope Air Force Base in Morth Caralina, with
7,000 maore following shorly thereafter. The tivo loads made up the core collection of a librany intended for use by
the 25 000 serice personnel and civilian workers stationed at Camp Anacaonda, and later, when they leave, by
[ragis in the nearby city of Balad, who have expressed a keen interest in acguiring whatever reading material is
available to them.

[ arm a collectar of details like this, as my five hooks about hooks readily attest. That's why McrMerney, public
affairs officer for the 3rd Corps Support Command, sent me an e-mail in Februarny telling me about the new
library initiative' he had just organised in the combat zone. He extended what must have been a semi-serious
ifvitation to attend the dedication ceremaony.

Tothe shock of evervone, | accepted, on one condition. Would the Aty help me visit Lr, the Sumerian city in
[owwer Mesopotamia® Yes, came the answer.

But before there could be any magical trips to archaeological sites, there was the new library to consecrate. A
career Army officer with a master's in English from Michigan State University, Mcherney had mentioned the idea
lastyearto a group of Second Warld War veterans from the B5th and 71 st Infantry divisions, who in 1946 had set
up what today is the municipal library in Passau, Germany.

Foint man for the effort was Robert Patton, an 84-year-old resident of Chapel Hill, whowwas among the first
American saoldiers to liberate the Mauthausen concentration camp in Austria in 19445,

"Wy irmagination went out of control," Patton told me. "l felt that regardless of whatever political viesws anyone had
about the war in lrag, books give all of us common ground.”

Fatton mohilised dozens ofvolunteers, including staffers at the Chapel Hill Public Library and Boy Scouts from
Troop 39, who boxed hooks and loaded them onta trucks for transfer to Pope Air Force Base and then to rag.

The 10,000 volumes they gathered included fiction and nonfiction, "a pretty solid critical mass of material to get
us started’, Mchlerney said as he walked me through the acguisitions. The first ook to be signed out? Tani
Mortison's Beloved, borrowed by Pfc. Stephanie Richardson, who said she had seen the maovie and was eager
to read the original,

mcrerney laughed when | suggested that he might bhe a modern-day Don Quixote embarked on a book mission
that others might find fanciful in the extrermne. But he agrees with the chservation | made at the dedication
ceremony — that where there are hooks, there is always hope.—Dawn/The Los Angeles Times Mews Service



