11 June 2003

Dear 2d MEB Families

Once again, I send you greetings from the Mediterranean Sea.  Since my last letter to you from Iraq, we have completed many tasks, some inherent to our return home and some not.  The ones that we expected were the vehicle wash down and embarkation of the ships, which constitute Amphibious Task Force East.  In standard 2d MEB fashion, the Marines and Sailors completed the wash down of over 600 pieces of equipment ahead of schedule.  Although the facilities were specifically built for forces in Iraq to aid in retrograde, they were quickly overwhelmed with the requirement and short timeline.  The Marines and Sailors showed an impressive ability to adapt and provided an extraordinary effort to accomplish this mission and impressed everyone who oversaw the operation.  

Now underway, Marines are quickly settling into the shipboard routine and enjoying many comforts they have forgone while ashore.  The gym is consistently busy 24 hours a day, and they have a new found appreciation for the hot chow served on the mess deck.  Although the days are not quite as busy as the original transit, the leadership is doing all that it can to keep the Marines and Sailors gainfully employed with training and maintenance.  

As I am sure most of you have seen on the website, we held a very special Memorial Day service in honor of the 23 Marines from Task Force Tarawa that made the ultimate sacrifice during Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF).  Those Marines will forever live in our memories, and each Marine and Sailor standing there during the ceremony was challenged to live their lives and carry out their duties in a way that will always honor those individuals and respect their memory.

While underway, we knew that we could be called upon to provide support and crisis response anywhere along our transit.  As we approached the Suez Canal, we received the first such task.  Fortunately, it was a support mission that would only require one ship.  We were able to send the remaining ships through the canal and onto their individual liberty ports.  The mission tasked us with supporting the President of the United States’ visit to Egypt and Jordan.  We provided a react force, evacuation force and potential hospital afloat should the need arise.  Fortunately, the visit was accomplished without the need of further commitment.  Although the Marines and Sailors missed a much deserved liberty port, there was no greater mission or more important place for the 2d MEB than supporting our Commander in Chief.  

Upon being released from the Central Command Area of Operations, we executed our Suez Canal transit without incident.  We had our sights set for an expedient transit of the Mediterranean Sea in order to rendezvous with the other ships in the Atlantic Ocean.  While in transit, we had already been watching the deteriorating situation on the west coast of Africa.  Although we had not been tasked with anything, we wanted to lean forward and keep situational awareness.  As the situation grew worse, our higher command began to communicate the potential employment for a portion of 2d MEB.  Although we realized that this would delay our return, as true professionals, we knew that the safety of fellow American citizens and citizens of allied nations must come first.  Just recently, we have been tasked with preparing to provide a capability to remove those citizens from harm’s way.  I know that this message has been passed through the Key Volunteer Network about the delay of USS Kearsarge.  I understand your disappointment and remorse, but I also know that you understand that, as Marines, duty will never go unanswered regardless of the sacrifices we must make.  I know that there are questions of how long this might delay our return.  Honestly, we do not know.  I do not want to speculate but assure you that as word of our return becomes clearer you will be notified by your loved one, the Key Volunteer Network and my letters here on the website.

I know that this deployment has been hard on all of you.  Now, many of you are being called upon to remain strong and supportive yet a little longer.  Throughout this extension, communication with your loved one will remain as it is now through postal mail, sailor phones and email.  For those with loved ones on the ships returning as scheduled, welcome them home with joy and pride for they have earned it!  Once our duties are fulfilled, the remaining portion of 2d MEB will return as quickly as possible.

As always, thank you for your tremendous support.  Also, thank you for overcoming this additional hardship and remaining strong for your loved one.  As always, you will continue to be in our thoughts and prayers.  Thank you, God Bless and Semper Fi!

R.F. Natonski

Commanding General

2d Marine Expeditionary Brigade

