MNore Letfers From the Sand

In 1991 the U.S. Postal Service published a book titled Letters From the Sand, stories
told in letters written by service men and women stationed in the Middle East during Operation
Desert Shield/Storm. Today American soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines are again fighting a
war in the Middle East, and letters to and from family and friends at home are still important.
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Rodeo #9, a mobile helicopter service providing base exchange merchandise and postal service to troops at remote
locations. Forward Operating Base (FOB) “Danger” was located at Tikrit, Iraq.

The purpose of this exhibit is to examine a selection of covers, rather than the letters in
them, mailed from military units in Iraq and nearby countries during the years 2003 to 2005. The
covers were sent to a senior citizens center in California, in response to a campaign of writing
letters of support to service personnel abroad. In the 21st Century, such mail is unusual, for today
the more common means of communication are email and cell or satellite phones.

The Department of Defense’s Military Postal Service Agency manages overseas military
mail, operating post offices at bases and transporting mail to and from overseas locations.
Military post offices outside of the United States are classified as Army/Air Force Post Offices
(APO) and Navy Fleet Post Offices (FPO). Under current law, ordinary letters mailed by those
stationed in designated combat zones may be sent back home free of postage.

The exhibit examines the styles of postmarks in current use, then displays covers from
Army, Marine Corps and Air Force units in Iraq, and in adjoining countries. Covers from
“Rodeos” conclude the exhibit. The military nature of the sender’s unit, and its approximate
location, where determinable, is provided for each cover.



More Letters From the Sand Postmark Types

Today there are no official standards for the styles or wording in postmarks, but long-time
customs prevail. Military post offices abroad do not include the name of the country in which
they are located, but identify the post office by its branch of service and assigned APO/FPO ZIP
Code. State code “AE” is for Armed Forces Europe (Middle East and Africa). “AP” is for the
Pacific; “AA”the Americas. ZIP Code group “093” are contingency numbers for short-term use.

Army

After more than a century, the “four-bar” postmark remains the standard hand cancel for United
States mail. The bars are intended to deface the stamp, but are not needed for free mail.

Air Force and Marine Corps

Both services use a mix of four-bar hand cancels, and round daters. Today most round daters,
which are actually intended for use on postal paperwork, are self-inking devices. Those with the
date in a straight line incorporate a thumbwheel date setting mechanism into the cancel.

Other

“MPS” undoubtedly stands for Military Postal Service. The “Military Postal Unit” marking is a
modern self-inking cancel, with a thumbwheel dater built into the device. Vertical lines and
cross-hatching on the killer bars of the cancel at the right are caused by rubber bands used to hold
the cancel together in the dry desert heat.
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MNore Letters From the Sand

The Abu Ghraib prison complex 20 miles

from Baghdad became known as
“Saddam’s Torture Central,”
and had a world-wide reputation
as a place where some of the

worst cases of torture in the

modern world were conducted

under Saddam Hussein’s
regime. Unfortunately,
the torture history of the
facility seems to have
inspired some American
soldiers to continue

the practice after the
prison was captured
early in the war,

and was used

to hold detainees.

Abu Ghraib
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MNore Letters From the Sand Air Force

There are few Air Force units actually located in Iraq, because of a lack of suitable
airfields and difficulty in protecting aircraft. Strategic bombing and close support missions tend
to be flown from more secure bases in nearby countries.
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125th Military
Intelligence
Battalion
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Electronic
Warfare
Intelligence)
using the Air Corienne Cotter
Force post 5545 Adelina Ct.
office at Bagram Agoura Hills, CA 91301
Air Base,
Afghanistan.
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The Army’s 125th Signal
Battalion using the Air

Corienne Cotter Force postal facility at
5545 Adelina Ct. Kirkuk, Iraq. The Army
Agoura Hills, CA 91301 has a large logistics

center at Kirkuk, in
northern Iraq.

When two or more services share a base, both may have post offices operating there with the
same APO ZIP Code.



More Letters From the Sand Rodeos

The origin of the term “Rodeo” is not certain, but they have become very popular with
service men and women stationed in the dusty deserts of the Middle East far from large bases.
They are mobile service units brought by helicopters, offering base exchange services, such as
music tapes and CDs, personal items, and snack foods to the troops. Each Rodeo also carries
personnel and payroll clerks to resolve administrative needs, and a postal clerk to help with mail.
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336th Military Police Battalion, a reserve unit from the Pittsburgh area, operating from Camp Anaconda, a sprawling
logistics support center at the Balad Air Base, Iraq.

Both senders were probably on maneuvers out in the field rather than at the large bases that they
used as return addresses.
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