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In Iraq, their weapon is data

Marines fight with what they know

BY JOE SWICKARD

FREE PRESS STAFF WRITER

December 10, 2006

FALLUJAH, Iraq -- Inside a stronghold that commands a stretch of land
between the river and the desert, the Hobbits work wondersin a
windowless chamber.

As abattle raged miles away last week, the Hobbits knew the arena
intimately, down to the concrete building from which the enemy threw
gunfire at their fellow Marines. It was the Hobbits' collected data that
allowed acircling jet to launch a bomb at the structure, imploding the
building and killing the gunmen inside.

In the ongoing fight against insurgentsin Irag's Anbar province, the
Hobbits -- six Marines with computers and self-designed databases who

compile information about the enemy, its strength and its position -- have a

clear mission as part of the Michigan-based 1st Battalion of the 24th
Marine Regiment.

"We want to know their backyards and houses better than they do," said
Lance Cpl. Curtis Megjeur, 21, of Grand Rapids.

Megeur isaGrand Valley State University student back home in Michigan.

In Irag, heisamember of the 1/24th's Alpha Company, and a Hobbit -- one
al Band of Brothers

of four certified-smart and computer-wily lance corporals led by a corpor
and a sergeant who, together, provide some of the magic necessary for
modern combat.

"Use of intelligence is at the heart of this generation of warfare," said the

1/24th's commanding officer, Maj. Daniel Whisnant of Kalamazoo, himself

aformer intelligence officer. "The Hobbits are key to that."

From left, Lance Cpl.
Curtis Mejeur, Lance Cpl.
Joshua Clayton, Lance
Cpl. Matthew Robinson,
Lance Cpl. Ryan Brown
and Sgt. Jeremiah Howe
are part of the computer
savvy group. (Photos by
DAVID P.
GILKEY/Detroit Free
Press)
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The gunfight last week showed the power of the intelligence information in
action.
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Meet the Hobbits

Whisnant said the Hobbits' database also has led to the arrest and capture of
dozens of other "bad guys.”

"We're able to know who belongs here and who doesn't,” he said.
A different kind of fighting

The Hobbits were drawn from the usual complement of riflemen in the
Grand Rapids-based company that is part of the 1/24th on its deployment to
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Irag.

They enlisted to be go-get-em gun-carrying grunts, but their test scores and
personalities fit with plans to move military thinking toward analysis of the
complex environment of anti-insurgent warfare.

It was during the battalion's five months of training in the Mojave Desert
that the men were singled out and publicly proclaimed the Hobbits.

The name doesn't bother the guys.

"I like the name," said Lance Cpl. Matthew Robinson, 21, of Grand Rapids.
"I like being a Hobbit. It doesn't bother me being short. Infact | likeit."

Sgt. Jeremiah Howe, 29, of Redford Township -- who works for the
Transportation Security Administration at Metro Airport -- said the Hobbits
aren't mouse pad warriors: They regularly go out on multiday combat
operations.

It's all part of the mission, said Robinson. When he enlisted, it was with
thoughts of guns-up action, not computer warfare.

"I had noidea," he said. "I thought I'd just come over and go against the
bad guys. | still do -- in adifferent way."

Contact JOE SWICKARD at jswickar d@freepress.com.
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The following are the
members of Alpha
Company in the Michigan-
based 1st Battalion of the
24th Marine Regiment who
are known as the Hobbits --
working to compile
information and create
databases to help battle
insurgents around Fallujah:

» Sgt. Jeremiah Howe, 29,
Redford Township, TSA
employee at Detroit Metro
Airport

* Cpl. AJ. Tyink, 22,
Holland, UPS employee
and Grand Valley State
University student

e Lance Cpl. Joshua
Clayton, 22, Grand
Rapids, computer
programmer

e Lance Cpl. Ryan Brown,
21, Allegan, plans to be a
chef and restaurateur

* Lance Cpl. Curtis
Mejeur, 21, Grand Rapids,
Grand Valley State
University student
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» Lance Cpl. Matthew
Robinson, 21, Grand
Rapids, plans to be social
worker
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