1/1 Marines thank city for support
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On August 10, Marines from Camp Pendleton, Calif., visited the City Council of Newport Beach, Calif., to express their appreciation for the strong support provided by the city and council during their units combat deployment in Operation Iraqi Freedom.

As they entered the council chambers to present a unit plaque as a token of appreciation, the leathernecks of 1st Battalion, First Marine Regiment were greeted by supporters and elected officials with a hero's welcome.

The battalion commander, Lieutenant Colonel David J. Furness, Sergeant Major Rafael Ventura, battalion sergeant major, along with officers and staff noncommissioned officers from the unit were wined and dined, called heroes and before the night was through, were offered the continued and unconditional support of a grateful city.

Before receiving the plaque on behalf of the city, Mayor Tod W. Ridgeway told approximately 30 attendees and thousands of public access television viewers of the strong bond that has developed between the city and Marines. The city adopted the battalion in December 2003 and hosted a welcome home parade on June 6, featuring LtCol Furness as Grand Marshal, which honored the Marines of the unit and their families. The Third Marine Aircraft Wing Band performed in that parade.

Prior to the plaque presentation, Furness addressed the city council and thanked the mayor, the former mayor and current Councilman Steven Bromberg for their role in the city's official adoption of the unit. Furness then said that the Marines and sailors in his unit were simply young men and women with a deep love of country and a sincere desire to serve the nation during difficult times.

During his address, Furness also read special messages from the 33d Commandant of the Marine Corps, General Michael W. Hagee and Major General James N. Mattis, the commanding general of the First Marine Division who is currently deployed in Iraq.

In the Commandant's message read by Furness, Gen Hagee thanked the people of Newport Beach for their support and indicated the privilege Marines feel for a being part of such a "vibrant and generous community." Gen Hagee then called the contributions, patriotism and compassion of Newport Beach residents to the sailors and Marines as an embodiment of the Marine Corps motto "Semper Fidelis."

Furness went on to read an e-mail message sent from MajGen Mattis in Iraq.

"Please tell the wonderful people who attend [the presentation] that we deeply appreciate their support. It's more important to us than a paycheck to know that we have the support of the American people. While Iraq is often frustrating duty and the danger and discomfort are real, there is genuine reason for optimism as we help build a new life for people with no background in democracy or freedom," read Furness.

Furness, with officers and staff noncommissioned officers at his side, then presented the plaque which features the 1/1 unit crest that commemorates the Marine World War II victory at Guadalcanal.  The crest contains the Southern Cross, a large "1" for the First Marine Division, and two additional "1's" representing the 1st Battalion and the 1st Marines as well as the two unit mottos:  "First of the First" and "Ready to Fight".

Councilman Bromberg said the plaque will hang on a council chamber wall in perpetuity.

Newport Beach residents recently donated over 70 care packages to Marines and families of 1/1 and provided over two van loads of books and board games to Marines and sailors undergoing treatment at the Naval Hospital in San Diego.

After the ceremony, the Marines marched out of the council chambers as attendees stood, clapped and cheered. The Marines were treated to a special dinner prepared by Fire Captain Chip Duncan and members of the Newport Beach Fire Department, Fire Station #2.

Tim Sloat, a Marine Vietnam veteran and local Marine Corps backer, said the partnership between the battalion and the residents of Newport Beach will not end with the plaque presentation.  Sloat said a "1/1 Steering Committee" has been created to find other ways to assist Navy and Marine families through the Key Volunteer Network.

Furness said he is pleased at the level of support the Marines are receiving from the nation as a whole and particularly from the citizens of Newport Beach.  "It makes us feel good to know that people care and that they are willing to take time from their busy lives to do something good for our Marines," said Furness.
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