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Benjamin Zeamer of Columbia stands guard against a Taliban attack at 

an outpost in Afghanistan. He returns home from the war today after 

15 months of almost constant combat.

  



Mark and Diane Zeamer with one of the many signs they have prepared to greet their son and his comrade...(more)
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Army Specialist Benjamin S. Zeamer arrives home from Afghanistan today, safe and sound — and very fortunate to be so.

The 27-year-old Columbia native, a member of C Company, 2nd battalion, 503rd regiment, 173rd Army Airborne, has spent the past 15 months in Afghanistan's Kunar Province, where he and his comrades fought more than 100 bloody engagements with Taliban forces.

"I lost a lot of friends," Zeamer said Wednesday during a phone interview from Vicenza, Italy.

Zeamer said he has memorial bracelets bearing the names of so many of his dead comrades that he "can't wear them all at the same time."

Looking forward to home, Zeamer said he hopes to spend "a lot of time" with his family.
He will, in fact, have a little more time than he's anticipating. His parents, Mark and Diane Zeamer, and 50 family members and friends will be waiting, signs and banners in hand, when he steps off the plane at Philadelphia International Airport.

"I don't think he knows we're going to be there," Mr. Zeamer said. "That's a surprise. We'll be waving flags and holding posters and signs. We're going to do it up right and support him and welcome him home."

Zeamer's unit arrived in Kunar Province on the Pakistani border in May 2007 with orders to establish a combat outpost.

"We built it by hand, piling sandbags and stacking rocks to provide cover," Zeamer said. "It was manual labor during the day and patrols during the night. We slept three hours a day." 

Conditions were rugged, and the only shelter they had was their motorized vehicles.

"When we first got there, we were sleeping underneath Humvees," Zeamer said.

Action was quick in coming, and over the next 15 months the men fought off Taliban forces 105 times.

"We were fighting all the time," he said.

Two "big incidents" have left scars in the young man's soul.

On Nov. 9, 2007, the American forces were approaching a native village by invitation when trouble erupted.

"We ended up getting ambushed," Zeamer said. "We lost five guys there."

Their most recent fight occurred in late July, when a 30-man platoon was ordered to move forward and establish a new outpost. They were attacked by more than 200 of the enemy. Nine Americans were killed and 15 wounded.
"They killed a lot of (Taliban), but it was a tough time for our company," Zeamer said.

It also was a tough time for his parents in Columbia, as the attack made national news.

"It was rough," Mr. Zeamer said. "I didn't know about it at first, and I had people coming up to me at work and asking if it was his company, and I didn't know. So there for a while I was wondering if he was alive or not."

Mrs. Zeamer said she knew her son was involved.

"They said it was a small outpost on the Pakistani border, so I knew it was in his area," she said. "I kept waiting for the army to come to the door."

In the immediate aftermath of the attack, the army forbade the men to call home and shut down their Internet and cell-phone access.

About two days after the attack, the couple learned through a local army officer they know that their son was safe. Some families didn't learn of their loved ones' fates for almost a week.

During its time in Afghanistan, Zeamer's unit suffered heavily. In fact, of the 100-plus men of Chosen Company, Zeamer is among the 30 or so returning home unscathed. He said he's looking forward to home and simple things like being able to "go to the bathroom without the fear of getting shot."

After the welcome-home party today, Zeamer said, he and five of his platoon buddies flying in with him will travel to Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Bethesda, Md., for a "bittersweet" visit with their wounded comrades.

"One of my real good friends is down in Walter Reed hospital," he said. "He got shrapnel in his head early in the morning; then he got shot. He was paralyzed from the armpits down."

Zeamer eventually will report back to the 503rd's base at Vicenza, although he may return to the United States later to attend sniper school at Fort Benning, Ga. At that time, he hopes to be able to get home for Christmas.

"I haven't been home for Christmas in two or three years," he said.

Unless things change, Zeamer expects to return to Afghanistan in late 2009.

"The only reason I'm doing any of this and have any kind of positive outlook is because of the guys beside me," he said. "They're great. They'll do anything for you. I've never met friends like this before."

His family does not relish him going back but supports his decision to serve his country.

"We're proud of him," Mr. Zeamer said. "We've always been."
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Mark and Diane Zeamer with one of the many signs they have 
prepared to greet their son and his comrades at the airport.
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