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Special Guest Introduction 
Eric Newhouse 

 

My brain learns from everything that it experiences. That’s what neurologists 

call a “plastic” brain. 

If I lose my eyesight, my brain shifts those neurons to my other senses; I may 

end up with more acute hearing or the ability to smell a hot chocolate-chip cookie 

from half a mile away. It’s a remarkable way of diverting neurological resources 

to where they are needed most. 

But God designed us to love, not to fight, so war traumatizes our brains. We 

end up with images seared into it that we can’t forget, can’t escape. 

Hundreds of thousands of America’s warriors live tortured lives. But you 

can’t really see the scars. Our warriors came home with all their arms and legs. 

They came home without any obvious wounds. Their psyches were scarred, 

however, and their brains have learned from that searing experience. 

That’s why they walk down a small-town street, scanning the rooftops and 

windows for bad guys with guns, or why they hide out on the Fourth of July, 

trying to escape the firecrackers and mortars that make them relive past terrors. 

That’s why they drink to drown the guilt that comes from breaking every rule 

they were taught as Boy Scouts or in church … or perhaps the guilt that comes 

from surviving when everyone else died that day. 

Listen, for instance, to Lee Ballinger in his upcoming book, Love and War: 

  

Twenty years ago when I moved to California 

I went to Wells Fargo to open a bank account 

The teller was young, beautiful, Vietnamese 

 

My first thought was 
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"You know, I might have fucked your mama" 

   

My second thought was 

"You know, I might have killed your mama" 

  

I took my receipt 

Went outside 

And threw up on the sidewalk 

  

And you wonder why I have trouble sleeping? 

You wonder why I broke the lamp and punched a hole in the wall? 

You wonder why road rage makes me feel so good? 

  

My body came back but not my mind 

I will always be ten thousand miles away. 

 

This edition is primarily about the voices of America’s warriors and the 

emotional chaos that they brought back from one or another of America’s 

innumerable wars in the last fifty years, a string of conflicts that stretches back 

almost unendingly to Vietnam. It’s also about how to continue to live after 

combat. 

Neuroplasticity suggests there ought to be a way to get back to where we used 

to be. There ought to be a way to reboot our brains after trauma to escape the 

hyper-vigilance, the depression, the night terrors and the flashbacks. 

Those flashbacks, incidentally, are hellish. They’re like a movie in your mind 

that you can’t turn off. One friend was driving down a busy street when he 

glanced down at a pothole and looked up to find himself in the middle of a 

convoy racing through Iraq. He knew where he really was (within a few miles of 

his home in Montana), but he couldn’t see it—so he stopped his car in the middle 

of a busy road until the flashback ended. 
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Obviously, we don’t know how to fix our brains after we’ve subjected them to 

the trauma of war.  

But we need to develop a cure. The Rand Corporation released a study a few 

years ago suggesting that one in three soldiers returning from conflict would 

suffer emotional damage that would require treatment, either temporarily or 

permanently. 

New statistics from the Veterans Administration show that study was right on 

the money. Traumatized vets are overloading our treatment centers. 

Two points seem critical. 

First, we shouldn’t be sending our boys into conflict except when our country 

is actually attacked, and we shouldn’t be sending our girls into conflict ever. 

When we need to mobilize, let’s draft everyone, rich and poor alike. 

Second, let’s make a policy to put one dollar in the recovery effort for every 

dollar we put into the war machine. Let’s begin to find ways to help combat vets 

live peacefully with who they are now, not who they used to be. 

Former Army Chaplain Hardie Higgins argues that combat strips away the 

belief system that soldiers grew up with, leaving them empty. “The key to 

recovery for victims of PTSD, I believe, to assist them in discovering the 

redemptive meaning of their suffering and how to use that suffering to add 

meaning to their future life,” he asserts. 

Ed Tick, a psychotherapist who founded the nonprofit group Soldier’s Heart, 

insists that atonement is critical for healing. Creating a new post-warrior identity 

for themselves and sharing it with their community can lead to acceptance and 

spiritual peace again, while suppressing their combat experience can lead to 

nightmares and flashbacks. “Holistic medicine looks for true healing, not just 

symptom management,” says Tick.  

These are concepts our society needs to explore to help our veterans fit back 

into the world they left behind to go to war.  
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Introduction: Creative Prose 
— 

The Power of Story 
Brian Mockenhaupt 

 

When I came home from the war, when once again being a part of the civilian 

world confused and frustrated me, I wrote. I used it to tell others where I had 

been and what I had been doing, and what this very small minority of Americans 

had been doing on their behalf. But mostly I did it for myself. Writing helped me 

make sense of who I had been and who I had become. Putting words to paper 

gave purchase to the fragments and shards of emotions and ideas scattered in my 

mind. And writing about these experiences—both my own and others'—has kept 

me connected to fellow members of this tribe. 

In these pages we see the breadth of the military experience, from the chaos, 

fear, and euphoria of basic training to the quiet, private struggles with memories 

revisited in flashbacks and nightmares. This is a collection of fine, powerful and 

provocative writing, spanning forty years of peace and combat, humor, and 

horror. You’ll find a young man sweating out the draft with a young woman 

caught up in the military's “witch hunts” for homosexuals; a soldier dreaming of 

the bicycle that will bring her relief from the stress and monotony of war with a 

Marine pulling singed family photos from shredded uniforms of the dead. These 

stories are important—for those who have worn the uniform and those who 

haven't—and I am honored to have played a small role in helping these veterans 

tell them. 

In deciding which piece should begin this section, the choice was clear: 

Jonathon Travis Rape served two tours in Iraq as an Army military policeman 

with the 101
st
 Airborne and was awarded a Bronze Star with Valor. Here he tells 

about a hard-fought football game between two groups of American soldiers, a 
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brief break from the viciousness just beyond the cement walls and razor wire, the 

war to which they would all return within hours. Rape came home, separated 

from the Army and wrote this story. He went to Afghanistan as a civilian 

contractor in 2009 and was killed by a roadside bomb. In reading his words we 

are reminded of the great power our stories have to reach others, even after death. 
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The Battlefield 
Jonathon Travis Rape 

 

The sweat burned as it trickled into my eyes and the desert sun beamed down. 

I took a deep breath and yelled a sharp command to the soldiers on the 

battlefield. Within an instant of the words leaving my mouth, twenty-two men 

sprang into action against each other. The whistle blew; the play was dead, back 

to the huddle as both the offense and defense planned their strategy. All the 

while, a real war waged over the wall. 

It seemed like years since I had seen a familiar face from home. The truth is, I 

had started to forget what people looked like. Sometimes I would try to picture 

my own parents’ faces but struggled to make out images of old memories. It was 

my second deployment to Iraq in three years. I was about to spend my twenty-

first birthday far from home; I guessed it would feel a lot like my nineteenth 

birthday, which I had also spent in Iraq.  

This deployment was far different from the first time many of us went to Iraq. 

It seemed much more real the second time. We were older, more experienced, 

and wise to the tactics of the enemy. Many faces had changed in our unit; there 

was a certain respect for those faces I recognized from the prior deployment. Of 

course, there were other faces which always danced in our memories, the faces of 

our friends that left us on a cargo plane rather than a passenger plane.  

It had been a rough start to that first deployment, when the insurgents 

perfected the use of roadside and car bombs. Not only had we learned hard 

lessons, they had done the same. Mosul, the second largest city in Iraq, seemed 

like it was the biggest city in the world as we would drive in three-vehicle 

convoys. The streets, like in any Iraqi city, were covered in a filth that could 

always make me gag. The children would run along the side of my truck and 
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scream, “Yes, yes, America. Saddam donkey, Bush good,” and as soon as we 

would pass, those little brat-kids would all throw rocks at us. 

A day off was finally here and I had one thing on my mind. I knew today 

would be our day, as my platoon would face third platoon in a flag football game. 

We diehards were at the patch of sand and dirt that would serve as our field about 

an hour before the game would begin. I threw a couple of tosses to warm up my 

arm. It felt good to have the bright sun beating down as I warmed up.  

It was kick-off time, and the entire company of over 150 soldiers stood on the 

sidelines to cheer. There was a huge explosion outside the wall where a mortar or 

car bomb must have detonated, followed by a huge explosion of applause on the 

football field. The ball was in play and no one paid any attention to the chaos. I 

stepped on the field with one goal: Today I would be the General and I would 

lead the charge down the field.  

 “Hut, Hut,” I barked to the center. I caught the snap sure handed and stepped 

back to survey the field. Without thinking, the football was out of my hand and 

into the air. My best friend, Caleb, snagged the ball out of the air and was off to 

the races with some determined defenders. 

The game went back and forth all day. We had some plays that could have 

made ESPN Iraq, if there was that sort of thing. The other team seemed to 

understand our playbook a little more with every down. As the clock dwindled 

down to the final minutes, we had to score to earn our bragging rights. 

My first two passes were on the money and I could smell victory. I dropped 

back to pass on a much-needed third down play and was forced to run for the 

first-down marker. I scrambled, picking my way through the defense until I 

realized my flag was pulled. I had passed the first down marker and begun 

rushing the guys back to the line so we could run one more play. As soon as 

everyone was set, the ball was hiked and I looked for the storybook ending. I saw 

a man open and I pulled the trigger on that worn-out football. It seemed to fly an 

eternity, floating on every cloud in the sky. It was up for grabs, and it was a 
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complete pass. I had made throws like that countless of times, all of which were 

on my Xbox; however, I was shocked to see that it was the defender on the other 

end of my completed pass. 

We had lost the game and, as the quarterback, I was to blame. We all shook 

hands and headed off to use the Internet and phones as we all did on days off. We 

walked together, talking of the highlights of the game. As I rounded the corner to 

the Internet café, I saw that it was closed due to an American death in the city. 

The military stops all communication out of Iraq when a soldier dies and until the 

soldier’s family is notified the proper way. We all shrugged our shoulders and 

turned around, still talking of the game.  

Later that night, while trying to sleep, I could not help but smile. Today I had 

been Peyton Manning and today I was far from Iraq. 
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Not Our Day to Die 
Pirtpal S. Dhillon 

 

On the afternoon of 24 July 2011 I was informed by my company commander 

that I had been tasked to fly to Forward Operating Base (FOB) Blessing, near the 

village of Nagalam in Pech River Valley, Afghanistan. My task was to conduct a 

relief in place with my company executive officer. He had been there for the past 

several days, performing logistical coordination for the reception of supplies. I 

was also to monitor the service contracts of the local companies that were 

working on the FOB. 

I began to pack my ruck with everything that I thought I would need for my 

two-week stay: sleeping bag, extra uniform, a change of socks, t-shirts, hygiene 

kit, and my iPad. I took a shower, believing this would be my last opportunity for 

a while. I called my parents and chatted with them about the usual stuff. At the 

end of the call, I told my dad I was going out on a mission and I would call when 

I got back. Since it was six in the morning in Hawaii, I sent Shahlaine an email, 

letting her know I was going out on mission and, if she woke up in time before I 

left, that she should try to get a hold of me through Skype. I never got a hold of 

her before I flew out. 

In the middle of the night I carried my gear to the landing zone and waited for 

the Chinook to arrive. It was pretty dark and there was a decent amount of cloud 

cover blocking the moon’s illumination. I noticed the occasional flash of 

lightning to our southeast, though not the direction we were headed. The 

helicopter arrived, dropped its ramp, and a dozen or so soldiers began to load 

gear and supplies. I watched as they pulled “sleds” of shovels, pick axes, and 

other construction equipment onto the helicopter. One soldier drove a John Deere 

Gator up the ramp and parked it in middle. Once all of the supplies for the FOB 
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were loaded, the seven passengers (including me) walked up the ramp one by 

one, placing our ruck sucks and other gear in the bed of the Gator or on the floor.  

We sat on benches on the sides of the helicopter, facing inwards. In the dim 

light I looked directly across from me and saw two of my soldiers, mechanics 

tasked to load and unload the Gator and the gear before returning to FOB Joyce 

on the return flight. The helicopter lifted off and I looked out the window as the 

base disappeared into the darkness.  

Ten minutes later, we landed at Combat Outpost (COP) Honaker-Miracle. We 

quickly unloaded one passenger and took off again into the night. I closed my 

eyes, trying to mentally block out the obscenely loud noise of the helicopter’s 

engines. A short time later, and after a much shorter flight than I expected, one of 

the gunners peered out of the side door to visually check our elevation so that we 

could land. As the helicopter slowed for its descent, I heard a “pop” and saw a 

sudden flash of light to the right of me, near the rear of the helicopter. My first 
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thought was that someone had inadvertently shot a flare, or that a flare had been 

shot into the helicopter. There was no loud noise, no obvious blast, and no one 

seemed overly worried or panicked. Then, we all noticed a fire under the Gator.  

My thoughts turned to the fuel lines. I thought something on the Gator had 

combusted. An instant later, a fireball shot across the floor, over the feet and legs 

of the passenger sitting to my right (who was closest to the Gator), and over my 

feet and legs. I looked down in disbelief and saw that my boots and pants were 

not on fire. Still, I felt as though my right foot had been burned. I noticed a 

member of the flight crew grab a fire extinguisher, fumble around with it, and 

eventually put it down because it wouldn’t work. The small flame under the 

Gator quickly turned into a large, out-of-control fire, engulfing the Gator, our 

gear, and the rear half of the helicopter. 

My two soldiers were seated across from me. They got up and huddled as 

close as they could to the front of the helicopter with the other passengers. I 

fumbled around, trying to find the buckle on my seat belt that had slipped under 

my body armor. The passenger to my right hurdled over me and ran to the front 

of the helicopter. It was at this moment that I first felt afraid. The fire raged no 

more than three feet from me. I feared that another explosion would burn me or 

that I would be hit with shrapnel because I was trapped in my seat. Completely 

forgetting that I had a knife attached to my body armor, I yelled out for someone 

to help me. As I yelled, I managed to find and unlatch the buckle. I pushed my 

body up against the other passengers in the front of the helicopter, trying to put as 

much distance between myself and the fire as possible. 

During all of this, the pilot managed to land the helicopter and a flight crew 

member opened one of the side doors. One at a time, we exited the helicopter and 

ran about twenty-five yards into a dirt ditch. Our chalk leader, a captain, started 

taking a head count to make sure that everyone had gotten out. I tried to stay as 

low as I could to the ground, looking back at the helicopter to see the fire 

completely engulf the back end before moving forward. I watched the blades of 
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the front rotor hit the ground and hoped that they wouldn’t break off and come 

flying towards us. Thankfully, they didn’t. 

Then, the distinct sound of small-arms fire rang out. I saw tracer rounds above 

and off to the side of our group. I couldn’t determine who was shooting at what. 

Once we had accounted for all eleven people—passengers, flight crew, and pilots 

—we pushed out another seventy-five yards from the helicopter. At this point, 

someone tried to establish communications with the base Tactical Operations 

Center (TOC). Because we were still in an open area and the ammunition inside 

of the helicopter was starting to ignite, we ran farther away from the helicopter, 

up a dirt berm, and braced ourselves against a stone wall. 

The fire was now lighting up the night sky. Two soldiers with radios 

continued trying to establish communication with the TOC. Someone tried to 

determine if we had causalities. One soldier was throwing up and had severely 

sprained his ankle while running from the helicopter. I wanted to tell someone 

that my right foot felt like it was burned. But I figured it wasn’t serious enough to 

warrant attention. The captain started setting up a perimeter and asked who had 

weapons. My soldiers were the only ones who had M-249s (machine guns), but 

they were still in the helicopter. All we had to defend ourselves with were a 

couple of M-4s (rifles) and M-9s (pistols). I overheard the flight crew try to 

reason out what had happened. They asked if anyone had seen us get shot at. The 

pilot said that whatever it was occurred while we were four-hundred feet off the 

ground. 

 From a watch tower we heard someone call out, “You okay?”  From the 

accent we could tell that it was an Afghan National Army soldier. One of the 

flight crew members ran over to him, conversed, and then ran back to us to 

inform us that the wall we were taking cover against was the perimeter of FOB 

Blessing. He informed us that we could climb in through the window of the 

watch tower and then we would be inside the base. We climbed in through the 

window and one of the Afghan soldiers said that we could regroup inside one of 
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the barracks. As the captain retook a head count to make sure everyone had 

gotten inside the FOB, I took the opportunity to take my boot off and assess my 

foot. That’s when I saw that my sock was stained with blood and had burn holes 

in it. As I peeled it off, I saw a bulge on the top that was bleeding. “The 

passenger to my right” was looking at his own wounds when he saw mine and 

said, “Yeah, you definitely got a piece of shrapnel in there.”  

U.S. soldiers made their way down to us and escorted us into the TOC. It was 

hectic as sergeants and officers tried to figure out what had happened, who was 

hurt, and relay all this information back to the Battalion TOC at FOB Joyce. 

That’s when we learned we were attacked with a rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) 

and that it wasn’t the Gator that had combusted. In fact, it was the Gator that 

saved our lives by absorbing the blast. 

I had my wound bandaged by a medic and was driven down to the helipad 

were the MEDEVAC helicopter was waiting for me and the passenger to my right 

who also had shrapnel in his leg. We were flown to the Field Surgical Team at 

FOB Wright, Asadabad. I had x-rays taken of my foot, anesthesia administered, 

and underwent a twenty-minute operation to have the shrapnel removed and the 

wound flushed out. I asked to keep the shrapnel and the doctor handed it to me in 

a plastic specimen jar. I slept the rest of the day and was flown back to FOB 

Joyce later that afternoon. 

Back at Joyce, I was told that the helicopter had been attacked with two RPGs 

and small arms fire. The two insurgents that attacked were caught running away 

by the Scout Weapons Team and killed. 

I’ve been told many times over the last few days how lucky we all were. I 

don’t doubt it for a second. It’s a miracle that the Gator was parked in the perfect 

spot to absorb the two strikes, that two wildly inaccurate weapons struck the 

helicopter in relatively the same area. The fact that all eleven on board were able 

to walk away without any serious injuries, that the fire didn’t trap anyone inside, 

and that the pilot was able to safely land the helicopter is unbelievable. Too many 
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things went right that night for it all to be a coincidence. It’s ironic that the 

Army’s code word for a downed helicopter is “fallen angel.” I believe that each 

one of us had an angel by our side that night. Looking back on it all, I thank God 

that we were able to walk away to tell our story of how it wasn’t our day to die. 
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Witch Hunts of the Military 
Joy Parrish 

 

When I was seventeen, I joined the Marines, naïve to the world outside 

Rockford, Illinois. One day I had seen a Marine recruiter walk past the open door 

of my high school classroom, and while I didn’t know exactly what he 

represented (my mother was a hippie and banned military talk in our home), I 

knew it was my ticket to a better life. My family, particularly my mother, was 

mentally and physically abusive. Anything was better than what I had to live 

with, so I couldn’t wait to set out on my own. I signed up in 1984, and by 1985 I 

was stationed in Okinawa, Japan. I wanted to be in the best shape possible, so I 

went to the local gym twice a day, but I was inexperienced. One day, while I was 

working out, a female Marine approached me in the gym about becoming a semi-

professional bodybuilder. Though she lived at a base an hour north on the island, 

she was in the area for training and saw me struggling with my workouts. Her 

name was Monique, twenty two years old and from New York. She was a very fit 

African American woman with a lot of motivation to share. I was intrigued by 

her offer to coach me. I agreed and we became friends and workout partners. 

Two or three times a week, she'd make the hour-long bus ride to see me. I’d 

meet her at the bus stop and we’d run to the gym. We’d get in a good workout, 

shower, change, then go eat supper at the dining hall, where I would summarize 

my weekly workouts with her and she would make her suggested adjustments. 

Some people mentioned to me that she may have been sexually attracted to me 

and that’s why she first approached me in the gym. I didn’t believe it. I was naïve 

to the different lifestyles in the world and I couldn’t see in her as anything other 

than what she presented herself as: a true friend who wanted only to help me with 

my training. In all honesty, Monique never made any advances toward me.  
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One night after our workout, she asked if I’d like to go up north to her base 

for the weekend. She assured me there was ample space in the barracks for me 

and that the person in charge would allow me to stay. Camp Hansen had mostly 

Marines from the engineer fields and the infantry. Female Marines were a rarity 

and attracted instant attention. As soon as we walked through the gates, men 

approached us from all around. We rebuffed their advances and continued on to 

her barracks. We changed clothes and took a taxi cab to a club in town, where she 

and her friends often hung out. She introduced me to a young man and told me in 

private that he really liked me. We danced and had a few drinks. Monique later 

asked me to go to the ladies’ room with her, so I rose from the table and followed 

her. 

I was a little tipsy from the drinks and the air was heavy from smoke and 

body heat, so I didn’t hear her the first time she told me. I went to the sink and 

splashed water on my face. I looked at her in the mirror as she stood behind me. 

“I’ve been trying to tell you this for a while,” she said. “I am a lesbian.”  

What is she talking about? I wondered. What’s a lesbian? I had led a sheltered 

life and had never been around or known anyone from the gay community. I 

knew what gay men were, having seen them portrayed on television and in 

movies as comedic characters, but had never heard the term “lesbian” before. I 

didn’t fully understand the ramifications of her admission. 

“I would never hit on you because you’re my best friend and I know you’re 

not that way,” she said. “Does this change anything between us?”   

I understood a little more when she said, “I would never hit on you,” though I 

didn't understand just how much trust she was putting in me. I wasn’t aware of 

the consequences she would suffer if she was “outed” as a lesbian in the military. 

No one I knew had ever been harassed or “outed” for being gay or lesbian, so I 

assumed her sexuality was her business. I felt the same way about my sex life; it 

was my own personal business. We had always told each other exactly what was 

on our minds up to that point. She was my best friend, a great coach, and a 
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generally good and decent person. “No, I don’t care if you are a lesbian,” I said. 

“You’re my friend and I love you for being honest.”  

I gave her a hug and that was the last we would mention her sexuality. It never 

came up in conversation between us again. We went back to the party in the club, 

had a fantastic evening and her co-workers walked us home. 

The following week, Monique came down to my base early one evening for a 

workout and dinner. Even after her admission to me, we were still good friends 

and workout partners. We ate at the enlisted club and stayed for the night’s 

entertainment, a magician who lured unsuspecting people up on stage to 

participate in tricks. 

As Monique and I were walking back to my barracks from the club, she 

sloppily draped her arm around my shoulder and told me I was her best friend. 

She was drunker than I thought she was, so I lightly dropped her arm from my 

shoulder and said thank you. She stumbled and fell, so I reached to help her get 

up. 

A siren screeched and lights flashed in the darkness. A white military police 

van appeared, like it had been following us. It bore down on us quickly. Two men 

jumped from the side door and the back doors and tackled us. I was very small, 

so when one of the men jumped on me it knocked the air from my lungs. I was an 

obedient Marine, so I didn’t fight them and went in the van willingly. Why was 

Monique fighting the other man for all she was worth? The man guarding me told 

me not to move and jumped out of the van to help his partner. Now, I was really 

confused. I sat quietly as they “hog tied” Monique and threw her in through the 

back doors of the van. She landed with a thud. Tears stung my eyes, but I held 

them in. I was escorted alone in handcuffs inside the detention facility. I heard 

Monique yelling, but I couldn’t see how they brought her inside. It must have 

been really painful. She yelled so loudly. 

I had never in my life done anything illegal. Why was this happening to us? 

Monique was in another cell, down the hall from me to the right. She kept yelling 
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and screaming. There was a dim lamp illuminating the corner of the night 

supervisor’s desk, immediately to the left of my cell. I couldn’t see his face but I 

could see his bent elbow and arm resting on the edge of the desk. I could see his 

finger pointing down the hall to where Monique was, telling one of his men to go 

tell her to be quiet. The man asked him, “Which one?”  The supervisor cocked 

his thumb in the direction of my cell and said, “Not her, that bitch is quiet. The 

other one.”  

Up to that point, I’d managed to hold back the tears. Upon hearing him call 

me a bitch, I sobbed. No one had told me what I’d done wrong. I was brought up 

with an abusive mother and she at least told me what I had done wrong. The 

unknown was frightening. 

An hour passed. Alone in my cell, I tried to sleep. At about three in the 

morning, the supervisor came quietly into my cell. He sat on the edge of my bunk 

and motioned me over. I sat up and wiped my wet face on my sleeve. He told me 

that my friend Monique was under investigation for being a lesbian and that 

they’d been watching her for a few months. When they saw us together the night 

before, they assumed I was one, too. I vehemently denied it. I knew the military's 

policy of homosexual activity being illegal, but I never thought I would be 

dealing with it on such a personal level. He said he believed me, but it was up to 

the investigators to decide. He told me not to have any further contact with her 

and that the investigators would be in touch. I was released that morning, but 

Monique remained in jail. I went back to my room, lay on my bed, and cried 

myself to sleep. 

Weeks passed and I didn’t hear anything more about the episode, so I tried to 

put it behind me. I didn’t see Monique and we didn't try to contact each other. I 

assumed she was in a lot of trouble. If the military police had been following us 

that night without our knowledge, there was nothing to stop them from doing it 

again, so I never tried to contact her. 
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After the incident, I met a very nice young man and we began dating. Brad 

was the perfect boyfriend, charming and good looking, and he treated me well. 

He was a Marine, the same rank as me, and from another unit. He and his best 

friend, Chuck, had an apartment off base, and after a few weeks he asked me if 

I’d like to move in with them. I still kept a room at my barracks, but the majority 

of my free time outside of work was spent with Brad at the apartment. We soon 

learned that we’d both been selected for guard duty in Korea, so our living 

arrangement lasted only a few months. We had to put a lot of our personal items 

in storage, so Brad and Chuck asked me to make arrangements for a storage unit. 

The next day, I went to my guard unit’s morning meeting with a list of everything 

Brad had asked me to do. As we stood in formation, a long, black car with tinted 

windows pulled up behind the company sergeant. A man wearing dark sunglasses 

and a dark suit got out and approached him and whispered something into the 

sergeant’s ear. The sergeant turned to look at me. My heart pounded. The 

sergeant pointed at me and motioned me over. The man in the black suit told me 

that I had to go with him for a while and that he’d take me home later. “You 

know what this is about,” he said, looking over his dark glasses at me. I nodded 

as I ducked inside the car. A second man shut the door behind me. Through the 

window I saw Brad watching the car leave, with confusion written all over his 

face. 

Several minutes later, I followed the men inside a building that looked like a 

jail with no bars or windows. We walked together down a long, dimly lit hallway 

and into a small, hot room that smelled of cigarette smoke and pine cleaner. 

Bright fluorescent light hung from the ceiling, above three steel-gray office 

chairs and an old metal table covered in scratches and graffiti. The first man, who 

called himself Harry, sat down and placed a manila folder on the table in front of 

him. The second man, Phil, took off his dark sunglasses and sat down. They 

stared at me from the far end of the table. Harry had dark skin riddled with pock 

marks and a flat top haircut with silver on the sides. Phil was young, maybe early 
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twenties and fair-skinned. Their suits were black, slim fitting, and accessorized 

with skinny black ties. Phil seemed the nicer person of the two. I sat and stared 

back at them, feeling more uncomfortable by the minute. 

Harry spoke first. “You know why you’re here,” he said. “You’re a lesbian.”  

I stood up and yelled loudly, “I am not and I never was!”  It wasn’t his calling 

me a lesbian that angered me. If I had been one, I would not have taken offense 

to it. I didn’t like being labeled as something I wasn’t. He and Phil asked me 

what seemed to be thousand questions that day. I answered all of them honestly, 

some of them angrily. If I hadn’t seen and read some of my dad’s Playboy 

magazines as a kid, I wouldn’t have understood some of what they were 

describing to me. They were disgusting questions, heavily laden with sexual 

innuendo. 

“Have you ever kissed a woman?” Harry asked. 

“Yes, my mom and my sister,” I said. 

“No,” Harry said. “A woman not related to you.” 

“No,” I said. 

The questions were sometimes repetitive and always insulting or obnoxious, 

and the men seemed disappointed when they didn't get the answers they wanted. 

They accused and I denied, for eight hours, with only a lunch break for me and 

smoke breaks for them. They dropped me off at my apartment that night and told 

me they’d see me again soon. 

They picked me up at formation every other morning for two months and 

asked the same questions, over and over again. It seemed a huge waste of the 

government’s time and money. Around the same time, there was a female Marine 

living in my barracks who was an undercover agent for these same men. Under 

their direction, she was pretending to be a lesbian to ferret out more lesbians. But 

unknown to them, she actually was a lesbian, she later told me. I couldn’t 

understand why they kept coming for me when she was so obviously making a 

mockery of their investigations. I never mentioned her to anyone because I didn’t 
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want her dragged into the cesspool of never-ending investigations, too. Why she 

told me, I have no idea. Maybe it was to find out how well I could keep a secret. 

Maybe it was a lie and the investigators put her up to it. I didn’t know and didn’t 

care. I told her it was none of my business. The Witch Hunts, as they were called 

by the troops who knew about them, didn’t make sense to anyone, but they were 

mandatory, thorough, and taken very seriously. 

Brad was confused and angry that they were taking me away to an unknown 

location every other day. He wanted to know why, but I was sworn to secrecy 

until it was all over. I couldn’t tell him anything. I did, however, instruct him that 

when the investigators approached him, tell them everything we did together in 

the bedroom. He was confused, but I saw a twinkle in his eye as he began to 

catch on. He smiled, kissed me, and told me he would do what I asked. The 

interrogations ended shortly after the investigators talked to Brad. 

I never saw or heard from Monique again. One of the investigators said she’d 

been given an “Other than Honorable” discharge. I hope she stayed true to 

herself. I remained in the military and went on to have an adventurous career, 

with three combat tours in two conflicts. I traveled to more than thirty countries 

and saw many wonders of the world that I would have never been able to see had 

it not been for the military. The night I was detained and the succession of 

grueling investigations disappeared from my permanent record, if they were ever 

a part of them.  

When the “Don’t ask-Don’t Tell” policy went into effect in 1993, I was a 

Marine staff sergeant on recruiting duty. Because the new policy went into effect 

so quickly, we had to make temporary fixes to the enlistment contracts. We were 

instructed to draw a line with an ink pen through the questions on the enlistment 

contracts that asked if applicants were gay or lesbian and if they intended to 

engage in homosexual acts. I didn’t have any opinion of it at the time because I 

had a job to do. In retrospect, I was pleased that the military had begun to at least 

recognize that there were human beings serving in the military, not an army of 
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perfect robots. I have always thought highly of the military justice system and 

would never say anything derogatory toward it. The system is in place to keep 

good order and discipline within the ranks. And, for the most part, it works. But 

the laws and rules that govern the military justice system are enacted by civilian 

lawmakers who may be so far removed from the process that they lose sight of 

what’s good for humanity. 

I was a victim of the Witch Hunts of the 1980s, I witnessed and adhered to 

Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell, and as a civilian I watched as the vile, discriminatory act 

completely dissolved in 2011. I retired from the military in 2007 after twenty-

three years and had the pleasure of knowing and working with many fine gay 

service members. I felt honored that they would think so highly of me to 

introduce me to their girlfriends or boyfriends, confident that I would always 

keep their secret. I was also sad knowing they couldn’t publicly acknowledge 

their love for one another for fear of retribution from their superiors. We all have 

to make our own way in this world. Although the lifestyle has never been mine, 

who am I to judge or say it is wrong for someone else to live it? Life is too short 

to worry about what other people are doing with their personal lives. As long as 

they are not hurting anyone, perform their jobs and are great Americans, does it 

matter?  
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Boozer 
R. Henry Combs 

 

Bayonet practice is one of those things that nobody wants to do. But you’d 

better not let one of the DIs (Drill Instructors) hear you badmouthing it. They 

don’t care for recruits having opinions. Hell, they don’t care for recruits, period. 

We’d been at it for half an hour or so and you could feel the pervasive tension. 

Everyone was ready to call it quits, except for the instructor. 

“OK, girls, I’ve learned from past experience that you’re too stupid to catch 

on. So, just to clarify things,—how do you like that word, clarify, pretty fuckin’ 

spiffy, huh?—that thing on the end of your rifle is a bayonet. It’s sharp, it’s hard, 

and what do we use it for, children?” 

“Kill. Kill. Kill.” 

“I can’t hear you.” 

“KILL! KILL! KILL!” 

“That’s more like it. Now give me a jab.” 

We thrust the bayonets forward in a jabbing motion. Then, as we recover, the 

DI hollars, “Jab!” and we repeat the movement. I look at Boozer. He is right 

across from me in another line that forms one of the sides of our square 

surrounding the central platform. The DI is standing in the middle. Damn, Boozer 

is a mean-looking son of a bitch. He’s huge, weighing in at two-eighty and 

standing six-four. He holds his rifle with one hand as he runs his other paw 

through his flaming red hair. I am a little jealous of him. No doubt about it: he 

looks like a Marine. Bayonet practice ends as I mull these things over. Boozer 

and I trudge to the barracks. 

“I am a Marine,” I thought. I also thought I was a bad actor. In reality, I am 

about as dangerous as Mother Teresa. Like a lot of guys, I fell for the Corps’ 
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propaganda routine and was convinced that they would turn me into a lethal 

killing machine that would put Arnold Schwarzenegger to shame. I mean, look at 

the names given to Marines over the years: Devil Dogs, Leathernecks, Gyrenes, 

etc. Many monikers are simply unprintable. The Corps is not supposed to be a 

place for sissies; it is dedicated to the purveyance of violence, to the perfection of 

combat techniques. The Marines instill in their ranks esprit de corps. The goal is 

for each recruit to become a skilled warrior. At least, that’s the way it’s supposed 

to work. Unfortunately, even after basic training, I’m still the same old afraid-of-

the-dark, look-under-the-bed-for-the-boogey-man, I-want-my-mommy sucker 

that I had been in high school. I am also still as skinny as a scarecrow with big 

ears. At six-foot-two, I could handle two hundred pounds easily, but the closest I 

come is my miserable one fifty. Boozer tells me one day that I look like a fuckin’ 

trophy. It’s obvious that members of such an organization are bound to be what 

might be called “loco” or classified as “menaces to society.” Jerry Boozer falls 

into either of these categories. 

Boozer and I are privates, the lowest rank the Corps offers. I have been in for 

only six months and I’m due to be promoted to Private First Class at any time. 

Boozer, however, has been on active duty for over two years. He has been 

promoted several times and then busted back down for fighting. I think it’s pretty 

ironic: the Corps wants its Marines to be tough but, when they indulge in 

violence, they are punished. Boozer just can’t resist a good fight. Not only can he 

not resist it, he loves it. He told me after I got to know him that he could smell a 

fight. If there is anyone who is tougher, I’ve never met him. 

After work you can find him out behind the tank park honing his killing skills. 

This is the place where all the martial arts experts and wannabes meet to practice 

judo, karate, hand-to-hand combat, and God knows what else. Boozer really has a 

taste for this stuff, and he knows various and sundry ways to break any bone in 

your body. The edges of his hands are calloused from rubbing, scraping, and 

banging on rough surfaces; his skin is as tough as No. 40 sandpaper. The ends of 
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his fingers are damn near square from being rammed into trees. And, oh yeah, he 

is fast. He can run a hundred yards in ten seconds and move laterally with 

unbelievable quickness. I’m sure you get the picture. Of course, there are various 

jokes when the subject of Boozer comes up. One time, a guy came in the 

barracks looking for him and asked, “Hey, where does Boozer sleep?” 

The answer came back, “Any place he wants to.” 

When somebody would ask, “Has anybody seen Boozer?” 

The reply might’ve been, “No, and I sure as hell hope I don’t.” 

One Friday evening I am lying on my bunk trying to decide if I should go 

over to the Slop Chute (the base bar)  and get a couple of beers. Boozer walks up 

to my bunk. 

“Hey, Oscar, you doing anything tomorrow?” 

I forgot to mention that Boozer has taken a shine to me for some reason, and 

I’m not quite certain how I feel about it. I’m a little leery about being around him 

too much. He was recently busted down in rank for breaking a guy’s collar bone. 

The only reason his punishment was relatively light is because an officer who 

witnessed the altercation said the other guy had started it. I have visions of 

Boozer going off and disassembling parts of my body, which isn’t much, but it is 

all I have. 

Boozer explains he wants me to go into Jacksonville with him. He is going to 

trade his car, which I have never seen, for a great-looking, 2002 Grand Am he 

spotted on a car lot. For some reason, he asks if I still have a little set of tools he 

saw me with. When I ask him why, he gets down to the nitty-gritty. He wants to 

use my mechanical capabilities. Boozer has larceny in his heart and his plan 

involves me being the larcener. In other words, since he knows I can fix (or 

unfix, as the case may be) anything mechanical, he wants to use my services to 

pull a fast one on the guy at the car lot. 

At first I say, “Absolutely not, my tastes don’t run in the direction of getting 

put in jail.” But Boozer is a pretty persuasive guy and I eventually agree. As we 
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are talking, I have the old medulla working overtime. I can use Boozer to my 

advantage. Hey, my momma didn’t raise a fool. I want on Boozer’s good side. 

I’m talking about self-preservation. Guys like me need guys like Boozer. What if 

one of the local bad boys decides he wants a piece of my ass? There are some 

real bad actors around this place. Then, of course, there is the other motive: I 

can’t resist the opportunity of showing off my abilities with a set of tools. I honed 

these skills in high school by tinkering around with cars in my hometown. 

The plan is kind of iffy. According to Boozer, if all systems aren’t go, we 

simply abort. Well, he doesn’t exactly say abort. Hell, he doesn’t even know what 

abort means. What he really says is, if we have to, we can call the whole fucking 

deal off. I figure I can always bail out if I see that it isn’t going to work. So, we 

agree to meet at eleven the next morning in front of the mess hall. 

I arrive on time and stand around for about ten minutes. As I mentioned, I 

have never seen Boozer’s car; I had forgotten to ask him what it looked like. The 

only thing I see is a God-awful looking vehicle parked about a hundred feet down 

the curb with colored splotches all over the body. 

I go inside the mess hall and look around. No Boozer. I walk back outside and 

I hear my name being called. It’s Boozer in the old rattletrap I had seen a few 

minutes before, head hanging out the driver’s side window. As I approach, I’m 

amazed at how ugly and junky it looks. If a person had attempted to construct the 

freakiest automobile imaginable, it would not outshine the abomination I beheld. 

It doesn’t have any specific color. Rather, it’s an outrageous mélange of all the 

hues in the spectrum. Brown blobs overlap red, orange, and yellow spots; blue 

smears coalesce into a sickening, filthy tinge. It looks like a thousand condors 

with diarrhea have flown over and deposited their filth onto a rusted canvas. I 

notice that the chassis has a twisted look, as if the entire under carriage has been 

screwed out of shape by a pair of giant hands. As I get closer, Boozer tells me to 

climb in a window; none of the doors will open. I walk around and squiggle in 

through the front passenger window. 
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Believe it or not, the interior looks as bad as the rest of the miscarriage. 

Smack dab in the middle of the dash is a large hole with a couple of wires 

hanging out, reminders of a long gone radio. 

Boozer pulls away and heads in the general direction of the main gate. He 

asks me if I brought the tools, and I pat my pocket to let him know I have. This 

elicits a huge grin and I feel like the plot is thickening. There is a mysterious leer 

on Boozer’s mug. He’s already an evil-looking sucker and now he appears 

downright sinister. 

Surprisingly, the old clunker has a decent engine and transmission. As far as 

I’m concerned, the working parts are doing what they are supposed to do. I can’t 

imagine anyone giving him any money for this pile of festered metal, but what do 

I know about car deals? I notice pedestrians stopping and gawking. I’m sure 

they’re trying to figure out what they are looking at. I am totally embarrassed, but 

Boozer’s whistling a tune and seems totally unconcerned. 

 It feels as if the rear end is getting ready to swing around and overtake the 

front part of the car. I feel a draft inside my pants leg. I look down and spy an 

elongated hole in the floorboard. The ceiling liner is loose and is rubbing along 

the top of my head. On top of all this my seat is moving and when we come to a 

stop sign I have to brace with my feet to avoid sliding forward. 

Boozer still hasn’t said a word as we pull up to the base’s main gate. There 

are four guards on duty, and as we come to a halt, they are all discussing our 

strange contraption. One of them asks: 

“Ok, Boozer, how in the hell did you get permission to bring that pile of crap 

on the base?” 

“The Sarge there said it was all right.” He nods toward a beefy, red-faced 

sergeant, standing by the door to the guard house.  

“Yeah, yeah, I told him that it was okay,” says the sergeant. 

A skinny sentry says, “Damn, he must really have something on you, Sarge.” 
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“Yeah, never mind that. Boozer, get the hell out of here and don’t ever let me 

see that whatever you call it around here again.” I figure, like everyone else, the 

Sarge wants to stay on the good side of Boozer, so he has allowed him to bring 

the clunker on base. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Boozer gives the guys the victory sign and we’re out of there. 

We’re tooling down the highway when Boozer says, “Hey Little Buddy, I got 

something I been meanin’ to ask you.” He has been referring to me as “Little 

Buddy.” I didn’t like it much but I figure what the hell. In other words, I’m afraid 

to ask him not to call me that. 

He continues, “I ain’t about to ask nobody else, but I ain’t afraid to ask you 

cause I know you won’t say nothing about how stupid I am.” 

“Yeah, sure, Boozer, anything I can do to help. What’s up?” 

“Well, I heard some guys talking the other day about the President, but 

nobody ever mentioned his name. I got to thinking, ‘Hell, I don’t even know 
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what his name is.’ I mean, I used to know but I forgot. Down in South Alabama 

on the chicken farm we didn’t much care about politics no way. So, who in the 

hell is it, Little Buddy?” 

Boozer has already told me about his upbringing on a chicken farm. He had it 

tough, and I mean tough. His dad was a drunk and his mom slept around. By the 

time he was twelve Boozer was fighting with older men and running around with 

his older brother and a bunch of no goods. He told me that joining the Corps was 

a huge step up for him. This is a little much, though. I know that Boozer is no Phi 

Beta Kappa but, to not know who the president is, come on. 

I start laughing and say, “Ah hell, Boozer I’ll bite, what’s the joke?” As soon 

as I spout off I realize that I’ve made a big mistake. His freckled face becomes as 

red as his hair. He has a scar on the side of his head about four inches long and 

probably around a quarter-inch wide. He told me one time that he got it from his 

brother who had attacked him with a pitchfork. He had been grazed just enough 

to take away the hair and leave the scar. I know that when he is mad it starts 

turning color. It is red as a beet and throbbing. I’m not sure what to do. Finally, I 

stammer, “Yeah, I know what you mean, Boozer. Sometimes we all, for some 

unknown reason, seem to forget the simplest things. Why, I remember one time 

in high school I forgot my teacher’s name and it was really embarrassing.” This 

is a barefaced lie but I figure it’s better than nothing. I finally get out that Obama 

is President, hoping to pacify him. After a little while, I notice the pitchfork scar 

has returned back to its original color; he seems to be calming down. 

We’re on the outskirts of Jacksonville in a strip where bars and car lots are all 

over the place. We come up to one that has a sign out front that says, “PINKY’S 

CAR CORRAL.” Balloons stream from the antennas of some of the cars and 

most of the inventory is junk. We pass a powder-blue Grand Am that looks to be 

in pretty good shape. Boozer’s face lights up. “Hot damn, that’s it, Oscar. Ain’t 

she a beaut?” I have to admit that it is a nice looking car. We pull up to where 

everyone is standing and climb out the windows. Boozer squeezes himself out 
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with agility, considering his size. Of course, all the salesmen are laughing and 

making fun of Boozer’s ride. The ring leader, who I assume is Pinky, hustles our 

way. 

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Pinky Thurston and I’m proud to 

say that I am the owner of the property on which you are now standing. Also, 

allow me to make the observation that I have never had the experience of 

beholding a vehicle, shall we say, of such an unusual color or, should I say 

colors? The Thurston family has been known for many years in these parts for 

their reputable dealings, and from womb to tomb our family members have the 

blood of car dealers in their veins. I have yet to behold such a sample of car hood 

as what I see currently before me. Pray tell, what make is it? I see no identifying 

logos.” 

Boozer tells him that it is an '83 Olds. 

“Yes, of course, I should have known. Yes, indeed, now that you mention it I 

can see that that’s exactly what it is. I must be slipping in my old age. It’s an 

Olds. Let’s see, according to my calculations that would make it twenty-seven 

years old. Well, gentlemen, since you have come to my humble surroundings. Is 

there something I can interest you in?” 

“Yeah, we’re lookin’ for a used airplane,” Boozer says. 

“A what?” Pinky replies. 

“What the hell do you think we’re interested in? We want to see about buyin’ 

a car.” 

“Yes, of course, is there any particular one you had in mind? 

“Nah, we’ll just look around.” And that’s exactly what we do. I notice that 

Boozer is avoiding the Pontiac. I assume that he doesn’t want old Pinky to think 

that he is interested and have Pinky jump up the price. Anyway, after walking 

around the lot for about twenty minutes and asking some questions about various 

junkers, we end up at the Grand Am. Boozer asks Pinky what the price is and is 

informed that it’s three thousand dollars. Boozer acts insulted. 
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“Look, Pinky, I’m talkin’ about how much it would be using my car as a trade 

in.” Pinky tells him if he took his car it would be four thousand. Then he laughs. 

But he stops and clears his throat when Boozer gives him a look you might 

expect from a grizzly bear with a tooth ache. Boozer asks if we could take it for a 

ride. 

“Certainly, allow me to get one of my representatives to accompany you.” 

I guess the salesmen are tired of poking fun at Boozer’s junker. When Pinky 

looks towards the office, they are all out of sight. Boozer tells him that we don’t 

need any company, and after checking Boozer’s driver’s license, Pinky says that 

he guesses it will be all right for the two of us to take it for a ride. 

We jump in and take off. Boozer is in heaven. He keeps exclaiming, “What a 

great set of wheels,” asking me if I have ever seen anything like it. He checks out 

the radio. It works great. We get onto the main highway and Boozer opens it up. 

It runs like a top. There is a place on the right for cars to pull over. It’s gravel and 

has a marked off parking place. Boozer pulls in. It’s time to go to work. 

Boozer raises the hood. I get my little tool packet out and start loosening some 

stuff, tinkering around with this and that until I figure it would just run. I finish 

my sabotage and Boozer closes the hood. As I put my tools back in my pocket, 

we jump back in and head in the direction of Pinky’s. Man, I can’t believe it is 

the same ride as the one Boozer drove off the lot. It’s shaking all over and I 

suspect it might die at any minute. Coughing and sputtering, it limps down the 

highway. It looks as if the trees and fences are bouncing by. 

“Damn, Oscar, I hope you ain’t tore it up,” Boozer said. 

I assure him it will be okay. I hope I’m right as I put one hand on the dash to 

make certain that a giant lurch doesn’t throw me from the seat. Boozer isn’t 

talking, and one look tells me that he isn’t interested in discussing the situation. I 

notice that he’s fidgeting around. It’s obvious that he doesn’t want anything to go 

wrong. He wants this car! 
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We cripple back into Pinky’s and jerk to a halt just down from where the 

owner is standing, scoping us out in wide-eyed amazement. He walks over as we 

get out. 

“What in the world happened?” He stammers. “It was running fine when you 

left.” 

“Yeah, well, I’ll tell you what, Mr. Pinky: you ain’t dealing with a couple of 

bums here, ya’ know. We know when we’re getting fleeced; we know a pile of 

junk when we see it!” Boozer rails. 

Pinky hadn’t fallen off the last load of alfalfa, though: “I’ll have my mechanic 

work at Corn’s garage over on the bypass work on it. We’ll just run it over there 

and see what the problem is. I’m sure we can get everything straightened out.” I 

gotta say one thing for old Pinky: he makes the best out of a bad situation. I have 

no doubt that he was suspicious that maybe we are trying to pull one over on 

him. 

Boozer is insistent. He tells Pinky, “Nope, we’re outta here. I ain’t gonna get 

took over no damned old car.” 

That gets Pinky’s hackles up. His pinkish complexion is taking on an angry-

looking, reddish tint. He’s ready for war. “My good sir, I resent your implication. 

Pinky’s is built on a reputation of honesty and trust. As a matter of fact I can’t 

help but have suspicions about what may have happened out on the highway.” I 

notice Boozer’s pitch fork scar changing hues to a darker red. Is he able to make 

it change colors any time he wants, or is he really getting pissed? Surely he isn’t 

planning an attack on this small, innocent-looking pixie. I have visions of my ass 

in the local jail, charged with aiding and abetting a murder. 

“Are you accusing us of something?” He asks Pinky. 

“No, no, of course not. Tell you what I’m gonna do. Most young men around 

your age know their way around the workings of an automobile. I’m sure you’re 

no different. How about you give me twenty-five hundred dollars and you can 

drive it the way it is. I’m sure there’s nothing seriously wrong.” 
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The haggling begins; back-and-forth they go. I’m not sure which one was the 

biggest bull-shitter. When they finally come to an agreement, Boozer is the 

owner of a 2002 Pontiac Grand Am. Pinky ends up with twenty-two hundred 

dollars of Boozer’s money and the junker. 

As soon as we get away from the lot, Boozer starts crowing. I can’t say I 

blame him. He got a good deal. When we get to the wide spot in the road, he 

pulls over, we get out, and I make the necessary adjustments. In a couple of 

minutes we are back on the road and she is back to cooing like a pigeon. 

Boozer is flying high. No doubt about it: he is the man. He turns the radio on 

full blast. 

I’m happy for Boozer and feeling pretty good. I figure I’m on the good side of 

the meanest son of a bitch at Camp Lejeune, and that ain’t bad. Semper Fi. 
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The Demons of War are Persistent:  

A Personal Story of Prolonged PTSD 
A. W. Schade 

 

Forty years have passed since my deployment to Vietnam as a combat Marine. 

But it was only a few years ago when I acknowledged my inability to continue 

suppressing the demons. Like many veterans, the “demons” have haunted me 

through nightmares, altered personae, and hidden fears. Even as many veterans 

manage the demons’ onslaught successfully, millions survive in destitution, 

finding only solitude and social disconnection. Many consider themselves 

cowards. Should they concede to the demons’ hold? Countless live in denial and 

loneliness, protecting their warrior’s pride. The most vulnerable—tormented by 

guilt and feeling forever alone—often choose to end their lives. 

As friends and family gather to celebrate another joyful holiday, I am 

melancholy, saddened by vivid memories of lost friendships and battlefield 

carnage that erratically seep through a vulnerable partition of my mind, from a 

cerebral hiding place where I concocted, decades before, mechanisms to survive 

in society. I unwittingly clutch at a profound loneliness as I avoid searching 

through memories of my youthful years. If I dare to gaze into my past, I 

transcend through a cloak of darkness weaved to restrain the demons from so 

many years before. 

My pledge to God, Country, and Marine Corps was more than four decades 

ago. As a young, unproven warrior, I consented to the ancient rules of war. At 

eighteen, like many others, I was immersed in the ageless stench of death and 

carnage in the mountains and jungles of Vietnam. However, my journey began 

much earlier, on a sixty-mile bus ride with other nervous teenagers to New York 

City’s legendary Induction Center at 39 White Hall Street. 
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We went through lines of examinations and stood around for hours, 

recognizing one another's bare asses before we learned each other’s names. We 

did not realize so many of us would remain together in squads and fire teams, 

building deep-seated bonds of friendship along our journey. Our initial shock 

indoctrination began immediately at Parris Island. Intimidating Drill Instructors 

(DIs) scrambled our disoriented butts off the bus, organized us into a semblance 

of a formation, and herded us into the barracks for a night of hell. Anxiety, 

second guessing our decision to join, and apprehension was our welcoming. 

Following what we thought would be sleep (actually a nap), we awoke to 

explosive clamor. DIs banged on tin garbage can lids next to our bunks, yelling, 

“Get up, you maggots!” Even the largest recruits trembled. 

We remained maggots for the next few weeks and began intense physical and 

mental training, slowly recognizing the importance of “the team” instead of “the 

individual.” The former had been entrenched into our minds. In less than sixteen 

weeks we were proud United States Marines. It was a short celebration, though, 

as we loaded our gear and headed, in order, to Camp Lejeune, Camp Pendleton, 

Okinawa, and then the Philippines, where we continued to enhance our stealth 

and killing skills. We would soon execute these talents on the already blood-

soaked fields of Vietnam. 

We argued and fought among ourselves as brothers often do. Still, we never 

lost sight of the bonds we shared: We were United States Marines, with an 

indisputable commitment to “always cover each other's back.” Crammed into the 

bowels of Navy carrier ships, we slept in hammocks no more than three inches 

from the brother’s butt above you. The sailors laughed as these self-proclaimed 

“bad-ass Marines” transformed into the wimpy “Helmet Brigade.” We vomited 

into our skull buckets on our way to Okinawa, where we would engage in 

counter-guerrilla warfare training for days. Aware that we were going to Vietnam, 

we partied hard in every port. The first of our battles were slugfests in distant bar 

rooms. 
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Conversely, our minds were opened to the poverty and living conditions of 

famous islands in the Pacific. Their reputations preceded them. But John Wayne-

style stories about the war in Japan were not what we found. Instead, we found 

overpopulated, dirty cities. We were barraged constantly by poor children seeking 

any morsel of food. In the fields, families lived in thatched huts with no 

electricity or sanitation. While training, I experienced the horror of being chased 

by a two-ton water buffalo (I had only blanks in my rifle). Moments before, this 

same beast was led around by a ring in its nose by a five-year-old boy. Worse 

than the chasing was hearing the laughter of brother Marines who watched me 

run full speed as I tried to find something to climb. I certainly did not feel as 

though I was playing the “macho” Marine and we were still thousands of miles 

from Vietnam. 

In confidence, we spoke about our fears, hardships growing up, family, 

girlfriends, times of humiliation, prejudice, and what we planned to do in our 

lives once our tour of duty in Vietnam ended. We knew each other’s thoughts and 

spoke as though we would all return home alive, never considering death or 

defeat. We had not learned that lesson, yet. Moreover, we dreamed of going home 

as respected American warriors who had defended democracy in a remote, 

foreign land, standing proud, feeling a sense of accomplishment, and having 

experienced life, things that none of our friends at home would understand. “Our 

country called and we answered,” we thought. 

We transferred to a converted WWII aircraft carrier that transported 

helicopters and Marines instead of jet planes. We were to traverse the coast of 

Vietnam and deploy by helicopter into combat zones from the Demilitarized 

Zone—the imaginary line separating North and South Vietnam—to the provinces 

and cities of Chu Lai and Da Nang. Then we were to go farther south, to the outer 

fringes of Vietnam’s largest city at the time, Saigon. 

Within sight of land, we heard the roar of artillery and mortars as well as the 

familiar crackling of small-arms fire. We were accustomed to these sounds from 
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the months spent preparing ourselves for battle. However, for the first time we 

found that the sounds did not come from playing war games. Someone was likely 

dead. Anxiety, adrenaline highs, and fears of the unknown swirled within my 

mind. Was I prepared? Could I kill another man? Would another man kill me? 

From that point forward death was part of my life. We would eventually load into 

helicopters, descending into confrontations assured that we were young, 

invincible warriors. We were convinced that the South Vietnamese people needed 

us; many of them did. Thus, our mission was simple: save the innocent and 

banish the enemy to Hell! 

The first time we touched down on Vietnamese soil we mechanically spread 

out in combat formation. Immediately, everything I was taught to watch out for 

rushed through my mind: Was the enemy around us? Was I standing near an 

enemy grenade trap, or stepping toward a punji pit filled with sharpened bamboo 

spikes? Seeing our company walk through the low brush gave me comfort until 

an unexpected explosion deafened our senses. We immediately hit the ground and 

went into combat mode, engaging our zones of fire. There was nothing to think 

about except engaging the enemy. We were ready for battle. 

We waited but heard no gunfire or rockets exploding, only a few Marines 

speaking several hundred feet away. One yelled, “I can’t f’n believe it!” We 

learned, soon afterwards, that our first meeting with death was due to one of our 

brother’s grenade pins not being secured; we assumed it was pulled out by the 

underbrush. Regardless, he was dead. I felt the loss of youthful innocence gush 

away. 

One engagement began with us being plunged into chaos from helicopters 

hovering a few feet off the ground. We anxiously leapt—some fell—into the 

midst of an already heated battle. The enemy sprung a deadly assault upon us. I 

became engrossed in the shock, fear, and adrenaline rush of battle. It was surreal! 

It was also not the time to ponder the killing of another human being, recall the 

rationale behind the ethics of war, or become absorbed in the horror of men 
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slaughtering each other. Thoughts of war’s demons certainly were not on my 

mind. 

When the killing ceased and the enemy withdrew, I remained motionless, 

exhausted from the fighting. With only a moment to think about what had just 

occurred, the shock, hate, and anger were buried under the gratitude of being 

alive. I had to find out which brothers did or did not survive. As I turned to view 

the combat zone, I witnessed the reality of war: dreams, friendships, and future 

plans vanished. We knelt beside our brothers, some dead, many wounded, and 

others screaming in pain. A few lay there dying silently. 

As I moved about the carnage, I noticed a lifeless body, face-down and 

twisted abnormally in jungle debris. I pulled him gently from the tangled lair, 

unaware of the warrior I had found. He was masked in blood. I was overwhelmed 

with disgust and a primal obsession for revenge as I realized the he was my 

mentor, hero, and friend. I shouted at him as if he were alive: "Gunny, you can't 

be dead! You fought in WWII and Korea. Wake up! Wake up, Marine! I need you 

to fight beside me!" Tears flowed down my face as I held him close and 

whispered that he would not be forgotten. I placed him gently in a body bag and 

slowly pulled the zipper closed over his face; he was engulfed in darkness. 

Navy Corpsmen, our extraordinary brothers, worked frantically to salvage 

traumatized bodies. We did our best to ease the pain of the wounded as they 

prayed to God Almighty. "With all my heart I love you, man," I told each friend I 

encountered. However, some never heard the words I said, unless they were 

listening from Heaven. I was unaware of the survivor’s guilt brewing deep inside 

me. In two or three weeks our mission was completed and we flew by helicopter 

from the jungle to the safety of the ship. None of us rested, instead remembering 

faces and staring at the empty bunks of the friends who were not there. I prayed 

for the sun to rise slowly and delay the forthcoming ceremony for the dead. 

Early the next morning, we stood in a military formation on the aircraft 

carrier's deck. I temporarily suppressed my emotions as I stared upon the dead. 
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Rows of military caskets—identical in design with an American flag 

meticulously draped over the top—made it impossible to distinguish which crates 

encased my closest friends. As taps played, tears descended. For the first time I 

understood: In war you never have a chance to say goodbye. I pledged 

speechlessly to each of my friends that they would never be forgotten, a solemn 

promise I regretfully kept over the years as nightmares and hallucinations. 

Combat is vicious, rest is brief, and destroying the enemy was our mission. 

We fought our skillful foes in many battles, until they or we were dead, wounded, 

or overwhelmed. Engaging enemy troops was horrific in both jungles and 

villages. We had to either accept or build psychological boundaries around the 

terror. Nonexistent were the lines of demarcation; we constantly struggled to 

identify which Vietnamese was a friend and which was a foe. The tormenting 

acknowledgement that a woman or child might be an enemy combatant had to be 

confronted; it was often an overwhelming decision to make. 

I was not aware of the change in my demeanor. In time, I realized I had 

adjusted emotionally to contend with the atrocities and finality of war. I acquired 

stamina, could endure the stench of death, eliminate enemy combatants with little 

or no remorse, suppress memories of fallen companions, and avoid forming new, 

deep-rooted friendship. I struggled to accept the feasibility of a loving Lord. I 

never detected the nameless demons embedding themselves inside of me. 

At the end of my tour, I packed minimal gear and left the jungle battlefields of 

Vietnam for America, never turning to bid farewell and in no way wanting to 

smell the pungent stench of death and fear again. Within seventy two hours I was 

on the street I had left fourteen months prior, a street untouched by war, poverty, 

genocide, hunger, or fear. I was home. I was alone. Matured well beyond my 

chronological age of nineteen, I was psychologically and emotionally confused. I 

had to transform from a slayer back into a (so-called) civilized man. 

Except for family members and several high school friends, returning home 

from Vietnam was demeaning for most of us. There were no bands or cheers of  
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appreciation or feelings of accomplishment. Instead, we were shunned and 

ridiculed for fighting in a war that our government assured us was crucial and for 

an honorable cause. I soon found that family, friends, and co-workers could never 

truly understand the events that transformed me in those fourteen months. 

I changed from a teenage boy to a battle-hardened man. I was not able to 

engage in trivial conversations or take part in the adolescent games many of my 

friends still played. For them, life did not change, and “struggle” was a job or the 

“unbearable” pressure of college. It did not take me long to realize that they 

would never understand. There is no comparison between homework and 

carrying a dead companion. 

The media played their biased games of criticizing the military, never 

mentioning the thousands of Vietnamese saved from mass execution, rape, 

torture, or the other atrocities of a brutal northern regime. They never showed the 

stories of American “heroes” who gave their lives, bodies, and minds to save 

innocent people caught in the clutches of a “controversial” war. For years, my 

transition back to society was uncertain. I struggled against unknown demons and 

perplexing social fears. I abandoned searching for surviving comrades or ever 

engaging in conversations of Vietnam. 

Worse, I fought alone to manage recurring nightmares. I locked it all away in 

a chamber of my mind labeled, "Do not open! Horrors, chaos, and lost friends 

from Vietnam." However, suppressing dark memories is almost impossible. 

Random sounds, smells, or even words unleash nightmares, depression, anxiety 

and the seepage of bitterness. I still fight to keep these emotions locked away 

inside me. 

Today, my youth has long since passed and middle age is drifting 

progressively behind me. Still, echoes of lost souls seep through the 

decomposing barriers fabricated in my mind. Vivid memories of old friends, 

death, guilt, and anger sporadically persevere. There may be no end, resolution, 

or limitations to the demons’ voices. They began as whispers and have since 
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intensified in my mind. "Help me, buddy!" I still hear them scream. Nightmares 

jolt me from my slumber. I wake and shout, "I'm here! I'm here my friend," and 

envision their ghostly, blood-soaked bodies. Even today, I wonder if more 

Marines would be alive if I had fought more fiercely. "I had to kill!" I tell myself. 

Visions of lost friends and foes hauntingly reappear at inappropriate times. 

Guilt consumes my consciousness as I wonder why I did the things I did. I also 

question why I survived. More dreadful, however, is the conflicting torment I feel 

when I acknowledge that I am thankful it was me instead of others. 

Regardless of the war a person fights, I am sure many of the memories are 

similar to mine, as many of mine are similar to others’. I never recognized the 

persistency of the demons. I did not notice as they matured each time I thought I 

had beat them. No, they were simply hiding deep within my soul. Disguised and 

deep-rooted, these demons caused anxiety, loneliness, depression, alcohol abuse, 

nightmares, and suicidal thoughts, traits that haunted most men from our war. For 

thirty-five years I would not admit having these demons in my mind, believing 

medical assistance was a weakness among men. 

It was not until the first Gulf War began that I sensed the demons bursting 

from within. No matter how hard I tried to avoid them, I saw vivid images of my 

own war within the news coverage, in every aspect of that war. The bodies and 

faces in the media were not strangers to me. Instead, they were my brothers from 

a much older and forgotten war. I sought refuge with VA doctors and peers. 

Today, they help me understand that PTSD is real. Asking for help did not make 

this warrior less of a man. 

 

Semper Fi! 
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Dear America 
Erin Beth Byers 

 

Dear America, 

 

I am a woman. I am an American Soldier. 

 

I want to tell you that I have been to war. I HAVE served on the front lines. I am 

a combat medic. I have seen my brothers shed their blood and lose their lives for 

freedom. I have tried to save them. 

 

I have spent days without a shower. Tired, hot, and hungry. I have sacrificed 

what most women could not. I slept on concrete with my boots still on. I was 

“one of the guys.” Yes, I was scared. I cried at night. 

 

I am a fighter. I have felt defeat. I’ve wanted to give up. Even when I didn’t 

understand “why” we’re at war, I continued to fight. I had family at home and 

citizens that depended on me. Yes, even the ones who disagreed. I was fighting 

for those I love. I was fighting for those I loathed. I was fighting for my country. 

 

I want to ask you, “If I could see past this hate and fight for those who are against 

this war, why can’t you support me even if you disagree?” I know it is hard to do. 

I fought while some at home protested at the funerals of those whom my 

comrades couldn’t save. 

 

I cannot shake from my mind those eyes. 

 

America, I challenge you to respect those who fight and have fought for your 

freedom to do and say what you please. I ask you to protest in silence those who 

stand for what you are against. 

 

America, I am home. I am not whole. 

 

Yours Truly, 

 

SGT Erin Byers, US Army 
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Hounds of Hell 
Eric Hannel 

 

We geared up: flak vests, helmets, ammo, weapons. The hummer had no 

doors and the 120-degree heat radiating from the roadway washed over us as we 

drove toward the Expeditionary Airfield in Saudi Arabia, moving closer to war. I 

thought I might cook in my gear or my clothes might burst into flames. 

The heat, the gear, and the drive were exhausting. I reached down for a cool 

drink of water to help me stay alert, but the ambient temperature had warmed the 

water in my canteen well past anything refreshing. To fight back sleep I dumped 

instant coffee into the scalding water. 

After what seemed like hours driving down the deserted roadway, we arrived 

at a forward operating air base in the middle of nowhere. The officer in charge 

said we should go inside where there was air conditioning. We might not feel it 

again for a year. The airbase, with its permanent structures and civilian-style 

amenities, was luxurious compared to the austere sites where we had slept in the 

open air or in temporary warehouses. But I didn’t want to enjoy the air 

conditioning and then return to the heat and relearn misery, so I stayed with the 

vehicle. Perhaps it was a point of pride as much as the fear of enjoying a too brief 

moment of comfort. 

 I waited in the heat and I thought of Civil War soldiers and the discomfort 

they must have felt marching in wool uniforms, in horrendous heat, for dozens of 

miles a day, only to arrive hungry, tired, and dehydrated, just in time for battle. 

Our shared deprivations of war brought a strange comfort. 

I scoped the area around me and saw nothing but miles of desert, the heat 

distorting the images on the ground and in my mind. I saw something moving in 

the distance. Or did I? Using my peripheral vision to limit the distortion, I 
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watched the desert. And there was a dark wavering shadow. As the phantom 

neared it seemed to bob slightly, up and down. I couldn’t make out the object, but 

worried that it could be a threat, especially a saboteur. 

I watched and eventually a large, black, hairy dog appeared. It was rugged, 

mean and wild. I wondered how it could stand the heat with its thick coat. As it 

neared to within fifty feet, another dog appeared out of the ground. I hadn't seen 

the hole prior to the dog’s emergence. Strange. 

I thought of the tunnels of Củ Chi I had read about years earlier. Deadly. 

Since enlistment I had been taught, in part, by Vietnam veterans who spared no 

detail about what to expect in war. “Die fighting,” one drill instructor told me. “If 

the enemy gets their hands on you there will be nothing but suffering and 

brutality before you are killed.” My staff sergeant had introduced me to his 

buddy, a major, before we deployed to the Gulf. He was covered with battle 

scars, both emotional and physical, from a Vietnamese sniper's bullets that 

removed a lung, a kidney, and yards of intestines. Perhaps he was too mean to 

die. I wondered if this dog tunnel was large enough for humans and my senses 

heightened. 

The second dog looked like a greyhound. Sleek and fast. The two dogs 

smelled each other. There were no signs of enmity. Without warning, the larger 

dog sprang onto the greyhound and clamped its massive jaws on the neck of its 

prey. Death came in seconds. 

“Teufelshunde!” I thought. 

It looked at me as if it heard my thoughts. I imagined the beast as the 

legendary Hound of Hell that is said to have provided the Marine Corps its 

moniker “Devil Dog” during World War I. The animal crept toward me. Startled 

at the possibility that it meant me harm, I slowly raised my M-16 and chambered 

a round. Shoonk. The bolt seated the bullet. 

I took the weapon off safe and sighted in on the beast. It stopped, never taking 

its eyes off of me. Glaring. Thinking. Calculating. Moments passed and it took 
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another step. I clicked my weapon from safe to fire. The beast stopped again. 

Neither of us moved, not wanting to provoke the other. I peered through the front 

sight of my rifle, breathed slowly and increased the pressure on the trigger, but 

stopped short of firing. 

Glaring. Thinking. Calculating. We watched each other for another long 

moment. Then the beast slowly turned around and moved toward the hole. 

Another greyhound popped out and the two smelled each other. I waited for death 

to take it, but the greyhound disappeared back into the ground. The beast looked 

in my direction then it, too, disappeared. 

 I released the trigger and put my weapon on safe. I watched the hole for some 

time. Were these dogs symbolic of the Marine Corps or of America in this foreign 

land? If so, which dog were we? Were we to so easily choke the enemy and 

descend into the depths? The desert surface was already hot and hellish, leaving 

me to wonder which of Dante’s circles awaited us in the coming days. A 

maelstrom was coming and the dogs of war would not be denied. But Hell 

couldn’t be down that hole. It was here, with us. 
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The Thirty-Six Hour Patrol 
Eric Hannel 

 

This was going to be a long patrol through dense Philippine jungle that held 

the humid summer heat like an incubator. From insertion to completion, we had 

thirty-six hours to make it back to the extraction point or we failed. It was 

practice, but sometimes practice holds a reality all its own. 

From deep in the never-ending mountain range, we heard the unmistakable 

sound of blades chopping the air. The helicopter came for us and we mounted up: 

Staff Sergeant as the team lead, Higbo, Shoe, Ziggy, Dixie, me, and a linguist 

who was added at the last minute. Each team member gave a thumbs up and we 

were on our way. 

As I dangled my feet from the chopper, like a kid at the edge of a swimming 

pool, we lifted off, a sea of green beneath us. The pilots flew nap-of-the-earth—a 

very low altitude to avoid enemy detection—and I felt as though I could almost 

touch the waves of green. As we flew deeper into the jungle, I took mental 

images of the terrain, noting directional changes and landmarks on the ground: 

large or strange-shaped mountains, valleys, and conspicuous trees. I tried to 

remember as much as I could, but the sun was sinking and darkness distorted 

everything into shades of dark green and black. The flight seemed to take forever, 

which told me that the next two days on the ground were going to suck terribly. 

Just before insertion, we were hit with a torrential downpour. “Monsoon,” the 

crew chief said, his voice lost to the wind, rain, and noise from the rotors. “Oh, 

joy,” I shouted back, as if someone could hear. 

The helicopter slowed, descended slightly, and hovered about ten feet off the 

ground as we slid down the insertion rope, using it like a fire pole. In seconds the 

helo was gone, its beating rotors covered by the sound of the rain and wind that 
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consumed the jungle. It wasn’t that I thought our present couldn’t get any 

worse—I knew it could. We moved away from the insertion point and gathered 

under a tree, using the large leaves to deflect the water. We rested for a short 

time, got our bearings, and then used the foul weather to cover the sounds of our 

movements, standard procedure whether in training or a real operation. We slid 

through the jungle as though we were a part of it. 

A few kilometers into our patrol, Ziggy, our navigator, stopped to take a 

bearing on his lensatic compass. We were due for a course change in order to 

avoid moving in an easily detectable straight path, but the heavy rains had ruined 

his device. We all checked ours to see if they still worked. Two of six were 

inoperable. But we were not worried: we still had four. 

After a few hours the rains dwindled, then stopped. We slowed our pace to 

keep down the noise and continued through the endless darkness. Another 

compass was broken in a fall; another seized up, leaving us with two. As we 

continued toward the extraction point, we passed a jungle farm with a few 

animals but no noticeable human presence. Eerie. I wondered if the occupants 

were asleep or watching us. We passed the farm, cautious and quiet. No animals 

announced our presence. 

Our last working compass failed, and we were still hours from our 

destination, tired and hungry. The staff sergeant asked me if I could navigate by 

the terrain. I moved from the rear of the patrol to the front, and off we went. 

Dawn crept through the layers of jungle foliage. Steam rose from the tropical 

floor, the humidity rose, and we baked. Dreams of a desk job floated in and out 

of my mind as I periodically sought an opening in the jungle canopy. I needed to 

see beyond the heavy green blanket to the landmarks beyond: maybe one of the 

rock formations or trees I'd seen on the flight in, anything that would indicate 

what direction we were going. 

We didn’t want to get lost in the jungle. We wouldn’t starve given all the 

edible plants that grow, but we could wander endlessly. We continued throughout 
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the day, exhausted, hungry, and dehydrated. Time was running out and I couldn’t 

be certain that I was on the exact route. If I was off just a little here and there, we 

would end up off course by hundreds of meters. The sun was going down again. 

Hours upon hours of walking with 110-pound packs wore on everyone’s patience 

and the pressure of time running out increased the tension. 

Just when it seemed as though we might not make it, we emerged from the 

jungle onto a dirt road. I recognized the road but didn’t know which end of it we 

were on, just that base camp was somewhere in between. “This way,” the team 

leader said. I hesitated. Then everyone hesitated. He looked at me and promised, 

“It’s this way.” We only had minutes left before our thirty-six hours were up. We 

hoisted our overweight packs higher on our backs to distribute the weight. Then 

we ran.  

With seconds to spare, we entered the base camp; the Marines there looked on 

in astonishment as we reported for extraction. No doubt, we looked like hell. But 

God bless ʼem, they had food and water; and we needed both. As we rested and 

ate, Higbo reported that Ziggy wasn’t looking well. I jumped to my feet, 

followed Higbo to Ziggy, and asked him how he was doing. He was pale and I 

couldn’t make out his words. I felt his skin: hot and dry. We loosened his clothes 

and tried to cool him by pouring water on him. He was not responsive. Drool 

seeped from his open mouth. His unfocused eyes rolled back in his head. I ran 

over to the lieutenant and reported the situation, indicating that Ziggy needed 

immediate medical attention. 

“Why?” he asked. 

“I think he’s going to have a heat stroke,” I replied. 

Higbo ran back up and told me that Ziggy couldn’t keep water down and had 

started convulsing. I looked at those in charge. They said nothing. The other 

Marines in the area stood silently and watched. I felt pressure to act. I didn’t 

think we could get a chopper in here on short order, leaving few alternatives. 

“I’m taking this hummer,” I said. 
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“You’re not going anywhere Marine,” the senior Marine responded. But I had 

already tuned him out, hearing little other than the threat of court martial. 

“Court martial me later,” I said. 

We put Ziggy in the passenger side of the vehicle. Higbo climbed in the back 

and wrapped his arms around Ziggy, becoming his human seatbelt while I drove. 

We were high in the mountains and darkness had settled in. Our only hope was to 

find a hospital, but I had no idea where one was. I simply drove. After several 

miles I noticed lights in the far distance and we headed in that direction. 

“I don’t feel a pulse!” Higbo yelled over the sound of the engine. 

“Check again!” I said. 

“Nothing!”   

“Hit his chest!” I shouted, while making the gesture of beating his chest. 

He did. “Nothing!”   

“Hit him again. HARDER!”   

“I feel a pulse!” Higbo yelled. 

Shit. I had to get down the mountain. The winding road was costing us 

precious time. As the assistant team leader and their friend, I promised these guys 

that I would get them all back alive from our six-month deployment. I scanned 

the slope of the mountain for an opening that could get us off the road while not 

sending us over an unseen cliff or into a tree. Seconds felt like minutes; minutes 

felt like hours. 

“He’s gone!” Higbo yelled. 

“Hit him!” 

“Nothing!” 

“Beat the hell out of his chest, but keep him alive!” I shouted. 

Higbo complied. He worked up a sweat and Ziggy returned to us. 

It was pitch black except for the swath of jungle illuminated in the headlights 

and a small puddle of lights in the distance. I had to get off this mountain. A leap 

of faith: I jerked the wheel to the left and swerved off the road. If ever I needed 
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divine intervention, now was the time. We plummeted down, swerving around 

trees, bouncing, all while Higbo held onto Ziggy. He was taking a beating to his 

own body while holding our comrade’s life in his hands. 

The engine roared as we crashed down the hillside, and the jungle fought 

back. Limbs slapped the vehicle in protest as small trees gave way and 

disappeared underneath. Large jungle leaves and bushes clung to the side as if 

they, too, needed medical attention. The jungle finally vomited us out onto a hard 

road. Pieces of green, brown, and black shot out from behind us. It seemed in the 

moment that God must have made that opening in the jungle, just for us. 
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I pressed the gas pedal to the floor. The engine bellowed in compliance as we 

raced toward the lights to our front. Don’t ask me how, but it was the base 

hospital. We rolled up to the front entrance and Higbo ran inside to get a doctor. 

Ziggy was in bad shape. I draped him over my shoulders and a fireman carried 

him inside. He was beginning to stiffen. “Oh, hell no!” I yelled in defiance. I 

didn't know why he was stiffening, but given that his heart had stopped twice, I 

knew it was bad. 

“Medic!” I yelled as I entered the Subic Bay Naval Hospital. They went to 

work like spiders with new prey, and I wondered if Ziggy would come out all 

right. 

Divine intervention might have helped us get off the mountain in one piece, 

but I didn’t think it could get me out of trouble with the command. I took the 

hummer in violation of a direct order, ridiculous though it was. I consoled myself 

with the fact that I did what was right, and to hell with the rest of it. Higbo and I 

stood in the hospital lobby and I gave him a pat on the back for keeping Ziggy 

alive. We were exhausted. 

“See if you can find a way to contact the unit. Let them know where we are,” 

I told Higbo. It was a tall order, trying to contact a unit in the field from a 

hospital base, but I knew he’d find a way to let them know where we were. 

Higbo was always good in a pinch. 

The doctor who had been working on Ziggy came to me several minutes later. 

“He’s not dead,” he said, “but if you had been any later getting here, he wouldn’t 

have made it.”  

“He died twice en route,” I said. 

The rest of the medical staff turned and looked at me. 

“What did you do?” the doc asked. 

“We beat him in the chest until his heart started,” I said. 

“No shit?” one of the staff said. 

“No shit,” I murmured. 
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I asked the doctor about the stiffening of Ziggy's joints and muscles. He said 

this was induced by the excessive internal heat, and would lessen as his 

temperature dropped. I went to his bedside and put my hand on his foot. “I’ll be 

back for you,” I said. His eyes were closed and he did not respond, but I didn’t 

expect him to. Then I went to find Higbo. 

“I got the message to the LT,” Higbo said as he walked towards me. Good in a 

pinch indeed. The lieutenant, the senior Marine, and my team leader arrived at 

the hospital soon after. They spoke with the doctor in the hallway then came to 

Ziggy’s bedside while I sat nearby. Ziggy was beginning to wake now. He slowly 

rolled his head in my direction. I rose to my feet and went to him. 

“You saved my life,” he said weakly. 

“You’re my brother,” I said with a tired smile. “You would’ve done the same 

for me. Get some rest and I’ll see you soon.” 

And we left him to rest. 
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I Don’t Want To Be a Soldier Today 
Sean Taylor 

 

I always wanted to be a soldier. I guess it came from watching the old World 

War II movies on Saturday afternoons. The idea wasn’t popular in my house 

when I was young. I had asthma. I wasn’t strong. I wasn’t brave. But, oh, how I 

wanted to be a soldier. Maybe, someday. 

I got married. I had children. I got a job as a school psychologist. I got old and 

my dream of being a soldier faded away. Then the attacks on 9/11 occurred and 

my childhood dream returned. I could no longer ignore it. It consumed me. 

My cousin Jake wasn’t old. He was young. And he was an Army Ranger. I 

secretly wanted to be Jake, the ultimate in cool. Sure, the Jake I heard about was 

in family stories. I hadn’t seen him since he was a kid. But, oh, how I clung to 

those stories. I heard he was in Colombia. I served as a missionary in Colombia; 

does that count? 

No, but I am young still. I am brave. I can be a soldier, can’t I? On October 

24, 2002, I raised my hand and enlisted in the United States Army National 

Guard, three days before I would be too old. I went to basic training and then to 

Officer Candidate School as Jake went to Baghdad. 

I walk a little taller now. I have pride when I put on the uniform. It looks good 

on me. My kids think I am one of the strongest men in the world. I love being a 

soldier. I love my family. 

At forty-two, I went to Air Assault School at Ft. Benning, Georgia. It was the 

hardest thing I have ever done. Of the close to 200 who started the course, only 

around 140 of us graduated; only one was older than me. And best of all, my cool 

Airborne Ranger cousin Jake pinned the wings on my chest. He did it the right 

way, when no one was looking, like I hoped he would. 
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I woke this morning and put on my uniform, ready for another drill weekend. 

I look good in the uniform, with the air assault badge. We are preparing to deploy 

to Afghanistan, so this drill will be a week long. I don’t get to go with my family 

to the Mall of America for spring break, but that's okay. I am a soldier. I am 

brave. 

But as I'm walking out the door the phone rings and I learn that Jake, my 

brave, cool cousin, was killed in Afghanistan last night. I don't want to be a 

soldier today. I don’t want to be cool. I don’t want to be brave. I want to cry and 

soldiers don’t cry. I drive down to drill, but turn around. I don’t want to be a 

soldier today. I come back home and take off my boots and my uniform. Today I 

want to mourn for my dear Aunt Amy and for all those families that have 

sacrificed their children to War. 

Tomorrow morning I will put on the uniform. I will not secretly smile and 

think I am cool when I see my air assault badge in the mirror. It means something 

different now. Yes, tomorrow I will be proud to be counted as a soldier, but not 

today.   
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A Defining Moment in Time 
Andrea Sandoval 

 

We crossed from Kuwait into Iraq in a convoy more than 100 vehicles long. 

From my seat in the last vehicle, I saw the wreckage of war in the desert heat, 

people ruined by Saddam Hussein's hand and our bombs. I heard no noise and 

saw things in slow motion. Children no more than two-feet tall—standing 

barefoot on the black tar road, waves of heat rising—begged for any food or 

water that the U.S. soldiers would give them. I watched, unable to do anything to 

bring them hope or comfort. My heart ached and still does as I think about that 

moment. 

We pushed north and soon entered Baghdad, not because it was on our route 

but because we had gotten lost. My lieutenant had taken us into the heart of the 

Saddam loyalists, into a public market where people spat and shouted at us, 

calling us "donkey.” They were just feet away, close enough to touch me, able to 

do potential harm if I wasn't armed. 

As night approached, we were finally leaving Baghdad when our convoy 

stopped. A tire had blown on the truck carrying our critical equipment. In the soft 

light before dusk, with the sun casting long shadows, I radioed the vehicles ahead 

of us but got no response. Dead silence. I ordered everybody to dismount and set 

up a security perimeter as I assessed the situation. Within a minute we were 

taking harassing fire. Nothing accurate, just enough to send us a message. 

My mechanics told me they only needed ten minutes, tops, and they could 

have us rolling. I was the senior non-commissioned officer with the stopped 

vehicles. The forward portion of my unit had no idea that we had stopped and 

wouldn't for some time. As I talked to my mechanics, I heard a soldier shout: 

"Sergeant Sandoval! We're being surrounded on our right flank!" I ran to my 
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soldiers and saw them excited and scared, so scared that two of them were peeing 

themselves. 

These eighteen-year-old boys, from middle-class neighborhoods, who had 

never faced a dangerous moment in their lives, were now facing an imminent 

ambush. It would be simple, tactics-wise, for experienced soldiers. But I had 

young soldiers who couldn't think clearly because fear had gripped them. I called 

for a SALUTE report—size of enemy force, activity, location, unit markings, 

time, and equipment—which made them focus enough to give me the 

information needed to make a good decision. 

Time seemed to stand still; minutes stretched for hours. Finally, my 

mechanics yelled that the bolts were going on, just a couple more minutes, when 

I heard: "Sergeant S, I'm taking him out!" My heart dropped as I saw a man in the 

distance, stumbling toward us, yelling inaudible words. 

My kids, as I call my soldiers, were pale. I saw the elderly people and 

children around us potentially being used as shields for the attackers. Whose 

parents did I want to be accountable to? Did I want to possibly harm innocent 

people held in a situation beyond their control? Or did I want to go home and 

have to face the mothers of these boys and answer this question: Why? Why did 

my boy die? How did he die? As I approached the man, I told my soldiers the 

only way they were authorized to shoot was if I was shot or if I shot first. I didn't 

want them to have to make a decision that would haunt them for the rest of their 

lives. Don't get me wrong, I wasn't looking forward to making that decision 

myself, either, but I wasn't going to let my soldiers have to carry that burden. I 

was the NCO. I was the leader. And I wouldn't ask them to do what I wouldn't do 

myself. 

As I approached the man, he continued walking toward us. I heard soldiers 

shout, “He has a bomb!” But in a split second I recognized that, not only did he 

not have a bomb, he was wearing a shirt three sizes too small. He wasn't 
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attacking. He was too stinking drunk to know the danger of his actions. I was 

mad. Mad that he was testing my humanity, testing my resolve. 

That moment stays with me. Every day, it is that moment I wake up to and, 

truly, every day I wake up and get out of bed is a good day; there have been 

many times when I wanted to give up and not see another old man or little Iraqi 

child’s face in my dreams. That moment with the old man pushes me to make 

each defining moment in time worthwhile. How had I come to killing him, with 

my finger on the trigger, trying to protect my soldiers? How different my life 

might have been if I had a shot him. Never in my life, before or since, have I 

been faced with a decision like that. 

I can make a difference so that nobody else’s child is put in that position and 

has to make that choice. When the light at the end of the tunnel is so dim that it 

seems almost non-existent, I know that the light is still there, no matter how 

many times I feel like I'm beat and done. It's these invisible wounds that I am 

trying to shed light on, so that I can help others who are suffering find comfort 
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and purpose.  

 

 

 

An Excerpt from My Adventures in Iraq—2003 
Andrea Sandoval 

 

The daytime temperature bobs between 135 and 143 degrees, a dry heat, as if 

that makes it any better. We've been in this hell hole, just outside Baghdad, since 

May. We still have no doors, windows, or air conditioning in our building. 

I’m going crazy from the mortars, alarms, and gunfire, not to mention living 

with a dozen other female soldiers. Private quiet space and some time to myself 

are nowhere to be found. I'm certainly not finding either of these things in my 

quarters. On top of all this, there is the constant surveillance by nosy and bored 

soldiers. The leadership is convinced each day that “The sky is falling! The sky is 

falling!” I need an escape. I need a way to relieve stress and find some solitude. A 

bicycle seems to be the answer. 

I search stores via the Internet, looking for a bike that can handle the climate 

and daily ventures around my sprawling Army post. My criteria are simple: no 

more than $100, including shipping, and a small frame, because I'm short. The 

task proves more difficult than I anticipated. Plenty of bikes are outside my 

budget, and many of those under $100 are too big or sissy-like. Finally, after a 

week of searching, I find it. 

But will they deliver it to Iraq? Actually, they just need to ship to an APO 

military address; the military will fly it to Iraq. How difficult could that be? 

Really difficult. After more searching, I find a bike at Toys R Us, a lifesaver in 

my mind. Not only is my bike under $75 but shipping is free. My bike is perfect, 

a twenty-four-inch mountain bike, yellow, and just plain beautiful. 

Days pass, and no sign of my bike. I’ve come to understand the concept of 

waiting two to three weeks for anything shipped to me in a theatre of war via the 
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United States Postal Service. I have to hand it to all the mail handlers, truck 

drivers, and pilots, though: they really do their best to get the mail through to the 

soldiers. 

By now, it's late August and the sergeant in charge of picking up the mail 

walks into my windowless building. “Damn it, Sergeant, your damn bike is here! 

Do you know how heavy that piece of shit is?” she says. “I’m the only one doing 

mail today, get out here and help me.” Maybe she's just jealous of my bike. 

This is it! My Toys R Us bike has arrived. My sanity break is here. I imagine 

myself riding in the open, somewhere far from Iraq, where I'm not being shot at 

every day. After my shift ends I hop on and ride to see Tammi and Natalie at the 

quartermaster's unit in the hanger, which is really a giant concrete dome. My 

perfect yellow bike is a hit there, too, and several soldiers ask to ride it. Why not? 

We all need a little fun in the hell hole. 

The next things I see are wheelies, bike tricks, and smiles on faces that haven't 

had reason to smile in a long time. 

"Sarge,” one of the young soldiers asks, “can I take this bike on the hanger 

and see if I can ride it down?" 

I figure a three-foot drop to the ground won't hurt anything. It doesn't. A 

couple more guys try it and, then, something happens. Testosterone surges and 

now there are twenty guys cheering on the two soldiers taking turns riding my 

bike. It starts at three feet up the hanger. Then ten feet, then half way up and, 

after fifteen minutes of the soldiers calling each other unmanly names, one asks 

me if he can ride it from the top, about sixty feet down. I have to think about this. 

What's my risk assessment? What benefit can be gained? Can he really make it 

down the hanger? 

“I really should say no, the risk assessment is too high,” I say to the sergeant 

standing next to me. “But I want to see if he can do it." He agrees with me, so we 

both say okay. The climb up is long, taking a lot of effort from the kid. I start to 

notice the mortar and bullet holes in the building, not to mention the severe angle 
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from the hanger to the ground. Even if he can avoid the hole in the hanger, I 

figure he won't make it past the transition to the ground. 

The young soldier pushes off, down the hanger.  

“He doesn't have to pedal. Oh my God, he is picking up a lot of speed and that 

can't be good,” I think, “Crap. I should have said no.” 

The moment seems to take forever. “He's almost at the bottom now. He's 

made it. He's actually made it. Uh oh, he's losing control. Crap. Crap. Crap.” 

 And then, he hits a patch of gravel. I see the back tire slip and he flies up 

above the seat and into the air, as if in slow motion. Now he's coming down, over 

the seat and rear tire.  

“This can't be good. Crap. Crap. Crap.” 

He lands in a cloud of dust, falling and sliding; we all gasp. I want to close my 

eyes and look away, but can't. I think for sure he'll never have kids after this. He 

tumbles to a stop; the dust settles and the crowd is silent. We just stand there, 

watching, contemplating the impending court martial, and waiting for any 

movement.  

And then he jumps up, shouting, “Wwwwhhhhhheeeeeee!” He wants to do it 

again. 

When we see he's okay, we all move over to my perfect yellow bike. It's 

totaled, back tire bent in half, pedals sheared off, fork twisted and frame bent. 

God bless those kids, swearing to me that they could fix it, no problem. It was 

something so precious to me that’s now destroyed. But it was worth it, a break 

from our time in hell. 
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Nec Metus De Morte 
Matthew Rawlings 

 

Sixty-seven. I used to remember the names and social security numbers of 

most of the sixty-seven Marines, sailors, and soldiers I recovered or processed. 

Over time, those numbers and names have started to fade. The forgetting is 

bittersweet. I don't want to forget them. I feel I owe it to them not to forget. But 

remembering those details can burden one’s soul and psyche. Sixty-seven lives 

ceasing to exist, with just memories left for their loved ones. 

I take solace in the hope that I, with my fellow Marines, helped bring closure 

to the many sons, daughters, wives, brothers, sisters, mothers, and fathers. We 

were part of a mortuary affairs detachment; our deployment was one of 

beginnings and endings. We were with them soon after their lives ended and 

started them on their journeys home. 

When asked what I did in Iraq, I usually just give a brief description, saying 

that if someone died, we were the ones who went out and got them and sent them 

home. I would just leave it at that; usually that was good enough for most. My 

hesitancy is not driven by secrecy, but a fear that I won't be understood. When 

most people hear of mortuary affairs, the first thing that comes to mind is a 

mortician. But that doesn't begin to describe our job. Some probably feel pity or 

sorrow for what we had to do. I seek neither. 

While in Iraq I was a part of the Al Taqaddum detachment. We helped search 

for and recover service members killed in action, processing their remains at our 

unit's collection point (CP), a building with makeshift tables where we would 

search for personal effects. Most of them had been killed by improvised 

explosive devices (IEDs), the favored weapon of the insurgents. The remains 

were brought to us by the service member's unit or by the base hospital, usually 
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in remains pouches, what most people refer to as body bags. The trepidation and 

apprehension always set in when it was time to open the remains pouch. 

I would try and imagine the worst possible condition a human body could be 

in and think that what I was about to see was “normal,” or not as bad as I thought 

it was. Sometimes it worked. Other times my imagination paled in comparison to 

reality. The insurgents began to use white phosphorous (WP) in their bombs 

during our deployment. I have yet to see a movie accurately portray what WP 

does to a human body. We had a search and recovery where WP was used in an 

attack on a humvee. The chemical, which burns ferociously, had scorched their 

bodies and practically welded the Marines to their seats. It is terrible to see a 

human being, especially a fellow Marine, reduced to char, nothing of what they 

once were. 
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When sorting through personal effects that were on service members when 

they died, I often came across bloodied or burned pictures of wives, children, 

girlfriends, parents, brothers, and sisters. Key chains with “World’s Greatest 

Dad” and letters from loved ones: Those are the memories that will never go 

away. So long as my mind functions, I will never forget those things. I remember 

going through a wallet of a young Marine, looking for identification. This Marine 

had two driver’s licenses from two different states. Neither was expired and, after 

further investigating, my teammates and I realized that one of them was a fake 

ID. I started to make a connection to my own memories of friends from back 

home. This Marine was younger than me when he died. Thinking about how he 

would never be able to go home again and share a drink with friends and loved 

ones was one of first times that the job got to me and made me think of home and 

my friends and family. 

Another day it was a Marine brought to us from the base hospital. He had 

been hit by an IED while on a foot patrol in the city outside our base. Most of his 

body was shredded by the explosion and he was missing both legs—one at the 

knee and the other higher up on his thigh—and one arm was broken. We searched 

every pocket on him and pulled everything out so it could be documented. 

After we finished, we sealed the Marine back up, put his remains in a transfer 

case, and draped it with an American flag. Our chaplain performed final rites 

according to the Marine's listed religion and we waited to send him on his way 

back home to his loved ones. Later that night, I drove out to the flight line with 

five other Marines and we carried him onto a waiting C-130. The entire flight 

crew and both pilots served as honor guards, lining both sides of our procession, 

saluting as we passed. I participated in this same event sixty-seven times 

throughout the deployment. 

When we weren't in the CP or out on a recovery, we spent most of our time in 

the housing area or the weight room, trying to distract ourselves from thinking 

about the remains we had processed. We tried to keep to ourselves. The very 
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nature of our job meant that we could very well have to recover or process 

friends we made outside of our unit. To prevent that, we turned inward. But we 

did become close with a unit of Marine Military Police and their explosive 

ordinance disposal (EOD) team. Our jobs kept us in constant contact with each; 

inter-unit bonding was inevitable. Most of the time, they were the ones who 

secured a site for us to perform our search and recovery missions. The 

camaraderie between our units naturally grew with the more missions we 

conducted together. The master sergeant of the EOD team became another leader 

for us during our deployment. He helped get us access to areas of the base that 

made our jobs easier; he helped us acquire gear that we sorely needed. Even 

though he wasn’t a part of our unit, he exemplified the practice of sustaining 

troop welfare. 

Thanksgiving of 2005 is a holiday I will never forget. Our unit, the MPs, and 

EOD gathered to celebrate the holiday with a pig roast outside of our CP. Eating 

and drinking our O’Doul’s “near beer” almost made us feel like we were home 

cooking out for the weekend. This was one of only a few days in which we had 

any fun, when where we were became a distant thought. That evening, our units 

parted ways to prepare for the next day's work.  

On the following day we all received news that the EOD master sergeant had 

been killed by an IED. I will never forget the devastation that my unit and I felt 

upon hearing the news. Our biggest fear, knowing the person we were about to 

recover, had been realized. The MPs got most of master sergeant’s remains back 

to us for processing, but we conducted a follow-up search and recovery the very 

next day. Our unit walked in search patterns. I looked for any other remains of 

the master sergeant, saw where the piece of shit that set the bomb off was 

probably hiding when he did it, and picked up a part of my friend's face. It all 

became so personal. It is a very sobering experience—not just in the military but 

anywhere—to speak to someone and share a holiday only to have them taken 

from you in the most violent way possible the very next day. 
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I kept to myself after I returned home, hoping to avoid having to explain what 

we had experienced. I tried to dismiss everything I had done and seen in the 

hopes that I might one day be okay with it. But you can never really be okay with 

anything like those experiences. I have realized, as I've gotten older, that what we 

did—the care and attention we put into recovering and processing the dead—

helped to bring closure to families. It helped give them ease of mind in knowing 

that, though they would never hold their loved ones again, they were able to see 

them buried and at home. And that has eased the burdens I carry. 
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Singing the Draft Board Blues 
Steven Owen 

 

I turned eighteen on July 5th, 1968. On that day, along with my cake and 

presents, like every other young man in the country who shared the same birth 

date, I received the privilege of registering with the Selective Service. There was 

a war going on in a place called Viet Nam, which was somewhere in Asia, a 

continent I had found little reason to consider until then, other than to be able to 

point it out on a geography exam in grade school. 

But the war had been raging for some time. I had seen the battles on the 

nightly news. The commentators kept a running tally of how many of our soldiers 

had been killed. The war was becoming unpopular, especially among the group 

of free-spirited young people known as “hippies.” I wore my hair stylishly long 

back then, in a backwoodsman sort of way, and my friends and I had smoked a 

little weed because it was new and the thing to do, but I was not a hippie. I felt no 

burning need to change the world. The world as I knew it was just fine the way it 

was, as long as there were sparkling clear rivers to swim in, muscle cars to cruise 

around in, and someone willing to buy me a six-pack of beer on Saturday nights. 

I was not one of those who protested against the war, and I thought those who 

did looked silly, but neither did I support it. I didn’t understand it—why we were 

there, in a place so far away, killing and dying. The logic was that it was better to 

fight the communists there than on our own shores. This is an argument I accept 

more readily now than I did back then. Perhaps, if I had been older, I would have 

been more enthusiastic about waging war on the Viet Cong. There is a quote 

often, and probably erroneously, attributed to Winston Churchill that goes 

something like “If you are not a liberal when you are twenty, you have no heart. 
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If you are not a conservative when you are forty, you have no mind.” At eighteen, 

I was long on heart and short on mind. 

People I actually knew had begun to die in that place—Gary Owen, from up 

the road in Gasquet, a couple of years ahead of me in school and no relation but 

sharing the same last name. Soon there would be others, classmates of mine—

Leonard Greville and Mac McDougal—guys I had hung out with, sat in class 

with, rode with on the school bus, guys you never suspected would die so young, 

guys who would never suspect it of themselves. 

The war was there, though. It was with me and around me, and I was aware of 

it like you might be aware of some badass who lives in your neighborhood. He 

hasn’t messed with you, but you know he’s been to prison, so you keep your eyes 

pointed up the street when you pass his house because you really don’t know 

what he’s capable of. 

And I was afraid. I have since faced things that would lead me to believe that 

I am not a coward. But back then I was truly afraid of losing my life to something 

that I considered a waste of my time. 

Many of my generation left the country rather than fight in a war they did not 

believe in. I will grant that, for some, it was a genuine matter of conscience. But 

most, I imagine, were just scared like me. 

I went down and registered for the draft. 

— 

Shortly thereafter, I received a notice to report to Oakland, California, where I 

would be physically examined to determine if I was fit enough to go off hunting 

communists in Asia. A couple dozen of the boys I graduated from high school 

with got the same notice at the same time. This far down the road, if you were to 

place my old Del Norte High Warriors yearbook before me and open it to the 

senior class, I could not tell you who among those faces was with me and who 

was not, with a few exceptions. 
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We gathered near the corner of 3rd and K Streets behind the Ben Franklin 

store to wait for the bus. It was early, about 7:30 in the morning. Oakland was at 

least an eight-hour bus ride away. Many of us had never traveled that far from 

home. We likely carried sack lunches prepared by proud but worried mothers. 

What I am sure we had with us, though, was booze, lots of it, hard liquor mostly, 

easily concealed in a jacket pocket or travel bag. Though I was not a smoker, I 

had with me a pack of cigarettes on the theory that, if you burned through enough 

of them in a short span of time, you could “catch” asthma, a debilitating 

deferment in the eyes of the draft board. Unfiltered Camels. No other brand 

would do. 

We boarded the Greyhound and pulled away from town, blue smoke rolling. 

By the time we hit Klamath, half an hour south, we were all drunk. Despite the 

driver’s pleas, we prowled the aisle and seat-hopped at will. We sang and shouted 

and cursed. We had commandeered our own traveling night club. At one point, 

our driver became so disgusted with our raucous partying that he shouted, 

“What’s wrong with you? You’re not going to war! You’re just going to your 

draft physical!” 

It all felt the same to us. I tried to choke down one of the Camels and coughed 

so violently that I gave up, handing off the pack to a buddy who smoked. 

We were not experienced drinkers. We burned out quickly. The booze put me 

into a restless sleep. I remember at some point hearing the kid across the aisle 

from me being sick and getting up to find a dry seat elsewhere. Later, someone 

wandered back, looking for a place to flop. “Oh, my God,” he said when he 

realized he had almost lay down in a bed of vomit. 

When we got to Eureka, two hours later, the driver told the station manager, “I 

don’t know who’s taking these kids to Oakland, but it’s not going to be me!” 

It was an over-reaction. We were done. They gave us a new driver and a new 

coach. Our old bus had to be side-tracked and hosed down, inside and out. Our 

replacement driver heard nothing but teenaged snoring, all the way to Oakland. 
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— 

In Oakland, we were deposited in front of a large, plain building where the 

physicals were to be performed. Hundreds of other young men from the northern 

half of California were there for the same reason. Most of them looked just like 

us, eighteen- or nineteen-year-old white boys in blue jeans, madras shirts, and 

surfer haircuts. But there was also present a mix of ethnicities that we were not 

accustomed to seeing in the isolated corner of the state where we lived—Blacks, 

Hispanics, and Asians of varied nuance that we were ill-equipped to identify. 

In our town, at that time, you were mostly either white or American Indian. 

There was one black family, the Sanders, who seemed to have a child in every 

grade when I was in school. In my class, they managed to fit two, Tom and 
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Martha. There had also been another black family stationed at the Air Force’s 

777th Radar Squadron in Klamath who sent their son to our high school for a 

year or two. His name was Glen Frisbee. 

One of the first things they did was draw our blood. The guy in front of me 

was black. He was also bigger than any human being I had ever seen—solid 

muscle, built like a linebacker. He gave up a blood sample and sat on a table 

nearby. 

I had not had my blood drawn before and made the mistake of staring at the 

tube as the blood pumped out of my vein. It made my stomach churn. I sat down 

against a wall, trying not to puke. Then I heard what sounded like a water balloon 

being dropped from chest high onto hard concrete. The linebacker had passed out 

and fallen off the table. The sound I heard had been his head hitting the floor. I 

stood up and joined the next line. 

There was one guy there who definitely did not look like the rest of us. He 

didn’t look like the Blacks or the Asians or the Hispanics. He was almost 

translucently pale, with long, stringy blond hair and a scraggly wisp of beard. 

Instead of jeans and a madras shirt, he was wrapped in a filthy blanket. 

We were marched into a large room and told to strip to our shorts. A doctor 

went around the room and fingered our privates while we coughed on cue. The 

hippie still clutched his blanket tight around him. “Take that off,” one of the 

medics growled. 

He did, and stood there naked. 

“Put it on,” the medic said, shaking his head. 

We passed our physicals, or most of us did. There may have been one in the 

bunch lucky enough to come up 4-F, but if there was, I don’t remember who. 

Safe to say, the rest of us hated him. I was disappointed to find that I hadn’t come 

down with asthma as the result of the one cigarette I had tried to hack my way 

through. I suggested to one of the doctors that I believed I may have had flat feet. 

Without even looking at my aforementioned, malformed dogs, he threatened to 
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put me in the paratroopers. If I bailed out over enemy territory, he reasoned, there 

was only a 50/50 chance I’d make it to the ground alive anyway. If I was killed 

on the way down, my flat feet would not be a problem. 

The exams were over, and we had a few hours until our bus left to return us to 

our families up north. We (and this is what a bunch of naïve bumpkins we were) 

decided to take a stroll around Oakland. Worse than that, we got ourselves off 

into a residential neighborhood. We were walking past a row of houses when a 

big dog ran out to the street-side fence, barking at us. A very large and dark 

woman sat on the front porch of the house. Larry Kohse (I do remember that 

name) flipped the ashes of the cigarette he was smoking at the barking dog. The 

dog went ballistic and the woman came off that porch like a freight train. She 

cussed Larry Koshe out in a language that none of us had ever before heard, 

though we had no trouble catching her drift. Folks in nearby homes were 

beginning to poke their heads out of doors and windows to see what all the 

commotion was about. We beat a quick retreat back to the bus depot, threatening 

Kohse with an ass-kicking all the way. Some years later, I learned that the odd 

dialect the large, dark woman had been using that day was called Ebonics. 

The ride home was uneventful. A few weeks later I received notice that I had 

passed my physical and had been classified 1-A. Officially, I was just the kind of 

fellow Uncle Sam was looking for to send off to kill communists. 

I managed to put off getting drafted a while by going to school, taking classes 

at the local JC. But my heart wasn’t in my studies, and I soon let my classes and 

my deferment slide. Soon after, the mail brought a note from the government. 

“Greetings,” it began, a friendly enough salutation. The content of the letter, 

however, was more ominous. I had been drafted. 

I passed time waiting for my report date by doing what I had been doing all 

along—cruising in my ʼ64 GTO, partying with my friends, trying to get laid. My 

Aunt Delores, though, took particular offense at my being called up. She said she 

was going to write a letter to President Nixon and get me out of the draft. I don’t 
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know if she ever did. It is more likely that the military had already filled their 

quota of recruits by the time they got to me, or maybe that the casualty count 

from the war was not as high as had been expected but, sure enough, along came 

another letter cancelling my draft notice. Aunt Delores took credit for that. 

I took this as a sign that I should get on with my life. I took a job at the 

lumber mill, purchased my first brand new car, a 1970 Plymouth Duster 340, and 

got married. 

About this time, the folks in Washington had begun to sense that the draft was 

losing its appeal. They decided to spice it up, make it more fun, and give it an 

element of chance, like going to Vegas or Atlantic City. (We didn’t have Indian 

casinos back then). They came up with the “Draft Lottery.” 

 If I remember correctly, it worked something like this: some bureaucrat in   

D.C. stood by a tumbler containing 365 balls, each marked with a date from the 

upcoming calendar year. The tumbler turned, and when it stopped, a ball was 

removed. If the date on the ball was, say, May 8th, that day was assigned the 

number one. If your birthday was May 8th, you would be drafted first the next 

year. The tumbler spun until all the balls had been pulled out and assigned 

numbers. If your birth date corresponded to a number between 200 and 365, you 

were pretty safe. If your number fell between one and 199, an Oriental vacation 

was likely in your future. 

My number was 186. 

Every month, I would trek on down to the local Selective Service office to 

check on the progress of the draft. The lady there was happy to opine on how 

many numbers the draft might gobble up in the next thirty days. In November of 

1970, I stopped by to see how my number was holding up. “They’ll probably get 

to you next month,” she said, cheerful as ever. 

I drove to Eureka the next day and enlisted in the Air Force. 

Later, I heard that they had only drafted up to number 184. 

But I was already on my way to Lackland and the wild blue yonder. 
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The 51st Trans. Co. MRE Recycling Center 
Travis L. Martin 

 

August 2003, 1100 Hours, Iraq 

The sun scorches my back, registering just under my threshold for pain. 

Wearing a brown t-shirt crusted in salt and dried sweat, I move my arms in a 

circular pattern, always counterclockwise and always with caution. Tightly 

gripping a metal fence post, I test the solidity of the remains before lowering its 

end into the flames. The orange dancers caress and wrap themselves around it, 

coating the rust spots in black, grimy soot. Like a surgeon with a heated scalpel, I 

make my first incision. My mouth becomes dry; saliva glands release that 

strangely cool liquid that only comes just before vomiting. My stomach turns in 

disgust as I nudge a solid mass to the left, displacing liquefied remains to the 

right. Oily smoke pours out from underneath, rising to meet my face. I cough and 

spit and curse. Flames singe the tips of my eyebrows; not even the smell of the 

burnt hair compares to the soot caked onto my face and forearms. 

The words of my First Sergeant play again and again in my head: “We are 

here to help the Iraqi people secure a new future. We will leave this country 

better than we found it.” I know, despite the grotesque nature of this duty, I am 

doing my part. 

No history books will acknowledge the work I do this day. This mission will 

go unnoticed; no shiny medals will brighten my dark memories. I reason with 

myself nonetheless: We can’t simply dump this stuff on the Iraqis’ doorstep and 

hope for the best. Someone has to do the work that no one else will. I dump 

another gallon of diesel fuel onto the fire and jump back. That someone is me. I 

drop the smoking fence post into the sand. A bit of something burns on the end 

before being extinguished by the earth. Stepping back from the heat and pulling 
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my shirt upwards, I wipe clean my eyes. My tears dry to reveal the fire but also 

the structure from which we pulled the remains. The building has six single 

words scrawled upon it, revealing the ghastly nature of my task: “51st Trans. Co. 

MRE Recycling Center.” Six doors. Six words. Six barrels of poop. The mark of 

the beast and smoldering human waste. I’m on shit detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I walk twenty feet and sit in a camping chair beside Sergeant Paul, the non-

commissioned officer in charge. His blond hair shines out from underneath his 

patrol cap, reflecting the Iraqi sun. As he lights a Marlboro, his blue eyes pierce 

through the smoke. The cloud fades to reveal a square jaw, straight nose, and a 

man in need of a bath. When combined with the stripes on his collar, I can 

imagine those eyes as very intimidating to the unsuspecting soldier.  

“What did I tell you about playing in the shit, Martin?” he teases. 
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“I wasn’t playing in it. I couldn’t get the fire to start.” 

“You were standing over there for like thirty minutes, looking down into the 

fire like some kind of psycho. I yelled your name three times and you didn’t 

answer. What the hell were you doing?” Paul asks. He’s actually one of the more 

down-to-earth NCOs I’ve met since being in the Army, the type of guy that will 

level with you and treat you like a human being once you get to know him. More 

importantly, he has the sense of humor of a sixteen-year-old boy, which makes 

the time pass much easier when sitting in the sun and hating life on shit detail. 

“I don’t know. I guess I’m sick of being the only sucker in my platoon 

constantly put on this detail. I mean, we—me and you—have been the only ones 

doing it for two weeks and there are over a hundred people in our company. What 

gives?” 

“You shouldn’t have mouthed off to your platoon sergeant. Shit detail is a 

punishment as old as war itself.”  

“Wise words from a wise man,” I think. “Yeah, but I think two weeks of sitting 

in the heat, stirring buckets of shit is a bit much for refusing to let him bum my 

smokes all the time.” 

“It’s not so bad. We get to sit here all day while the other guys fill sandbags 

and break down tires,” Sergeant Paul points out. 

“It’s the principal of the matter. And you’re a sergeant. Why are you on shit 

detail? I thought this was a job for us lowly privates.” 

“I got in trouble on a convoy a couple of weeks ago. Some guy pulled out in 

front of us and opened his door all quick and terrorist like. I thought it was an 

ambush and fired. It was pretty nasty. The MPs are doing some kind of 

investigation and I get to do shit detail until the report comes back.” 

“So they put you on shit detail?” I ask. 

“Yeah, until they decide if my decision was justified,” he adds. 

“That’s messed up on so many levels.” 
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“It’s whatever,” Paul shrugs. “This job’s not so bad.” He takes a sip from the 

straw of his lemonade box and flicks his cigarette off into the desert. The whole 

place is really just a big ashtray at this point, anyway. 

“First of all,” I say, “the rules of engagement say that we are supposed to open 

fire on anyone who gets in the middle of our convoy. Second, and I don’t mean 

this to point the finger or make accusations or anything, but if you did shoot a 

bunch of innocent people, would shit detail really be the most appropriate 

punishment?”   

“Yeah, it’s all a crock of shit,” he says, pointing to the burning barrel of shit in 

front of us, smiling. 

“Anyway, guess what I saw in the ‘Trans.’ barrel when I was emptying it?” I 

ask, refusing to acknowledge his terrible joke. We refer to each of our stalls 

according to one of the six corresponding words written on the structure, a sure 

sign that we’ve been out in the heat for way too long. 

“What?” 

“No, you have to guess.” 

“I don’t know … A condom?” 

“Ah, man! How’d you know?” I’m genuinely surprised that he guessed it on 

the first try. I can’t imagine someone having sex in those nasty, plywood latrines. 

They’re only a little wider than the plastic port-o-johns at your high school 

football field and the holes are much more intimidating. 

“I see them all the time. You don’t?” Paul asks. 

“Not once. How do they pull it off with a guard posted 24/7?” By order of the 

first sergeant, a guard must stand in full gear at the latrines every night. The 

reason: a villain known only as “The Shithouse Bandit.” He strikes often and 

without warning, doing his business like everyone else, only on the seats and the 

floors of the latrine stalls. In an attempt to thwart this villain, the two soldiers that 

are on shit detail each day are replaced by a fully armed soldier who inspects the 

stalls after each use during the night. Regardless of reputation, rank, or the 
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number of the action performed, each soldier must submit his or her stall to 

examination. 

The Shithouse Bandit has caused a number of witch hunts which only led to a 

number of dead ends. The culprit was even so bold as to scrawl “The Shithouse 

Bandit Strikes Again” on the “51st” stall after his last attack. I didn’t ask if the 

words were written in feces or in marker. I didn’t want to know. We’ve 

speculated about his abilities late at night, theorizing that he is a shape-shifter, a 

terrorist, a ninja, or even a ghost. His characteristics grow at an exponentially 

disproportionate rate to his exploits; the myth of the Shithouse Bandit has grown 

to encompass other units and bases, even. I once saw the following lines of verse 

written in a stall on a base more than three hours away:  

Writing these words  

With my premium turds, 

I come to your stall  

To enlighten you all.  

For all you haters who love to show it 

There’s the one, the only, Shithouse Poet. 

I don’t know if the Shithouse Bandit and the Shithouse Poet are the same person. 

There is no way I will ever be able to prove that. At the very least, I’ll wager that 

they are related—likely cousins. All I know for sure is that someone has no 

respect for the decorum of the Army latrine system and has evaded capture for 

months, leaving his mess for poor bastards like me and Sergeant Paul to clean up.  

“My guess is that they had sex somewhere else and dropped the condom in 

the latrines after they were done,” Paul reasons. 

“Oh, I never thought of that. That makes a lot more sense.” No longer 

stumped, I turn my attention to rock tossing. To pass the time Sergeant Paul and I 

see who can throw rocks into the burn barrel. I miss; my rock glances off the 

bottom left edge and kicks up a bit of sand. Sergeant Paul responds with a 

perfectly aimed stone. A disgusting, black goo shoots through the flame and out 
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of the two-foot-tall barrel, spilling over the side and into the sand. It clumps 

together like cat litter. 

“You smell that?” Paul asks. 

“What, shit?” 

“No … Victory!” The taunt strengthens my resolve. I pick up another rock 

and take aim. I launch it at a perfect angle; it goes up and down in an arc just as it 

should. Then, from behind the latrines, walks a tan uniform. The soldier’s waist 

stops the projectile and it falls short of its mark. I look first at the rock and then 

my eyes trace its impact to the soldier. It is a surprisingly crisp uniform for the 

desert, creases in the pant legs and everything. “This is a man who doesn’t leave 

the base,” I think. I look further up and spot a recruiting badge. An air assault tab 

is sewed on above a nametape too far away to read. Then, on his collar, I see the 

rockers, stripes, and diamond. “Shit,” I say out loud. 

“Afternoon, First Sergeant,” Sergeant Paul says as he snaps to the position of 

parade rest. I follow, knowing that I am about to get hell for hitting the first 

sergeant with a rock. 

“What the hell is going on here? Private Martin, have you lost your military-

lovin’ mind? Hitting me with a rock. You must be crazy,” the First Sergeant 

scolds. “You two are out here to perform shit detail—no, a very important task 

for the company—not to play lollipop games and tell each other love stories. 

Beat your face!” The First Sergeant puts his hands on his hips, waiting as I get 

into the prone position and start counting off pushups. 

“One, two, three, four, five,” I count, hoping that he will show the least bit of 

magnanimity. My chest drops to the ground and I recover, locking my elbows 

only to drop again and again into the sand. 

“One what? Buddy? Pal? Dickhead? Peckerwood? Am I your pal, Private?” 

He places emphasis on each of the pejoratives, convincing me that he has taken 

my lapse in military bearing as a personal insult. I will receive no mercy today. 

“Start over, Private.” 
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“One, First Sergeant. Two, First Sergeant. Three, First Sergeant…” I continue 

as he talks with Sergeant Paul. 

“Paul, you’re an NCO. I’d hate to see you setting a bad example for the 

privates. Look at all that mess over there on the ground,” he points to the solitary 

cigarette butt that Paul had thrown onto the sand earlier, gesturing toward about 

one-hundred square feet of desert. “This place looks like a dump. Clean up your 

area of operations!” he orders. 

As he yells at Sergeant Paul, I take advantage of the situation: “Twenty-two, 

First Sergeant. Twenty-three, First Sergeant. Seventy-six, First Sergeant.” 

“Once you get to eighty recover, Private.” I do four more pushups and snap to 

the position of attention. “Now, let that be a lesson not to throw rocks at your 

First Sergeant. You know, in a time of war that could be taken the wrong way and 

you could be court martialed for treason. Do you want to be shot as a traitor, 

Martin?” 

“No, First Sergeant!” I yell with as much fake enthusiasm as I can muster. 

“Martin, go pick up all that trash.” Sergeant Paul motions to the cigarette butt. 

“Yes, Sergeant.” I follow his order and pick up the lone cigarette butt. Not 

seeing anything else, however, I look back for further instruction. Paul motions a 

loose hand behind his back, signaling for me to look busy. I proceed to walk 

around in circles, pretending to pick up imaginary trash. After about thirty 

seconds the First Sergeant calls me back over with a more serious tone. 

“Listen. You two are the first line of defense against the Shithouse Bandit. 

Have you gotten any leads?” 

“No, not today. And we’ve inspected the stalls after each use, just like you 

ordered,” Paul responds. 

The First Sergeant pounds his fist into his hand: “Damn it! He’s a clever 

bastard, whoever he is. But I’m going to catch him. God as my witness, he’ll be 

burning shit and cleaning latrine stalls day and night until he can’t stand it 

anymore.” 
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“Don’t worry, First Sergeant, if the Shithouse Bandit strikes on our watch, 

we’ll take him down,” I bellow as I grab my rifle and pound it against my chest. 

“Glad to hear it, Private. I looked at the guard roster for tonight and it looks 

like you are on shit guard from 2400 to 0200 hours. I bet he’ll strike when he 

thinks we’re not looking. So, you keep an extra close eye on those latrines.” I’m 

all out of false enthusiasm as I acknowledge the First Sergeant’s orders. Since 

moving from Camp Dogwood to Forward Operating Base Anaconda, the 

company has been on a maintenance stand-down for almost a month, repairing 

trucks and preparing for new orders from a new chain of command. I’ve been out 

here burning shit every day for two weeks, hoping for a mission or anything to 

get me away from these latrines. Now, while the other guys get to lounge around 

and enjoy a peaceful night’s slumber, I’ll be guarding the shitters, once again. 

I’m furious. But I don’t dare let the First Sergeant know. 

 

August 2003, 2400 Hours, Iraq 

I awake to someone whispering and shining a flashlight in my face. We have, 

at any given moment, five people guarding the company at night. That may not 

seem like a lot, but our company is nestled within a quiet corner of the base 

outside of Balad. Anaconda itself is surrounded by guard towers and a much 

larger security force that operates at all times. To supplement the base security 

(and to keep us busy), two soldiers rove the perimeter, two sit in a foxhole at the 

front gate, and another guards the latrines. All of the guards carry a radio and 

report in regularly to the TOC (Tactical Operations Center), where an officer is 

on duty at all times. Because alarm clocks would wake everyone in the tents, 

guards from each shift are responsible for waking up their replacements. I sit up, 

acknowledge that I am awake, and slip on my boots, flak vest, load carrying vest, 

and helmet before wandering to my designated spot: the latrines. 

Tonight’s guard shift begins with an unusually strong wind. The normally 

beautiful Iraqi sky is blotted out by gathering clouds. A few, rare drops of 
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moisture strike my neck, then my hand, and finally my face before the sand rises 

and erases any chance of actual rain. Within four or five minutes I find myself in 

a genuine sandstorm. The wind gets stronger and stronger until I literally struggle 

to stand. I take a knee and radio to the other guards: “Roving guard, this is latrine 

guard, over.” 

“Latrine guard, this is roving guard, go ahead.” 

“Roger, this is really turning out to be quite a storm, over.” I struggle to make 

myself heard over the wind and sand that buffets the talking end of the radio. 

“Yep, just a few more hours and we’ll be done.” Their reply is crystal clear 

and I can hear laughing in the background. They are in the TOC—out of the 

storm—while I am standing here being pelted by loose sand and rocks. 

“Everything all right, latrine guard? Over.” 

“Yeah, I’m fine. Latrine guard out,” I say, ending the conversation. As the 

sand gets thicker, I find it harder and harder to breathe without coughing. Then, a 

stroke of genius: I reach down and undo the Velcro strip that secures the most 

useless gear attached to my body—a gas mask. I remove my helmet and secure it 

between my knees, fumbling to attach the device to my face. The training pays 

off and, within five seconds, I am no longer coughing and am free to stand and 

watch as the storm does its duty of rearranging the Iraqi landscape. 

The sea of dark sand ebbs and flows throughout my shift. I lean into the gusts 

as a sort of game to keep awake, falling a few times only to catch myself with the 

buttstock of my rifle. After the storm abates, my replacement arrives and cracks a 

joke about the gas mask. He tries to keep me around for banter, hoping to kill 

some time. He talks and talks and talks as I inch closer and closer to the tent. 

Then, a loud thud comes from the direction of the latrines; the “Co.” door swings 

out into the wind before a bottle of sand used as a counterweight snaps it back 

into place. A dark silhouette scuttles from inside to the hidden side of a supply 

container. “Hey, we didn’t check your stall,” the replacement shouts. 



 

89 

“Not again,” I mutter. We pull our unloaded weapons to the ready and move 

towards the stalls to investigate. 

“Ah, man. He shit all over the place,” the replacement observes. I count 

myself lucky that we’ve officially been on his shift for the last ten minutes. The 

First Sergeant is not going to be happy. Without a second thought we turn to 

pursuit, flanking each side of the container. The replacement gets on his radio and 

calls the roving guard for backup: “Roving guard, this is latrine guard, over.” 

“Go ahead, Latrine guard.” 

“Roger, he’s done it again. He just hit one of the stalls and we’re in pursuit, 

over,” the replacement informs. 

“Understood. We are in route to your location. Roving guard, out.” 

“Let’s get him before he gets away!” the replacement shouts. 

The dark of night masks the mystery awaiting us on the other side of the 

container. For months we’ve been guarding these shitters on extra shifts, 

desperately wanting to catch the infamous Shithouse Bandit and exact some 

measure of revenge. The First Sergeant wields our suffering as a weapon, 

creating a common enemy that is both the cause and solution to our problems. 

The replacement slides his barrel around his side of the container as I do the 

same. We do not have to speak. I notice that my hands are sweating; sand sticks 

to my palms; I wipe one upon my pant leg before clearing my brow of a mixture 

of dirt and debris. With a final adjustment to my helmet, I take one step forward 

with my left foot, raising the barrel of the weapon up and over my head, 

preparing the opposite end for use as a bludgeon. 

I can see the Bandit in my mind’s eye, wrapped in darkness and huddled up 

into a tiny ball, hissing venomously and growling at its attackers. His eyes glow 

orange—the same orange as the flames that come from the burning shit in the 

middle of the day—as he claws at his hideous face with creaturely claws. I see 

him balled up in his own shame, covered in shit, with bits of toilet paper clumped 

to his skin. I know exactly where he lies before the thought of moving my other 
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foot forward processes. I prepare to strike downward with all of my might. The 

creature will instinctively cower; I will land the butt of the weapon one foot 

lower than initially planned. 

My left foot hits the ground on the side of the container that belongs to the 

villain. I lean forward into my next step with my weapon raised. My right foot 

comes down with the butt of my rifle. I push downward with the gravity; the 

force of my blow gets exponentially harder with each millisecond between me 

and the ground. My weapon and I come crashing down on whatever lies below as 

my replacement fans out to the side, preventing escape. With no light to see, I 

anticipate the feel of my rifle striking flesh. Contact. I feel crunching—yes, I had 

longed for this—and squishing—sweet payback—only to realize that the form 

does not give way—something’s not right—and my weapon glances off, turning 

the force of my blow into a fall into a pile of freshly filled sandbags below. 

“Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!” I shout. 

“He got away?” the replacement asks. I stand and dust myself off, looking 

with disgust at the fellow soldier. “Well, you are going to explain this to the 

roving guard, right?” he pleas. 

“Like hell,” I reply as I walk toward the tent. “This happened on your shift. 

You explain.” As I depart, the roving guard arrives to a dumbfounded latrine 

guard with a lot of explaining to do. 

 

August 2003, 0800 Hours, Iraq 

“Company, attention!” The First Sergeant walks to the front of the formation 

and takes charge. “Parade, Rest!” the First Sergeant orders as he begins his 

obviously rehearsed speech:  

“I have some very bad news to report, Steel Knights. At some point, between 

2400 and 0600 hours, our company was disgraced—once again—by that 

unnamed menace known only as ‘The Shithouse Bandit.’ Despite twenty-four-

hour guard, opportunity for amnesty, and my personal pleas, he continues to 



 

91 

leave his mark on our latrines. Don’t think that I enjoy making you soldiers pull 

extra guard shifts each night. No, this can all stop if the perpetrator simply comes 

forward. So, once again, if you are or if you know who The Shithouse Bandit is, 

please break out of formation and see me.” The First Sergeant waits as a wave of 

disappointment sweeps over his face. No one moves. “Company, Attention! 

Platoon Sergeants, take charge of your platoons.” 

The Platoon Sergeant does an about-face and talks about the plans for the day, 

covering some general housekeeping principles for the tent and releasing soldiers 

to their appointed details. For me, of course, that means marching over to the 

latrines and beginning the day’s work. Sergeant Paul greets me, “What’s up, 

Martin?” 

“Not much, Sergeant. Ready for another fun day in the sun?” 

“You bet! I’ll empty out 51st Trans. Co. if you’ll get the rest.” 

“Sure thing, Sergeant.” I drudge over to Center while Paul positions himself 

at 51st so that we can work our way toward the middle. On the back side of the 

latrines there is a single, wooden flap hanging from the rear exterior wall that 

folds upward and latches to the frame of the structure. Behind each flap is a 

compartment containing the rusted bottom of a steel drum. We each take one of 

the drums and position it a safe distance from the latrines and other structures 

before pouring enough diesel fuel to cover the solid matter. Then, we each light a 

piece of paper and toss it into the barrels, using the metal fence poles to get the 

fire going. Once the fire can sustain itself, we retreat to our camping chairs. 

“I can’t believe that bastard struck again!” Sergeant Paul exclaims. 

“I know. But it didn’t happen on my shift.” 

“But how did he do it?” Paul asks. 

“My guess is that he used the sandstorm for cover. I had my gas mask on and 

couldn’t see more than a few feet. You should ask my replacement. It happened 

on his shift.” 
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“If you couldn’t see, how do you know he didn’t strike during your shift?” 

Paul asks. 

“I don’t, Sergeant Paul.” I turn to him and take on a dire tone, “I don’t. And 

you know what? That’s what scares me.” 

“We’re all scared, Martin. We’re all scared.” 

 

August 2003, 0900 Hours, Iraq 

Because of the previous day's events, Sergeant Paul and I decide to forgo the 

rock-throwing game indefinitely. As the sun rises, so does the heat. Once we 

realize that we really have nothing new to say to each other, the heat takes its toll 

and we start venting about the world’s injustices. “Two weeks. Two weeks of 

burning shit while everyone else is living the dream,” I say. Paul leans back in his 

chair and pulls his hat over his eyes, kicking one leg over the arm before 

responding. 

“I know. It never ends. I mean, how much shit can one company have in it?” 

“You know as well as I do, Sergeant Paul, that they are all full of shit,” I say, 

pointing to the burning barrel of shit in front of us and smiling. 

“Anyway, guess what I saw in the Co. barrel when I was emptying it?” Paul 

asks. A wave of déjà vu hits and I pause before responding. 

“Nah, man, I’m sick of this same old routine. We have to think of a way to get 

these bastards back.” 

“What do you mean?” Paul asks. 

“What I mean is that we are being screwed over, hung out to dry by our 

leaders and fellow soldiers. This is a travesty and I, for one, will not stand for it 

any longer!” I shout. 

“You’re talking crazy, Martin. I think the heat’s getting to you.” 

“No. We need justice and I’ve got a plan. But you need to be willing to follow 

through with it.” The indignation in my voice gets Paul’s attention and he 

repositions his hat, sitting up in his chair and listening thoughtfully. “What’s the 
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one thing that we have control over?” I look to the latrines to see if Paul is 

following. 

“Shit.” 

“Yes, but what else?” 

“I have no clue. But I’m listening.” 

“Damn it, man! Don’t you see? Look at the bigger picture.” I point to the 

latrines and move my hand slowly to the left, resting my pointer finger on the 

olive green container lying, ever so innocently, on a table next to the stalls. A 

soldier leaves “Recycling,” walks to the container, and rubs pink, Army-issue 

soap on her hands before rinsing the lather off using the container’s release valve. 

I follow behind the soldier and inspect her stall, telling her “You’re good to go” 

before walking over to the hand-wash station and motioning to Paul. 

“My God, you’re a genius!” Paul shouts. 

“No, Sergeant Paul, I’m just one private fighting for freedom, democracy, and 

the American way like everyone else.” 

 

August 2003, 0945 Hours, Iraq 

“If we do this, you have to promise never to tell a soul,” Paul pleads. 

“Why would I tell anyone? It’d be both of our asses if we got caught.” 

Paul looks at me. Then, he looks at the hand-wash station before scratching 

his chin and looking back at me: “Let’s do it.” We stand up, straighten our 

uniforms and walk nonchalantly over to the stalls. Paul grabs one handle and I 

grab the other. Together, we haul the water-filled container over to the broken 

shower stalls and open the lid. “You promise you won’t tell?” 

“Not in a million years,” I say. “You have my word.” 

“Okay, keep a lookout,” Paul orders. As I walk to the edge of the building, 

Paul undoes his trousers and urinates into the container. Sweat trickles down my 

face as I nod nervously at a passing soldier. I’m sure he knows we’re up to 

something but dismiss my paranoia, turning to see what’s taking Paul so long. 
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Just as I begin to utter the words “Hurry up,” he emerges from the shower ghost-

white pale and motions for me to grab a handle. Together we walk the vessel 

back to its table and return to our seats. 

“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” I say in an awestruck voice. Paul doesn’t 

say anything. I gather he is thinking about the consequences more than the humor 

of what’s about to happen. “Remember, they asked for this. Two weeks, man. 

We’ve been on shit detail for TWO WEEKS.” Some color returns to Paul’s face 

as he regains his composure. 

“You’re right,” he says. “They got what’s coming to them.” 

We each light a cigarette and smile as we wait for the first victim. 

 

August 2003, 1000 Hours, Iraq 

We are amazed to see who first approaches the stall. It is none other than the 

Company Commander himself. With his pistol strapped overly tight to his leg 

and a huge, leader’s smile on his face, he enters to excise his morning glory. 

Sergeant Paul and I wait at least ten minutes for him to emerge. He, like the 

others, refuses to look us in the eye when he exits; bodily functions are especially 

shameful among officers. As he walks over to the hand-wash station, I have to 

bite my knuckles not to laugh. He runs the water over his hands generously, 

applying soap and scrubbing vigorously, a testament to his education. He sniffs 

his hands and shakes his head. Just as we think he’s onto us, he walks away as if 

nothing ever happened. “We’re playing for keeps now,” Paul says. 

 

August 2003, 1015 Hours, Iraq 

We haven’t even the time to reflect on the event before the next soldier walks 

up. This time, I feel a certain satisfaction hit as I see his collar and look him in 

the face. It’s the First Sergeant. He does his business and exits the stall, walking 

over to the station. The First Sergeant does not scrub as vigorously as the 

Company Commander; what he does instead leaves me speechless. After 

wringing his hands dry he pulls up his sleeves and runs the water over his 
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forearms. Then, as I lose balance and almost fall out of my seat, the man cups his 

hands, fills them with water, and splashes it on his face. He rubs it in, nice and 

good, and washes his hands again. After drying off he looks at the two of us, 

shakes his head disapprovingly, and returns to the TOC. “That’s enough. I think 

we’ve made our point,” I say. 

“Couldn’t agree more,” Sergeant Paul adds. We both rush over and grab the 

container, pushing a soldier out of the way. We empty it out and take it to the 

water buffalo. After rinsing it out we fill it back up and return to our seats. “I 

can’t believe we just did that,” Paul says. 

“Two weeks,” I say. 

“You can never tell a soul,” Paul reiterates. 

“Not in a million years.” 

 

August 2003, 2100 Hours, Iraq 

I return to a quiet tent after a smoke to find a dozen or so soldiers sitting in 

silence. Our first living area is for lower enlisted. A three-and-a-half-foot-wide  

dirt walkway runs straight down the middle of two rows of tightly packed cots. A  

tattered American flag hangs between the doorway, separating the privates from 

the sergeants. Dust and debris litters the cots and the walls; white salt stains from 

human sweat reveals the shapes of sleeping soldiers on each cot. These soldiers, 

fully awake, sit upright and aware, however, staring directly at me with looks of 

intent. I attempt to walk to my cot only to have two platoonmates stand in the 

walkway and block my path. “What’s this?” 

I ask. But I already know. I told Lockner the whole story over chow after he 

promised “not to tell a soul.” I told him about the two weeks, about the First 

Sergeant making me do pushups, about my frustration in not being able to nab 

the Shithouse Bandit, the whole thing. I told him about the Company 

Commander’s extensive washing and the First Sergeant’s face splash. How else 

could I explain my snickering during the whole meal? I mean, where’s the humor 
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if you can never tell a soul? But it backfired and now I would answer for my 

actions. 

“I heard you like to piss in hand-wash stations, Martin,” says George. 

“It’s not like that,” I say, as I hold my hands up. “Screw you, Lockner,” I say 

as I look him dead in the eye. 

“Don’t worry about him. You need to worry about us,” France asserts. The 

soldiers blocking my path step forward as another enters the tent from behind. 

I’m trapped. 

“We’ve got ways of dealing with people who piss in hand-wash stations,” 

George says as they close in on me. 

“Look, we washed it out. Only the two people…” I can’t finish my sentence 

before I am grabbed from behind and punched in the ribs. “I wasn’t even the one 

who…” I bend over, trying to catch my breath, only to feel a boot strike me 

behind my left knee. As I try to stand up, someone—a friend and fellow soldier—

lunges over two cots and spears me into the ground. Beat down sessions follow a 

standard pattern at this point: I lie on my back and try to protect my vital organs 

as two soldiers hold my legs and keep me from kicking. As other soldiers punch 

at the stomach and the thighs, two more grab at my arms and subdue them. Then, 

a soldier—the strongest of the bunch—delivers blows to the ribs and sternum. A 

few well-aimed kicks find my sides, but the face—possible evidence—remains 

unscathed except for the occasional glance. Beat downs never end with just the 

victim being beaten. No, once the smell of blood is in the water the sharks 

usually begin fighting among themselves for rights to join in. At this point, chaos 

ensues and everyone fights everyone before being broken up by a sergeant or 

running out of steam. About midway through my beating the Platoon Sergeant 

walks in and calls the room to order. 

“What the hell is going on in here!” he yells. The soldiers pull themselves off 

of me, exposing my sides to those who haven’t yet got in their shots. Silence 

takes over the room, save for the loud thud of a boot hitting my ribs. 
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“Internal affairs, Sergeant. Just dealing with a lack of respect, that’s all,” 

France says. 

“Oh, well, if that’s the case, carry on.” The Platoon Sergeant exits, leaving the 

soldiers to finish their work. I’m not entirely upset that he’s gone. At this point, 

I’m numb and figure it would be best for them to get it out of their system so that 

they don’t come back later wanting more. Kicks and jabs and elbows easily 

outmatch my flailing arms. After about another minute of the onslaught, I’m 

lovingly picked up, brushed off, and helped to my cot. 

“Was it worth it?” a platoonmate asks. I pull off my ripped up shirt and check 

the top of my head for blood. Finding none, I dust out my hair and unstrap my 

boots. Welts and bruises begin to form on my sides and back. As the adrenaline 

leaves my body, pain takes its place. After rinsing the dirt from my mouth, I pull 

out a couple of wet wipes and start cleaning the debris from my face. The sand 

comes off but so does the black, grimy soot from two weeks of shit detail, 

serving as a reminder of why we did what we did. 

“Sure,” I half-say, half-whimper through the pain.  
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The Great Military Adventure 
Dustin T. Jones 

 

My mind churned with doubts and fear as I stood at the head of the line at the 

position of attention, eyes locked forward, chin up, back straight. In front of the 

concrete building ahead of me, another private was clinging to an iron handrail 

with a death grip, pulled horizontal by a screaming drill sergeant. The private was 

also screaming. I was screaming with him, silently. I clenched my teeth so hard 

that my jaw began to hurt. I was trapped by dread. It took two more drill 

sergeants to finally drag him away. I knew there was no escape for me as I 

donned my gas mask and sealed it. My line of recruits herded into the concrete 

building, where we stood in a dimly lit room. The door slammed shut behind us. 

The sound of my breathing in my mask deafened me. Tear gas is not a lethal 

substance, but standing in that room mired in it, I did not feel reassured. I had 

heard stories about this day, the day all recruits fear even among all other fear-

filled days of basic training. Stories about how much it burns. Two drill sergeants 

moved through the haze like specters, one hunched over the gas-emitting device. 

I knew behind their masks they both sported devilish grins in anticipation for 

what would happen next. 

“Take off your masks!” one barked. 

I heard the room erupt into coughing and retching around me as the mask left 

my face, the gas immediately taking my lungs and eyes from me. It ravaged the 

pores of my face with a fearsome eagerness, lighting my face aflame. I coughed 

so hard—a great whooping, hoarse affair—that I began to see black spots. I could 

not think, only feel those primal instincts when one is utterly trapped. Pain. 

Terror. Fight. Escape. When they finally, mercifully opened the door ahead, I ran 

towards the light. Once I broke out into the open, I kept running, even though I 
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was safe. My vision swam with tears; my insides churned. I finally stumbled and 

slammed into the ground on my side, skidding to a halt, my face wet with tears, 

snot, and saliva. As I lay staring at the grass and leaves, my coughs subsiding, 

one thought rose to the surface in my mind: I'm alive. 

For the first time in a long time, I was. 

Later, as we marched through the rain and back to the barracks, our gas 

chamber outing complete, I remember thinking to myself what a grand adventure 

the military was. 

— 

I think what killed that sense of adventure that I associated with the military 

was meeting the boy in the pink backpack. I remember sitting in my Husky, an 

armored mine-clearing vehicle, staring down at him from on high through the 

ballistic-glass windows. I thought of all the other Afghan children I had passed 

on the road over so many days. They would rush to the side of the road as our 

convoy passed, mouths agape in glee, waving, throwing up peace signs, and 

whatever else they had learned from the troops who came before us. At first, I 

found this charming. I felt like they cared for what we were doing over there 

when most other locals did not. As time passed, I realized that I was lying to 

myself. Those hand signals and the facade of joy: all learned behavior, like a dog 

repeating an action, hoping for a treat. All that those children saw in us was a 

chance at bottled water, Gatorade, or leftovers from our field rations. I began to 

see them all as the same, faceless child, wearing a mask in the expression of a 

smile. I thought I could not care less about what happened to them. 

 But this one was different. He lay on his side in the dirt, facing away from 

me, still attached to his pink backpack. He was limp and unmoving. Killed by a 

roadside bomb. Maybe this child was different because he had tripped over a 

tripwire meant for me. Maybe it was the fact he was on his way to school when it 

had happened—this instantaneous stoppage of youthful expectations, this theft of 

hope in less time than it takes to blink, the time it takes for a circuit to close. A 
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group of several Afghan locals milled about ahead of our convoy, some staring at 

us, some at the boy. Some were picking up rocks, and eyeing the gunner of our 

front gun truck with malicious intent. The gunner in the truck ahead of me lifted 

his M-4 rifle menacingly. His left hand shot up, holding up one finger, then three 

as he shouted, “You throw one, I throw three!” I could tell in the razor edge of his 

voice over the radio that he meant it. The boy had affected him, too. I leaned 

forward in my cramped seat, my tongue running unchecked over dry lips. I could 

not blink. 

— 

I've gone through life like clearing a room. Once you kick open the door, you 

always follow the path of least resistance. But you can only sidestep so many 

obstacles—you can only avoid so much responsibility—before you trip along the 

way. 

Move as quickly as possible, and get out of the kill zone. Sometimes you don't 

move fast enough and the adventure ends. Sometimes you move too quickly, you 

miss something, and someone pays the price. Sometimes there are enemies 

waiting; sometimes there are none. 

React to contact quickly and efficiently. Kill the enemy before he kills you. 

Sometimes you don't know who the enemy is. If you don't kill the enemy, you 

will die, but if you attack before confirming who is in your sights, you might 

make a mistake. You might shoot down someone without maliciousness, but 

become a murderer of innocence. If you let these doubts and fears freeze you in 

indecision—if you can't squeeze the trigger—then it won't matter. You'll have the 

rest of your life to think about it, however short that may be. 

Then, in the aftermath of chaotic battle, or in the relief of an empty room, you 

look down and spot something bright and colorful, discarded in the dust and dirt 

among the dull shades of brown. The pink backpack shines so bright. The boy 

wearing it lies on his side, just as I had so many years ago, and suddenly I'm that 



 

101 

young recruit again, outside of the gas chamber. One thought rises to the surface 

of my mind: I am not alive. 
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
Patrick Thibeault 

 



 

103 

Some soldiers bury it deep inside their soul. Others discuss it like they are on 

some kind of talk show. Some guys drink massive amounts of alcohol. I drank to 

mask my pain while I was in the service, and drinking was encouraged by the 

command, just not the consequences. The military shunned people and called 

them scumbags if they were arrested for drunk driving or had a drinking problem. 

Still, I would get as drunk as everyone else did, the kind of drunk where you see 

double and don’t remember things the next day. It was therapeutic, momentarily 

calming the rage inside me, rage that felt like fire was constantly shooting out of 

my hands and burning around me, the kind of rage that makes you want to rip 

someone in half for looking at you the wrong way. 

This rage developed a few years after Desert Storm, but I didn't attribute it to 

post-traumatic stress disorder for many years; I just thought I was a person who 

was mad at the world. I thought maybe it was a growing pain that I had to go 

through. Psychiatrists tried to label it as anger, and I would flat out tell them no, 

it’s not anger, it’s rage. Anger is a short-term reaction to something that has 

occurred in the environment. Rage is a long-term reaction, accumulating over 

months or years. 

Why did I have this rage? I talked to my father, who was a Vietnam veteran, 

about the rage that I felt. He had no answers for me. No one did. I had to find the 

answers on my own. I tried finding those answers in a bottle of beer; the answers 

were not there. I hate to say it, but religion could not answer why I have rage. I 

thought maybe I had a demon inside me and blessed myself with Holy Water. No, 

no demon. I was not possessed, at least. I first realized it was rage during my 

psychiatric nursing clinicals at Eastern Kentucky University while sitting in on 

group counseling for combat veterans, not as a veteran, but as a student. The 

insight that the counselor provided for the members of the group worked for me 

as well. I had been dealing with this shit for the past several years my own way. 

Along with the rage, I have flashbacks. One includes several wounded people 

screaming with arms and legs missing in the back of a helicopter. The heat. The 
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moaning. It all pops into my head and plays in slow motion. I learned early on to 

avoid triggers so I would not have as many flashbacks. Crowds. I don’t know 

why, but I hate crowds. I hate the sensation of being crowded, so I have learned 

to avoid them. Sadly, this affected my social life in my twenties. I could not go to 

dance clubs to socialize and meet women, or anywhere else there were crowds. 

When I am stuck in a crowd, I become a nervous wreck. I have tried to drink 

alcohol to relax me, but even when I’m intoxicated, that dislike of crowds doesn’t 

go away. I go out to events early when they are not as crowded. If I dare go to a 

bar, I go early when the bar just opens, when there are fewer people. It always 

helps to have a table in the corner of a room overlooking everyone. 

I hate loud noises like I hate crowds. Fireworks freak me out. I realized this 

back in the spring of 1995 during an annual event called Thunder Over 

Louisville, held two weeks before the Kentucky Derby. I hated it. I hated 

watching the fireworks. I hated listening to the sounds of the fireworks as they 

went off into the air. They reminded me of explosions from the war. I can't 

tolerate loud noises, so I isolate myself. During 4th of July, I go to bed early and I 

put in earplugs. If possible, I work the holidays at the hospital. No loud noises at 

the hospital, most of the time anyway. 

But it's not just the loudness. The wounded Syrians I worked on during Desert 

Storm screamed in Arabic. I don’t know what the hell they were saying, but I 

have a general idea. When I hear a person speaking in Arabic, some of these 

memories flood into my head. One time, during a medical emergency at work, 

one of the physicians of Middle Eastern origin and with an Arabic accent started 

barking orders without getting a history of what we had done already. No one 

was listening to him so he started flailing his arms around. I had to get away from 

the situation. I told one of the nurses standing by that she needed to take over; I 

was done. It did not help that we had a mild earthquake several hours earlier. 

Since the hospital is a federal building, my first thought was that it was being 

bombed. The sad thing is that I thought terrorists were doing the bombing. 
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Certain groups of men trigger my flashbacks as well. Many of these men 

don’t use any deodorant, or they flood themselves with cologne. The sad thing is 

that these men are good, honest people who just want to get by in the world like I 

do. It’s not the skin color; it’s not the culture; and I am just as dark myself with 

Greek heritage. A lot of these people do their medical internships at Veterans 

Hospitals. They are there to help. It’s not politically correct to say this, but 

imagine a Vietnam veteran going to a VA hospital and being treated by someone 

who is North Vietnamese. Would they feel safe or welcome during treatment? 

Oddly enough, the sight and smell of blood doesn’t bother me, even though it 

is a central component of my flashback where the wounded bleed out. Maybe it’s 

because dealing with blood is a part of what I do for a living, but I have always 

considered blood to be sacred. Every medic is taught to save as much blood as 

possible. Blood sustains life. Treating wounded people does not trigger my 

flashbacks, either. Seeing a gaping head wound with massive bleeding doesn’t 

trigger bad images. If anything, I get excited because I know that I can do 

something good to help a person who has that injury. 

Like many veterans dealing with PTSD, I have nightmares, too, bad dreams of 

events that have happened to me. The dreams are different, though; it’s like I am 

an angel looking down at what is going on, outside my body yet having the same 

experience. Typically, if I have a nightmare, the next day is shot. I wake up 

feeling more tired than I was before I went to sleep. I cannot function. I feel sick 

and exhausted like I have a bad case of the flu. My neck is tense and my body 

aches. I even get a low-grade fever for no reason. 

I've tried just about everything to cope, from the self-destructive to the 

productive, from getting into fights and overeating to going to school and 

meeting with other veterans or connecting with them through online groups. 

I used to walk downtown in Indianapolis at night, hoping someone would start 

some shit with me. I never packed a gun, but I did carry small, blunt objects that 

could be used as weapons. A small piece of metal can be used as a striking 
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object; a piece of metal is stronger than my fists. Getting into fights was one way 

to feel alive, but I realized that I would get myself killed doing this. It takes only 

one bullet to end it all. 

Food brought a sense of euphoria similar to that of the strongest narcotics. But 

it would wear off quickly, replaced by guilt and depression. To combat the guilt 

and depression, I promised myself I'd eat better next time, as soon as I finished 

eating something else to make myself feel better. I deal with this cycle of 

destruction to this day. 

A more positive way to deal with PTSD was going to school. If I had to learn 

something new, then I could focus on that instead of the PTSD. I started with my 

associate’s degree, then my bachelor’s degree, and am currently working on my 

master’s degree. Reading medical books takes away the pain that I feel for a 

while in the same way that drinking did, but with more positive consequences. 

Animals can be therapeutic, too. I don’t know why or how it works, but 

having them around makes life much easier to deal with. I remember when I 

came home from the war, one of my cats jumped into my arms; she had not seen 

me in almost a year. She is not one of the cuddly kind of cats, but on that day she 

was. I now have two cats and a dog and I am thankful for these animals taking 

away a little bit of my stress. 

I tried going to group therapy. It didn’t work for me. I was with a bunch of 

older Vietnam and World War II veterans, and I felt unwelcome. One of the 

Vietnam veterans said to me that I came home as a hero and he came home as a 

baby killer. It bothered him that certain elements of society shunned him when he 

came home from Vietnam, which was not my fault. The media and the public 

portrayed us as being heroic. I certainly did not feel heroic, nor did I feel any 

shame for what I did in the Middle East.  

I heard about another group called Modern War Veterans and thought that 

might be just what I needed. Maybe I would feel at ease with people more my 

own age. But I had nothing in common with them. To me they were just feeling 
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sorry for themselves, blaming every bad choice that they made on the war or the 

military. I was in a group with a bunch of crybabies, and I hate crybabies. And 

there is always the person who wants to talk about how Jesus has saved him. That 

was fine, but this veteran would insist on asking us if we had Jesus in our lives. 

Yes, I do have Jesus in my life, but I don’t feel like talking about religion when I 

am dealing with PTSD. Yet some in the group shared similar issues to mine. One 

soldier was a combat veteran of Grenada. His experiences were real and he had 

to deal with them after all these years, even though the combat operations in 

Grenada were brief. He was a paratrooper as I was. We had that much in 

common. Overall, though, group therapy was not for me. 

I joined the Veterans of Foreign Wars, hoping to get that sense of belonging. 

There is a major difference in cultures between the older veterans and the 

younger veterans, and while the VFW tries accommodating both age groups, 

younger veterans like myself feel left out. Online I discovered Second Life's      

U.S. Military Veterans Group, where I could remain anonymous and belong to a 

group at the same time. I also interact with a lot of veterans on Facebook. Yes, 

the internet is an escape, and it is not true reality, but when I am in Second Life 

and Facebook, I do talk to real people. After I log off the computer, my problems 

are still there, though. 

I feel like an outsider to society. It is hard to say where I fit in, and there is so 

much the public doesn't understand. Have you guessed the million-dollar 

question that Joe Public likes to ask a combat veteran? Have you killed anyone? I 

answer that I have saved some people. Then I ask them, “Does that count for 

anything?” Sometimes I just walk away. 

Medication helps me, but it is not a long-term cure. There is no one treatment 

using medication that can apply to everyone. It took me many years to find the 

right combination of pills. One helps with the rage, water to douse the fire. 

Another lowers my blood pressure, raised by my constant stress and high level of 

alert. A third pill eases the nightmares, and it works, as long as I take it. I am 
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guilty of taking my medication for several months at a time and then stopping 

when I start to feel normal. That sense of normalcy lasts a few weeks and then 

the rage comes back again. But I quit taking the medicine because I don’t want to 

have to depend on a pill to feel like a normal person. It’s a cycle of destruction, 

being hit by the same storm over and over again. Now I don’t even know what 

normal means. It’s a joke, feeling normal. I have felt this rage for so many years 

now that the rage feels normal for me. I would feel abnormal without it. I still 

feel like I am on the fringes of society. I have isolated myself from most 

everyone. I go to work to support myself and to enjoy life. But what is normal? I 

really have no idea what normal feels like. And I am not alone. A few of my 

friends in the military deal with the same issues. Two of us were even taking the 

same medication. I saw my friend’s pill bottle and said, “I bet you have PTSD.” 

He asked why, and I showed him my plethora of medications. He was relieved 

that someone else was out there struggling to deal with this. 

The harshest complication of PTSD is suicide. Some combat veterans cannot 

live with or come to terms with something that happened in the war. One of my 

favorite shows growing up was M*A*S*H, about doctors at a front-line hospital 

during the Korean War. Little do people know, the theme song from that show is 

about suicide. Mental health specialists always ask if you have a “plan.” I think 

that this is a joke. I imagine most combat veterans who are contemplating suicide 

have a plan. I tell them yes, I do have a plan. This is the truth. Then I am asked if 

I am going to act it out. It is important to take suicide seriously. 

I have read about a pill that could make you forget your bad memories from 

the war. I don’t think this is a good idea, either. It is those memories, both good 

and bad, that help make us who we are. I would not take that pill if it ever came 

onto the market. I want to have my bad memories; they have shaped and forged 

me into who I am as a person. I will deal with my PTSD as best I can. It beats the 

alternative. 
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A Long Day Looking Back 
Micah Owen 

 

2200 Hours, Camp TQ Iraq—Summer 2005 

I’ve been standing out here on this short, blacked out tarmac, in full battle 

rattle, for quite some time, waiting for a bird to fly me to the military hospital in 

Bagdad. I have a large staph infection on my right arm. It is slowly growing out 

of control and now covers my brand new rose tattoo that I acquired a little over a 

month earlier, halfway through my two weeks of rest and relaxation leave. 

Somehow, Iraq made its way into the fresh tattoo. I am being flown out to be 

poked and prodded at by some air-conditioned pistol bearer (officer). The night 

sky is as dark as can be. No moon looks down upon me, and if there are stars, I 

do not notice. Although it’s late, the heat, plus all my gear, is making me sweat 

while standing still. 

I feel like this is a huge waste of time. These cysts on my arm hurt like hell, 

but I’m just filling a seat that could be used by someone sicker than I am. The 

men around me are punctured by bullets and shrapnel from roadside bombs. My 

infected arm is a grotesque sight, but it’s nothing compared to the mangled 

bodies of my brothers waiting with me here on the flight line. 

I am being sent out for a minor operation that I have already endured multiple 

times here at our local med ward. I think the Doc here is just trying to pass me on 

to the next guy. I can’t blame him, though. My arm looks like chicken pox, 

malaria, and buckshot all rolled into one. 

The operations always go the same way. The doc numbs the surrounding area 

with a large syringe, pushing the entire length of the needle into my arm. Then he 

slowly pulls it out while injecting a numbing concoction. He repeats this on each 

side of the infected area. This portion of the surgery always hurts the worst, and I 
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soon ask the doc to skip the needle and go straight to the cutting. By now, I have 

learned to look past the initial pain of the cutting because it brings much needed 

relief from golf-ball-sized cysts growing up and down my arm. The captain takes 

the scalpel in his right hand and holds my arm with his left. He slices an X over 

the top of the cyst. Without being numb, I can feel every centimeter of the cut. I 

squint my eyes and grind my teeth in agony. The pain quickly turns to relief once 

the doctor’s incision is large enough to allow the pressure built up to drain. The 

captain sponges the wound with gauze, cleans it with a rinsing solution, and then 

stuffs the large crater full of more gauze. We repeat this operation twice a week 

for a month. Finally, he tells me that he can’t figure me out and that I need to see 

an expert, which puts me on the flight line, in the late-night heat, amid the 

walking wounded. 

Halfway through my twelve-month deployment, I was allowed to go home for 

a few weeks for some much needed rest and relaxation, a break from running 

convoys and dodging roadside bombs and late-night mortars. I spent the better 

part of that time in the bottom of a bottle, trying desperately not to think about 

returning to the sandbox. I posted myself up at the local bar, chest out and head 

held high, proud to be a war veteran badass. More drinks were bought for me 

than the three prettiest girls at the bar put together. Between the binge drinking 

and late nights, I spent as much time with the family as possible. I took frequent 

trips to Wal-Mart with Mom, and had a few wonderful days at the cabin with 

Dad. All of my sisters made it out and my grandparents came into town to see 

me. I enjoyed being the center of attention and I soaked it up as much as I could. 

 I also got the tattoo that now shares space on my right forearm with the 

growing infection. Below the rose, on a scroll on the lower section of its stem, 

are the initials H.K.O. for my great granddad, Homer Keith Owen. Although I did 

not know him well—he died when I was just a little guy—I know that he was a 

man whom other men admired. As a child, I would listen to my father tell stories 

of what a great man Granddad was and what a great friend he was to him. The 
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few memories I do have of Granddad Owen are those of his big smile and deep 

voice. My grandmother told me that some of his grandchildren were afraid of 

him because of his loud, booming voice. But she said I was not afraid. I wish I 

had more memories of Granddad, but his cabin is a constant reminder of him, a 

small thirty-nine acre plot of land with a two-room cabin nestled atop a hill 

overlooking a hundred-year-old apple orchard. Granddad wanted the cabin to be 

a sanctuary for his family, something to be in the Owen name forever for all to 

enjoy. I intend to honor his wishes when I am an old man myself and my time 

here in Iraq is a far-off memory. 
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I hear a helicopter hammering in the darkness and a giant twin-rotor Marine 

Corps Chinook chopper settles on the tarmac. This will be my first time on a 

helicopter. I haven’t talked to many who have flown on them, but those I have 

talked to said it wasn’t great. Someone told me that the Chinooks leak fluids at 

all times, but that’s nothing to worry about—worry when the leaking stops. 

 The crew chief meets my group on the runway. He is a tall, slender white 

man with a large, crooked nose. He wears a coyote-tan jumpsuit and a green 

flight helmet with a set of headphones that is dangling a short spiraled electrical 

cord. He divides us into two short lines and marches us toward the chopper. I am 

the third to last man on the right line. As we file in, I notice two other Chinooks 

being loaded with more soldiers and Marines, some men standing and others on 

stretchers. I feel even worse about taking up this much needed seat to the 

hospital. There has to be someone who needs my spot more than I do. 

It’s too late. I’m now on the bird, my ready bag (a desert-camo backpack 

filled with three days’ worth of clothes and other must-haves) placed between my 

legs and the ratchet-strap seatbelt secured tightly across my lap. I take a quick 

look around for the leaks I’ve heard about but I cannot find any. The tail gunner 

takes his position behind his 240 Bravo machine gun at the rear of the chopper, 

lying down in the prone and attached to the bird by a lanyard line. There are two 

other gunners forward to my position, one on each side of the Chinook. The 

Gunner on the left is operating another 240 Bravo machine gun that is mounted 

on a sling. The gunner to the right is in command of a Mini Gun. The rotors spin 

faster, the chopper begins to vibrate, and I can already tell that this is not going to 

be a fun ride. I take another look at my arm and the rose, cursing it as the reason 

why I am on this bird, surrounded by all these Purple Hearts. The cabin light 

turns off, but in my mind I can still see the rose. 

I’m standing in front of the picture album at the tattoo parlor with my sister 

Casey and cousin Kenni. I have less than a week left on leave before I ship back 

to Iraq and one of the many items on my “to-do” list is a new tattoo. I pick the 
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rose because of my grandfather, Jack Owen, Granddad Owen’s son. During the 

summers of my childhood I would help Grandpa cut his loads of firewood and I 

can remember his rose tattoo flexing with his large biceps each time he picked up 

and threw down the heavy splitting maul. Most of the time, it took just one swing 

of the maul to cleave the freshly bucked rounds of madrone, fir, or oak. In my 

younger days, I stood in the bed of Grandpa’s truck while he and Dad fed me 

chunks of wood to stack neatly in tiers. 

Grandpa had a significant part in making me a man. Grandpa gave me my 

first snort of whisky, was the first to let me run a chainsaw and, through many 

close calls, taught me how to drive. Grandpa drove big-rig trucks from when he 

was sixteen years old until he retired. On many of our weekend trips together, I 

listened to his experiences and the knowledge he acquired over his many years of 

hauling. I enjoyed listening to him. I joined the Army Transportation Corps partly 

because of him. I wanted to drive big trucks so that we could, perhaps, someday 

swap truck driving stories. I hold that friendship close to my heart, and when I 

look at the rose, I think of him. 

The Chinook takes off in a vertical climb. The sheer strength of the bird 

forces my heart and lungs to drop to my gut, pressing heavily on my bladder, 

which is freshly filled with orange Gatorade. I've never had to pee so badly in my 

life. As we gain altitude, the pressure slowly releases its grip on my bladder, 

alleviating my fear of peeing my desert-camo uniform. The rear cargo door 

remains open, and we all stare out the large opening as if we are watching a live 

TV program. At first we see only darkness. After a few minutes, we start to see 

the lights of small villages. More minutes pass and we see brighter clusters of 

light. We’re soon flying over a major city. Streetlights illuminate empty roads and 

alleyways. Building rooftops are now as clear as day. Across the landscape of the 

city, we see tracer rounds flying sporadically though the air toward a far off 

unknown target. 

Paranoia and confusion start to set in. 
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“Why are we flying so damn low?” I think to myself. I don’t have my weapon. 

I was forced to leave it back at the company, like the rest of the medevac-Joes on 

the chopper. It never feels right not having your girlfriend (weapon) by your side. 

She is a part of you, much like an arm, leg, or a heart. I miss my girl. My eyes are 

glued to the action outside the cargo door. Though the tracers are far from us, 

scenarios and possible plans of action bounce inside my head. I need to calm 

down. I take a few deep breaths and try to think of some happy thought of back 

home. I think again of the cabin and of the clear rivers and of the trips I took with 

dad. 

My father is, through and through, an outdoorsman. Though he now works 

within the confines of prison walls as a correctional officer, I know that his heart 

wishes that he could relive his logging days among the evergreens. I share a 

similar passion for the outdoors as he does. Because of Dad, I have a different 

appreciation for the outdoors than most. I wish I could remember everything he 

had shown me and tried to teach me along the way. We have many traditions 

together—trips to the cabin, endless drives down long gravel logging roads, and 

backpacking trips to destinations that few have ever seen—customs that could 

never be replaced by material goods or personal possessions. It’s because of Dad 

that I enjoy hearing nothing but the sounds of crickets, the slow trickle of a creek, 

or the soothing song of raindrops on a metal roof. 

I know that Dad is proud of me. I read it in his letters from home. I don’t 

know why I constantly feel that I need to hear him say it. It’s as if each time I 

hear him tell me that he’s proud, I can mentally cross out a prior disappointment, 

such as the times when my buddies and I decided that it was a great idea to get 

drunk on a school night, or the fact that I never did well in school. I not only look 

up to my father, he is my honest-to-God hero. I can’t wait to go home, put this 

war behind me, and pick up where we left off, far from tracer rounds, 

sandstorms, and constant uncertainty and paranoia. 
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 “Change of plans,” the crew chief yells over the helicopter's thumping. “We 

have to stop and pick up a K.I.A. You three will go out with me to retrieve the 

body. The rest will stay seated.” The chief points at me and then he moves to 

instruct the other two physically able bodies. 

“Great. What the fuck?” I’m not pleased to hear this and continue to curse the 

Marine inside my thoughts. 

We feel the G-forces of the Chinook as it banks hard and turns around. The 

city lights slowly grow brighter. I can still see sporadic gunfire through the cargo 

door. The tracers are still far off in the distance and not close enough to hear. The 

roaring sound of the bird probably muffles any outside noises so I don’t expect to 

hear anything. The pilot lands somewhat gracefully, but we are quickly 

surrounded by sand that is kicked up by the rotors. I unlatch my seatbelt and 

stand up, and the three of us follow the crew chief off the bird and onto solid 

ground. I am relieved to see that we have landed in a large compound surrounded 

by concrete walls and occupied by an Army Stryker unit. I feel somewhat safe 

seeing all the troops around, but I still worry, thinking about picking up a fallen 

soldier. 

As we walk, I notice a civilian contractor standing under a covered walkway 

between two brown clay buildings. He is taking pictures of a man lying in an 

unzipped black body bag. The contractor is a middle-aged, blond-haired white 

man, wearing a sweat-stained, blue Hawaiian shirt, tan khakis, and a hip-

holstered pistol. A few steps more and I make out that the man in the bag is an 

Iraqi with a short, gray and black beard. The top of his head has been blown 

away by what appears to me to be a very large caliber bullet or shotgun slug. I 

am relieved to see that is not one of our boys. We wait at the body while the 

contractor takes another picture, then zips up the remaining portion of the body 

bag. 

The chief and the hired gun exchange words, but all I can hear is that the man 

in the bag is some kind of local official. They both make a few head nods and 
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shake hands. The chief turns and motions for us to pick up the body bag, which is 

an awful mess. It’s covered in sand, blood, small bits of tissue, and hair. I am 

thankful that the body bag is on a stretcher, which makes the carrying easier. We 

each pick a corner, lift, and head to the bird. We place the body on the deck 

between the two rows of passengers. I sit down and re-fasten my seatbelt. I can’t 

control the awful thoughts I’m thinking right now. What if that was me in that 

bag? That question has never hit me as hard before. I shouldn’t be thinking about 

this. I should be thinking better thoughts, but I can’t. The Chinook lifts once 

more, followed by another overwhelming sensation to pee. I stare at the black 

body bag lying in front of me. 

Our bird finally touches down at the hospital. We remain in our seats until the 

ground crew can remove the K.I.A. and priority patients. I wait my turn, secure 

my gear, and walk into the building. The inside walls of the hospital are 

decorated with beautiful blue, green, and white tiles arranged to look like a 

happier place than what it is outside the sliding doors. After a much needed stop 

at the latrine, I check in at the desk and receive my room, bunk number, and 

appointment time. The clerk hands me a map of the area that shows how to get to 

the bunk room, the chow hall, and, more importantly, the phones. I fold the map 

and shove it into my right cargo pocket then proceed to the sleeping bay. 

Chow can wait. I find my neatly made bunk quickly brings back memories of 

basic training. The bed is sharply made with a green U.S. wool blanket and white 

cotton under-sheet folded to regulation standards. I place my ready bag on the 

bed, watchful not to wrinkle the creases. I retrieve the map from my cargo pocket 

and begin to study it. I find my location and then I find the location of the 

phones. I replace the map in my pocket and head toward the exit. 

There are five others in the bay with me. Two lie in their beds fast asleep and 

one Marine sits upright on his bunk reading a Maxim magazine. He has a 

bandaged arm in a sling, small cuts across his face, and a Band-Aid over the 

bridge of his nose. The last two men look to be Army battle buddies. One soldier 
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sits in a wheelchair with his foot propped up facing the other, who leans against 

the concrete wall next to the bay entrance. I didn’t notice them on my way in. 

“Hey man, what’s up?” the soldier leaning against the wall says to me. 

“Howdy.” I nod my head and make eye contact with both of them. 

“If you don’t mind me asking,” the soldier says, and stops talking as he 

watches me reach with my left arm to pull up my right shirt sleeve to reveal my 

infected arm. 

 “Damn!” he says. They both show disgusted faces as they try to make heads 

or tails of my arm. 

“You guys know how to get to the phones?” I ask, even though I already 

know the answer. I am just looking for a way out of the conversation. The soldier 

in the wheelchair gives me a few quick instructions. I thank them and am on my 

way. 

I find the phone booth without any problems. There are eight phones in a row, 

each separated from the next by a short plywood wall. I pick a booth that is not 

occupied and sit down with my AT&T calling card which is already pulled from 

my wallet. I dial the number, the line rings twice, and my mother answers with 

her patented, proper, lady-like, “Hello.” My God, it’s good to hear her voice. 

I open my eyes to my mother rubbing my back and telling me that it is time 

for breakfast. I can already smell the bacon from the kitchen, and I automatically 

know that there are pancakes and eggs to follow. My bright yellow Thunder Cat 

pajama top is resting on the floor alongside of my bed. Mom, who is sitting on 

my bed next to me, reaches down, picks up the shirt, and helps me to put it on. 

She gives me my first hug of the day and then tries unsuccessfully to comb my 

wild bed head with her fingertips. As a child, Mom’s face is the first to greet me 

in the morning and her hug is the last embrace before I am sent to bed. I hop out 

of bed and follow the delicious aroma to my plate waiting for me at the kitchen 

table: two pancakes, an egg, and two slices of “butt” bacon. I dig in 

enthusiastically, hardly stopping for air. 
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I am her only son and her youngest child. Now, all these years later, I can’t 

imagine the hell that she is going through knowing that her baby boy is off to war 

and in harm’s way. But her spirits seem to remain strong. During our phone 

conversations, she doesn’t tell me about how worried she is and I don’t tell her 

about how scared I get. There is an understanding of the unspoken, something we 

both know can do more harm than good. Mom’s voice gives me hope, strength, 

and determination to make it back home. I would gladly trade my rifle and this 

dirty uniform to be back alongside my best friend and Wal-Mart battle-buddy. If I 

close my eyes, I can imagine myself lying on our couch with my head in her lap, 

carrying on our conversation while she again combs my hair with her fingertips.  

 I hang up the phone and pause for a while before I stand up. I place the 

calling card back into my wallet while making a mental note that I have thirty-

five minutes remaining on the card. It is now almost 0300 in the morning. I know 

that the chow hall is open twenty-four hours, but I am not hungry. My first 

doctor’s appointment is at 0930 so, instead of food, I decide to go back to my 

bunk and try to capture a few hours of sleep. 

The sleeping quarters are dark and quiet. I use the dim light from the shower 

bay entrance to navigate to my bunk as stealthily as I can, careful not to wake 

anyone. My ready bag is still resting on top of my bed untouched. I slowly unzip 

the front zipper and retrieve my black beanie, placing it on top of my head. I take 

off my boots, a great feeling after wearing them for twenty-one hours. I find a 

fresh pair of socks and slip them over my tired dogs, my reward for making it 

through this stressful day. I hang my uniform top on the front right bed post 

along with my watch and dog tags. Then I stretch out on top of the covers, so I 

won’t have to make the bed in the morning. This has been a long and nerve-

wracking day. I close my eyes, thinking that I am not looking forward to the 

morning when I will be poked and prodded at by some air-conditioned pistol-

bearer. 
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What the News Didn’t Tell You 
Traci L. Earls 

 

 I spent most of my time in Iraq behind a desk as the Chief Logistics Planner 

for the Kansas National Guard, 287th Sustainment Brigade, moving people and 

supplies across southern Iraq. Our work space would remind you of the NASA 

control center, with work stations in rows, each a little higher than the one in 

front, big screens on the wall displaying mission-essential information, maps, and 

the news. The news was almost always on, which helped keep us in touch with 

what was happening in the world around us. It also broadcasted news of the war 

in Iraq. At times, it could be very disheartening to hear the stories that were 

almost always less than accurate. What was even more frustrating was never 

seeing reporters touch on the good news; there was plenty of it. I saw this 

firsthand while working with a special section of our own brigade that helped 

local communities become stronger and more self-sufficient. 

We were all encouraged to get involved as a way for us to get to know the 

people living in the communities and see all the good happening around us. This 

was especially important for the soldiers whose jobs exposed them daily to 

danger and the ugly side of the war. It was important to their wellbeing to see and 

be part of the positive. To this day, I never pass up an opportunity to tell these 

stories. The American people deserve to know we made a difference and that our 

efforts were not in vain. I want America to know that her sons and daughters 

were heroic in their efforts and that my brothers and sisters in arms made 

progress to keep the fight off of our soil. Whether you are a supporter of the war 

or not, one fact remains constant: we were there. To us, it didn’t matter how we 

got there. We were there and had a job to do. I truly believe, based on my own 

personal experience, that we have made a difference and saved lives. We 
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influenced young Iraqi men to use their talents constructively and earn an honest 

living instead of becoming insurgents. I’m proud to have been part of it.  

In my down time, I volunteered for many projects, like the “Read Iraq” 

program where we visited local elementary schools and read to the kids learning 

English as a second language. These visits were very important to our mission of 

earning the hearts and minds of the locals. Little did I know, this would be the 

most rewarding and emotional experience I would have during my deployment. 

The kids taught me more than I taught them. On February 3, 2009, we arrived at 

the Al Soonobar elementary school. The school had approximately forty-five 

students, four teachers, and one head master. The building was made of mud and 

had to be rebuilt every two years. There was no electricity or running water. The 

kids were very proud of their school and eager to have visitors read to them. I 

chose to read the book One Fish, Two Fish by Dr. Seuss. I would cue the kids to 

yell “one fish” when I held up one finger and “two fish” when I held up two 

fingers. I was so moved by their hunger to learn. They were proud of their 

school, which was below the standard that we allow even our pets to inhabit. 

They didn’t seem to mind that they had nothing. They didn’t know any better. 

We left the books for them, which they accepted as treasures. It reminded me 

of how spoiled we are as Americans and just how much we take for granted. I 

wished everyone I knew could experience what I experienced that day. I wanted 

my kids and family to get involved as well. I wanted to do more. I enlisted the 

help of my kids and co-workers back home. I sent emails and pictures telling 

about my experience and asked them to send books and school supplies. The 

response was awesome. I received several boxes filled with books, supplies, and 

toys that I was able to personally deliver. It was also a way for people at home to 

directly impact the lives of the people of Iraq. And it helped me show my kids the 

importance of being a part of something much bigger than themselves. 

My favorite part of visiting the schools was seeing the students' excitement as 

we approached. They ran alongside the convoy laughing and waving. People 
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came out of their houses to wave as we passed by. We were always greeted by the 

local Sheik who offered us chai before going into the classroom. The kids 

couldn’t wait to get started. The second time I visited, several of the kids proudly 

read to me. I could feel a lump in my throat as I watched them, thinking of how 

resilient and strong they were to endure so much and yet find joy in the simple 

things which I had put little thought into. I wondered if, just by my being there 

that day, one of the children might be discouraged from becoming an insurgent. 

I read more to the kids and went through a stack of flashcards that my family 

sent. I was especially proud when they knew exactly what to say when they saw a 

picture of a foot. After the reading lesson, we passed out the school supplies and 

toys. Every child received a stuffed toy cat and immediately started laughing and 

making cat noises. They were just like our kids. We spent the rest of the 

afternoon coloring and playing soccer. As we were coloring, I remember looking 

up and seeing several soldiers sitting next to a child, all of them lost in the 

moment. For that afternoon we forgot we were at war. For that afternoon there 

was no hate and we were all the same. For that afternoon we all missed our kids a 

little more. I was beginning to see that no matter where we live or what life 

throws our way, we are all the same. We all want to feel important and to be 

loved. These kids deserved a future just like ours do. 

Spending time with the students, much of our communication came through 

laughter and affection. But the critical task of bridging the language barrier—

whether with the students, farmers, or local officials— fell to our interpreters. It 

was my job to ensure they were paid and protected while on missions. This 

experience enabled me to put a face and name to Iraq and to develop a personal 

bond to this country. I grew to know these guys and their stories. They shared 

with me how life was before the war and how it is now. These stories reminded 

me that freedom isn’t free and that Americans take it for granted all too often. 

These guys were all college graduates, fathers, husbands, and sons and, like us, 

loved their country. They were so grateful that we came to liberate and overthrow 
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Saddam Hussein. One of them even told me he loved George Bush and asked if I 

could personally thank him when I returned home. Requests like this always 

raised a lump in my throat and made my heart swell with pride. 

It was very dangerous for the Iraqi interpreters. If Saddam loyalists found out 

they were working for us, they could be kidnapped, beaten, or killed. The same 

could happen to their families. Therefore, they protected their families by 

working far from home and keeping it a secret, even from their wives. One man 

told his family he found work in a restaurant several miles from home and would 

return on his four days off each month. Little did they know he was here with me, 

helping teach Iraqi children. The interpreters earned just a couple hundred dollars 

a month, but it was good pay compared to anything they could find in the local 

economy. I always asked them why they wanted to risk everything to work for 

the United States. One man’s answer will stay with me forever: When he was a 

teenager, he witnessed all seven of his older brothers get killed after refusing to 

join Saddam’s army. They allowed him to live as a lesson. He would be expected 

to join the army when he became of age; if not, he knew the consequences. He 

admired his brothers for refusing. They felt so strongly about not being a part of 

something evil that they would rather lose their lives. In honor of his brothers, he 

decided to go to college, learn English, and work for the United States. He 

wanted to contribute to the liberation of Iraq. Working for us was his way of 

saying thank you. Working with these men taught me that we are all the same. 

We all want to be free and there is patriotism in every country. It was only by the 

grace of God that I was born in the United States. I could have just as easily been 

born in Iraq. I am honored to have served in Operation Iraqi Freedom.  

In my twenty years in the military, my deployment to Iraq was the most 

fulfilling, impactful, and, by far, the most important mission I have ever been on. 

I was able to witness many milestones for that country: peaceful provincial 

elections, the opening of a water-bottling plant, programs to help women start 

businesses, new elementary schools, the start of the Iraqi Truck Company. It was 
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a sad day for me when President Obama declared that we would pull out. I 

remember thinking to myself, “What’s going to happen to the interpreters, their 

families, and the children of the Al Soonobar Elementary School, not to mention 

thousands of others wanting to be free?” It was my opinion that we should’ve 

stayed longer until the newly democratic country was stable. I only hope that 

twenty years from now, Iraq is a strong and thriving. I'll know that those of us 

who sacrificed our time and lives did not do so in vain. Maybe, just maybe, I will 

be able to return to Iraq one day as a tourist, showing my kids or grandkids where 

I was as we tour the Ziggurat of Ur and Abraham’s house. Time will tell. 
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Introduction: Poetry 
— 

To Write Is to Bear Witness 
Wanda Fries 

 

When I consider war, the first word to occur to me is always waste, the 

destruction with wanton disregard of that which is beautiful and good. It has 

always been so. Historians say that despite the treasure trove aboard his ships 

when Agamemnon sailed home from ten years of laying siege, the years 

following the Trojan War were bleak not only for the Trojans, whose homeland 

was destroyed, but also for the Greeks, who found their wives and children 

strangers, their treasuries depleted, and their cities fallen into disrepair.  

Wilfred Owen, who is, despite his slim body of work, one of the finest 

English poets I have ever read, understood the tension between the view of war 

as ennobling and hero-making and the utter waste that even the most necessary 

war represents. In one of his finest poems, “The Parable of the Old Man and the 

Young,” he interpreted the politics of WWI through the lens of the story of 

Abraham and Isaac, but just as in Caravaggio’s great painting, in this retelling, 

Abraham is so intent upon his bloody business, that he doesn’t see the ram in the 

thicket, doesn’t hear the voice of the angel. And in Owen’s version (which is in 

all respects a sonnet, despite its two extra lines), “the old man slew his son / and 

half the seed of Europe one by one.” 

A Christian who believed war antithetical to the teachings of Christ, Owen 

was also a young man brought up to believe in gallantry and patriotism. 

Hospitalized for shell shock (the old name for PTSD), he could not embrace 

pacifism and conscientious objection because he had not yet proven his bravery. 

After a rest, he returned to the front lines in France as ordered, and according to 

himself “fought like an angel” in battle. For his valor he earned the Military 
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Cross. Still, he equivocated when he wrote home to his mother. Instead of telling 

her of the “considerable numbers” of the enemy the citation says he sprayed with 

a machine gun, he only admitted to killing one man and that with a revolver. 

Owen himself was killed in 1918. He was twenty-five. 

Nearly a hundred years later, my own nephew, Jonathon Rape, was also killed 

at twenty five. Though he had won his own honors for his two tours in Iraq—at 

least one Bronze Star that I know of—he was not killed in uniform. As a civilian 

working for a contractor in Afghanistan in 2009, he and a friend were killed with 

an IED. Though he loved being an MP and returned to that work after leaving the 

101st Airborne because it was good money and it was what he knew how to do, 

he is not counted among the soldiers who died for our country, though he died in 

service of the cause just the same. 

Like many soldiers, it wasn’t the danger to his own life that was most 

haunting, but the decisions he had to make. We forget that it isn’t just the 

potential sacrifice of their lives that we ask of our soldiers, but the potential 

sacrifice of the easy sleep of peace. One of my students told me that what he had 

to get over was not just his own exposure to danger, but the memory of killing, of 

shooting another man close range, and seeing “the light go out of his eyes.” They 

do this in our name. They do this for us. They do this so that we won’t have to. 

Back home, my student says he once became so angry at a slight that except for 

pure luck, he could have beaten a man to death. “I was shaking,” he said. “I 

shook so hard that I thought my bones would fall apart.”  

War leaves its mark among the families of warriors, too. In my own case, I 

had never really grieved my nephew. For one thing, I had been through the 

deaths of four family members within a twelve-month period between 2007 and 

2008. I was the aunt, and though I had kept Jon at my house—sometimes for a 

week or so at a time—he had moved to Texas when he was eight or so, and I had 

seen him only sporadically. In some ways, I suppose I doubted it was my right to 
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grieve. My own children took a different path. My own children (knock on wood, 

pray sweet Jesus) are still safe.  

And yet, when I reread an essay Jon had written—an essay that appears in this 

journal—I spent the day in tears. Every time I looked toward the sofa, I saw his 

face: a blond, blue-eyed, dimpled mess of a little boy who could tell the most 

outrageous stories and keep up the pretense until all that was possible was 

laughter. He left behind a wife who loved him and a little girl who looks just like 

him. Of course, I must grieve him. We have to grieve them all. But we also have 

to celebrate and advocate for those who have returned to us.  

War is politics, too, and like others, I have my politics. While not a pacifist, I 

believe that civilians need to check those who would send our husbands and 

wives, brothers and sisters, parents and children to war without having first done 

everything conceivable to avoid it. War is waste. War is carnage. War demands 

that we do that which in peacetime is unthinkable. War is a bloody business. 

But none of the lives are wasted. There are no children who are mistakes. 

There are no lives which do not have value. Good men and women take their 

goodness wherever they go, and if they suffer because of the necessities of 

combat, if they do what we believe ourselves incapable, if they face and bear 

what we think unbearable, then it is because we have demanded it. As a writer, I 

do believe in the power of the written word to heal. Through words, we confess, 

we praise, we honor, we bear witness. These pages are full of the words of good 

men and women who have much to tell us if we will only listen. 
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Selections from a Field Guide, 1943* 
Paul Wasserman 

 

You have been ordered to Iraq 

(i-RAHK) 

An experience few Americans 

Have been lucky enough to have 

You will enter Iraq as a soldier 

And as an individual 

On our side a man can be both 

It is what you do on your own that counts 

 

One of your jobs 

Is to prevent their dirty work 

Common horse sense 

And the peace after it 

You as a human being 

You’ll be telling your children 

“Now when I was in Baghdad…” 

 

Blazing heat 

And dust 

Black blisters and possible fever 

Yet the nights are uncomfortably cool 

 

You have seen moving pictures 

     About the colorful life of the desert 

You will look in vain for the things 

     You have been led to expect 

You will smell and feel what the movies 

     Didn’t warn you about 

 

               That tall man in the flowing robe 

               You are going to see soon 

 

Eden was located in this 

Here it was 

Babylon and Nineveh (NI-ne-ve) 

You will very likely see their ruins 

The great ruins of the world 

 

Tigris (TAI-gris) and Euphrates (yoo-FRAY-teez) 
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Empty into the Persian Gulf 

Through one mouth 

 

There is the month of fasting 

(ra-ma-DAHN) 

All hesitations and refusals at this period 

Should be accepted 

Without attempts at persuasion 

To them you are an unbeliever 

Keep away from mosques 

Any drawing of blood at this period 

May have serious consequences 

Don’t put in your two cents 

 

Unless you are ordered to Samarra 

It is advisable to stay away 

This isn’t preaching 

 

               That tall man in the flowing robe 

               You are going to see soon 

 

Some of the Iraqis 

Think the lens of a camera 

Is an evil eye 

You will make enemies 

By taking close snapshots 

And possibly wind up 

With a knife in your back 

 

Bargaining takes time 

One dinar is worth $4.00 

The price first quoted is two-thirds higher 

You need to know the numbers 

 

The main thing 

Is the spirit of politeness 

Good - ZAYN 

Bad - MOO-ZAYN 

 

Avoid the native oaths 

Do not stare or smile at her 

Leave some food in the bowl 

What you leave 
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Goes to the women and children 

 

The third glass of tea 

Is the signal to leave 

Don’t overstay your welcome. 

 

 

*From a field guide written for the sake of those U.S. service members sent to 

Iraq during WWII. 
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The Hunt 
Suzanne S. Rancourt 

 

I’m not sure 

where the ride was supposed to take me. 

I look to the sky a lot lately. 

 

How docile the Blackhawks are  

at the hanger. Like dogs in the pen, 

the Blackhawks’ matte finish soaks up the sun 

their hound dog props pick up to attention 

at the sound of clips, bolts, boots. 
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Ghost Nets 
Suzanne S. Rancourt 

 

I was tall for 14 when the bombs dropped like spider bites 

along the shoreline. Our thatched huts and boats flew  

in pieces, bone fragments, body parts and humanity 

hurdled through the gossamer of politics.  

 

My father sat holding a few scraps of paper and photos 

that survived unscathed as miraculously  

as our own survival. Nothing moved 

but the smoke and steam weaving between the stalks 

of blasted boat dock supports and dead fish. There was no one. 

 

Everything in that moment became ghosts. Even us. 

I lost my mother, aunts, sisters, brothers, and most of my father 

but we knew we would survive. We already had.  

It was the devastation that hollowed us like pigs prepped for roasting. 

My father stuffed himself with ghosts. 

My emptiness became a boat and I fished for souls 

I made nets to cast until I caught new dreams to live. 
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Tsunami Conflict 
Suzanne S. Rancourt 

 

from a beach in Vietnam 

a young soldier plucked a shell— 

the remains of a white shell— 

a spiraled—nautilus—breast-shaped—round—shell  

that he carried back to the jungle 

of night’s death, surreality of rotting flesh— 

a camaraderie of  confusion. 

 

the soldier’s thumb 

fits into the underside of curves and topical ridges 

an inverted nipple 

a confluence of politics 

a paradox of ethics 

that he carries in his rucksack 

and M-16. 

 

an old man—an old woman— 

the soldier—the shell— 

children—gains—losses 

washing across beaches 

his thumb still in the shell 

still tracing 

the topography of survival.  
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Visions of Clara 

Suzanne S. Rancourt 
 

In the shadows of the guardrails he sat on a box 

in the dirt shoulder—his cami parka unzipped, flapped  

like crow’s wings hopping toward road kill, 

victims of landmines and ambush. 

 

He was anxious for a ride that never stopped. His moment 

out of context. His mind left behind in sand 

and hot shells, rounds emptied, burning jeeps— 

His eyes were excited by visions or tanks or  

flags flapping like his coat and metal zipper pulls  

tinkling like dog tags. He was not in Tennessee. 

Who is Clara? Who was he?  

 

He was anxious for a ride that never stopped. A destination 

that never arrived but only in night sweats 

and screams. —N.O.K. —where is Clara? 

He could not be touched and didn’t know why—N.O.K.— 

where is Clara? 
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Memories Trapped Inside the Land 
Shawn Esch 

 

I see memories trapped inside the land  

They can be seen but not heard 

 

They climb upon the oldest tree  

Closest to heaven as they'll ever be 

 

They hide in the untouched fields of grass 

Running laughing until the days have passed 

 

They walk along the darkest road 

Drenched with April showers and nights of bitter cold 

 

They play in the rivers of time 

Skipping rocks and catching fish 

 

They play and run next to the bluest lakes 

Haunted by time as a twisted fate 

 

Irate, they yell with heavy hearts 

And their silent echoes flood the oldest houses 

 

They scream in pain as they lose the ones they love  

And silently pray to the angels above 

 

They live in the past but only to see 

The memories trapped inside the land 

 

I have seen these memories 

These prisoners of time 

They are clueless they are being watched 

Being summoned  

From somewhere inside my mind 
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Listening for the Hum 
Sean Taylor 

 

Lying alone in the dark 

is the hardest thing. 

Alone and listening. 

It is way too quiet. 

Stripped of my gear and my M4 

makes me feel more vulnerable. 

Vulnerability equals death 

even though an M4 won’t protect me  

from what I am listening for. 

 

I listen for the hum of the rocket,  

not the explosion. 

An explosion means I am still alive. 

I can measure the distance in my mind  

like a lightning strike. 

Oh, that hit around the hospital  

or maybe just outside the wire. 

I hope everyone is OK. 

It is the hum that is scary. 

The hum means it hasn’t hit. 

 

It is especially hard tonight  

being in a place I do not know. 

A small base in the Hindu-Kush. 

A black-out F.O.B. 

in the middle of nowhere. 

Quiet, way too quiet. 

Way too dark! 

Not thunderously loud and bright,  

like my room at Bagram. 

The jets drown out the hum and help me sleep. 

No jets here in Kalagush. 

 

Why am I here? 

Not a deep existential pondering,  

just a curiosity. 

I know why I came here the first time. 

Write a story about our medics  

serving at a small remote base in the Hindu-Kush. 
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Been there, done that! 

So why am I back? 

Nothing too deep,  

just listening for the hum. 

That’s my job tonight, 

listening for the hum. 

It is way too dark and quiet! 

 

I know that sound. 

It found me here. 

(BOOM) 

That was way too close! 

(BOOM, BOOM) 

They must be walking them in 

(BOOM!) 

Where’s my gear? 

(BOOM!!) 

Oh God, what is happening? 

(BOOM!!!) 

Where is my gear!!!? 

 

“Sean, what‘s wrong!?” 

Didn’t you hear it? 

“Sean, you’re dreaming!” 

I’m home? 

The kids!!! 

That must have hit right outside their room. 

Oh God, the kids!!! 

“Sean, you’re dreaming!” 

I know I am dreaming,  

but that hit outside their room!! 

 

The kids are sleeping. 

Everything is fine outside. 

My dog wags his tail,  

happy to play at this time of the night. 

I sit down and check Facebook. 

Brent says the 10th Mountain will be coming home soon. 

Good. 

 

I should go back to bed,  

but the quiet is too loud. 

Listening for the hum  
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will drive me crazy. 

I need the jets. 

I don’t hear the jets. 

I hear the quiet. 

The quiet is just too loud!! 
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Niles 
R. Henry Combs 

 

Have you seen Niles?* I asked the top, as he stood there alone 

“I have not” he answered back, “as usual he’s gone” 

That’s why I came around, I said, to see where he did go 

“I’m tired of him” the top replied, “just running his own show” 

Yes he’s tired of Niles and his own show, his ways are so absurd 

He doesn’t follow orders or that is what I’ve heard 

Now he’s out there in the jungle, of guts he has no lack 

If he persists I have no doubt one day he won’t come back 

I saw the sergeant by his tent, puffing on his smoke 

I asked him what was going on he looked at me and spoke 

“I’m sick of Niles just hustling off and patrolling by himself 

One day he won’t be coming back; you can put it on the shelf” 

Yes he’s tired of Niles and his own show, his ways are so absurd 

He doesn’t follow orders or that is what I’ve heard 

Now he’s sick of him just taking off and patrolling by himself 

One day he won’t be coming back; you can put it on the shelf 

Niles goes in the jungle, he’s out there all alone 

He doesn’t seem to have a fear of all the things unknown 

He kills the Cong and takes their hair, the old man is really mad 

He says he’ll lock him up this time, and that will be too bad 

Yes he’s tired of Niles and his own show his ways are so absurd 

He doesn’t follow orders or that is what I’ve heard 

He kills the Cong and takes their hair, the old man is really mad 

He says he’ll lock him up this time, and that will be too bad 

Now we’re on patrol and we’ve been told what Charlie’s all about 

The man in front points to a pit and then he moves on out 

As I pass by I see Niles on wooden stakes impaled 

He won’t be coming back today his luck has finally failed 

No he won’t be coming back today, on stakes he was impaled 

He doesn’t follow orders and his luck has finally failed 

Now he’s out there in the jungle, of guts he has no lack 

He’ll be no problem anymore; he won’t be coming back. 

 

 

* Modeled after Kipling’s “They’re Hanging Danny Devers in the Morning.” 
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Vietnam 
Lee Ballinger 

 

Twenty years ago when I moved to California 

I went to Wells Fargo to open a bank account 

The teller was young, beautiful, Vietnamese 

  

My first thought was 

"You know, I might have fucked your mama" 

  

My second thought was 

"You know, I might have killed your mama" 

  

I took my receipt 

Went outside 

And threw up on the sidewalk 

  

And you wonder why I have trouble sleeping? 

You wonder why I broke the lamp and punched a hole in the wall? 

You wonder why road rage makes me feel so good? 

  

My body came back but not my mind 

I will always be ten thousand miles away 
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Please Don’t Utter a Word 
Brenda J. S. Paynewhite 

 
I want to talk to you today 

About why we chose to serve— 

And while I am speaking, you listen 

And I don’t want you to 

UTTER A WORD… 

 

We can’t even live a normal life now 

Because of the way we are treated— 

We don’t get any dignity or respect 

So we all feel defeated— 

 

We look to you for support and understanding 

And most of the time all we get  

Is another negative label or negative branding— 

 

We love this country and we went to war 

To save this country’s grace 

But every time we apply for benefits and services 

Doors are slammed in our face— 

 

We worked hard, we fought hard 

For our country to remain the home of the free 

But when we returned from our service 

To this country, it seems as if our country 

Has forgotten about us, about me— 

 

I know by now you think I am frustrated 

And angry, but trust me, I am not— 

I just wanted to share with you 

How so very sad these misfortunes have gotten— 

 

If I had to do it all over again 

I would still defend this wonderful nation— 

I would do it because of my selfless service 

And my dedication. I have spoken my piece 

And now you can speak yours, but again 

I will warn you, if you don’t have a kind word 

To say or a thank you to give, then please 

DON’T UTTER A WORD… 
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What Is War? 
Megan Pratt 

 

Where are the men who live down the street 

Those men we used to meet and greet 

They have gone to fight with their troops  

Walking with guns and fear in their groups 

Guns getting fired and children’s screams 

People’s anger bursting at the seams 

A man, a woman off to fight 

Family and friends, hands holding tight 

Children asking where is mummy, where is daddy 

But all you can tell them they’ve gone to fight the baddy 

The anxious wait to hear their loved one’s fate 

Another phone call telling them it was too late.  
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Fair Moon 
Mark A. Fulco 

 

Fair moon behind the clouds 

You have seen many ebbs and flows 

Your pleasant light yet assures 

A pleasant night beyond the mind’s confines 

What a great sway you have my Luna  

With a slight tinkering you do make on our body 

You float above the troubles, you cannot care 

Yet your familiar sight which can give one perspective  

Because you comfort 

I can only hope you listen 

So thus you rise above us all, a perpetual continuance 

and then to sink ever slowly and to each a perspective 

Rest oh rest my forlorn body 

Rest to rid bad memories yet not forgetting the good ones 

Each rise brings hope, each setting a conclusion 

A beautiful respite for those in need 

Please keep reminding one of things to come 

And I shall remain in a positive nature 

My gratefulness is in your site 

So when you are not there, I can still dream 
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Hunt the Good Stuff 
Mark A. Fulco 

 

To hunt the good stuff or not to hunt the good stuff?  

This is just one question 

We hunt the good stuff for good reason 

To seek and find the good stuff is a relentless endeavor  

We feed on negative and positive stuff 

of mind, body, and spirit 

Do we get satisfaction from the good stuff?  

Are we full of the good stuff?  

Are we there yet? 

Do we accept the rabbit out of a hat more easily than seeing the rabbit in the garden? 

It is easily acceptable for one or the other to exist 

Why do we need to hunt the good stuff?  

The good stuff is easily forgotten, but always there 

Does not the bad stuff have its advantages? 

Positive and negative stuff complement each other 

Do we need to be good?  

We do not always need to be good, is not being bad a well-rounder of our psyche? 

The road to the good stuff is not easy;  

obstacles help us learn to get to the good stuff. 

Do the difficult, the bad stuff, what is the good stuff without these?  

The easy peasy lemon squeezey should not be our goal. 

It is a variety in the hunt that enhances what the good stuff may be worth hunting for. 
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In the Travels of Our Time 
Mark A. Fulco 

 

In the travels of our time 

do we think of the sublime? 

Are we controlled by our wants or needs 

or merely the player of the latest themes? 

We seem to exist on automatic 

by either metal or flesh like a zombie we exist 

We daydream far ahead and wish our days away,  

then wonder where the year went 

Every day hastens into night 

only to again repeat and repeat,  

but is this really right?  

Until one day we wake up and wonder why things are never finished 

then depression takes a ride and we feel dismay, 

because our time goes by so fast,  

we forgot how we lived in the past 

and our future comes when we least want it 

Our God of time rules us well, 

but don’t we care if we go to Hell? 

Regrets we have, a dozen or more, 

yet do we grow, evolve, or serve? 

Materialism, envy, and avarice fuels our taste,  

but isn’t the mind a terrible thing to waste? 

Yet we squander our lives on the couch and watching the panel,  

on mobile, on internet, and radio, 

it all makes us into boobs 

We sever our brain like a lobotomy, 

lest we forget the simple Deuteronomy 

Yet we can truly control our lives by reason, compassion, and faith, 

we can save ourselves and get back what we do not squander 
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Wandering Nomad 
James Owens III 

 

Wandering Nomad 

Traversing the desert sands 

Is he lost or found? 
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For a Soldier on His Birthday 
Christopher J. Heatherly 

 

I did not know your name, or your face, 

We never met in life, 

I stood on the flight line with many others, 

Saluting you, O fallen hero, 

As they carried your casket to the plane, 

That would bring you home, 

Not to a celebration, but to your funeral, 

This was your birthday, 

You were only nineteen. 

  

23rd September 2011 

Bagram, Afghanistan 
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Night Patrol 
W. R. Griffin 

 

(Dedicated to our Afghanistan Troops) 

 

This low light night the winds rise, 

To blow out another rock desert day 

As reluctant clouds slowly stray 

A crescent moon stalks the skies. 

 

Stark darkness moans; a dust storm seethes 

A mottled squad huddles on genuflected knees 

The lookouts peer from craggy hillside posts 

Night-vision scans for pale green ghosts. 

 

The mission goal will never change — 

To seek the seekers as they stalk 

Slipping through rough, rocky range 

To kill the whispers as they walk. 

 

Darkness makes all blood run cold 

The sweating fear—the daunting foe 

The wild unrest as thoughts run slow 

The silent gut check, the rise to bold 

 

The waiting ends, the rush clatters higher, 

Out and upward drag these ragged best, 

To meet a millennial foe, in an endless test, 

Buried in a dust storm ringed with fire. 
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Rote 
W.R. Griffin 

 

In the late spring, early summer heat of youth, 

His smiles were like chariots parading. 

A man-boy—his eyes sparked, made trumpets sound. 

His chin was notched in youthful triumphs. 

 

Now on that tarmac, the end of a path traveled twice before. 

He found it—a fate set with his first breath— 

Worn under his grandfather’s, then his father’s boots: 

A trail etched in stone and fire. 

 

Into Babel’s breath he walked, into Khan’s 

Cradle, where Alexander had passed 

Long ago, where Britannia had foundered, 

Where the Russo-Union failed at last. 

 

With his brothers, seared and bound by smoke, 

Peering into darkness, up blinded hills, 

He met that winded myth, mirage, and legend— 

And there the fable, fleshed, destroyed him too. 

 

Shell in a velvet box on that ramp. 

He is not there; he is beyond our seeking. 

He is a memory, an echo of a boy once loved. 

Lost now under whispers and bright chest ribbons. 
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Rolling Thunder 
W.R. Griffin 

 

I still hear the rolling thunder, 

I still feel the melting heat 

I still smell the flesh and fire, 

Feel the pain of soul's defeat. 

I still feel the distant rumble, 

Flashes, roaring, rain-dark night 

Smell wet stench of rotting jungle, 

Sweat-stung eyes squint from flare-light. 

I still hear the rolling thunder, 

See the green, the brown, the red 

That drape the mangled mannequins, 

Hear the songs of those now dead. 

I still hear the rolling thunder, 

Speak the chant of sing-song names 

See the faces in "rock" blared bar-rooms, 

That fade in the crack of lightning flames. 

I still am the rolling thunder, 

I still am the living dead 

And still walk the mire and rice fields, 

Where youth and blood were shed. 

I still feel the rolling thunder, 

See the pocked and naked land 

Hear the roar of rolling thunder, 

But not of crowd nor marching band. 

I still see the sand-bagged trenches, 

Feel the pain of fear-burned mind 

I still hear the rolling thunder, 

But no cheers from those behind. 

I yet hear the rolling thunder, 

From the clouds and cloudless sky 

Raining death on bamboo huts, 

And still ask the question. . . . Why? 
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Throwing Stars 
Suzanne S. Rancourt 

 

At first I thought someone was frying peanut butter 

but it was you, really you, 

your charred face brittled on the flight mask. 

Dog tags you didn't wear any more than seatbelts 

tinkled in the cargo hold dangling from the mouths of luggage 

from which clothing exploded from impact, hung up in the moment, 

and wavered like an aftershock from the after shock 

from the vacuum of the generators and their  

brazen light cauterized death into dampness and late autumn pines. 

Heavy frost in Poland Springs—the water froze 

from incidents occurring too close to home 

and the five stars arrived and the M-16's arrived and the media arrived 

and the body bags arrived but you and your buddies 

had already gone, flew the coop. Like a Spanish Moss and old olive oil, 

your uncontained rancidness leaked through the evergreens. 

I never saw your children I never saw your wife I never saw your mother and father 

but I saw the jerk with the camera and his curiosity snatching 

memorabilia. Perhaps he wasn't high tech enough.  

Perhaps he didn't realize all sensitive material had been removed 

or maybe we were in his back yard, but really, it was everyone's back yard. 

Howard Hughes only drank Poland Springs' water, but not that night. 

No one drank from the springs that night you busted out of the sky a screeching fireball, 

a pencil point projectile pop-stabbing through an astronomical poster 

you slashed to the Earth, wind-sheared white pine tops, 

plowed autumn fields for two miles and burnt. 

You were blown out of the vast indifference of space and attitude, 

you just didn't make it home fast enough, 

just didn't missile under the live wire soon enough. 

Most only knew the half of it and the other half couldn't give a shit. 

Orion fell. We looked for body parts. 

 

Twenty years later when I'm at the park in Saratoga,  

you'd hardly notice that I knew anything.  

And if it weren't for my hyper-olfactory, I would have forgotten you. 

I can smell moth balls for miles, jet fuel for days—sticks to the roof of my mouth 

sends me anaphylactic—I can feel the inside tire blow on a tractor trailer before I hear it. 

A friend had to stop eating meat, can't even be around it, reminds him of reconnaissance. 

And while jammin' once 

a drunk fell to the marble ground at the sulfur spring trying to dance and drum  

at the same time but did neither. Words soothed him. 

The warmer air and its taste of damp match sticks waxed our palettes while breathing, 
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the spring pissed in a granite tureen, the drunk stood still. 

In unwavering quiet he listened to words, to poetry, the only one 

who understood, the drunk had nothing to do with you,  

but if he had had a mask 

it would have looked like yours. 

 

  

[P-3 Orions are a reconnaissance aircraft equipped with specific "behind the lines" 

surveillance apparatus. Many were stationed at the Brunswick Naval Air Station, 

Brunswick, ME.] 
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Meet It There 
Don Caudill 

 

Took a walk in the clouds 

stole the thunder from the night 

and there was no one around 

to talk about wrong and right 

there was no one around 

to call it a crime 

so i tucked the thunder up under my arm 

and called it mine 

 

but the thunder grew 

too heavy to hold 

rain came down 

and the wind blew cold 

so i let it roll 

i had to let it roll 

 

found some cool in a willow's shade 

found some sadness too 

i wore it on my face 

like a jailhouse tattoo 

i wore it on my face  

for the world to see 

and before very long 

it was wearing me 

 

the sadness grew  

too heavy to bear 

the cool went away 

and the willow didn't care 

so i left it there 

i had to leave it there 

 

stepped into a place in the sun 

let it rain (reign) over me 

held out my hands 

turned my face up 

and i just let it be 

held out my hands 

turned my face up 
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in the beautiful air 

turns out all i had to do 

was just meet it there 

all i had to do was just meet it there 
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Nautically Insane 
Ryan A. Barry 

 

My mind is like a ship being held at port 

Kept in and away from the stormy seas 

Choppy are the waves in which surround me 

Crashing and splashing, splashing and crashing 

They cause my thoughts to pitch and yaw 

  

Looser become the lines that secure me down 

My sanity unravels inch by inch from the dock 

Snap! Go my remaining lines as I am pulled away 

Pulled away and into the dark blue deep  

   

A swaying crowded ship, yet without a crew  

reveals the full cargo of images you wish you never knew 

Each day a new battle to stay afloat 

My mind is like a ship without a lifeboat. 
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Passing 
Brady Peterson 

 

When they are all dead, 

there will be no one 

left to stand witness, 

not that testimonies 

are ever believed if inconvenient.  

And even when acknowledged, 

the grey realities 

of boxcars crammed 

with shopkeepers and poets, 

children and lunatics, 

are easily dismissed 

when an American president 

lays a wreath at a cemetery 

honoring the goons 

of the twentieth century.  

And when the last 

of them disappear from  

the earth, the ones who saw 

the skeletons, breathing and still, 

the ones who were there 

and know, when they are gone, 

how long will it be before 

we are told to reconsider. 
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Even the Snow is Loud 
Brady Peterson 

 

It is winter and there is snow on the ground. 

A young American GI scouts an Italian 

village, behind the advancing tanks 

and infantry, looking for a possible 

base the second tiered command  

would need as they move forward. 

He makes his solitary way 

through the ancient town, past the stone 

rubble in the street. The guns are quiet  

now, and yet the noise never really 

abates. Even the snow is loud.  

He looks inside the door of a building 

still intact, but the feel of it is wrong, 

and he moves on.  

 

His thinking is cluttered. 

In his mind he sees the riddled 

body of a woman, once pretty  

he imagines, though death 

had drained any beauty 

from her face. A collaborator 

perhaps, someone who had slept 

with a German officer, shot and hung 

for the Americans to see. The dead 

were everywhere, but this one  

clings to him.  

 

He touches the edge 

of an envelope in his pocket. 

An old letter read and reread, 

written by a girl he barely knew, 

a girl who had married him 

suddenly one afternoon in November 

when the urgency of a moment 

seemed to be enough. 

But now she hadn’t written in weeks, 

or was it months. I haven’t heard 

from you, but I know you are writing, 

he says to her in his own letter, 
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but he fears it isn’t true. He tries 

to visualize a woman too beautiful  

to remember, too beautiful to really 

love him, and his thinking 

is cluttered with the image 

of two faces fusing into one 

as he descends the stairs 

into a basement full of German soldiers. 
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Old Soldiers 
Brady Peterson 

 

When he knew he was dying, 

his thoughts turned to Jesus, 

and if Chuck and Eldridge could find 

a certain comfort there,  

making an odd pair, 

why not an old booze peddler. 

 

During those last temperate months 

he returned to church 

and sat on the front row 

and wrote large checks to the building fund,  

bargaining as best he could. 

But in the evening 

when he sat on his back porch 

watching the sky move 

from blue to shades of pink and beige, 

he worried. 

 

And when the old veteran  

was lying in the white hospital bed 

attended by strangers in green gowns, 

he saw demons coming for him, 

oozing out of the walls. 

My mother said it was the morphine. 

 

Years later, I got a post card 

from an old war buddy  

who had searched him out too late. 

He described a man I didn’t know, 

a hell of a man, the old war buddy said.  

 

And when my father asked me  

to kill the demons oozing out of the walls, 

when he asked me to take a big knife  

and stab them, 

don’t let me down, son, he pleaded, 

don’t let me down, he said, 

his eyes wide with fear, 

I told him I didn’t see them. 
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But just the same, 

I knew they were there. 
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The Fallen Never Dies 
Luis Jurado 

  

The Grim Reapers of war eye the fields of choice  

Following soldiers screaming within, without a voice 

Lurking in darkness in the bright of day 

Hiding in death's shadows, collecting souls of bodies to pay 

 

Scanning from mountaintops or in plain desert's view 

They await the inevitable for the daily selected few 

Capturing souls that run to the light  

Curtailed by the evil that turns into night 

 

Reapers march the Fallen in formation with rusty chains 

Leading them to the tunnels of hell is all that remains 

The oceans of fire is what they say is near 

For all that have fought for freedom, year after year  

 

Sorrow overcomes them as their tears hit the ground 

It wasn't til then they heard thunder from all around 

From up above came their Saviors with red in their eyes 

To continue to fight for the Soldiers that also lost their lives 

 

The first to touch ground has his wings spread wide 

Wings of Red, White, and Blue and angelic knives strapped to his thighs 

Tattoos of names across the bodies of his Fallen 

Names he bellows, his own that are not forgotten 

 

As thousands of others land with different colored wings 

The names of their Warfighters in different languages heard in between 

The fierce winds of their voices then united as one 

Demanding of the Reapers the return of their daughters and sons 

 

As the Reapers retreat into the dark of night 

The Angels embrace their fallen and with them take flight 

All are gone except for the first 

That met with a Reaper that still had the thirst 

 

They both take a battle stance with weapons in hand 

As they charge each other, the angel's wings expand 

Contact made, the battle ensues 
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The wounds of war inflicted upon them as their anger grew 

 

The Angel's strength and courage is too much to withstand 

And the Reaper drops his weapon and puts up his hands 

Why do you fight so hard even after death? 

The angel replies, I have been taught to fight til my last breath 

 

But you have no breath, so why continue to fight? 

I do because they still love me and they still cry at night 

As long as they do, I don't have any regret 

We are the fallen Heroes that they will never forget! 
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That Moment 
Bradley Johnson 

  

There is just something about it… 

Something you'll chase for the rest of your life 

That feeling of being, at once, helpless and totally in control 

The badoom, badoom, badoom of an M2 

Feeling the recoil as you press the trigger 

The snaps and whistles of gunfire passing by 

The feeling that in that single moment, you are God on Earth 

And that the weight of the world is on you 

It's an interesting dichotomy, kill or don't 

Make the choice not to and you may be on the wrong end of a bullet 

It's the instant that you make a decision 

It will haunt you, It will chase you 

There is just something about it 

In that one single moment that you make a decision… 

Someone will die. 

You?  

Them?  
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Terry’s Way 
Stephen K. McCall 

 

(1988) 

 

Autograph the final salute 

On the back of an old POD* 

And walk the way of the mid-watch. 

 

Past dark passageways tinted with red lamps, 

The half dead stench of berthing spaces 

And the snores of two hundred sailors 

Stacked and packed in tiny rooms. 

Undog the doors, the watertight hatches, 

 

Turn and walk away. 

 

Aluminum ladders, 

To the 01 level, the service boom, 

To the fire hoses, power cables, and support lines 

That feed life into the black whale shape 

Some forty feet below. 

 

Walk out and stand on this arm, 

Out above the Cooper River, 

The half-submerged submarine, 

Above all contact with the world. 

 

Stand on the edge of the Lake** 

The very edge and step out. 

Throw this broken soul into the deep. 

 

 

*Plan of the Day: daily schedule of on board activities. 

**USS Simon Lake (AS-33): submarine tender. At the time of death this ship 

was stationed at the Naval Weapons Station, Charleston, SC, located on the 

Cooper River. 
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Introduction: Scholarship 
— 

Critical Questions, Creative Responses 

Ami Blue 
 

The Journal of Military Experience’s first volume of creative art and literature 

showcased the experiences of a small group of talented veterans-turned-college 

students at Eastern Kentucky University. Since that time, it has expanded its 

focus to address the intersection and transition between soldier and civilian, 

soldier and veteran, soldier and student. Negotiating these overlapping and 

multiple perspectives is no small or simple task, and the essays chosen to 

represent this inaugural scholarly assemblage appreciate the gargantuan and 

complex qualities of the endeavor to speak to the reality of military experience; 

they intend to open up conversation at this intersection so that soldiers and 

veterans can contribute their voices to the discussion. 

The writers in this collective position their personal narratives within the 

bigger picture of military experience with the unspoken intent of using critical 

analysis to think through what we might otherwise fight through. Maj. Dr. 

Andrew D. Belyea’s captivating elucidation of his efforts as a military 

officer/English professor not only situates itself within one of JME’s critical 

focuses but points to the usefulness of literary analysis in making critical thinking 

skills meaningful in the everyday lives of students, soldiers, and veterans. Belyea 

adeptly summarizes the cultural and philosophical conditions of the last thirty 

years before laying out what might be seen as a battle plan to issue literary and 

cultural analysis into the arsenal of soldiers before they deploy into a culture 

completely foreign to them. Whether critical analysis is or isn’t a proper 

“weapon” to wield during war is one of a number of important and practical 

questions concerning how the Humanities classroom might assist to effectively 
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deploy critical thinking skills into the real-life missions soldiers and veterans 

encounter. Looking at art and reading texts solely for fun is a luxury of the past 

to many people who have experienced real life up close and personally; we read 

the world around us as it has been shaped by those experiences which often 

causes us to hypervigilantly read even the most peaceful situations. As Maj. 

Belyea’s essay so perfectly illustrates, developing a knack for critical analysis 

combats the solipsism too often brought on by the individualized and narrow 

purviews of academia, of battle, and of our own life’s circumstances.  

The skills that these scholarly writers have embedded into their texts instruct 

us both explicitly and implicitly. English professor Irene Karpiak examines the 

patterns and possibilities of several of her own students’ writings to underscore 

JME’s potential for cathartic life writing, while Joshua A. Bernstein deftly 

weaves his own war narrative with a number of war novels to respond to an 

ongoing critical conversation about the value of realism in war stories. Sarah K. 

Traphagen models a more deliberate example of “close reading” war narrative 

when she playfully sutures the roles of medical professionals in combat scenarios 

to their capacity to relate those experiences afterward through written narrative; 

Frank Usbeck pairs this same critical skillset with his research into Native 

American tribal rituals to provide insight into the microcosm of military 

blogging, and Sarah M. Gann turns her critical attention back onto the “academic 

machine” to describe the unique circumstances surrounding the transition from 

military soldiers to university students and to suggest that changes in faculty 

training may be a necessary first step toward more deliberately setting up soldier-

students for success in academia. Careful readers will discern a set of skills from 

the way these writers are reading literature and culture, a kind of methodology or 

“how to read”—one that, when practiced consistently and as these writers argue, 

has the potential to change the way we read the world around us.  

These scholars, diverse in their experiences and interests, come together here 

in testimony to the work they do in the real world and to their commitment to 
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translating those realities into textual expression. Though they have never met 

and though their intentions were different at the outset, they share a tone of 

optimism about the future of the relationship between the Humanities and our 

armed forces. 
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Colliding Discourses: 

 The (Impossible?) Art of Persuasion in Afghanistan 
Andrew D. Belyea 

 

It is a fundamental mistake to see the enemy as a set of targets. 

The enemy in war is a group of people. 

Some of them will have to be killed. 

Others will have to be captured or driven into hiding. 

The overwhelming majority, however, have to be persuaded.
1
 

    —Frederick Kagan 

 

During two Afghanistan deployments, to Kandahar and later Kabul, between 

November 2009 and September 2011, I was employed in a part of the world of 

warcraft known in military circles as non-kinetic influence activities: activities 

undertaken to change minds, and hopefully actions, without relying on bullets 

and bombs. I want to explore briefly here my ten-month deployment to Kandahar 

in 2009-10, and what I hope will make it interesting to readers is how I 

experienced war through two radically different lenses. The first was as a 

military man with twenty-seven years of service, including ten as a non-

commissioned Avionics Technician and the remainder as an Air Force Logistics 

Officer. The second was as an English Literature professor to no small degree 

influenced by the postmodern celebration of difference, ambiguity, and 

uncertainty.  

You really couldn’t ask for a more incongruent fusion of personas. The first 

lens is likely very familiar, even to those who haven’t served in the military. We 

all know, for instance, how militaries seek to minimize ambiguity and maximize 

certainty, and how they operate in the realm of tangible goals and concrete 

objectives. They are grounded in discipline, organization, and structure; they 

break complex tasks down to specialized, manageable bits; and they view 

individuals—despite recognizing them as the critical lowest common 

                                                           
1
  Kagan, Frederick. “War and Aftermath." Policy Review 120 (2003). Web. 5 

Feb. 2012. 
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denominator—as relatively insignificant in the context of the whole. There is a 

reason that soldiers so often colloquially refer to a “military machine”: it is more 

powerful than us, can chew us up at will, and will remain long after each of us 

has passed through its gears. 

The second lens may be less familiar to readers, but most of you can probably 

intuit that it is of a much different color than the first. In fact, it’s almost at the 

other end of the spectrum. The study of literature for the past three decades has 

increasingly been informed by the postmodern celebration of difference; it is 

very much about the individual. For instance, just consider how literature is never 

experienced exactly the same by two people, or even by the same person twice. 

Read a novel at twelve and forty-two and you’ll know what I mean. 

Postmodernism has taught us that social constructs like race, gender, sexuality, 

and class radically determine how words in a book can be translated into 

radically different meanings, depending on the reader. A poor, lesbian, 

oppressed, African American woman in the rural South, to illustrate, reads a 

much different version of The Color Purple than anyone else. Recognizing the 

inherent differences in meaning that language contains is crucial, in the world 

according to postmodernism, for it exposes “essentialism”—the notion that there 

is an “essentially gay” or “essentially poor” or “essentially Black” identity—as 

an illusion, a social construction. In the same breath that essentialist assumptions 

are exploded in a postmodern analysis, ambiguities, uncertainty, and difference 

become instantly celebrated. All meaning, we come to realize, is provisional, 

tentative. And structures themselves can be called into question for what they say 

about the relationships between those who have the power to establish them and 

those who find themselves subject to—and sometimes subjugated by—them. 

Literature, and its study in the twenty-first century, is about as far removed from 

a discourse of “machinery” as is imaginable.  

Since most of you are likely very familiar with the first lens, I would like to 

get you imagining what it is like to look a little closer through this second, more 
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abstract lens, to show you how it proved beneficial (and at times problematic!) to 

me while I was performing influence activities overseas. So, after providing a 

very quick explanation of influence activities to situate non-military readers, I 

will highlight a few characteristics of the discipline of English Lit that I relied on 

to try to both understand and persuade others in the incredibly complex human 

terrain that is Kandahar, Afghanistan. I will then look at three specific influence 

activities that my team undertook in Kandahar to demonstrate those 

characteristics in action. As you move through the narrative, you may gradually 

conclude, as I have since having returned home, that the coalition’s lingering 

status among Afghans—as one giant cultural outsider—is among the most 

significant obstacles to success in defeating the insurgency. Though not for a lack 

of trying, NATO efforts to understand and change Afghan culture have all but 

proven it to be an impossible nut to crack. Should we have known it from the 

start? I’ll let you decide.  

 

1. To Boldly Influence Where No Man Has . . . 
 

Kinetic solutions are no longer the panacea of warfare. Rather, 

individuals need to view ‘reality’ through the eyes of another 

culture, specifically, the one with which they are interacting, in 

order to adapt their attitudes and behaviours to better influence.
2
 

      —Emily Spencer 
 

It is almost universally agreed, in theory at least, that influence activities are 

central to success in a counterinsurgency (COIN) environment. Although kinetic 

force is sometimes necessary to establish security, the non-kinetic measures will 

sustain it. As the theory in Afghanistan has gone, if coalition forces can provide a 

framework of security robust enough to allow for development and 

reconstruction to occur, we will win the trust of the Afghan people, who will see 

                                                           
2
 Spencer, Emily. “Brains and Brawn: Cultural Intelligence (CQ) as the ‘Tool of 

Choice’ in the Contemporary Operating Environment.” Canadian Military 

Journal 11.1 (2010). Web. 10 Nov. 2011.  
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that their well-being is our foremost concern. Consequently, we will be able to 

encourage them to take the steps needed to shut the insurgency down “from the 

inside out,” so to speak. They will actively resist insurgent intimidation instead of 

staying frightened and passive, and they will no longer turn a blind eye to 

insurgents hiding in their villages but point them out to us for capture or arrest 

(or worse). They will reject insurgent demands for supplies, young men to fight, 

or information regarding coalition force movements and activities. Ideally, they 

may even take the physical risks necessary to remove insurgents themselves. 

Once enough internal momentum is generated, the theory goes, coalition forces 

can hand over the reins to Afghans—particularly to the Afghan National Security 

Forces (ANSF) that we have been training all the while—and call it a day. 

Mission accomplished. 

 

2. The Theory, the theory 

To be sure, there have been many instances of localized success of this 

doctrine throughout the nation over a decade since 9/11—many of you reading 

this will have been a part of those successes—but broadly speaking, theory 

continues to be trumped by the overwhelming reality that we have not 

fundamentally altered Afghanistan in ways that need altering. And nor should we 

have been expected to, of course: not in a decade. Today, and on the widest scale, 

the Afghan public does not trust its government. It does not trust coalition forces. 

It does not trust its own police although the Afghan National Army has made 

good strides to gain confidence. It does not understand this model called 

“democracy” that the West has tried to superimpose on top of millennia of what 

amounts to tribal, anarchic living. Simply put, most Afghans have not seen their 

lives improve in ways promised in 2001, whether in terms of economy, 

development, security, or stability. Most opened their arms to foreign 

intervention after 9/11; most have been disappointed since. No small part of that 

disappointment must fall on their own laps, of course, on their unwillingness or 
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inability to fight for themselves, but we, too, are complicit. We, after all, rolled in 

promising change.  

Despite this rather dire characterization of the current state of affairs, one 

thing is certain: failing to understand and influence Afghans did not happen for a 

lack of effort. Influence activities are designed to prompt people to contemplate 

different ways of thinking, feeling, and behaving, and my team, like so many 

others, tried some conventional and innovative approaches to changing minds. To 

illustrate, some concrete examples of influence activities might include:  

  

 providing disinformation to insurgents for direct tactical combat 

advantages or, more broadly, to cultivate internal dissent and 

diminish morale 
 

 delivering cultural awareness training to friendly forces to minimize 

inadvertent contraventions of cultural decorum 
 

 engaging in a joint civil-military venture to hire villagers to clean out 

culverts or build roads in order to stimulate a local economy:  and to 

minimize the chance that young men will be enticed into joining the 

insurgency 
 

 maneuvering tactical units to make insurgents assume a certain 

routine is being established 
 

 demonstrating religious respect by funding mosque repairs 
 

 adopting a less aggressive body posture when doing foot patrols in a 

village 
 

 using an unmanned drone to drop a bomb on insurgents planting 

IEDs in a road 
 

 talking to farmers about the need to avoid digging in fields near 

roads, especially at night 

 

 explaining to Afghans why we—strange people with strange 

languages and customs from places they’ve likely never heard of—

are in their country in the first place 
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 creating and distributing different forms of media to educate the 

local population about matters of health, development, governance, 

or security 
 

 respecting religious and secular holidays 
 

 engaging in dialogue with legitimate public figures, those exercising 

power behind the scenes, and, if feasible, illegitimate powerbrokers:  

including insurgents themselves 
 

 sniping an enemy from a concealed position 500 meters away 
 

 avoiding driving large military vehicles in congested urban areas 
 

 distributing food or medical supplies to a population affected 

adversely by the conflict going on around them 
 

 separating local insurgents from out-of-area fighters 
 

 shaping the conditions for reconciliation and reintegration of 

insurgents 
 

 establishing “911” tip lines for residents to phone in security 

concerns 
 

 establishing a joint honors and awards program with the ANSF to 

recognize exceptional work 
 

 hiring freelance journalists to write stories about progress   
 

 providing financial and other support to the public media to 

encourage free speech 

 

Though different in many cases, each of these examples points to an activity 

designed to “influence” in its own particular way. I include examples of violence 

in the list to acknowledge that some forms of influence are aggressive and 

violent, or what we often call “kinetic.” We can tend to think that influence by 

default involves some kind of benign urging, but in a combat environment, this is 

not—and cannot realistically always be—the case. Sometimes, sadly, the most 

effective form of influence is fatal. However, my role in Kandahar focused on the 

non-kinetic forms, so I’ll stay in my lane. 
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In Kandahar, we attempted most of the non-kinetic influence activities in this 

list. We performed classical psychological operations functions against 

insurgents, like deception, disinformation, or spreading and countering 

propaganda. Mostly, however, our efforts were domestically focused, as would 

be expected in a COIN environment. We tried to influence a wide range of target 

audiences: not only insurgent but also potential insurgent, the general Afghan 

population, men, women, teenagers, businesspeople, the unemployed, the 

illiterate, the ANSF, what intelligentsia remains, and a host of other demographic 

groupings. We even tried to influence our own forces by providing cultural 

awareness training: identifying and giving specific direction on holidays with 

significant religious and historical import; providing information about important 

figures in Kandahar society; giving direction on how to properly engage with key 

leaders; and telling soldiers what to expect during key public and private Afghan 

social events.  

We also informed and educated Afghans about the steps that their new 

government, GIRoA—the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan—

was trying to take in order to improve their lives (“trying” here is the active 

word). We tried to measure and, in turn, shape public perceptions of the Afghan 

National Army and Afghan National Police by providing information to the 

public about upcoming projects with job opportunities, or scheduling visits of 

mobile medical and veterinary clinics. We funded the acquisition and distribution 

of soccer uniforms for kids, helped the University of Kandahar with printing, 

publishing, and computer costs, and worked behind the scenes to support those 

elements of Afghan society that could help engender the public perception of 

some kind of normalcy of life: the press, media outlets, small businesses, or even 

women’s sewing groups. And more. We tried much, much more. But how did we 

determine how to create the best messages and get them across? 
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3. English Lit:  You’re Kidding, Right?      

 

I asked my Brigade Commanders what was the number one thing they 

would have liked to have had more of, and they all said cultural 

knowledge.
3
 

       —LTG Peter Chiarelli 

 

LTG Chiarelli’s Brigade Commanders in Iraq are articulating a request also 

often heard in Afghanistan, and while having more cultural knowledge would be 

great, the practical constraints of getting it are virtually prohibitive. After all, 

consider what we mean by cultural knowledge. To truly understand a culture—

say the culture of the American South, or California’s wine country, or the 

Midwest, or Northern Canada—would take much more than some classroom 

study or even months of close observation. It would take years of living there, 

learning the nuances, the colloquialisms, and the mannerisms of a variety of 

groups and subgroups. It would take developing an appreciation for local tastes, 

longstanding grievances, and the struggles that people have had to overcome in 

both recent and distant memory. It would require understanding how geography 

and terrain influence perception. In other words, it would take time:  the one 

thing that we’ve never had enough of in Afghanistan. 

So it is that statements like LTG Chiarelli’s must be put in context. What his 

commanders are actually doing is expressing frustration related to feeling the full 

alienating impact of their status as linguistic and cultural outsiders. They know 

they are on deployment for about a year. They know that no matter what kind of 

pre-deployment training they have had, it will be utterly insufficient. They know 

that it will take several months to even start to understand the human and cultural 

terrain of the district they’ve been deployed to. In essence, they know that, 

although their key task is to be able to “read” the environment, in order to predict 

and plan (and to manage and control: two things militaries need to excel at to 
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  Qtd. in Numrich, S.K. “Human Terrain: A Tactical Issue or a Strategic C4I 

Problem?” Institute for Defense Analyses. 20 May 2008. Print. 
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win) such reading is, in fact, virtually impossible. Catching glimpses and 

fragments of understanding, just as they think they are starting to make sense of 

it all, they redeploy home. The next rotation (or as we often called all of them in 

Kandahar: Roto Zero) will arrive, and the cycle will begin anew. It is not unlike, 

perhaps, the feeling that English professors feel when that new batch of freshmen 

shows up for the first class of composition.  

Fortunately, there is a different kind of “reading,” a cognitive “advance copy” 

if you will, available to develop the basic tools for assessing human and cultural 

terrain; it comes courtesy of—you guessed it—the study of literature. In the same 

way as studying military history prepares infantry and artillery officers to 

anticipate tactical and strategic combat maneuvers, studying literature can 

prepare soldiers to anticipate common human “maneuvers.” Literature exposes 

and analyzes human desires, frustrations, and hopes, and it can train soldiers to 

be on the lookout for a vast range of possible emotional and psychological 

responses to conflict and confrontation. Shy of actually living in a foreign 

environment, imaginatively rehearsing human dynamics in advance can be an 

invaluable preparatory step toward mitigating the sheer cognitive overload that a 

cultural collision produces. My academic background developed all of these 

skills, and so before showing you some of the actual projects where I was able to 

employ them in useful ways, I want to take a minute to look at that background 

in a little more detail.  

But first, a quick defense … My experience has been that no shortage of 

people—military and civilian alike—assume that English majors (and profs) 

often do little but sit around emoting about Wordsworthian Romantic poetry, 

debating the merits of proper grammar, or ruminating over the relative value of 

long-dead authors. Perhaps some of you have even heard it put along these lines: 

“Well, English is ultimately pretty useless. I mean, it doesn’t even pay well. But 

hey: they’re not hurting anyone, and maybe we need that artsy kind of stuff every 

now and then.” Dismissive though this may sound, I have to grant that it is not 
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entirely untrue. For instance, we certainly don’t get paid like corporate execs and, 

no, we don’t hurt anyone (unless lecturing students to death counts).  

Seriously though, we do, of course, accomplish a little more than this 

depiction suggests. Modern literary studies have become richly theoretical over 

the past two decades, both self-generating and incorporating from other 

disciplines an array of critical models which interrogate all types of literary and 

cultural products. Art, of which literature is but a part, has become subjected to 

readings based on gender, class, economics, psychology, environment, 

linguistics, evolution, and more. Key in these assessments is the sheer critical 

acumen that is brought to bear on a text. Literary scholars, and the students we 

teach, have learned to treat writing—fictional, poetic, dramatic, political, 

scientific, or otherwise—with a healthy critical suspicion, if for no other reason 

than we realize the often subtle power that language holds. Our business is to 

assess how words get invested with meaning, how they can appear invisible to 

those who use them, and how they can lead to all sorts of injustices when people 

overlook the fact that language is not merely used to describe the world but a 

tool, a process, and an interaction that in many ways creates the world. 

Language, in other words, is never passive.  

In an online discussion forum response to a student question—“Why do we 

need to learn this? Is my commander going to send me a poem and ask me to 

explicate it?”—one English professor compiled a list of twenty-one reasons why 

people might consider the study of literature as an academic career path.
4
  Before 

adding a few of my own reasons and describing how they were useful in the 

context of Afghanistan, consider four of hers. While you read, I invite you to 

muse over how they might be useful for soldiers battling an insurgency in a 

foreign country: 

                                                           
4
  Huntress. Freethought-Forum.com. 20 Feb. 2012. Web.  
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1. To open our minds to ambiguities of meaning. While people will 

"say what they mean and mean what they say" in an ideal world, 

language in our world is, in reality, maddeningly and delightfully 

ambiguous. If you go through life expecting people to play by your 

rules, you'll only be miserable, angry, and disappointed. You won't 

change them. Ambiguity, double entendres, and nuance give our 

language depth and endless possibility. Learn it. Appreciate it. Revel 

in it. 
 

2. To teach us to see individual bias. In a sense, each of us is an 

unreliable or naive narrator, but most of us mindlessly accept the 

stories of certain friends or family without qualification. We should 

remember that they are centers of their own universes, though, just 

like we are. They are first-person narrators—not omniscient—just 

like we are. The only thing that suffers when we appreciate 

individual bias is our own gullibility. 
 

3. To encourage us to question "accepted" knowledge. As children, 

most of us were taught to believe what we're told and those basic 

hypotheses provide our schemas, or building blocks, of knowledge. 

As we grow, we learn to question some ideas while rejecting the 

offensively alien ideas outright, often without real examination. 

However, human progress often results from the rejection of 

assumed "facts." The difficulty lies in spotting our own unexamined 

assumptions. The more ideas we expose ourselves to, the more of our 

own assumptions we can root out to question and either discard or 

ground our lives in. 
 

4. To explore ethical complexities. Only children find ethical rules cut 

and dried. Literature forces readers to challenge their simplistic 

ethical conceptions and sometimes their outright condemnation of 

others' actions. For example, we believe lying is wrong. But what do 

we mean? Do we never lie? Have you ever met a person rude enough 

to follow this rule implicitly? Be advised, though: ethical exploration 

is a mature endeavor; it is not for the thin-skinned. 

 

These are brilliant answers, really, and I couldn’t have written them any better 

myself. I do want to add a few of my own, though, so let’s start by going back to 

my opening statement about how influence activities involve trying to persuade 

people to think and act differently.  
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First, what do we mean by “people”? It should be self-evident enough, right? 

Well, yes and no. To start, by “people” I mean more than just Afghan people. I 

mean humans, and the study of literature lends itself to much more than just 

understanding individual characters in a text and why they do what they do in the 

narrative. It is a guide for understanding humanity itself because studying 

literature is, ultimately, the study of humanity, including the study of what makes 

us humane or not. Like for those of us who study it for a living, literature doesn’t 

just describe but interrogates how and why people think, feel, experience, and 

behave in the wide variety of ways that we do. As I say to those students who 

argue, “Hey, Sir, why can’t we just let this be a story,” authors don’t sit down 

and write for months or years on end “just” to tell a story. They write because 

they have critiques to make about the world they live in, key observations to 

make, judgments to pass, and debates to invoke in the minds of readers. They are 

interested in conscious and subconscious motivations, needs, frustrations, joys, 

and raw complexities. Like the writing of it, the study of literature demands 

critical faculties and nurtures tangible tools to actively engage with, and 

hopefully understand a little better, the human condition.  

“People” also refers to alternative cultures, times, and places. Literature forces 

us to consider similarities and differences, continuities and disjunctions, when we 

confront characters from worlds other than our own, even when those worlds are 

imaginative constructs in some of the far-out reaches of science fiction or fantasy 

or the distant historical past. Most importantly, I believe, it shows us our 

common human qualities. No matter what country or culture you’re reading, 

stories share common themes, and in Afghanistan one striking narrative is that 

parents there, like parents everywhere, want a better life for their children than 

they themselves had. Other common Afghan narratives include family tensions, 

social tensions, and class and economic tensions, in- and out-group dynamics, 

philosophical and religious inquiry, and even investigations into what constitutes 

good art or “beauty.”  



 

179 

Great literature throws these subjects out for us to confront, and it rarely 

offers tidy solutions, because life isn’t tidy and neither are we. Literature thus 

also functions to force us to interrogate our own complicity in the untidiness of 

the world around us. In the process of staring at ourselves in the mirror of 

literature, we learn to ask tough questions; we also learn to keep an open mind—

and heart—when looking for answers that are more often than not ridiculously 

complex. In a place like Afghanistan, where it can be tempting to overlook 

diversity and simply view an entire nation as some homogenous Other, because it 

seems to make it easier to make sense of “them,” the consequences of 

overlooking complexity can be disastrous. Anyone who has struggled to piece 

together the myriad of family, clan, and tribal power relationships in a rural 

village, to try to figure out who, exactly, is in charge, will know what I’m talking 

about.  

Perhaps the biggest advantage that a background in literary study gave me in 

Afghanistan was that it encourages thinking in symbolic and metaphoric—that is, 

abstract—terms. All language is symbolic: what are words if not arbitrary 

squiggly symbols clumped together in groups, groups that only mean what they 

do because a critical mass of people all agree that they mean what they do? I tried 

always to remain cognizant of the arbitrary nature of my own language system 

and the unique bias that I and those around me would have because of it. 

Consider the fundamental concepts of time and space and what your Western 

sense of them is. They are completely different when considered from an Afghan 

perspective. Most Kandaharis, for instance, live an isolated, traditional, rural, 

agrarian existence, where time is measured in seasons. It is also measured in very 

short spans—they are more likely to look ahead only a few days or weeks rather 

than months or years—in large part because of thirty years of conflict and the 

scarcity and low life expectancy rates it has generated. Similarly, most do not 

travel much beyond the immediate confines of their village: they simply have had 

no reason to, historically. Consequently, their concept of space, and interest in 
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larger spaces, is extremely limited:  most couldn’t even identify their own nation 

on a map. Even fewer would be able to glean the real meaning of putting a 

satellite in space or a man on the moon.  

Recognizing these fundamental differences in perception forced me to see 

myself as part of one, not a or the, system of meaning, which in turn allowed me 

to challenge existing assumptions that many of my fellow soldiers had about the 

Afghan people: especially about their cultural, religious, and social norms, which 

were often easily dismissed as “backward.” Dominated as Afghanistan is by a 

powerful oral tradition, a host of clan and tribal relationships, and a fusion of 

religious and cultural norms unlike those seen anywhere else in the world, 

walking in prepared to look for how power was rooted in and supported by 

abstract forms of communication was invaluable. War is a serious, literal event. 

Individuals and families literally have their lives disrupted and destroyed. Bodies 

are literally injured, maimed, and rendered useless. People become literally dead. 

However, warfare, and especially insurgency warfare, is loaded with abstraction. 

Consciously or not, people turn to and, in fact, rely on symbols, metaphors, and 

rhetoric to sustain their beliefs. As much as the material, concrete activities going 

on around them, abstract ideas can determine whether people will embrace, 

tolerate, or reject an insurgency. Or us.  

To put this into a more concrete context, consider how, in Afghanistan, 

insurgents rely strongly on the richly symbolic narrative of “repelling foreign 

invaders.” We heard it in almost every piece of their propaganda. Central to this 

meme, this idea that gets transmitted culturally from generation to generation, 

like a gene does biologically, is the idea of the mujahedeen, the “freedom 

fighter” character brought into the popular imagination in the West through 

Sylvester Stallone’s character Rambo in the third installment of the Rambo 

franchise. Although commonly understood in the Western world to have 

originated in the Afghan struggle against Soviet occupation, it actually has much 

deeper, and more powerful, historical roots. “Muhajirs,” or immigrants, formed a 
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crucial part of Mohammed’s initial following.
5
 Today, insurgents invoke the term 

mujahedeen to recruit, to try to shame Afghans who might otherwise resist them 

into silence, and to internally maintain cohesiveness. “Repel foreign invaders and 

you, too, will become a mujahedeen” is a powerful and effective abstraction 

because it taps into a long and proud Afghan history of repelling that has 

gradually become mythologized: “We kicked out Alexander the Great. We 

kicked out the Soviets. And more foreign invaders in between. To be a good and 

honorable Afghan, you must now help us repel these new foreign invaders. Send 

us your young men; if they die, they will be heroes in death.” The degree to 

which people are influenced by abstract ideas such as this can make the 

difference between merely knowing about a cause and supporting it. One of the 

central reasons we are still in Afghanistan over a decade after 9/11, I contest, is 

that we’ve grossly underestimated the grip of such abstraction on the average 

Afghan imagination.  

Imagination. Above all else, studying literature encourages its development, 

the chief benefit of which is that it in turn nurtures empathy: the ability to see, to 

imagine, the world through someone else’s eyes. Reading literature is foremost 

an imaginative enterprise—reading literally creates images in the mind’s eye—

and those who study it develop an elastic imagination, an ability not only to 

probe a little deeper to see what makes humans similar, and different, across time 

and space, but also to react to the ambush of strangeness that is launched when 

we confront a foreign culture. I cannot overstate how seeing, or trying to see, 

through the eyes of another culture, gender, sex, social class, economic condition, 

ethnicity, skin color, or nationality is not merely some leftist utopian quest. In 

war, it has concrete tactical advantages. It allowed me to tailor propaganda. It 

improved how we countered it. It encouraged innovative approaches to problem-
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  Lane, Edward William. Arabic-English Lexicon. 1863-93. New York: Ungar, 

1956. Print. 
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solving. Above all else, it gave my commander an enhanced ability to do 

something that all commanders need to do: anticipate.  

In summary, the realm of literary study taught me to imagine, forecast, and be 

prepared to negotiate difference. Such negotiation lies at the core of building 

bridges with the Afghan public. It also improves the understanding of 

motivations, whether those of insurgents, of those who knowingly, unwillingly, 

or unwittingly support them, of friendly Afghan security forces, and even of 

coalition troops themselves, who were, after all, serving in Afghanistan in many 

instances not merely because they were ordered to. In a COIN environment, 

understanding—and influencing if necessary—how our own team views the 

conflict and the actual, real people involved in it can determine success or failure.  

 

4. Words Into Deeds 

Demonstrating the practical value of my grounding in literary and cultural 

studies is more important than the words I’ve used to describe it so far. Three 

specific influence activities I designed in Kandahar underscore the practical 

merits of the intellectual skills that training in the discipline develops. I am not 

out on a recruiting campaign here, and there are other ways to access these skills 

than by getting a PhD in English Lit. Where they are not being made available, 

they need to be made so, now. Preparing intelligently for future asymmetric 

conflicts—the kinds of conflicts we will continue to face in the twenty-first 

century—demands that leaders give their soldiers the right tools to do the job.  

 

Pashto Proverb Booklet 

The most “literary” piece of brainstorming I had in Afghanistan was a project 

I developed with my cultural advisors called the Pashto Proverbs Booklet. 

Although only about ten pages long, it included dozens of proverbs that most 

Afghans would easily recognize. The value of the booklet lay not so much in  

what the proverbs said but in their utility as a cultural icebreaker. Afghans would  

consider our attempt to learn and speak their language, and recognize their 
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Figure 1 – Pashto Proverbs Booklet  
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Pashto 

Proverb 

Literal Translation and 

Implied Message 

Phonetic 

Pronunciation 
Occasion for Use 

دکبرکاسه 

 نسکوره ده. 

The bowl of pride always 

ends upside down - If 

someone is too proud or 

arrogant, they will 

become nobody because 

no one is God, no one is 

perfect. Today's rich man 

may be tomorrow's 

poorest man. 

Dah kEEbah 

kAHsa 

naskOOrah 

dah  

Used to warn someone that 

he will end up with 

problems if he continues 

being arrogant. 

خپله ژبه هم 

 کالده هم بال.

Your own tongue can 

bring you a castle or a 

monster - What you say 

and how it's said affect 

your fate, future.  

KhpALa 

zhABha 

humm balAda 

humm 

khAlada 

If questioning someone to 

encourage them to tell the 

truth. Also, to show 

empathy for those who 

have been threatened by 

INS (i.e. the INS tongue is 

"monstrous"). 

خپل عمل د 

 الرې مل .

Your future is determined 

by your actions - You are 

accountable for all of 

your actions, good or bad, 

and you will answer in 

the future for them. 

Khah-phAL-

ahmAl dah 

LAHri mahl 

Multiple possibilities: use 

your imagination. 

د وږي  موړ

له حاله څه 

 خبردی .

A fed person knows 

nothing about the 

situation of the hungry - 

some people who are well 

fed (i.e. wealthy) care 

little about the poor and 

needy.  

Morh 

dhawAjay 

pahal sah-

khabAR day 

To evoke charity and 

cooperation and to remind 

those with power of the 

social responsibility they 

have to their villages for 

security and prosperity. To 

gain a second-order effect, 

stress that you recognize 

that we come from a land 

that has much, and we in 

fact left that land to come 

here to help bring peace 

and prosperity to Afghans. 

Why? Because we are 

proud to help. 

کوږ بار تر 

منزله نه 

 رسېږي. 

A tilted load will never 

reach its destination - 1. 

dishonesty is eventually 

uncovered, and when you 

are caught, you can never 

be trusted again. 2. 

something off-balance 

will tip over and never 

reach its destination (i.e. 

tilted saddlebags falling 

off a horse) 

Kuzh bahr 

tahr-

manzALa na-

rrha-SEE jhee 

Often used in this context:  

a person you suspect of 

being dishonest says 

something. You warn him 

about the importance of 

being honest. He sticks to 

his story but is later caught 

in his lie, revealing his 

dishonesty. Saying this is 

like saying "I told you so." 
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traditions, as a gesture of respect, a move on our part to say that we recognized 

and understood that we were outsiders in their homeland. We hoped that Afghans 

would reciprocate with their own offerings of respect and understanding, in the 

process taking a small step forward on the fragile bridge of trust.  

The booklet broke the proverbs down by category. As you can see from 

Figure 1, these particular proverbs are from a category on anti-corruption. Anti-

corruption is a sore spot with many Afghans, some of whom even see coalition 

efforts over the past decade as merely the propping up of a political regime in 

Kabul that is corrupt, inefficient, and illegitimate. Sharing kernels of wisdom 

such as these proverbs contain, even in badly spoken Pashto, struck me as a 

useful way to broach a sensitive subject like anti-corruption with the local 

population. Other categories in the booklet contained proverbs thematically 

focusing on anti-narcotics, ANA and ANP roles and capabilities, governance, 

accountability, the insurgent use of children as IED emplacers and early warning 

systems, education, sanitation, and health. We printed a few thousand of these 

booklets and disseminated them among the entire Task Force.  

I knew full well that some would get tossed in the trash as irrelevant, that they 

might be mocked by subordinate units who saw anything coming out of the Task 

Force Headquarters as disconnected from “ground truth,” and that others might 

even get torn to shreds by soldiers bearing (often legitimate) individual 

grievances against Afghans. Some, we hoped, would get used by those troops 

willing, and not ordered—you can’t order someone to be genuine—to take the 

small risk of setting their egos aside to risk extending an open palm in a foreign 

tongue. On the whole, we weren’t disappointed.  

 

Afghan Holiday Strategy 

Given the distinctive fusion of Pashtunwali, Islamic history, and attempted 

military conquest by outsiders that defines Kandahar, the first thing that struck 

me upon arriving was that nobody had taken the time to extensively assess and 
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inform our own forces about how Kandaharis celebrate and commemorate their 

traditions. Coalition forces had been in the country long enough to know that the 

tempo of operations slows down annually during Ramadan, and I myself had 

maybe 30 minutes of pre-deployment training that was devoted to understanding 

the general significance of Ramadan to Muslims. But that was about it. To me, 

and certainly to my Afghan cultural advisors, who I didn’t actually meet until I 

was on the ground in Afghanistan, this represented a fundamental ignorance of 

the value of belief systems to Afghans, and especially of the power of 

symbolism, metaphor, and rhetoric that underlies them. 

 

Figure 2 – Sample Page from Afghan Holiday Strategy Calendar 

 

To remedy this cultural black hole, I tasked my staff to sit down with our 

cultural advisors and identify every holiday—Islamic or secular, modern or 

traditional, big or small—in the Afghan calendar. From here, we then prepared 
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and released, well in advance, extensive directives to all members of the Task 

Force. These directives informed them of a holiday’s historical significance, and 

they gave specific directions on the anticipated movements of people (i.e. to 

shrines or monuments), potential security threats (i.e. insurgents target public 

gatherings for a mass propaganda effect), and the actions that we expected the 

Task Force to take, if any. Afghans are a proud people. They value custom and 

decorum—and especially public expressions of it. So, depending on the 

importance of the holiday to Afghans, we would arrange for our senior leaders to 

release public messages of congratulations and meet with, host dinners for, and 

even provide gifts to their Afghan military, political, and civil allies.  

For the Persian New Year, Nawruz, we developed a plan to have the ANSF 

deliver humanitarian aid to the poorest of the poor. It was part of my strategy to 

get the ANSF thinking about how to coordinate with political leaders, incorporate 

media coverage into their actions, and create an atmosphere of trust with their 

own people. Afghans have had notoriously bad experiences with the ANSF, 

particularly the police, and this was a chance to make good. In fact, the ANSF 

were actually my primary target audience. Since I knew that the Afghan public 

would surmise that NATO was behind the operation (Afghans know that their 

own government has neither the funding nor the organizational will to pull 

something like this off independently), two second-order effects I hoped for 

were, first, to have Afghans see coalition forces as respecting one of their most 

cherished traditions, and second, to see us and their own security forces offering 

them a tangible glimpse of normalcy in the face of thirty years of conflict.  

OPERATION NAWRUZ, the first ever influence-led operation in Kandahar, 

was tremendously successful. At the end of the two-day operation, the ANSF had 

provided enough food for 15,000 people for a month, had worked with local 

political and religious leaders, and had gained positive media coverage as far 

away as Kabul. As for whether we achieved the second-order effects, I have no 

clue. One of the central problems in performing influence activities in a place  
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Figure 3 - Operation NAWRUZ  
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like Afghanistan is that it is almost impossible to tell whether what you have 

done will have effected permanent change in someone’s mind. Minds are so 

ephemeral, nuanced, and influenced by other variables that they are impossible to 

quantify. So goes the nature of counterinsurgency. 

 

Figure 4 - OPERATION NAWRUZ (Translated into Pashto for the ANSF) 

 

Media Operations 

When I arrived in Kandahar in November 2009, I inherited a media operations 

program that had been in place since about 2007, when Canadian forces started 

building up in the province. It was being run by PSYOPS personnel, and they 

employed conventional means to deliver fairly conventional messages. Through a 

series of contracts with local radio stations in Kandahar City, they ran generic 

“White” advertisements (“White” means completely truthful—Canadian COIN 

doctrine prohibits performing Black or Grey PSYOPS on civilians) designed to 
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promote the Afghan National Army (ANA) as the “proud warriors” or “true 

defenders” of Afghanistan, support Afghan National Police (ANP) recruiting 

efforts and, most often, simply relay messages of public interest. Such messages 

might include the location and timing of an upcoming mobile medical or 

veterinary clinic, the opening of a government office, advice on sound sanitation 

practices, how to report a discovered IED or suspicious person, or the planning 

and completion of reconstruction and development projects being done jointly by 

coalition and Afghan engineers. All of these messages were created in the name 

of sharing useful information, protecting the public, and demonstrating our 

concern for their well-being. Selling ourselves was never our main effort because 

we knew that actions on the ground, and not words, mattered more in that 

respect.  

As readers having served in Iraq or Afghanistan will know, however, this is 

all well and fine until we consider the most important target audience of all: rural 

people living well beyond the airwaves of a major center. They are most strongly 

subjected to insurgent propaganda and recruiting and more likely than urbanites 

to support the insurgency. American and British PSYOPS teams have a good 

history of responding to media coverage gaps like this by setting up “Radio-in-a-

Box” (RIAB) local radio stations in rural areas (we Canucks had never done it 

before, to my knowledge, certainly not in Kandahar). Staffed and run by a 

combination of coalition forces and coalition-friendly locals, RIABs have the 

ability to shape the nature of the messages that Afghans are receiving. This is 

important not only for countering insurgent propaganda, but also for just airing 

information of interest to rural audiences. The obvious disadvantage is that those 

audiences immediately know that “we” —foreign military forces—are running 

the radio stations, so they treat what they hear with varying degrees of cynicism 

and distrust.  

My background proved useful in offsetting this distrust. For our RIAB in 

Panjway’I District I, the birthplace of the Taliban and one of the toughest places 
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in the country to discern, let alone change, what is going on in Afghan minds, we 

needed some inventive programming. We started by broadcasting only traditional 

Pashto music. Panjway’I is ultra-conservative, and people do not want to hear 

Bollywood, or as one caller told the DJ, “that demon Pink.” We also set up a 

“contest hotline” (just a cell phone, of course) where listeners could phone in, 

answer a simple question, and win free cell phone minutes. We offered public 

service announcements, like those that would be heard in the city, but we tailored 

them to meet rural agrarian interests: the scheduled deliveries of wheat seed; the 

start of a project to clear culverts that would pay young Afghan men; or advance 

warnings that our engineers were about to blow up discovered IED caches, for 

instance. We also used it as a venue for the only face of the official Afghan 

government present in the district on a regular basis, the District Leader, to 

occasionally address residents.    

The station slowly gained traction with listeners. It was good, but it occurred 

to me that it needed an even more intense local flavor to encourage listenership. 

Part of my academic interest in oral-dominant cultures reminded me that tribal 

peoples simply love a good story. Anyone who has been to Iraq or Afghanistan, 

where indigenous populations still exist in relatively traditional modes of living, 

will likely have first-hand experience in this cultural uniqueness. Afghans are an 

oral people. They have an estimated 25% literacy rate. They can sit around and 

talk, or listen, for hours on end, and in ways that would drive most Westerners 

mad. I have first-hand experience with this in the classroom, where I teach First 

Nations’ literature and culture. Storytelling is circular, not linear. It is usually not 

plot or character-driven but richly descriptive. It often has its “key theme” buried 

deeply underneath layers of narrative, demanding multiple reads to get “the 

point”—if in fact there is one. It can drive students who expect a linear, “logical” 

narrative model a little bonkers; anyone having been invited to sit in on an 

Afghan shura will have felt something similar.  
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One way of tapping into this Afghan love of story, it seemed to me, would be 

to actually have them tell each other their own stories: on the air. The idea was 

risky, because it would involve sending an outsider, our DJ, out to interview and 

tape locals, who are suspicious of all outsiders. He was willing to take the risk. 

To get the idea off the ground, my cultural advisors—who were never out of 

arm’s reach during my entire tour—and I created an interview matrix, which we 

updated weekly. It included some longer term projects designed to educate the 

people of Panjway’I as well, to get them thinking about the bigger world around 

them (in hindsight, a woefully optimistic aspiration):   

 

Figure 5 - RIAB Programming Framework 

Examples of Routine Interview 

Topics 

 

Special Projects:  

Socio-Cultural Specials  

(30-90 min specials on one of the 

following subjects; will bring in experts 

where required) 

 

 

Entertainment 

- interview listeners to talk about 

radio programming 

- interview listeners to talk about 

games people play (kites, marbles, 

cards) 

- get them to talk about the role of 

poetry & storytelling in Panjway’I 

 

- Role of Public Memory 

- Global Islam 

- Tribal History in Canada and the USA 

 

 

Business and Industry 

- interview business owners 

- get one to explain the process for 

licensing 

- get one to explain trade routes & 

nearby markets 

- allow people to express concerns 

about transportation 

- Afghan Life “Then and Now” (Under 

the Soviets & Taliban vs. life today) 

- Afghan Cultural Diversity 

- Rural vs. Urban Living 
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Education 

- interview teacher 

- describe school system, university 

and tech college 

- interview a mullah about role of 

informal education 

- interview leaders to get them to 

discuss importance of education 
 

- Food Culture 

- The Role of Clothing and Adornment 

- The Meaning of Music 

- Home Remedies 

 

 

Because of rural Afghanistan’s strong family, tribal, and clan bonds, it is not 

uncommon for people from one village to spend most of their lives never coming 

into contact with those from a village down the road. Interviews like these 

allowed us to capture local stories which, in the very act of public sharing and 

airing, we hoped would engender a broader sense of community and belonging. 

Afghans were looking for propaganda; instead, we gave them a venue to talk to 

each other, a chance to “virtually” meet their neighbors and, perhaps for the first 

time, begin imagining themselves as part of something bigger. As with so many 

of the influence projects we started in Kandahar, I was gone long before having 

had a chance to see how successful the entire undertaking turned out to be. If the 

death threats the DJ received from insurgents as I was preparing to leave 

Kandahar were any indication, then we must have been doing something right. 

War is absurd. 

 

5. Conclusion? 

As U.S. and NATO forces stand poised to begin a massive withdrawal of 

combat troops, the long debate has already begun over how best to characterize 

the last eleven years. Have the sacrifices been worth it? Is Afghanistan another 

Vietnam? Did we achieve any meaningful success at all? I’ll leave these 

questions for political pundits, military historians, and online bloggers to have a 

field day with. For me, the questions that linger, even today, are more direct: Did 
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I succeed in encouraging our forces to take strides to better understand the 

Afghan people? Did I successfully influence at least some Afghans to take up 

their own cause? Did I convince even one insurgent to lay down his arms and 

peacefully rejoin his community? How out of touch was I with “ground truth” in 

devising some of my projects? Was what I tried worth it?  

When I imagine Afghanistan, looking into my own mind’s eye to focus on my 

deployment, I can say with confidence that yes, at least for a while, some 

people’s lives were better as a result of my being there. I like to think that I am 

not alone, that there are many others out there who feel that they made small 

differences in the lives of some, for a while, and often by using their own 

specialized skills and experiences. Their stories and histories are fully beginning 

to flow now. I, for one, anticipate the plunge into what promises to be a deep 

river and my hope is that this particular stream about non-kinetic influence might 

feed in meaningful ways into that river. There is a public consciousness in North 

America still struggling to come to terms with what this conflict has meant, and 

part of helping the public may be to remind them that, like a literary text, 

Afghanistan “means” differently for every individual soldier who has 

experienced it. Like them, many of us have “read” this war, sometimes with 

pride, occasionally with horror, and often with no small degree of ambivalence.  

As of yet, Afghanistan is a tale without a climax. Could it also be one without 

a conclusion?  
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All is Not Quiet:  

Reading Remarque in a Warzone 
J. A. Bernstein 

 

Famed literary critic Harold Bloom offered what is probably the strongest 

denunciation to date of Erich Maria Remarque's All Quiet on the Western Front 

(1929). In his preface to a volume of essays on the book, Bloom cites Oscar 

Wilde's critical maxim that “everything matters in art, except the subject, and all 

bad literature is sincere.” Bloom then asserts that “what matters most in All Quiet 

on the Western Front indeed is the subject, World War I, and the book is very 

sincere. It is therefore not a work of art, but a period piece and a historical 

document.” He even adds that while “it remains an effective enough anti-war 

tract,” it “hardly competes with Hemingway's Farewell to Arms or even with 

Mailer's The Naked and the Dead.”
16

  

Ironically, these last two are books that I happened to read while serving. At 

the time, which was 2004, the height of the Second Intifada, or popular 

Palestinian uprising, I was deployed with the Israeli Infantry in the Occupied 

Territories, where we were hardly engaging in the kind of skirmishes or derring-

do raids that Hemingway and Mailer describe. In fact, most of our work involved 

guarding and repressing a deservedly hostile civilian population. The truth of the 

matter, however, is that neither Hemingway nor Mailer did much more than that 

in their own military engagements. Certainly, Hemingway risked his life on the 

Italian Front while dodging shells in an ambulance—for which he was critically 

injured. Yet he spent only two months on the line and served primarily in a 

medical capacity—feats, which while incredibly admirable, hardly give credence 

to the deeds expressed in Farewell to Arms (1929). While his exact roles in the 
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Spanish Civil War and World War II are still debated, some scholars, such as 

Kenneth Lynn, have claimed he actually inflated his role during the Normandy 

Invasion.
2
 This is not to denigrate Hemingway, but merely to suggest that his 

own acts of bravado largely pale in comparison to those described in his 

literature. Mailer, for his part, served primarily as a cook in the Philippines, and 

his own flirtations with violence are questionable at best.
3
 Again, this is in no 

way to get into a chest-bumping match with modern war's greatest chroniclers, 

but it is to suggest that the violence they decry—and perhaps simultaneously 

lionize—has little to do with their actual lives. 

Erich Maria Remarque was wounded by shrapnel in five places, including his 

left leg, his arm, and his neck. On two separate occasions, he carried men to 

safety through gunfire. Like Hemingway, his own service on the line was fairly 

limited, which is probably why he lived, and he spent the bulk of the war 

recuperating. Unlike Hemingway, however, and importantly for understanding 

his ethos, Remarque had not chosen to serve. Like millions of other Germans, he 

was drafted and sent up as cannon fodder, or what Baumer, Remarque's largely 

autobiographical protagonist in the novel,
4
 calls “sheep” who “flock together” 

and get “mown down.”
5
 Bloom in particular criticizes Baumer for “[lacking] 

significant personality or mind,” lamenting that he “doubtless was meant to be a 

kind of everyman, but he is as drab as he is desperate, and his yearnings are too 

commonplace to be interesting.”
67

 Putting aside for a second what passes for 
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4
 To be fair, many critics have debated just how autobiographical All Quiet really 

is and to what extent the character of Baumer actually mirrors Remarque. 

William K. Pfeiler, for instance, points out that most of the book consists of 

reflections, rather than detailed descriptions of the front, which, in his view, 
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5
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Bloom 1. 



 

197 

motivation, let alone dialogue, in Farewell to Arms, what Bloom fails to 

recognize is that millions of readers, especially veterans coming out of the First 

and Second World Wars, found Baumer's motivations interesting precisely 

because they could relate to them. 

I was one of these veterans. I first picked up Remarque's “novel”—and Bloom 

is correct in that it is more a testament than an aesthetic endeavor—in 2011, 

about six years after I'd served, though I found the descriptions shocking, if only 

because I felt I had been to this front once before. Indeed, anyone who has 

endured basic training will likely recognize “the smell of tar, of summer, and of 

sweaty feet,” as Baumer calls it.
78

Even more compelling are the descriptions of 

the soldier's psyche. In one telling moment near the end, for example, Baumer 

returns from battle, having earned a brief respite. He partakes in a company drill, 

where he notices the “beautiful” woods with “their line of birch trees,” and adds: 

“I often become so lost in the play of soft light and transparent shadow, that I 

almost fail to hear the commands. It is when one is alone that one begins to 

observe Nature and to love her.”
89

Certainly anyone who's found communion with 

nature can relate to the experience, though it is for the soldier, who is forced to 

stand guard and generally live in such conditions, that nature’s beauty takes on its 

own special resonance. 

I'll never forget pacing on a sunbaked slab of cement seven miles south of 

Lebanon, where I was engaged in my first week of training. I was sweating 

profusely, removing sharp crumbs of gravel from my knuckles, in which they had 

lodged during pushups, when the First Sergeant said we could eat. Stumbling 

towards the mess hall, an equally appealing structure of poured cement walls and 

grey stucco, I noticed the wood planters outside, each housing lilies or some 

orange blossom, which glistened in the sun. As the others filed in for their 

porridge—yes, we actually ate porridge for breakfast—I marveled at how 
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beautiful these lilies really were, not just as a contrast to the mildewing walls, or 

the grime that was smeared on my face, but as something eternally gorgeous. I 

was afraid that the First Sergeant or others would see me, so I filed in for my 

grub. 

Months later, when I was camped out on an ambush in the central West Bank, 

perched on a cold heap of mud layered with rocks, I remember feeling the thin 

blades of grass in my hands, what few emerged from this hillock, and I was 

actually reminded not of Remarque, whom I hadn't yet read, but of a scene in 

Terrence Malick's epic film, The Thin Red Line (1998), where a shell-shocked 

American private, surrounded by carnage and a cavalcade of bombs, notices a 

folding leaf. In fact, one of my colleagues in literature, Mark Irwin, who attended 

West Point and is now a noted poet, remarked to me recently how stirring he 

found this scene, and he commented that while he was completing his training, 

he too found an astonishing beauty in nature, a “return to green,” as he put it. 

Terrace Malick understood, and arguably James Jones
9

10did as well.
1011Certainly, 

Tim O'Brien touches on it when he says, in “How to Tell a True War Story,” that, 

“in truth war is also beauty,” remarking: 

At the hour of dusk you sit at your foxhole and look out on a wide river 

turning pinkish red, and at the mountains beyond, and although in the 

morning you must cross the river and go into the mountains and do 

terrible things and maybe die, even so, you find yourself studying the 

fine colors on the river, you feel wonder and awe at the setting of the 
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sun, and you are filled with a hard, aching love for how the world could 

be and always should be, but now is not.
1112

  

— 

Whether Remarque captures the splendor of nature is questionable, certainly 

not with the language and effusive beauty of Hemingway—though arguably 

more than Mailer, whose greatest contribution is: “in the deep jungle, it was 

always as dark as the sky before a summer thunderstorm, and no air ever stirred. 

Everything was damp and rife and hot . . .  Heat licked at everything, and the 

foliage, responding, grew to prodigious sizes.”
12

13 Regardless of whose 

descriptions are better, however, what all these writers—Mailer, Hemingway, 

Jones, O'Brien, and even Remarque—share is a belief in war's capacity to expose 

an individual to nature's rawest edge. Baumer is indeed everyman, but everyman, 

as every man knows, develops a strange synchronicity with the jungle, with the 

large heaps of mud and the green growing grass. At least the infantry do there, 

and that helps to explain, at least in part, why Remarque's book, despite its varied 

reception, continues to resonate with readers, especially grunts like myself. 

The point, though, is not to make a sweeping characterization about what a 

war book must or must not do to accurately describe war. There are a thousand 

variations on the theme, and unlike Bloom, I hesitate to say what a book should 

do to attain the eternal status of art. What Bloom does do, however, is ignore the 

extent to which an accurate and realistic telling can achieve such a pinnacle—

without focus on character, wordplay, or deep inner turmoil of the sort he extols. 

After all, the deep psychology of war has been amply characterized, time and 

time again, by works like The Red Badge of Courage, War and Peace, The Red 

and the Black, even Don Quixote. What is missing from the canon, albeit present 

to some extent in these works, as well, is the combative everyman, the man who's 

drafted, the man who serves, the man who appreciates porridge in the morning 
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and not the greater workings of art. These are the men who enlist. Rarely, if ever, 

are they writers. And in today's day and age, they rarely read. 

Yet I would challenge every veteran to pick up All Quiet, read the thing 

through—not the Spark Notes—and find a single passage to which they cannot 

relate, or at least on some level conceive of. Of course, those who have trouble 

delving into “high literature” might find Baumer's own admission consoling. “I 

want to feel the same powerful, nameless urge that I used to feel when I turned to 

my books,” he exclaims. “Words, Words, Words—they do not reach me. Slowly 

I place the books back in the shelves.”
1314

  

If there has ever been an argument for literature, for the very importance of 

communication and actively retelling what we feel, this is it. Shrouded in a world 

of lies, Remarque reflects: 

I see how peoples are set against one another, and in silence, 

unknowingly, foolishly, obediently, innocently slay one another. I see 

that the keenest brains of the world invent weapons and words to make it 

yet more refined and enduring. And all men of my age, here and over 

there, throughout the whole world see these things.
1415

 

— 

Ten years after the launching of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, where 

hundreds of thousands have died—250,000 by the latest conservative estimates—

it's clear very little has changed. And this is precisely why Remarque finds it so 

grievous that veterans cannot talk, much less give voice to their viewpoints. 

Describing the men at the front, who are all mutedly shell-shocked, he notes: 

“There is in each of us a feeling of constraint. We are all sensible of it; it needs 

no words to communicate it. It might easily have happened that we should not be 

sitting here on our boxes to-day.”
1516
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For generations, critics like Bloom, Aldous Huxley,
16

17
 and Poul Henningsen

17
18

 

have read Remarque's book as an “anti-war tract.” What these readings fail to 

account for, however, is the broader intent, which is not exactly political, much 

less condemnatory of war, but simply lamenting. Veterans, in Remarque's 

account, are shells of human beings, and the gravest offense war commits is not 

that it kills them, but that it silences them, plainly—hence his famous dedication, 

a line which, remarkably enough, few have taken at face value:  

This book is to be neither an accusation nor a confession, and least of all 

an adventure, for death is not an adventure to those who stand face to 

face with it. It will try simply to tell of a generation of men who, even 

though they may have escaped shells, were destroyed by the war. 

Yet literature, he argues, is the antidote, the very antithesis to combat, the very 

voice men seek in a war. That literature does not have to be expressly pro-war or 

against. It simply has to be honest, communicative at most, caustic at worst, and 

undoubtedly sincere, a fact for which Harold Bloom chides it. Yet Bloom doesn't 

acknowledge that that sincerity—that willingness to speak—is remarkably absent 

in war, as well as times of peace more generally. And while Bloom dismisses the 

work for being a “document,” it's worth pointing out that such documents, 

including Remarque's, were ritually thrown to the fire. 

To a large extent, they still are. High-octane thrillers like Act of Valor (2012), 

or their literary equivalent, Tom Clancy novels, are what give Americans—and 

English speakers generally—their conception of war. This stuff isn't just false. 

It's unimaginatively false, even when it's filmed with real people, as Act of Valor 
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purportedly was, or even when it resonates with millions of readers, much like 

Call of Duty: Modern Warfare 3. What veterans need are not video games or 

purported forms of entertainment—which are more opiates than anything—but a 

wake-up call and a willingness to relate what they've seen. Remarque does that, 

even if his book is “sincere.” 

— 

And yet, perhaps Bloom has a point insofar as something broader is needed to 

combat war's silencing. Bloom claims, for example, that Lew Ayres, who 

portrayed Baumer in the 1931 film version of All Quiet, “invested the character 

with more integrity and stubborn honor than Remarque had been able to 

suggest,”
18

19 implying that, at the very least, a basic heroism could warrant some 

interest in the subject. 

Interestingly, these very traits—integrity and stubborn honor—are the same 

ones that Lionel Trilling ascribed to George Orwell, one of Remarque's greatest 

admirers and another great chronicler of war. In his famous preface to Homage to 

Catalonia (1952),
19

 Orwell's memoir of the Spanish Civil War, Trilling notes—

and not at all derisively—that Orwell was not a “genius.” Quite the contrary, 

Trilling says: “If we ask what it is that he stands for, what he is the figure of, the 

answer is: the virtue of not being a genius, of fronting the world with nothing 

more than one's simple, direct, undeceived intelligence, and a respect for the 

powers one does have, and the work one undertakes to do.”
20

 Christopher 

Hitchens, who himself wrote a book about Orwell, along with countless articles, 

sums up Trilling's quip: 

Orwell was physically brave in Spain but not heroically so. He did no 

more than countless other volunteer soldiers and suffered very much less 
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than many of them. But when he was put to the test and stumbled across 

an important chunk of evidence, he had to confront the strong pressure 

either to lie or to keep silent.
21

 

In this case, Hitchens is referring to Orwell's willingness to speak out against the 

atrocities committed by the Left, on whose side Orwell had volunteered to fight 

in Spain. Of course, for Hitchens, that injunction translates into the need to 

question the contemporary Left, particularly for what he saw as its silence in the 

face of “Islamofascism,” as he called it. One does not have to support the War on 

Terror, however, much less side with Hitchens, to cede his point, which is that an 

everyman mentality, a sort of populist intellectualism, to the extent there can be 

such a thing, underlies Orwell. I would argue that the same applies to Remarque, 

whose All Quiet appeared a decade prior to Homage.
22

 

In fact, it's not even clear that Remarque would have been offended by the 

characterization that his work lacked artistic merit. As he lamented, shortly after 

his novel's widespread acclaim and record-breaking sales, “I knew only too well, 

this book could just as well have been written by anyone else.”
23

 Orwell couldn't 

have put it better himself.  

The difference between Orwell and Remarque, however—and this is where 

Bloom's characterization is relevant—is that Remarque, at least in All Quiet, 

arguably retains a belief in that everyman and in the power of literature to 

triumph over war. Although the work ends with a literal quietness and a 

                                                           
21

 Hitchens, Christopher. “The Unfolded Lie.” Los Angeles Times. 15 July 2001. 

Web. 5 Feb. 2012. 
22

 In fact, both books were banned, and both writers were publicly denounced in 

their home countries. In Orwell's case, he was tried in absentia by the 

“Tribunal for Espionage & High Treason,” a Spanish court intent on rooting 

out Trotskyist elements. Orwell's British publisher, Victor Gollancz, a Party 

sympathizer, rejected the work, and only an Italian translation was published 

during his lifetime. In Remarque's case, All Quiet was of course famously 

burned by the Nazis, and his sister, among others, was guillotined.  
23

 Quoted in Tims, Hilton. Erich Maria Remarque: The Last Romantic. New 

York: Carol and Graf, 2003. Print. 
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protagonist left “without hope,”
24

 the overriding goal, as the dedication states, is 

“to tell of a generation” and thereby to convey a basic hope—if not in progress, 

then at the very least in the power of written words. 

Orwell, for his part, remained ambivalent about that capacity. In “Inside the 

Whale,” his 1940 review of Henry Miller's Tropic of Cancer (1934), he 

specifically cites Remarque's book as the first of the epic Great War novels to 

depict the “ordinary man,” or what Orwell aptly terms the “victims” of that 

conflict.
25

 For Orwell, Miller's book, like those of Remarque, Sassoon, 

Hemingway, and Graves, embodies “a voice from the crowd, from the underling, 

from the third-class carriage, from the ordinary, non-political, non-moral, passive 

man,” whom, Orwell thought, war had immobilized.
26

 Of course, those who are 

unfamiliar with Orwell's classic piece will find it strangely aggravating that a 

writer who risked his life to defy fascism, Stalinism, and various forms of 

oppression—indeed took a bullet in the neck while defending Republican 

Spain—would succumb to the quietist view, a view which he incorrectly, I think, 

assigns to Remarque. 

Orwell, however, had reason. He thought Remarque's book, like the other 

works of the Great War, effectively asks “What the hell is all this about? God 

knows. All we can do is to endure.”
27

 And that is an attitude that Orwell found 

especially appealing in light of what he saw as the increasing politicization of 

literature, specifically a party-line dogma pervading art in the 30s, and against 

which stands Henry Miller, albeit in self-imposed seclusion in his preference for 

sexual over political revolution. Other writers, especially Salman Rushdie, would 

later take Orwell to task for this supposed abandonment of politics in art, 
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accusing him of retreat.
28

 Regardless of which side one falls on in this debate, it's 

clear that Orwell, at least in 1940 and with Europe ablaze, doubted the capacity 

of literature to triumph or even effectively emerge “until the world has shaken 

itself into its new shape,” as he put it.
29

 

Yet, herein lies the ordeal. Is Baumer a mere “victim”? On the surface, he 

dies, but his voice carries on, and so too does Orwell's, albeit belatedly. That 

“endurance,” as Orwell had it, or “stubborn integrity,” as Bloom might see it, 

helps to explain, at least in part, why works like All Quiet and Homage remain 

crowd-pleasers and continual best-sellers, even to this day. War books of literary 

flourish, such as The Enormous Room (1922), which established e.e. cummings' 

reputation, Faulkner's A Fable (1954), which won the Pulitzer Prize and National 

Book Award, or David Jones' In Parenthesis (1937), which T.S. Eliot called a 

“work of genius”
30

 and W. H. Auden deemed “a masterpiece,” as well as “the 

greatest work of literature in English on war,”
31

 are barely in print now and 

hardly known outside of academic circles. That's not to say they aren't marvelous 

achievements in their own right. But Modernist abstraction doesn't quite capture 

the masses like an old-fashioned trench fight in clear, lucid prose. Ask 

Hemingway or Orwell. 

And this, as Bloom would point out, could be part of the problem. In an 

interview with The Onion, of all places, where he was asked about violence in 

literature, as well as his general taste, Bloom praised Cormac McCarthy's Blood 

Meridian (1985) as a work of “genius.” He also explained that “the violence is 

the book. The Judge is the book, and the Judge is, short of Moby Dick, the most 

monstrous apparition in all of American literature. The Judge is violence 
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incarnate. The Judge stands for incessant warfare for its own sake.” Ironically, in 

the same interview, Bloom faults McCarthy for mimicking Faulkner in Suttree 

(1979), and he lambasts Faulkner himself for “produc[ing] a beastly book like A 

Fable,” which was evidently “involved in moral judgments.”
32

 In truth, Bloom 

has never been terribly clear about what he defines as genius, or aesthetically 

pleasing—a fact which James Woods notably points out.
33

 

Yet it's clear that Bloom favors a sort of non-politicized, art-for-its-own-sake 

approach. He cites four “living American novelists” who, in his estimation, are 

worthy of “praise”: DeLillo, Roth, Pynchon, and McCarthy.
34

 Would it be an 

exaggeration to assume that what he likes about them, aside from their aesthetics, 

is the seemingly “amoral” stance that they take, as evidenced by Blood 

Meridian? If so, it's not hard to see how he would disdain a work like All Quiet, 

which, while not expressly political or moral, obviously has a clear, 

communicative intent: conveying the brutality of warfare. More broadly, Bloom 

probably sees that warfare as endemic to human nature, much as McCarthy, 

Melville, and to a certain extent Faulkner—barring A Fable—all did. What we 

are left with then, at least in Bloom's eyes, is not a need for cheap moralizing or 

sermonizing tracts about the horrors of combat, but genuine art, whatever that 

entails, and however it is presented—as long as it isn't moral, or involved.  

To some extent, Bloom's approach echoes Orwell in “Inside the Whale,” but 

probably stems more from Blake, whose aesthetics, in contrast to Ruskin's and 

Arnold's, serve a purely non-didactic, non-utilitarian end, namely art itself. This 

view, of course, would find fruition in Wilde and the Decadence Movement. 

Regardless of how we characterize it, however, Bloom's ethos is decidedly 
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different from Remarque's in that it values pure “genius,” a value which 

Remarque, like Orwell and Trilling, abhors, or at the very least finds impertinent. 

Which returns us to the question we started with. Is it really enough, as Trilling 

claims, to “[front] the world with nothing more than one's simple, direct, 

undeceived intelligence, and a respect for the powers one does have, and the 

work one undertakes to do”? Or is effecting any change futile, in which case an 

aesthetic commitment, and one probably more invested in wordplay, flourish, 

and literary style than cold, clear reportage, should take precedence? In other 

words, should we strive for genius, as Bloom wants, or “try simply to tell,” as All 

Quiet seeks? 

In my own writing, I've tried to do both. Like most writers, I wrestle with the 

question of both what to tell and how to tell it, which admittedly should not be 

separate aims, but often are. Style above substance, substance above style. 

Perhaps the style is the substance, as Wilde had it. Or perhaps the substance is 

the style, as arguably Remarque had it. Clearly, it's difficult to break all of these 

works down into one element or another, as even All Quiet contains outbursts of 

remarkable literary profusion, Bloom's critique notwithstanding. My favorite is 

Baumer's final and solemn reflection: 

But perhaps all this that I think is mere melancholy and dismay, which 

will fly away as the dust, when I stand once again beneath the poplars 

and listen to the rustling of their leaves. It cannot be that it has gone, the 

yearning that made our blood unquiet, the unknown, the perplexing, the 

oncoming things, the thousand faces of the future, the melodies from 

dreams and from books, the whispers and divinations of women; it 

cannot be that this has vanished in bombardment, in despair, in 

brothels.
35
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There is an underlying resilience in this passage, something almost timeless, 

and dare I say rare in its uniting of linguistic courage and form. In these phrases, 

the writer's unconscious soars—seven years after Ulysses (1922), but 

nevertheless powerful for a work of this time, and for an honest retelling of 

combat. How many veterans, including the bulk of those reading, have scribbled 

down endless pages of notes, only to find them awash in meaning and devoid of 

any form? There is something almost strange, if not gifted, in this rare confluence 

of feeling and structure, the sense that the writer is both talking from the heart 

and doing it intelligently. It may not be genius on Bloom's scale, but I think it is 

for those of us who have tried it. Whether that's enough to supplant war, though, 

I cannot say. At the very least, it allows us to bask in the poplars. 
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“There is a lot of self-reliance”:   

Modern Military Veterans and the Challenge of 

Effective Transition from Soldier to Student 
Sarah M. Gann 

 

Even in the most remote part of the world, wherever there are 

 American soldiers, news of educational planning and benefits  

during the postwar era has been disseminated…educators… 

would find surveys of opinions of military personnel  

of great value in determining their postwar needs and facilitating  

their postwar adjustments.  

—Nathan S. Washton 

     

Queens College Professor of Education Nathan S. Washton has written 

extensively on the topic of science education, including a short article in The 

Journal of Higher Education highlighting the challenges facing troops returning 

from active combat deployments. Washton opines that it is veterans, as well as 

teachers with military experience, who should have an active role in creating 

dynamic environments that emphasize collaborative learning, community 

involvement, professional development, and holistic, solution-driven educational 

outcomes. “The veteran as a student should be encouraged and stimulated in his 

educative process,” Washton notes. Continuing, Washton claims, “Such interest 

could be developed and fostered. . . by utilizing veteran experiences wherever 

applicable and by the personality of the professor who can make the subject 

live.” Doing so, Washton asserts, will allow the veteran to “demonstrate his 

proficiency in the mastery of life” as well as in the framework of formal 

education (226). The mission for colleges and universities, then, seems clear to 

Washton, himself a veteran:  interview returning soldiers as they begin their 

university lives. Listen to them. Reflect on their experiences and anticipate their 

forthcoming challenges. Implement anticipatory changes that are practicable, 

useful, and centered. The task list is not insurmountable, and the results for 
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veterans could be transformative. Washton’s tight prose almost sings with 

optimism. 

Washton published his piece in 1945, in the waning months of World War II. 

It is against this backdrop of immense geopolitical change that he envisioned the 

veteran as an agent of progress in university settings. It is in this same setting, a 

cultural landscape of postwar tension and uncertainty about 45,000 American 

troops returning from a hostile terrain against a common enemy, and a significant 

number of these newest veterans will emerge on a new, equally unfamiliar  

territory—the college campus—that continues to struggle with their needs 

(Thompson 35). The New York Times reported in April 2012 that as many as 

600,000 veterans who qualify for benefits under the Post-9/11 GI Bill may be 

entering colleges and universities around the country for the Fall 2012 semester 

(“A Good Education”). The funding these student-veterans and their beneficiaries 

would bring to higher educational institutions could amount to nine billion 

dollars in Veterans’ Administration expenditures. It would appear, from the 

conversations overheard in veterans’ lounges, counselors’ offices, and 

classrooms, that the highly idiosyncratic position of the veteran among 

nonveterans in university settings is a continuing dilemma, one that is only going 

to pull more gravitational weight on university and VA resources in the next five 

years. Whether these institutions can stay on axis while meeting student-

veterans’ needs is a policy dilemma that is ripe for creative solutions. 

In that vein, this essay will take a two-pronged approach to the problem. First, 

the challenges facing veterans as they transition to university life will be explored 

through the findings of the educators, psychologists, social workers, and other 

clinicians working with this diverse population. Secondly, two veterans’ 

experiences of moving from the military to a state university are highlighted as a 

means of giving real voices to the data. There is an urgency with which 

universities must construct academic programming and social support systems in 

order to fully integrate these valuable student assets into the community of 
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learners. The tension is that the university should, ideally, do so while honoring 

the veterans’ particularly distinct journey through human development and 

experience. 

Colleges and universities, then, must proactively address a variety of issues 

for the men and women who will be walking through the schoolhouse doors. 

High-quality, front-line data collection using strategically designed surveys, 

developmentally appropriate writing assessments, and interviews can help 

capture information about veterans and guide policy as well as instruction. 

Ultimately, the university needs to know who the veteran is as a learner; using a 

model like Gardner’s Multiple Intelligences can offer descriptive flexibility for 

intake assessors, faculty, and students (Gardner xi). It would also be useful to 

ascertain what instructional techniques veterans find engaging and which they 

consider redundant or, even worse, pedantic. Investigating assessment models 

that are truly meaningful for veterans is key; many are used to obtain frequent, 

definitive assessment in their previous training and in their jobs. Perhaps most 

difficult, faculty must recognize, appreciate, and respond to the modern veterans’ 

socioemotional experiences of war without simultaneously infantilizing them. 

Veterans who sense that academia regards them as broken, willfully 

nonconformist, or unworkable in the college environment will react with 

understandable frustration, which puts them at risk for attrition. In 2012, as in 

1945, the veteran remains a college’s first and best source for information, 

guidance, and direction.  

Clearly, there can be no valid claim that higher education has done nothing to 

prepare for the arrival of veterans in its classrooms. Many two-year and four-year 

institutions have been endeavoring to manage funding supports, counseling, 

social networking, academic resources, and professional exposure for veterans. 

Campus Legal Advisor advised its readership in 2007 that combat veterans from 

Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) were 

going to need intensive assistance coordinating their new lives as students, 
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particularly if they suffer from Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) and/or Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and in addition to “student” are managing 

another new, much more unwelcome and problematic identity: “disabled” (“Gear 

Up” 4). Veterans may be reluctant to discuss the details of their service history 

with university officials, even trained veterans’ counselors (who may have 

service histories themselves), and may forego partnering with an institution’s 

disability service providers in an attempt to manage their transition problems 

privately (4). Even students who do reach out to veterans’ offices and utilize all 

available resources struggle with coexisting in classrooms with peers who may 

be the same age, but who are developmentally unable to establish parity with 

their veteran counterparts; the deeply complex socioemotional issues facing older 

combat veterans cannot be viewed as analogous to the adjustment difficulties of 

the traditionally-aged student body (Mangan and Wright A1). This sense of 

separateness between the student-veteran and the rest of the student body must be 

acknowledged openly by administrators and faculty so that appropriate planning 

for large numbers of veterans on campus can be facilitated.  

It is no secret in the veteran community that PTSD with or without the 

comorbidity of TBI may, in fact, be the fundamental injury of the OIF/OEF 

conflicts. In 2010, Glover-Graf, Miller, and Freeman noted that OIF/OEF 

veterans facing a battery of health concerns—physical, cognitive and mental—

struggle with depression, adjustment disorders, and substance abuse, and that 

even the most responsive and sensitive university faculty and staff can be 

overwhelmed by the complexity of veterans’ needs (43). PTSD in particular is 

hidden, chronic, and debilitating; recovery time for PTSD may be as long as 

seven years. Indeed, some symptoms may exist for the rest of a veteran’s life, 

ebbing and flowing as stressors emerge and eclipse over time (Glover-Graf, 

Miller, and Freeman 44). Superimposing, then, a student-veteran’s extended 

recovery time from this disorder with the ordinary stresses of a university 

educational program may exacerbate the signature symptoms of PTSD:  
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experiencing difficulty with memory and concentration, responding 

inappropriately to social cues, showing poor relationships with authority figures, 

and facing challenges with aggressiveness, all of which make it difficult, if not 

impossible, in negotiating the complicated social and intellectual structure of the 

college classroom (Church 47). One Navy student-veteran who self-reported 

experiencing anxiety in lecture-hall environments notes, “When you pull into 

port . . . terrorism is so high, you are always super vigilant at all times. In these 

300-person lecture halls, you are just surrounded by people you don’t know” 

(Wallis 1). Perhaps this type of en masse educational environment is so socially 

counterproductive to veterans and comparable learners that alternative settings—

smaller classes with a functional mix of students for whom the lecture hall is 

simply unworkable—could be explored by universities.  

Student Veterans of America, a nonprofit whose mission is to provide military 

veterans with the resources, support, and advocacy needed to succeed in higher 

education and following graduation, has noted that colleges and universities 

across the board are doing about a “C+” job of creating academic and social 

supports for the latest wave of veterans, and the gaps are showing (Wallis 1). 

Faculty who fail to engage student-veterans on a developmentally meaningful 

level, who show disregard for fundamental classroom management, or who do 

not clarify course expectations and outcomes may find themselves the recipients 

of student-veterans’ ire; staff who appear bureaucratic and inflexible may receive 

the same generalized disdain.  

One way for colleges and universities to alleviate the anxiety of student-

veterans entering higher education is to train faculty to purposefully design 

curricula that engages these learners across multiple domains that emphasize 

equality, excellence, and diversity (Branker 60). Using the steps of strategic 

curriculum design—which include identification of challenges, testing solutions, 

evaluating practicability, and only then implementing workable options—faculty 

can create “barrier free learning and social environments that create value and 
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enhance the student veterans’ experiences requiring fewer adaptations and 

accommodations” (Branker 61). However, the lynch pin in this type of design is 

the testing phase; running multiple pilot programs within the university may be 

necessary to massage out the many levels of academic and social needs that 

veterans bring with them to campus. Not all of these pilot programs will yield 

enough data or generalizable findings to be added as permanent items in an 

overall campus educational policy for student-veterans. However, it is the 

willingness of faculty and administration to be part of the innovative, purposeful, 

and emergent frontier of curriculum design that will at least provide an academic 

and social safety net for those student-veterans who show initial reticence to 

explore their new terrain. Without the recognition that student-veterans are 

inherently different from other students while at the same time deserving of 

anticipatory planning by administrators and faculty alike, the level of success 

these men and women have already demonstrated in their service lives will not 

be surpassed in the classroom, and their years of training, skill, and achievement 

will reach a disappointing anticlimax. 

 

Student-Veteran Profile #1 

MA1 joined the Marine Corps in January 2004 at age nineteen. He was a high 

school graduate working as an electrician’s apprentice when he entered the 

Delayed Entry program and went to boot camp later that spring. At his suburban 

Cleveland-area high school, he earned, by his own admission, “straight Cs,” 

although during his junior/senior year he took a construction class in which he 

excelled. He struggled with algebra and calculus, but he showed great aptitude 

for trigonometry and geometry. A naturally curious child, he learned to read by 

age four, although he did not show particularly high performance in the 

elementary grades or high school. He attributes this disconnect to a lack of 

direction in general, not a lack of inquisitiveness about academic pursuits. During 
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his recruitment process, he scored well on the ASVAB (“They Said”) and elected 

to train as a nuclear weapons security guard.  

MA1 served five years in the Marine Corps, seven months of which 

comprised his boot camp, infantry training, and specialized training necessary for 

his job in the security forces. He was promoted to E-4 before his service ended. 

He found that the training for the security guard position emphasized being able 

to quickly comprehend written procedure and policy—in his own words, “the 

manual read like stereo instructions”—but in his estimation the best training for 

his position and others like it is hands-on. However, MA1 also categorized 

himself as a “constant” reader during his service; he enjoyed reading fiction, but 

he was also aware of non-fiction applicable to his particular station as a Marine. 

Of particular interest was Grossman’s On Killing, which MA1 described as 

coming to him from other “enlightened Marines,” especially his squad leader, 

whom MA1 affectionately referred to as “an intellectual”: 

He was the type who . . . he’d be reading these big books about different 

ways of thinking, thinking outside the box . . . he was the guy who got 

me exposed to it, influenced me about moving forward.  

MA1 entered college at age 24. As an electrical engineering major at a 

northeastern Ohio state school, his grade point average had been 4.0. The 

decision-making process he went through in picking his major was, by his own 

admission, grounded in seeking a challenge: 

I was on this kick where, I had just made it through the Marines, and I 

thought, I want to try something else like this, you know, I want to pick 

something I don’t think I can do and see how it all works out. So I picked 

electrical engineering because they said it’s one of the most difficult 

degrees to get around here. I just have a talent for it, I guess. 

The emotional confidence MA1 gained in the Marine Corps transferred over to a 

procedure with which many students struggle:  choosing a major, which MA1 
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saw as really choosing a life, one with both economic and social rewards far 

beyond what he felt he could have achieved prior to his service. 

MA1 placed into English 101 for his first university-level English course. His 

teacher told him, in his words, that he “wrote like a god.” He found that his 

writing topics tended to focus on war and military stories, and he enjoyed the 

logical process of writing. He credits his experience in the Marines as 

fundamental to his development as a thinker. He received an A in his English 

course, which “surprised” him, since he was initially intimidated by college 

writing courses. He felt like an “intellectual weakling” compared to his peers, but 

when the challenges of university academics started rolling towards him, he put 

aside his self-esteem and self-efficacy issues and developed successful strategies 

for meeting standards and, in many respects, exceeding them. He also earned an 

A in his English 102 course, but he found that the topics the professor chose to 

address in the syllabus were highly gendered and clearly geared towards 

addressing the needs of the women in the class. MA1 also noted that when his 

peers self-selected writing topics, their choices—drugs, drinking—were simply 

not interesting to him. 

I wanted to write about, you know, current affairs, something going on in 

the world, something relevant, and you’ve got a bunch of kids who 

played beer pong and nothing else going on in their lives . . . just kind of 

dumb stuff. I don’t know how you can expand on drinking or drugs . . . it 

kept me alienated . . . my writing ability was better than theirs . . . they 

couldn’t relate to me. 

MA1’s dissociation from his peers increased his anxiety during his first year, 

although not enough to put him at risk of dropping out. He did note that he could 

envision a situation in which struggling veterans would avoid addressing anxiety 

about school by simply withdrawing from classes.  

When describing his learning style, MA1 revealed that he is by nature a 

“tinkerer,” that he enjoys self-described “nerd kits,” building electronic circuit 
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boards, working on cars, and pushing the creative limits of engineering, “creating 

something out of nothing.” He finds that he is able to “tinker” in one area—his 

engineering courses, for example—and then move the applicable skills and 

problem solving across domains to other academic areas. MA1 may well be a 

high-functioning right-brained learner; to paraphrase neuroscientist Jill Bolte 

Taylor, MA1 thinks in pictures. He learns through movement (“Jill Bolte”). He 

worked well with models and exemplars in his service training, but noted that his 

English courses in particular either did not use rubrics for assessment or he did 

not receive them back as part of the evaluation process. If he had, he would have 

used them as a learning tool for the next writing project as well as models for 

other writing-based projects. He also found using outlines useful in his writing 

process, because it allowed him to stay focused and meet standards in a time-

effective way. 

MA1 remarked that, in his estimation, the three needs he has identified as a 

veteran that would make the difference between a high level of success in 

English courses and mediocre performance would include 

A lot of practice. That’s the only way we learn anything in the military. 

A lot of opportunities to write. Being assessed constantly. In the military, 

if you messed up on something, somebody’s going to tell you. They’re 

not trying to hurt your feelings or anything . . . it’s more like constructive 

criticism, you know, give it a shot and see how it turns out. Being given 

careful instruction, break it down step by step.  

The strategic design model promoted by Branker would meet this identified need. 

A course designed with periodic assessment that models a “go/no go” standard—

meeting standards and moving forward with a project or revising it until it rises 

to the level of acceptability—may give veterans the type of instructional input to 

which they can respond meaningfully while monitoring their own learning. 

 MA1 noted that while he had not been diagnosed with PTSD, he had 

experienced concerns about anger and had sought treatment before enrolling in 
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college. He received a 20% disability rating from the Veterans’ Administration. 

He experiences a certain level of resentment towards his nonveteran peers who 

“stayed home and had fun while everybody else was deployed.” He also 

expressed difficulty with being assessed by graduate assistants rather than 

professors. He used as his example his struggle to parlay his writing skills in the 

liberal arts to a physics lab; the graduate assistants gave him “scathing” 

comments on his lab notes, yet he noted that they did not provide him with 

examples of what they wanted in terms of format or style. “Truthfully,” he noted, 

“I blew them off. I was being graded by a T.A. I didn’t take it to heart.” He takes 

the remarks of professors very seriously because he sees them as “passionate” 

about their art. T.A.’s, he observed, “are my age or younger, so I didn’t regard 

them as being authorities . . . they don’t have doctorates or graduate training 

beyond where they are right now . . . I can’t take them seriously.”  MA1 also 

noted that standard English grammar is not as emphasized in the military as in 

other contexts, and that even veterans who are used to writing high-level orders 

and documents may struggle to incorporate formal writing styles into their extant 

skills. If instructors—whether they be full professors, adjunct instructors, or 

teaching assistants—aren’t aware of this discrepancy, their evaluation of the 

English language skills of veterans is likely to reflect a perceived deficiency. 

Instead, only some corrective advice about academic writing standards would 

have been warranted, without falling prey to stereotypes about veterans’ 

academic acumen. 

In addition to his course load, MA1 is currently employed as a technical 

support professional for a large Cleveland-based company. He senses a definite 

difference between his problem-solving and information processing abilities and 

those of his same-age, non-veteran peers; he sees them as unfocused thinkers, 

unable to prioritize information and disseminate it effectively. 

In the military, there is a lot of self-reliance. The Marine Corps’ thinking 

was, if I had a sergeant who was above me, and something happened to 
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him or he was incapacitated, then I’m the leader. If something happens to 

me, then the next guy has to step up . . . know your job, know the job of 

the person in front of you. The time may come where you are by yourself 

and you have to take care of business.  

Ironically, it is this very mindset—that he is essentially alone in the university 

environment, and therefore very much taking care of his own business—that 

seemed to guide MA1, and even haunt him. He was a man among like-minded 

men, yet segregated emotionally and socially from even many veteran peers. The 

necessity for the university to ease this burden of seclusion among and between 

modern veterans is growing, and its emergence cannot be overstated. 

In the final analysis, MA1 found that his experience as a Marine was essential 

to his development as a learner. As a child, he wasn’t pushed to excel in 

academics, and that lack of direction carried through his adolescence. He wanted 

the intellectual and social tools that the Marines offered; he now sees his 

experience in college as an extension of the desire to excel that the Marines 

instilled in him. Moreover, MA1’s military experience has become a fundamental 

of his young adult life, and he mourns the loss of his Marine life not unlike a 

widower grieving the loss of his life partner: “I loved it . . . I hit my element there 

. . . more time is passing between my life now and my experiences then . . . there 

is a grief about it.”  

 

Student-Veteran Profile #2 

MA2 entered the Marine Corps at age twenty-one. There are some similarities 

between MA2 and MA1 as they individually prepared for service. They were 

both early, confident readers; each decided in high school to enter the military; 

and each did well on the ASVAB. Unlike MA1, who struggled through formal 

education, MA2’s high school performance at a Cleveland-area boys’ high 

school was excellent and he was honor-tracked throughout his four years there. 

He noted that in the all-boys school, there was “a lot of male ego” involved 
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among the students and that when he let his plans to enter the military be known, 

he received support from peers and teachers. MA2 was also distinct from MA1 in 

that his family was supportive of his decision to enter the Marine Corps; the men 

in his family, he noted, “go into the service and then become cops.” MA2’s 

intellectual drive led him in a very different direction; despite having no previous 

experience with Altaic language families, MA2 trained as a Korean cryptological 

linguist and achieved the rank of E-5 (Sergeant) within four years: 

I was cross-trained as a regular intelligence analyst . . . using technology 

to “find the enemy” and assessing what to do about it . . . and then 

advising my superiors on best practices and best ideas . . . I went to 

Defense Language Institute in Monterey for 63 weeks to learn Korean, 

reading, writing and speaking. It’s very intense. 

MA2 felt that his early, positive experiences with reading and writing contributed 

to his success in his cryptology training and that his stability as a Marine in this 

highly skilled arena was buoyed by his ability to self-assess his learning. 

He deployed to Ramadi, Iraq, for ten months in 2009, where he worked in 

intelligence and spent his off-duty time reading sports nonfiction and true crime 

stories. A sergeant, he “loved” his leadership role, and recognized that he was in 

charge of his platoon’s lives, not just the quality of their job performance. In his 

position, he postured himself as less of a micromanager and more of a facilitator: 

“I wanted to trust my guys more and give them responsibility. I wanted to help 

them grow up . . . I never yelled at anybody, I never berated anybody . . .  I 

wanted to teach them something.” His approach to learning within the confines 

of the military mirrors his attitude about learning in college—that leaders teach 

by example and that these memes impact the environment in tangible, often 

permanent ways. 

One element of MA2’s cultural experience in his competitive high school, the 

expectation of a college degree, became a realistic outcome when he entered a 

northeastern Ohio state university at age twenty-six. He had made several 
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attempts to complete online college courses over the term of his enlistment, but 

logistical and paperwork challenges during his deployment made completion of 

the courses difficult. His university credited him with 49 credit hours from the 

Marine Corps, which put him squarely in sophomore year, and he declared an 

English and creative writing major. He envisioned himself going to law school, 

likely at the same university he attends for his undergraduate program, and 

aspired to work in some type of legal environment where he could use his 

leadership skills to help others as a policy advocate. 

Despite not having had a formal English writing course for almost eight years, 

MA2 earned an A in English 101. He was the oldest student in the class and the 

only veteran; he surmised that perhaps he was the only student who had traveled 

outside of Ohio. His life experience, then, put him at odds intellectually with 

other students: 

It was not really a writing class, I’d say. It was more geared towards 

discussion, world views . . . I totally monopolized that class. It was just 

me and the instructor talking the entire time. I was the only one with any 

kind of knowledge about what was going on in the world or politics. 

MA2 thought that his experience in the military had been valued by his 

instructors and peers, although he sensed that his fellow students had more of a 

caricature of him as a “Marine” rather than seeing him as an individual. “I try to 

hide it, but it comes out . . . but it’s never been detrimental or negative.” He 

observed that the tone of whether other students accept having a veteran in the 

classroom was completely dependent on the attitude of the instructor. This 

insight—that the individual professor, not peers, sets the tone for student-

veterans’ social acceptance in the higher education classroom—was both 

startling and revealing. It provides an avenue by which universities can create 

policy and coach faculty on how to plan for veterans’ presence in their courses. 

Because of his performance in English 101, MA2 was waived from having to 

take English 102. He has taken other content-area courses in English, including 
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Introduction to Poetry, Introduction to Creative Nonfiction, and Introduction to 

Creative Writing. In his English courses, he wasn’t been exposed to a teaching 

methodology that focused on rubrics. He didn’t necessarily find that problematic 

as long as he could measure for himself a learning curve. While MA1 

emphasized application learning as significant for him, MA2 didn’t rely on those 

concrete learning experiences in order to internalize concepts. It would be a 

mistake, then, to generalize all military “types” as concrete learners. Despite his 

own more esoteric learning style, MA2 recognized the propensity for military 

training to emphasize a kinesthetic learning style above all others as a means to 

meet the requirements of many military jobs. 

MA2 noted that the absence of camaraderie in the university environment is 

the hardest aspect of the transition from his service to student life. He succinctly 

observed, “College is probably the most selfish environment you could ever 

encounter.” He found it difficult to reconcile that there is no socially imposed 

impetus to help out another student who was struggling academically or socially; 

there is no demand that any one person look beyond his or her needs and reach 

out to coach another student. This differed dramatically from his military 

experience, in which there was an “instant response to help another guy out.” 

However, when asked if a student-veteran cohort model would be beneficial as a 

university policy (where student-veterans would have the option of taking first-

year courses with other veterans while receiving social and emotional supports), 

MA2 expressed concern that that type of model “would be a crutch. It would not 

help the transition that much. I think about a motto we used the Marine Corps, 

‘adapt and overcome.’ I think [the model] would enable veterans to not adapt.” 

MA2 doesn’t necessarily feel that the Marine Corps was, for him, the time in 

his life where he was at his personal best; while MA1 reflected on the Corps as 

being where he achieved more for himself than he thought possible, MA2 was 

more pragmatic: 
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I served my time, which is something in my eyes something you should 

do, you should serve your country. It did boost my confidence . . . for 

guys, we have these dreams of being a war hero . . . saving the country. I 

did my service in a completely different manner . . . especially after they 

got bin Laden, that made me proud . . . I was really proud of my service 

because that was clearly an intelligence driven mission . . . I insist that I 

could have done battles, war . . . I just wasn’t given that opportunity, so 

there is something missing there for me.  

MA2 saw the university and his unfolding education as the means by which he 

could perhaps fill that “something missing” in his adult life; he was less nostalgic 

about time passing since his enlistment ended. His transition has been 

emotionally easier than MA1’s, but no less fraught with the same overall 

uncertainty about how well understood student-veterans and their needs are by 

peers, faculty and administrators. 

— 

The task of planning for an unprecedented surge of modern student-veterans 

across American campuses is breathtaking in its complexity. The factors for 

which higher education must account when evaluating the needs of recent 

veterans—emotional, social, intellectual, organizational—are individually worthy 

of extensive research, policymaking, funding, and programming. In concert, they 

create a wholly new and previously untested paradigm that requires innovative, 

functional and student-centered curriculum design as well as evidence-based 

input from the wide array of clinicians who serve this highly specialized 

population. Perhaps the key element to the success of any university program is 

clear, unfettered qualitative data gathered from student-veterans themselves; 

observable trends about veterans from veterans must be analyzed as central to 

any intervention or strategy a university implements. Sixty-seven years after 

Nathan S. Washton opined about veterans’ needs in higher education, higher 

education has an unprecedented chance to finally bring his vision to practice. It is 
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an opportunity the academy cannot waste; it is an occasion in which it can rise to 

greatness, to serve those who have greatly given in selfless service. 
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“No Service-Dogs Allowed”: 

How Administrators, Educators, and Campus Staff  

Can Best Comply with Service-Dog Access Laws 
Randy Brown 

 

In November 2011, an Operation Iraqi Freedom veteran attending classes at 

an Iowa community college was refused access to a theater performance on 

campus because the instructor of the class was concerned the veteran’s service 

dog would disrupt the open-to-the-public event. The student-veteran was a 

member of a drama class conducting the performance; attendance was mandatory 

for class members. Not only was the instructor in violation of the student-

veteran’s civil rights, the incident happened on Veterans Day, which attracted 

media attention. 

According to a Rand Corporation report, “approximately 18.5 percent of U. S. 

service members who have returned from Afghanistan and Iraq currently have 

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) or depression; and 19.5 percent report 

experiencing a Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) during deployment” (Rand Corp). 

Given challenges of reintegration into civilian life, to include incidence of PTSD 

and higher rates of civilian unemployment for returning soldiers, as well as the 

existence educational assistance programs such as the Post-9/11 G.I. Bill, 

increasing numbers of veterans are enrolling in post-secondary or vocational 

education. 

Parallel to these developments on campus, given evolving applications of 

dog-training techniques and the Americans with Disability Act (ADA), service 

animals are increasingly present in society. While members of the public readily 

and positively identify the role of animals to assist people with physical 

impairments—guide dogs that assist the blind are one example—they are often 

confused when presented with dogs that wear a uniform, but are serving other, 

less familiar medical assistance roles. 
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In the scholastic setting, administrators and educators are potentially faced 

with numerous challenges regarding service-animal access. First, from the 

classroom to the dormitory, they must provide safe environments in which to 

learn, live, study, and work. Secondly, they must promote the public perceptions 

of their respective institutions as being open and accessible to people of all 

abilities and backgrounds. Finally, they must adhere to accessibility and non-

discrimination laws, particularly given their institutions’ participation in federally 

funded programs such as the G. I. Bill. 

The purposes of this article are to define basic terms and concepts related to 

service-dog training and access; to briefly summarize relevant regulations and 

resources; and to identify potential best practices for educators, administrators, 

and student-veterans. More generally, the purpose of this article is to provide 

administrators, educators, and student-veterans a first step toward mutually 

informed conversations regarding safe and appropriate service-animal access on 

campus. 

 

1. “Service Dogs” and What They Do 

The Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, revised in July 2010, defines a 

“service animal” as a dog trained to perform specific tasks to mitigate a physical 

or mental condition. With a limited exception for miniature horses, only dogs are 

considered service animals under the ADA. There are no service-animal cats, 

monkeys, or other species. 

Examples of service-dog tasks include, but are not limited to “guiding people 

who are blind, alerting people who are deaf, pulling a wheelchair, alerting and 

protecting a person who is having a seizure, reminding a person with mental 

illness to take prescribed medications, calming a person with Post Traumatic 

Stress Disorder (PTSD) during an anxiety attack” (Dept. of Justice). 

Additionally, “[the] work or task a dog has been trained to provide must be 

directly related to the person’s disability. Dogs whose sole function is to provide 
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comfort or emotional support do not qualify as service animals” (Dept. of 

Justice). 

Some state and local laws also define service animal more broadly than the 

ADA does. In the state of Iowa, for example, the right to access extends not only 

to service dogs, but to service dogs in training. Other laws often cited regarding 

service-animal access include the Fair Housing Act (part of the Civil Rights Act 

of 1968) and the Air Carrier Access Act. The Fair Housing Act (FHA) may 

potentially also apply to an educational institution as either provider of on-

campus or rental housing. Both service and emotional support animals may be 

included under the FHA’s definition of “assistance animal.” Under a label of 

“service animal,” the Air-Carrier Access Act allows animals fulfilling either 

physical work or emotional support roles to accompany consumers of 

commercial air transportation. 

Unfortunately, for those seeking black-and-white definitions, confusions 

regarding service-animal definitions do not end with conflicts among federal 

laws. Language surrounding psychiatric service dogs often includes claims of 

emotional and therapeutic benefits, such as “companionship,” “emotional 

support,” and “grounding.” Notably, however, the Department of Justice includes 

“grounding” as a trainable and specific service-animal task:  

It is the Department´s view that an animal that is trained to "ground" a 

person with a psychiatric disorder does work or performs a task that 

would qualify it as a service animal as compared to an untrained 

emotional support animal whose presence affects a person’s disability. It 

is the fact that the animal is trained to respond to the individual’s needs 

that distinguishes an animal as a service animal. The process must have 

two steps: recognition and response. For example, if a service animal 

senses that a person is about to have a psychiatric episode and it is 

trained to respond, for example, by nudging, barking, or removing the 

individual to a safe location until the episode subsides, then the animal 
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has indeed performed a task or done work on behalf of the individual 

with the disability, as opposed to merely sensing an event. (Federal 

Register 56193) 

 

2. Don’t Attack the Dog 

It is also not unusual for news reporters to conflate terms such as “companion 

animal,” “service-animal,” and “emotional therapy animal.”  The “service dog” is 

what the ADA refers to as an animal that has been trained to perform physical 

tasks to mitigate a physical and/or mental condition. A “psychiatric service dog” 

is primarily trained to perform physical tasks to mitigate flashbacks, nightmares, 

and social isolation. A “mobility dog” is a service animal that is primarily trained 

to perform tasks such as retrieving objects and opening doors. These additional 

distinctions, however, may be unnecessary: A psychiatric service dog may be 

trained in mobility tasks, and a mobility service dog may be trained in buffering 

or other tasks associated with psychiatric service dogs. “Guide dogs,” such as 

those for the blind, are also service dogs, but the focus of this paper is on animals 

trained to mitigate “invisible” medical conditions such as PTSD. 

The term “emotional support dog” refers to animals that are not trained to 

perform specific tasks to mitigate a physical and/or mental condition, but that are 

present to provide emotional support to an individual handler. Such animals may 

be trained similarly to therapy dogs, in order to work in and with the public. They 

may also be largely untrained. 

A “therapy dog” is an assistance animal that provides emotional or other 

support through their interactions with the public. Where service dogs and 

emotional support dogs work for the benefit of an individual handler, therapy 

dogs work for the benefit for multiple people. A dog may be trained, for 

example, to calmly react to hospital environments and patients who use crutches. 

Or, in the case of animal-assisted literacy programs, to sit with children who are 

struggling to read. Therapy dogs are not service dogs. However, because of the 
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ways in which therapy dogs are variously trained, identified in public, certified, 

and/or registered, any discussion of service-dog access on campus necessarily 

includes knowledge of therapy-dog concepts and resources. 

A service dog performs physical tasks in order to mitigate a medical 

condition, whether that condition is physical or mental. Some medical conditions 

are essentially invisible, including conditions such as schizophrenia and PTSD, 

and physical conditions such as Multiple Sclerosis (M.S.) and Amyotrophic 

Lateral Sclerosis (ALS, also known as “Lou Gehrig’s Disease”). 

Veronica Morris and Joan Esnayra of the Psychiatric Service Dog Society 

(PSDS) offer examples of service-dog tasks and how they relate to the dog 

handler’s internalized mental states: 

 

Figure 1. Service-Dog Tasks According to Mental States 

 

Mental State Physical Tasks Performed by Service-Dog 

Reclusiveness Initiate activity outside the home 

Night terrors 
Wake up handler 

Turn on lights 

Startle response Stand between handler and others 

Memory loss 

Alert to presence of others 

Remind to take medication 

Find keys or telephone 

Dissociative fugue Guide handler home or to a safe place 

 

Hypervigilance 

 

 

Search house for intruders 

 

Dissociative flashback 
Tactile stimulation 

Grounding 

Sensory overload Tactile or deep pressure stimulation 

Social withdrawal Initiate interpersonal interaction 



 
The Journal of Military Experience 

Emotional escalation Alert to emotional escalation 

Hallucination Hallucination discernment 

Suicidal ideation 
Stay with and focus on handler 

Deep pressure stimulation 

 

Here are two process-and-policy questions that any school administrator 

should ask: What happens when a handler with a service-dog arrives on campus, 

whether as a visitor, student, or employee? What happens when that handler has 

no apparent physical condition that would require the use of a service dog? 

The first line of defense against a civil-rights violation is often a receptionist, 

food service worker, security officer, or classroom instructor. Such personnel 

should ideally be trained to ask legally appropriate questions and to approach 

people in non-confrontational, respectful ways. To do otherwise would risk 

causing mental or physical injury and creating potential legal, administrative, and 

public relations challenges. 

Mark Banta is a full-time soldier who works for the Iowa National Guard. He 

is a volunteer puppy-raiser for Paws & Effect, a Des Moines, Iowa-based non-

profit organization that trains and places psychiatric and mobility service-dogs 

with Midwestern veterans and others. The organization places and trains 

Labrador Retrievers with families for approximately eighteen months before 

placing the dogs with client dog-handlers. The program pays for training, 

medical care, equipment, and food for the animals. The total cost of each service-

dog is estimated to be around $20,000. 

Banta tells the story entering a Des Moines-area shopping mall with a puppy, 

which was wearing a uniform identifying it as a service-dog. Iowa state law 

extends ADA-like access to service-dogs-in-training. Banta reports that a mall 

security employee aggressively challenged the dog’s presence and comments, 

“Had I been a veteran with PTSD, the last thing I would’ve needed would have 

been a rent-a-cop getting in my face about whether or not my dog is a service 
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animal.” In response to such attitudes, some dog trainers advocate this rule of 

thumb: Regard a service animal as a prosthetic or medical device. Just as staff 

should be trained to accommodate any customer or employee who just happens 

to use a wheelchair, crutch, or cane, staff should be trained to be similarly 

welcoming to those who happen to use a service dog. 

According to Department of Justice materials regarding the Americans with 

Disabilities Act, there are only two questions that may be asked regarding a 

service animal: 

 

1. Is the dog a service animal required because of a disability? 

2. What tasks has the dog been trained to perform?  

 

Further queries could be seen as too threatening, discriminatory, or invasive of 

privacy. Staff cannot ask about a person’s disability, require documentation of a 

medical condition or requirement for a service dog, require a special 

identification card or training documentation for the dog, or ask for a 

demonstration of the dog’s abilities. Additionally, local laws and concerns 

regarding allergies, health codes, specific breeds, and potential disruptions are 

outweighed in favor of service-dog access. 

Bottom line: No nosy questions. No proof of licensing, training, or dog 

certifications. No “show-me” demonstrations. 

And, most of all, no excuses. 

 

3. Focus on the Behavior, Not the Dog 

Unlike the breeding, transportation, and sale of animals, the business of 

training and placing service-dogs is largely unregulated. Dog trainers are neither 

certified nor licensed, although there are limited certifications related to dog 

training programs, as well as to some types of working dogs. 

There are many variations in how dog trainers conduct business: Some 

service-dog trainers work with animals rescued from local shelters. Others use 
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only specific breeds. Some businesses claim to be able to re-train any pet dog as 

a service animal. Some trainers use puppies that are socialized and trained by 

local families until they are finished and placed, while others use populations of 

veterans, prisoners, and others. 

Some critics note that anyone can put a uniform on a dog and call it a service 

animal. There are even businesses that sell service-dog paraphernalia based 

solely on a customer’s assurances that a dog meets basic criteria. Given all this, 

how can a school administrator, educator, or staff member be assured that a given 

service-dog is legitimately present on campus, and professionally trained in such 

a way as to prevent the dog from being a safety or health hazard? 

Based on the two questions allowed under the ADA, they can’t. 

The good news: They don’t need to. 

Any question of whether a service-dog is “legitimate” or “licensed” is 

inappropriately framed. Rather than focusing on the question about whether or 

not a given dog on campus meets the definition of a service animal, the school 

might be better served by having staff to focus on creating a safe, mutually 

respectful, and undisrupted learning and living environment. 

The trick is to focus on the service-dog’s behavior, not the dog. 

While the industry of training and placing service animals is unregulated and 

varied, there are resources that point to best practices for school staff, dog 

handlers, trainers, and service-dog providers. By being familiar with some of 

these resources and concepts, school staff can indirectly validate that a given 

dog-handler team presents minimal risk of disrupting operations or injuring 

others. At the same time, staff can ensure their school is working within the 

requirements of the law. 

Assistance Dogs International (ADI) is a Santa Rosa, California-based 

coalition of non-profit organizations that trains and places assistance dogs. 

Notably, the organization uses the term “assistance dog” as inclusive of guide 

dogs, mobility dogs, service dogs, and more. While the organization carefully 
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notes there is no international certification available for assistance dogs, ADI is 

has developed sets of minimum standards addressing various categories of dogs, 

handlers, trainers, service dogs, and more. These “standards” are plain-language, 

bulleted lists of desirable behaviors. As an example, the ADI standard for 

assistance dogs reads in its entirety: 

 

These are intended to be minimum standards for all assistance dog programs 

that are members or provisional members with ADI. All programs are 

encouraged to work at levels above the minimums. 

 

1. Public appropriateness 

 Dog is clean, well-groomed, and does not have an offensive odor. 

 Dog does not urinate or defecate in inappropriate locations. 

2. Behavior 

 Dog does not solicit attention, visit, or annoy any member of the 

general public. 

 Dog does not disrupt the normal course of business. 

 Dog does not vocalize unnecessarily (i.e., barking, growling, or 

 whining). 

 Dog shows no aggression toward people or other animals. 

 Dog does not solicit or steal food or other items from the general 

public. 

3. Training 

 Dog is specifically trained to perform 3 or more tasks to mitigate 

aspects of the client's disability. 

 Dog works calmly and quietly on harness, leash, or other tether. 

 Dog is able to perform its tasks in public. 

 Dog must be able to lie quietly beside the handler without 

blocking aisles, doorways, etc. 
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 Dog is trained to urinate and defecate on command. 

 Dog stays within 24-inches of its handler at all times unless the 

nature of a trained task requires it to be working at a greater 

distance. (ADI) 

 

Pet Partners, formerly called the Delta Society, is a Bellevue, Washington-

based non-profit organization “dedicated to improving human health and 

enriching lives through positive connections with therapy, service and companion 

animals.” Pet Partners is a parent organization to the National Service Dog 

Resource Center (NSDRC). In 2001, the NSDRC published a forty-two page 

document titled “Professional Standards for Dog Trainers: Effective, Humane 

Practices.” Reviewing these standards may indicate whether or not a given dog 

trainer is conducting business in an ethical manner. 

Some service-dog trainers may point to “certifications” of their dogs that 

involve an animal’s ability to work in public without causing injury or disruption. 

These certifications are likely related more to the training of therapy dogs than 

service dogs, but they may serve to assure interested parties that an animal is 

trained and safe in public. 

Through its Pet Partners Therapy Animal Program, Pet Partners certifies and 

registers dog handler teams to work in and with the public, often in animal-

assisted therapy (AAT) or animal-assisted activity (AAA) contexts. Teams must 

be tested and re-certified every other year; they are covered by a $2 million 

primary-liability insurance policy when conducting training or work.
 
Tests are 

administered by evaluators licensed by the organization. The Pet Partners Skills 

Test (PPST) demonstrates whether an animal can be controlled by the handler. 

The Pet Partners Aptitude Test (PPAT) evaluates how well a dog handler team 

reacts to simulated interactions with members of the public and environmental 

distractions. 
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The PPST may be similar to a Canine Good Citizen (CGC) program, which is 

administered by the American Kennel Club (AKC). The CGC test is used as a 

component of Therapy Dog International (TDI). TDI is a Flanders, New Jersey-

based organization “dedicated to the regulation, testing, selection, and 

registration of qualified dogs and handlers for the purpose of visitations to 

hospitals, nursing homes, and facilities or any place where Therapy Dogs are 

needed.” Organizational literature identifies “TDI registration as the natural 

extension of the AKC-CGC for dogs.” 

Knowing how therapy dogs and service dogs may be differently labeled in the 

public may give school staff visual clues beyond the ADA’s two questions. The 

TDI recommends on-duty therapy animals wear identifying bandanas, tags, or 

harnesses, given that “Therapy Dogs are to be petted, and vests cut down on the 

petting area. Additionally, the use of vests can confuse a Therapy Dog with a 

Service Dog.” As mentioned previously, the Psychiatric Service Dog Society 

(PSDS) is an Arlington, Virginia-based non-profit organization dedicated to 

responsible Psychiatric Service Dog (PSD) education, advocacy, research, and 

training facilitation. 

 

4. Steps toward a Service-Dog Friendly Campus  

Here are six steps that school administrators, educators, and staff can pursue 

toward making a campus more compliant and welcoming to students, employees, 

and visitors who use a service-dog:  

 

 Familiarize staff with the definitions, concepts, and language related 

to service animals, emotional-support animals, and therapy animals. 
 

 Train staff to react positively to the presence of a service animal on 

campus, and to ask only legally appropriate questions of a dog 

handler in a respectful way. 
 

 Train staff to recognize whether or not minimum standards of dog and 

handler behavior are being met. 
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 Train staff to react, in cases in which a dog begins creating a 

disruption or safety hazard, in ways that maintain a dog handler’s 

dignity and ability to continue to conduct business with the 

organization.  
 

 Develop and publish procedures by which staff and dog handlers may 

resolve misunderstandings regarding service-animal access, without 

resorting to legal actions or going to the media. 
 

 Revise existing policies and procedures related to serving students, 

customers, employees, and visitors who use service animals, 

eliminating requirements for self-identification, registration, or 

documentation of disability or medical condition.  

 

 

 

Web Resources 

 

American Kennel Club’s Canine Good Citizen program 

www.akc.org/events/cgc/ 

 

Assistance Dogs International, Santa Rosa, CA 

www.assistancedogsinternational.org 

 

Pet Partners (formerly Delta Society), Bellevue, WA 

www.deltasociety.org 

 

Psychiatric Service Dog Society, Arlington, VA 

www.psychdog.org 

 

Therapy Dogs International, Flanders, NJ 

www.tdi-dog.org 
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Objects in the Rear View Mirror: 

How Life Writing Reshapes  

Our Future and Our Past 
Irene E. Karpiak 

 

And if life is just a highway 

Then the soul is just a car 

And objects in the rear view mirror 

May appear closer than they are 

    —Jim Steinman 

 

How does one capture a life into a story? How does the writer distill certain 

memories from among the array of possible others and connect them into a 

coherent sequence that becomes at least for the moment “the story of my life”? 

Where to begin? These questions arise for soldiers in university classes when 

first faced with the challenge of writing their life story in five chapters. As their 

instructor, who includes life story as an optional final course project, with the 

intent of fostering personal learning, I have witnessed both their resistance to 

writing and the rewards of completion. Having read hundreds of these life stories, 

I now appreciate the power of life writing both for the author and for the reader. 

This literary initiative began by chance when I began teaching in a graduate 

program that extended to military personnel. It has since shaped my style of 

teaching, my appreciation of life writing for personal learning, and my way of 

relating to students. I have begun to look at students and people, in general, in a 

different light—as individuals with a story.  

The JME and its theme of personal narrative creates a forum for writers to 

share their stories as well as to explore what has been learned so far about the 

practice of life writing. It also invites a discussion on the importance of story, of 

writing it, and sharing it, both for what it offers for personal learning and 

guidance through life’s terrain. For this purpose I turn to the autobiographies of 

the soldiers enrolled in courses that I have been teaching, who have willingly 
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taken on the task of writing the story of their life in five chapters. By drawing on 

selective episodes from their life and structuring my text around their voices and 

images, I explore the processes of autobiography, of drawing selected life events 

closer into view, shaping the memories into written text, reflecting on what is 

seen, and envisioning a possible future and how to live.  

 

Soldiers Shape their Experiences into a Story 

If you, the reader, were to be invited to write five chapters of your life story, 

what would your chapter titles be? What event surfaces immediately—a change, 

a move, an offer, a loss? Such appears to be the case for these student writers, 

who build the chapters of their life journey around one or more central episodes, 

turns, or transitions from one era to another. As if on an archaeological dig into 

their historical past, they recover and reassemble the scattered parts and pieces of 

their life into language for the written page. Some have enjoyed carefree and 

caring childhoods; some have had the same fortune later in adulthood; some have 

had strong models providing clarity and direction; and others have had none at 

all. Through the titles given to each of their five chapters and the title of their 

overall story, they capture and highlight the key features of past life events, the 

central figures that affected their growth, and the defining moments and turning 

points that shaped their life and sense of self.  

 

1. Transitions of Childhood 

Most student writers begin their narratives with their birth and earliest years, 

some even with the courtship days of their parents. They recall early first 

experiences of family, describing details of their parents, siblings, and close 

others. They highlight first experiences in school, birthday celebrations, and 

dreams of growing up. One former Navy SEAL began his “Mi Vida Loca” with a 

description of his dear grandmother:  
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My earliest memory is of my grandmother, the wonderful woman who 

raised me. Even though she was no taller than a barrel, she had the 

strength of a giant. My grandma taught me how to catch a chicken; she 

also taught me that hard work was good for the soul. To this day, I still 

remember these two things. 

Writers reveal also how quickly all can change from a time of ease and 

security to a life of uncertainty and family dissolution—a brother chokes on a 

popcorn kernel, his only photo being the one in his tiny casket; a brother is killed 

on the road moments after the two brothers fight over a potato chip. They 

highlight the dawning of realization that they are the “other” through their race 

and that the society they trusted was not so benevolent, but more, a “vulture 

culture.” They write of parents who neglected them, of mothers who left, of 

fathers who disturbed them in the night, and of stepfathers who did worse. And 

they describe the steps they have taken to come to terms with their past.  

Like so many writers, Rick, a military nurse, turns to his early childhood 

experiences that left a mark on him as a growing individual. He builds his 

autobiography around football episodes; his first chapter, titled “First and Ten,” 

opens with an image of a secure and contented child, who receives a gift of a 

football at his birth, and a cherished gift of custom-fit golf clubs from his father 

at the age of two. Lessons of football and baseball follow shortly after, as he 

describes his growing pleasure in sport. But the pattern shifts through an 

unexpected and consequential event that remains a vivid memory: 

Playing youth-council ball is one of my fondest memories. . . Although 

playing sports as a child is a fond memory, not all of the memories 

associated with this time hold the same fondness. I remember distinctly 

the season that occurred when I was eight years old. It is not the football, 

in particular, that I remember, but the effect of the events that occurred 

during that time. We had been undefeated throughout the season and 

were asked to go to Texas to play a little-league team from the Dallas 
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area. My grandfather owned a six-seated Cessna and flew my family 

down for the game. My mother did not come with us though, and I found 

out during the flight that she stayed home to move out of our house. She 

had filed for divorce from my dad and moved out that weekend. I do not 

remember if we won or lost that game. . . . 

 In the overall game of life, being a child of divorced parents is a 

fumble that would take many years before my sister and I would recover. 

In some ways, I believe this still affects us, both positively and 

negatively, each day of our lives. 

The way in which Rick narrates this event, how he structures it not into a mere 

chronology, but a story with characters and plot, illustrates the coherence-

building feature of autobiography. His re-description of boyhood loss serves to 

string the events of his life together, such that his narrative of early childhood 

events becomes connected to the events that follow.  

For other writers, the rear view yields images of childhood that come so close 

into view as to be experienced once again, along with their attendant emotions. 

Here, their style may turn to what Philippe Lejeune calls the “narrative present,” 

as if these writers return to and seemingly relive the moment. Angelina 

demonstrates this feature, as she shifts between past and present voice, in her 

opening chapter, “Meeting Mother.” Her memory returns her home to her tiny 

island kitchen and her delight at the news that she will be visited by her mother, 

whom she has not seen since infancy:  

The smell of breakfast woke me up this morning as it has every other 

day. . . I guess it was time to wake up and get ready for school. I attend 

the M Secondary School and am in the sixth grade. As far back as I can 

remember in my twelve years of living, things have always been the 

same. . . . 

 My mom was coming down this Christmas, which was 

approximately six months away. . . In my entire life of living I had never 
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seen my mom. My eldest sister L could vaguely remember her but I had 

no such memories. My mom left [the Island] when I was six months old. 

Leaving my sister who was six years older and myself with my 

grandparents. . . . We did and still do all those parental things together 

but recently I’m beginning to long for my real mom. I think it is because 

I’m turning thirteen. Now the thirst to know my real mom has become 

more intense and seems to consume my every waking moment. 

As Rick illustrates earlier and Angelina later in this paper, opening their chapter 

to childhood events serves not only as a place to start their story, but also as the 

beginning point of  “making the self” (Eakin), in recognition of the significance 

of childhood events in the years that follow, and their causal links between 

present self and past. One student acknowledges this link: 

I believe that who we are as a child and the events that unfold in these 

early stages also contribute in a substantial way to our development as 

adults. For this reason my first chapter and part of my second focus on 

my childhood and major events which shaped my development. 

 

2. Transition to Soldier 

Few resist mention of the episode of enlistment or commission into the 

military. For those who enlist, the transition from civilian to soldier begins with 

the recruitment and the Basic Training experience, where the beginning weeks 

present some of the greatest, up to then, life challenges that will remain as 

defining moments. For some, the roots of their career decisions lie in the family 

history, where past military careers set the example to follow. For others it comes 

with an expectation that the military will offer an escape from a life of struggle, 

aimlessness, and failed efforts, as it did for one former Navy Seal: 

Things did not phase [sic] me or interest me. Until one day when I met 

this guy that had been in Special Forces during Nam and he got me 

interested in this kind of stuff and one thing lead to another and I signed 
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up with the Navy and told them I wanted to blow stuff up and jump out 

of planes. The recruiter told me that I would fit right in with the Navy.  

In a more sobering voice, Michael, who grew up in an African American 

community in southern Mississippi, recalls his earlier misdirected life and the 

sudden turn of motivation to a military career: 

My grades were terrible and I dropped out after one semester. I worked 

full time at the restaurant and socialized with the wrong crowd. I had 

little ambition totally satisfied to make a few hundred dollars a week and 

hang out with peers in the same boat. This pattern persisted until the 

death of my father. My father’s death caused me to reevaluate life and set 

goals for myself. First I realized that my parents had hoped for better 

things from me, for that matter I expected more than working at a fast 

food restaurant. Also, life was not a given thing, but could be taken at 

any time, so I had better make the most of mine. I decided to enter the 

Air Force active duty full time.  

In the case of Angelina, mentioned above, the trials of first “meeting mother” 

and then her life of “living with mother” directed her to the recruitment office 

and enlistment. Her rear view of the following days once again calls on the 

“narrative present” voice, as she shifts between past and present, re-experiencing 

the emotion of the event:  

I must be out of my mind I’m thinking. That would be the only reason 

why I’m in the Army. Escape is one thing but sanity is another thing 

entirely and I think I’ve just lost mine. I came about with a start to find a 

Drill Sergeant screaming in my face to move faster. All of a sudden I 

have this uncontrollable urge to laugh but I don’t dare. I’m too frightened 

to laugh.  

 [The Fort] must be the ugliest, most barren place in the whole United 

States. I hated it on sight. Whoever picked me to come over here must 

know me personally and hates me. It was cold also. I just felt miserable 



 
The Journal of Military Experience 

and on seeing the living quarters my spirit lowered even more. I could 

feel the tears streaming down my face as I slowly dragged my two bags 

up the stairs. The place was quiet; everyone was asleep as I made my 

way to the first available empty bunk I could find. Getting ready for bed 

it finally dawned; I’ve really lost control of my life.  

Basic Training follows, as does the much feared and failed thirty-foot jump in 

Air Assault School. The second time, with the support of a friend, Angelina 

succeeds and passes. In the following paragraph, she reflects on the training and 

the consequential shift to her identity: 

Thinking back Air Assault School taught me a lot about myself. I gained 

confidence in my ability to conquer any obstacles standing in my way. 

Developing that train of thought made life easier for me at [the Fort]. I 

accepted my fate for being in the military as what it was and began to 

make the best of it. . . I hated taking orders but the more accepting and 

less challenging I became, military life just got better. I began seeing 

myself more like a soldier.  

Writers detail further transitions in relation to family and personal 

relationships. They consider the effects of family relocations and the strains of 

deployments, their anticipated retirement, and questions that still remain. Don 

begins his story with the lessons learned as a child growing up amid the poverty 

and racism of rural Tennessee. He turns to adult life lessons, along with those 

associated with the loss of his children and wife, “She knew what she wanted and 

it was not me . . . Somewhere between the roast beef and the mashed potatoes 

one night she told me she was unhappy and that she was leaving.” Later, he 

reflects on the more disheartening features of his career: 

I had somehow hoped for more. My “great crusade” had come with strip 

malls and Hard Rock Cafe Baghdad tee shirts. It was seedy. Kuwait was 

back in the hands of the King. The Iraqis were still in the hands of 

Saddam and smoke from the oil fires blotted out the desert sun at noon. 
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Who knows what breathing that did stuff will do to you in later life? I 

wonder what it was really all about. It changed nothing. 

 

3. Transition to Student 

Earning a university degree, especially as an adult learner, stands as a 

powerful goal and motive for soldiers for whom higher education represents both 

an opportunity for advancement during their military career and an avenue for 

career building at the completion of military service. Their narratives detail their 

struggles of becoming students and the unexpected shifts in perspective that 

formal learning engenders. Roger represents the former. In his autobiography, 

“Overcoming My Obstacles as a Learner,” he recalls his distress in finding 

himself once again in the classroom with all of the emotions that plagued him 

years earlier in school. How is he to fit in with these students, clearly so much 

younger? How is he to keep up? Roger reflects: 

I encountered a rude awakening. I did not understand the “norm” of the 

university. . . I struggled mentally trying to recall and relate what I 

remembered as a senior in high school. What type of book bag did I need 

to bring? How should I dress? Should I bring a lunch or buy snacks to 

appear I was not on a budget? Should I walk to school or drive (I lived 

about a 13-minute walk)? 

And Grant, who seems to have none of the anxieties of Roger’s experience, 

confronts his own challenge with an unexpected turn, when he enrolls into a class 

at the local community college. He titles his autobiography “Through My 

Goggles”: 

Then it happened. In the classroom of a community college in southern 

California I was introduced to the notion of critical thought. I was not, at 

that time, familiar with the term, though I had been performing the action 

for many years. The class was an Introduction to Western Civilization, 

and at some point during that semester it dawned on me; every 
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civilization that we had studied had created some sort of religion to 

explain away the inexplicable. Some of these religions were very close, 

in concept, to my own and some were nowhere near. Who was right? 

Were we the right religion? . . . I began to think that I had little right, as a 

Christian, to even think that my religion was the one right religion, while 

dismissing these others as false myth. . . . 

 Although I was now armed with many questions, I still had few 

answers. I also had an imbedded idea of a Supreme Being from the 

Christian tradition. This was becoming difficult to deal with.  

 

4. Writers Reassemble, Reflect, and Resolve 

As the soldier-students move through their five chapters, their perspective 

reveals subtle shifts. Whereas the early chapters are invariably composed of past 

events brought closer into view, the last chapter takes a turn to reflective 

observations and meaning-making of the text. Making meaning of the past, from 

the perspective of the present, they consciously link past to present. They echo 

also Lejeune’s observation that writing reveals a point of view of the self and of 

“how I became who I am” (124). 

Finally, having reflected on past significant transition points, these authors 

turn their eye to the future. They assert their commitment to their families, 

friends, and career or vocation. As they first compose and then read their life 

story, as they search for solutions and for hints on how to live, some directions, 

principles, and conclusions emerge. This practice of examining the past and 

directing the gaze to the future is illustrated in Angelina’s closing chapter, titled 

“What If.” She is reminded of what she has missed as a daughter who hardly 

knew her mother, and the scars she has carried from that loss. Based on her own 

struggles, her decisions, and her learning from the past, she articulates what she 

now wants for her (soon-to-be born) daughter, and she closes with contemplation 

on the kind of mother she wants to be: 
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I hope my baby does not choose to walk in my shoes because they were 

very heavy at times. Yes the choices I have made and what fate has dealt 

me have made me a stronger person but the tears and turmoil it took me 

to get there were sometime more than I could bear. I’ll love my daughter 

but also allow her to make her own choices. I never want her to feel that 

she has to run away from me in order to get some breathing space. . . I 

believe in building a strong foundation from day one with my baby. 

Adding layers of cement so strong that no weak links can pass through. 

Michael, who earlier wrote of how his father’s death precipitated his commitment 

to the military, closes his autobiography with reflections on what he has learned 

as an adult and what he now knows to be of worth, and, notably, he looks for the 

sources in his past in Mississippi:  

The true education of my life has been travel and the interfacing with 

people . . . When I speak of the places I’ve lived it’s the people that live 

there which make the place memorable, not the place itself . . . The 

places will soon fade into my distant memories but the characters, no the 

friends will always be at the forefront of my mind’s eye. I’ve also 

learned one other important lesson of life and that is that the only 

important thing in life is people. All ambition and gathering of material 

wealth is secondary to the relationships we cultivate with our fellow 

human beings. . . . 

 From seedling in a small Mississippi town, to a sprout in junior and 

senior high school. Many trials and stumbles along the way, some 

causing leaves to develop and then fall off. To now the true beauty of the 

learning tree, the blossoming of flowers. The blossoming of flowers from 

the lesson life delivers.  

And Grant, whose chance encounter with a course in Western Civilization 

precipitated a momentous clash with his belief system, closes his autobiography 

with a commentary on the effect of this disorienting experience:  
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While none of us has the option of writing our own prescription for life’s 

goggles, critical thought, should we choose to utilize it, allows us a hand 

in who we become. In many ways I am the holder of a very fortuitous 

birthright. Had I followed the religion of my parents, I’m sure I would 

still have been a good person. . . . 

 I think, however, that the challenge of casting off blind faith, no 

matter how well intended, to embrace the enlightenment of the question, 

“Why?” has allowed me to become an ontologically deeper individual. 

Perhaps most importantly, for this part of this life, it is what I have 

chosen to learn. 

B.J. Mandel summarizes the significance of this process of remembering in 

the continuing process of shaping one’s personality:   

In ratifying the past, the autobiographer discloses the truth of his or her 

being in the present. Thus, personal history is put forth in a certain light. 

The past may be an illusion, but the light of now is never an illusion. 

What it illuminates, it makes real. Now is the only source of light. 

Anything it shines on may be clarified. (65) 

 

5. Learning Moves Writers Toward Possibility 

As I read through the many life narratives composed by my students that 

reveal so much of the events that both shattered and shaped their life, often 

leaving me distraught, I wonder why they would write this? How come they 

would trust me with this? They could write about anything since they had many 

choices of assignments, yet chose to write their life story and about this. And as I 

hear more from students about their experience with this assignment, I come to 

know more about life story and the importance of telling it in one form or 

another, I now understand why these lives are making it to the written page—to 

tell our story is to claim it as our own—as something that was, as something that 
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happened, to become a part of who we are. As one student-veteran wrote, “It's 

only until we understand who we were that we know who we are.”  

Out of the fragments and accidents of their life, these student authors manage 

to create a pattern, a rhythm, a set of connections. One student described the 

writing as “a process of unraveling, pulling [my life] in a bunch of pieces and 

then putting it back together.” This process of pulling apart and putting together, 

witnessed in so much of life writing, is a feature of personal learning that appears 

to build identity and integrity, two processes that educator Parker Palmer has 

defined as essential to our interaction and work with others. Identity, Palmer 

notes, is associated with our recognition of the inner and outer forces that have 

shaped us; it includes our own limits, fears, wounds, and potentials, as well as the 

acknowledgment of those who have done harm to us, and the harm we have done 

to others. Integrity refers to our capacity to draw the past events together and 

acceptance of their place in the whole and undivided self that we are. Palmer 

notes the reduction of self-protection, fraudulence, and fear that come with the 

growth of identity and integrity, and he acknowledges the supportive role of 

autobiography: 

The discoveries I make about myself when I remember the encounters 

that have shaped and revealed my selfhood are sometimes 

embarrassing—but they are also real. Whatever the cost in 

embarrassment, I will know myself better, and thus be a better teacher, 

when I acknowledge the forces that play within me instead of allowing 

them to wreak witless havoc on my work. (29)  

Finally, it is possible that the ones affected are not only the author, but the 

reader, too, as readers come to know something not known before. Having been 

drawn into the story of another, the reader now responds to it, in light of his or 

her own life. Reading from a place so different from that of the author—perhaps 

as parent, spouse, sibling, friend, or one embarking on a military career or a 

student status—the reader is touched, perhaps even affected. These life stories 
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offer examples, models, road maps, and guideposts through life’s terrain. They 

tell us what it can be like and possibly how to get through. Prospective students 

or soldiers may be encouraged to overcome obstacles that come earlier in life or 

that arise later. Those who have assumed that higher education is not for them 

may find hope.  

 

And So . . . 

The past is where the story happened, but the work of autobiography 

continues into the actions of the future. Nuala O’Faolain understands this 

relationship: “A memoir may always be retrospective, but the past is not where 

its action takes place” (52). For these student writers, as these events are brought 

from the past into consciousness to “appear closer than they are,” to be reflected 

upon and possibly reshaped, they permit recognition of what has been gained, 

perhaps even the reclaiming of what has been lost. These new understandings 

position writers into the next stages of their life, equipped with an understanding 

of who they are.  

This paper closes with an invitation to readers to consider the power of life 

writing, how our stories told shape our future but also reshape our remembered 

past. Write your story, since only by looking back will you find the pattern, and 

only through knowing your story can you envision another. Tell your story for 

the human mutuality and human connection that it brings, a way to share what 

you have discovered, and for the pathways for others it provides. Attune to the 

stories of others as a way to reach the solitary and to create community.  
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Re-hinging Life/Scalpel to Text:  

The Wounded War Doctor and Narrative Mending: 

A Surgical Analysis of Experience in Paradise 

General: Riding the Surge at a Combat Hospital in Iraq 

by Dr. Dave Hnida 
Sarah K. Traphagen 

 

“I'm here to pull bodies out of a sausage grinder,  

if possible, without going crazy. Period.”  

—Dr. Hawkeye Pierce, M*A*S*H
 

 

For Sean 

 

As we ponder the sesquicentennial anniversary of the American Civil War, 

the horrifying blunders in that era’s medical and surgical practices, and the very 

fact that this nation has been at war for many years, we recognize how different 

war has become over time. We also realize how different combat medicine is 

because of the devastating necessity caused by changing warfare. Confronted 

with the medical realities of Iraq and Afghanistan, the treatment of wounded 

military service members is vastly more advanced and, because of this, the 

impact on lives is a delicate combination of the physical and psychological. 

Concerning this impact, Dr. Ronald J. Glasser, in Broken Bodies/Shattered 

Minds: A Medical Odyssey from Vietnam to Afghanistan, states an unfortunate 

and blatant truth:  

[T]here have been 1.9 million soldiers and marines deployed to 

Afghanistan and Iraq over the last decade, with over 5,000 killed, some 

300,000 wounded, another 250,000 diagnosed with PTSD and over 

300,000 with traumatic brain or concussive central nervous system 

injuries, along with amputees approaching levels not seen since our Civil 

War…You’d think that so many wounded, if not dead, would be hard to 

ignore. But they are. (11) 
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Acknowledging the sincerity of war’s traumatic impact upon these military 

servicemen and women, the memoir discussed here reorients the focus of 

psychological “wounding” upon the individuals charged with the excruciatingly 

painful and infinitely rewarding work of saving military service members from 

war injuries.  

First, let us consider the medical realities of today’s combat surgeons. What 

war doctors confront today is complex and requires an advanced capacity for 

accuracy as well as ingenuity. Put differently, being a war doctor demands 

undeniable resilience, fortitude, and acceptance. Because of the nature of new 

wounds sustained in combat, surgeons now accept that not everything can be 

fixed. As a result, doctors practice what Dr. Glasser regards as “Damage Control 

Surgery,” in which they rarely see wounded individuals longer than a few hours. 

Within that short amount of time they do what they can to keep patients alive in 

order to send them along the medical chain of survival. The reason for this type 

of surgery and movement is “because our troops are no longer being shot at; they 

are being blown up” (82). IED injuries signify a point of change in how the 

human body sustains war wounds as these injuries come from every angle and 

inflict devastating damage.  

Glasser further delineates that because the wounds are of this nature, the 

accompanying suffering is that much more intense—for the person who sustains 

the wounds and any person administering care. He explains in succinct terms 

what new warfare equals: “new weapons—new treatments and procedures—a 

new kind of suffering” (83). The impact from this agonizing novelty is telling: 

many physicians and other medical participants have published memoirs and 

narratives about their experiences in Iraq and Afghanistan. In the combat hospital 

literature of today, doctors’ and nurses’ knowledge is tremendously advanced, 

the technology is progressive, the rapidity and movement of handling wounded 

bodies is organized, the survival rate is positive, but the experience of working to 

mend wounded bodies in a setting meant to wound them is the same as it ever 
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was in any war because traumatic impact is timeless. In fact, as these narratives 

exemplify, war is timeless. Even with this truth, Elaine Scarry in The Body in 

Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World theoretically posits that “while the 

central activity of war is injuring and the central goal in war is to out-injure the 

opponent, the fact of injuring tends to be absent from strategic and political 

descriptions of war” (12). An outpouring of combat hospital literature seems to 

provide a remedy for this absence with description after description of the 

inevitable consequences of injuring in war, which begs the questions: what does 

war do to those who work tirelessly to fix these consequences? And how might 

they overcome the impact of this work? Dr. Dave Hnida offers one answer: 

“Forcing myself into medical autopilot, I went to work trying to keep the soldier 

alive” (91-92). 

Described in his memoir Paradise General: Riding the Surge at a Combat 

Hospital in Iraq, after an unannounced medevac chopper brought in a young 

soldier with injuries sustained from an IED blast to the 399th Combat Surgical 

Hospital in Tikrit, Iraq, Dr. Hnida went into lifesaving mode. Quick at his skilled 

work, he noticed the soldier’s swollen abdomen, mangled arms and legs, deep 

tissue shrapnel wounds, and his peaceful, untouched face. Reminded of his own 

children, Dr. Hnida shut out images of home at that moment so he could work. 

Then he and his team spent approximately “twenty-eight minutes of medical 

improv” to stabilize this patient for surgery. Hnida’s uniform, soaked in the 

soldier’s blood, felt warm and reminded him of his purpose: “there was a young 

man who belonged to that blood, and now he belonged to me” (92). He and his 

colleague Dr. Rick Reutlinger scrubbed in for surgery and worked diligently to 

keep the young man alive so he could be moved. The soldier’s condition was 

beyond critical, and both Dr. Hnida and Dr. Reutlinger were forced to confront 

this fact. Informing the soldier’s unit anxiously waiting outside the hospital of his 

critical condition silently wounded the doctors charged with putting back 

together “human jigsaw puzzles.” After speaking with the unit they exchanged 
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glances that expressed a hurt they could share only with each other. Surgeons 

save. And war constantly works against that axiom.  

Most likely similar to all of the lives that came before Dr. Hnida, this life that 

now belonged to him carried a photograph of his family in his wallet. Looking at 

the photo, he recognized, “I was one step from losing my sanity. The photo had 

blown a giant hole in my protective armor” (94). An integral part of his daily 

routine, Hnida and his colleagues donned their uniforms and boots, secured their 

pistols, wielded their scalpels, and positioned their mental armor as protection 

against the wounds waiting for their care. For this case that he describes, Hnida 

felt the wounding of a life that he could not save, though he and his colleague 

saved him long enough to be sent home so his family could say goodbye.  

Long before he walked through the CSH doors, Hnida was concerned about 

the lives he went there to save. Before he left for deployment, he asked himself 

about the good he could do by going: “Could I and would I make a difference?” 

(16). There is no question that his story tells us that he did. With every turn of the 

incoming medevac blades he heard standing and waiting in the trauma bay, he 

thought about a life coming to him in need of his care.  

Every patient he encountered had a history, memories, families, perhaps life 

beyond their own, and photographs in their wallets or uniform pockets to prove 

it. But what about the life of Dr. Hnida’s mind? In his efforts to make a 

difference, his memoir candidly shares moments that indicate he felt inner 

wounding from his experiences. Of the young soldier he worked to keep alive 

knowing all along the inevitable loss, Hnida reveals in his narrative that “I felt 

I’d never truly wash his blood off my skin, just like I could never get the pungent 

odor of charred flesh to leave my nostrils; they were my scars of his battle” (95). 

My scars. Among numerous memoirs and narratives about war, what we learn 

from Dr. Hnida is that he engaged in his own inner battles in his efforts to save 

lives. His memoir offers a unique view of how he tends to his wounds and scars 

through writing. From a literary perspective, what Dr. Hnida does through 
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poignant and illuminating narration of his experiences is similar to his wartime 

medical work: careful analysis through textual surgery.  

About 150 years ago, in the middle of the chaotic, bloody, and gory 

atmosphere of a Washington, D.C., Civil War hospital, another man engaged in 

textual surgery as he wrote of the visual traumas taking place before him: Walt 

Whitman watched surgeons at work, nursed the dying, and poetically noted, “I 

myself become the wounded” (“Song of Myself” line 68).
1

36 Although not a 

doctor, Whitman was a keen observer of the tragedy of Civil War surgeons’ 

work. Civil War doctors were limited in treating wounded soldiers only by what 

they could see, and they often did more wounding than healing. Whitman felt 

deeply anguished by what he witnessed, and the era’s doctors likewise felt the 

impact of what they could not do.  

Drawing a timeless parallel to the Civil War, Dr. Hnida tells us in his memoir 

that during that war a phrase was coined by doctors “to describe the process of a 

body rapidly going into shock, or, a condition where blood ceases to clot, the 

blood pressure plummets, and the heart exhausts itself to a standstill: the rude 

unhinging of the machinery of life” (89). Undoubtedly, Whitman stood close by 

watching perplexed surgeons witness this unhinging and the desperate search 

within their knowledge for any means to re-hinge the machinery of the failing 

life in front of them. Hnida shares that he and his colleagues likewise “reluctantly 

joined the centuries-old fraternity” of witnessing this unhinging (89). In writing 

his memoir of the hospital, similar to the writing of Whitman, Hnida joins an 

array of historical voices analyzing and narrating war’s traumas. 

                                                           
1

36 The conversation about Walt Whitman’s Civil War hospital work, the themes 

of trauma, and the healing nature of writing discussed in this essay began with 

my Master’s work, “Our Wounded, Our Wounds: Disruption, Ideological 

Permeability, and Transference of Agony in Louisa May Alcott’s ‘Hospital 

Sketches’ and Walt Whitman’s Memoranda During the War and ‘The 

Wound-Dresser’” (2010). 
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Traumatic situations for Dr. Hnida appear as such in narration because of his 

internal contemplation that accompanies description. These two aspects in his 

writing enlighten us to his analytical method that resembles his skills as a 

surgeon. Surgical procedures require a seamless, informed relationship between 

thinking and doing and his writing and narrating exemplify this seamlessness. 

His hands (writing) and his mind (thinking) coalesce to deconstruct and 

reconstruct each experience, similar to employing surgical skills, in order to 

identify the most traumatic of wounds. Uniquely, he conflates the past and 

present in his memoir by describing quick-paced action at the same time as 

thinking and examining his feelings in those rapid moments. He alternates 

paragraphs between action/thinking, and he conveys pulsing thoughts and 

movements through quick, terse sentences.  

His “Anatomy of a Trauma” chapter is most representative of what his 

memoir accomplishes: his writing places us not only in the trauma bay with him, 

but within his perception while he does exploratory surgery of the situations he 

endured. In this chapter, over a period of nine minutes that are listed by thirty-

second intervals, Hnida engages in retelling and retracing his steps, thoughts, and 

movements. He anatomizes the situation, which is compacted into a short period 

of time, but speaks voluminously of the impact of what he did and how he works 

through it, suturing and learning. 

Writing this anatomy, Hnida explains, “It took nine minutes from front door 

to OR for my patient. Nine minutes where I became a short story in this soldier’s 

life. I realized he probably wouldn’t remember me and we would never meet 

again” (148). Until now in this memoir. Looking back while writing as if in the 

present, his memoir does what Whitman’s writing speaks of about the war’s 

wounded he could not forget: “each line . . . has its history. Some pang of 

anguish, some of tragedy….Out of them arise active and breathing forms” (4). 

Indeed, active and breathing forms to be mended.  
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Scalpel to text. Reliving every slice of the scalpel 

and the tying of every stitch. 

 

In Paradise General, out of each line is a form to be mended. But the forms 

are not just patients; the forms are also moments. These moments that arise in 

remembering and writing the text allow for Dr. Hnida to resituate himself from 

looking at the patients who came to him to looking at himself and how he felt 

during these moments. With this reoriented scope, two important elements 

emerge that suggest wounding from the war surgeon experience and healing 

through textual surgery. The first element is a recognition and retelling of the 

demands of the war doctor’s experience, specifically impossible expectations, the 

ethics of decision making, and loss. And the second element is the psychological 

subjectivity involved with that experience, or what he does in conflating his 

surgical/writing abilities.  

Essentially, the medical field and expectations go hand in hand. According to 

Dr. Glasser, “there is a new normal in medicine today and that new normal has 

worked its way into military medicine and definitely has become the norm for 

battlefield care. It is no longer expertise in medicine or surgery that is expected, 

that much, for better or worse, is simply assumed” (79). Assumptions about 

expertise in battlefield medicine create expectations and stress far beyond what 

can be fathomed outside of combat zones. Dr. Hnida shares the vast difference 

between how he practiced medicine at home in the safe confines of America and 

how he practiced medicine in the middle of a space designated for injuring on a 

scale known only in war. Narrating from a distance of these expectations and 

stresses, Hnida explains that he learned to interpret severely wounded bodies 

under impossible pressure. Though pressure and expertise are evident aspects of 

any doctor’s occupational experience, combat medicine is different in the most 

intricate of ways. For example, he reveals that he had to “sign forms that 

authorize giving unmatched blood, a signature that would be medical malpractice 

back in the States” (148). War medicine grants a license to do what is necessary 
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because saving lives—quickly—is what is most important. War medicine 

demands surgeons to make choices about lives known only to the combat 

hospital setting, therefore increasing the possibility of needing to reexamine 

potentially traumatic situations. 

Hnida and his colleagues were constantly forced to make decisions based on 

gut instincts and experience rather than technologically advanced measurements 

that inform accuracy, and they had to do it in a matter of seconds. Having only 

seconds to determine the trajectory of a person’s life weighed heavily especially 

with the pressure of expectation so readily bestowed upon them by their 

superiors, patients, and circumstances. Of course, they succeeded so often with 

their decisions; however, the experience of making those choices and dealing 

with moments of failure is what is important here with Hnida’s self-reflective 

narration of being a war doctor.  

His reflection reveals that making decisions in a combat hospital setting can 

be psychologically wounding because the most critical of cases forced him to 

decide without a great amount of contemplation. How he conveys this is he 

writes of his immediate reaction infused with medical expertise and then 

emphasizes later internalization through reflection after the chaos. Through 

Hnida’s poignant writing we feel the pressure he felt to make a decision about 

how to treat a wounded soldier in a matter of seconds and then his anxiety of 

wondering whether or not his decisions were right when a patient’s life hung by a 

thread. Sometimes by his threads. The tying of every stitch. Often the dreaded 

medical reality of a life “hanging by a thread” for Hnida was all he had to hold 

onto lying in his bed at night thinking through every move of his gloved hands— 

moves that were always, at least on some level, decisions that would impact more 

than just the patient. 

Like he writes, making choices about the lives of wounded individuals 

requires extensive knowledge and experience; however, he shares an instance 

when making a decision demanded a reexamination of medical ethics. War tends 
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to reshape and reorganize ethical questions and problems, but for those with the 

occupation of fixing war’s consequences, when a battle of ethics ensues, the 

beauty is that Hippocrates always wins. Dr. Hnida and his trauma team, as well 

as each medical member of this memoir, exemplify working to save all without 

prejudice because, as he so movingly states about treating an insurgent, “the X-

rays on the OR viewbox didn’t list nationality, the scalpel didn’t cut differently 

into flesh that was hostile, and the blood pooling inside the pelvis was just as red 

as what flowed through our veins” (87). But, in this case of war’s irony, Dr. 

Hnida questioned his ethical decisions and wondered about the life he worked so 

desperately to try and save knowing all along that life had just wounded 

American soldiers. 

A few hours after the American wounded were rushed in with severe injuries 

from a nearby IED blast, the insurgent who had dug and planted more than one 

bomb came into the trauma unit with gunshots to his body. Regardless if the 

scalpel didn’t cut differently into flesh that was hostile, Hnida’s internal battle 

while treating the enemy is evident in the text by his designation of “American” 

to bullets sustained in the insurgent’s pelvis and the blood being pumped into this 

body. Though he works to save with his doctor knowledge, he also remembers 

the military uniform he wears and what that means to him. Here, we see that the 

combat hospital demands an altogether different kind of duty for the war surgeon 

where the patients are equally deserving of care, but do not share ideological 

loyalties. Within these dividing circumstances the right decision for each doctor 

and medical member is to act and save without thought, but the inevitable 

thoughts are there just the same. “What kind of doctor walked away from his 

own GIs to try to save an enemy bomber?” Hnida asked himself after scrubbing 

in to the OR to help his friends (87). Clearly, the memoir as a whole answers this 

question and that is the kind of doctor that Hnida intended on being before he left 

for deployment: one who put forth every ounce of his being to save each 

wounded individual that came into his trauma bay. And yet he understandably 
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struggled with the ethics of his duties. He reveals his conscience and his struggle 

between how he felt and how he thought he should feel—a struggle that war 

initiates but does not resolve. After this particular case, he was “not sure whether 

it was good that a bad person had died or sad that this bad person had died” 

because he shares that this insurgent was a fifteen-year-old boy who probably 

dug those holes for money, but still he was the enemy (90). With this thinking he 

demonstrates his awareness of his actions during his work and how he navigated 

his feelings after (and then again while suturing up this moment in text). He ends 

this particular episode with ambiguity suggesting that often making the right 

choices does not always yield the right answers. Even after time had passed for 

him, Hnida rethinks and understands the awareness he had while treating this 

particular patient by reliving every slice of his (American) scalpel. Losing this 

patient made him question how he should feel about saving lives with differing 

loyalties; however, as we have seen previously, losing any patient resonated far 

beyond the sands of Iraq. 

Loss is inevitable in war and in the medical field, and perhaps the most 

wounding decision for Hnida and his colleagues to make was to let go of soldiers 

that they desperately tried to save but could not. Like the instance mentioned 

previously about saving the soldier with the photograph long enough to be sent 

home, Dr. Hnida delineates the trauma of losing a patient in a way that literally 

slices to the core of his memoir with him standing over a body unhinged needing 

to fix wounds—his patient’s and his own. In this text he works through the 

moments where the consequences of war simply cannot be fixed, and by working 

through these moments his narrative suggests self-healing from the wounds of 

losing.  

Perhaps one of the most devastating and self-reflective episodes that Hnida 

conveys in his memoir is underscored by the following question: “Does everyone 

agree we can’t do anymore?” (182). What began as a seemingly routine injury 

ended in a reminder of simply what cannot be achieved despite the best efforts. 
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Wounded from his vehicle being blown into the air, an incoming soldier was alert 

on the way to the hospital but suddenly went into cardiac arrest as the chopper 

landed. Hnida recalls the medics rushing him into the hospital while performing 

CPR. He articulates this experience by emphasizing the collision of fast-paced 

action with slow-motion sensory overload from Alpha bay where he waits for 

this patient. Narrating, he recognizes the chaos but remembers that he was able to 

hear the clock ticking on the wall, the wheels of the stretcher moving toward him, 

as well as the clear commands for blood, and he could see the pale white young 

man without a pulse and no outward wounds to be found. Hnida and his team 

worked on this soldier until they realized that his spinal cord had disconnected 

from his legs because of a shattered pelvis. Nothing more could be done.  

At this moment, each person involved with this patient had to answer the 

impossible question about continuing lifesaving. Each person had to nod in the 

affirmative to stop their medical autopilot. Hnida shares that though he had to 

shut off his autopilot and walk away, this young soldier would forever stay put in 

his mind as a wound to revisit and mend in a textual space not bent on injuring. 

He emphasizes his hurt the most after losing this soldier with his recognition of 

the traumatic impact of his work:  

[T]he death of the young soldier hurt with a pain none of us could put 

into words. We are not gods. Sometimes we make mistakes. And even 

when we don’t, we suffer because we are not able to undo the damage 

one human can inflict on another. Each of us would see this young man’s 

face for the rest of our lives. (182-83).  

The most important part of this recognition for him is the fact that he and his 

medical colleagues do, indeed, suffer for not being able to fix what war creates 

and demands. Not being able to undo the damage one human can inflict on 

another is a reality Hnida confronted when working, and undoing the damage 

upon himself of confronting this reality is what he does in writing.  
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Further, Dr. Hnida teaches us once more in this moment about the novelty and 

timelessness of what current combat doctors confront and, in his case, reconfront. 

The new wounds this young soldier sustained were completely internal and 

caused by the shock waves of the IED blast. In another twisted case of historical 

war irony, Dr. Hnida and his colleagues once again joined the fraternity 

articulated by Civil War surgeons about the wounds from that war: “the problem 

is often what you cannot see” (181). What cannot be ignored here, too, is that this 

problem is eerily reminiscent of the invisibility of psychologically traumatic 

wounds carried home by so many veterans of war. In writing this memoir, Hnida 

makes visible the invisible. The surgeon as writer emerges so clearly: when a 

wound is seen or uncovered from not being seen right away, a decision can be 

made, and the probability of failure in healing diminishes. Recall the question 

posed earlier about those who fix the consequences of war and how they might 

overcome the potentially traumatic circumstances and wounding of such work. 

The answer to that is to do in another way what they are so beautifully skilled at: 

mend. 

Dr. Hnida shows us the possibility that every wound the war surgeon 

encounters becomes his or her own in a quick, poignant process of working to 

save a severely injured life. He carefully explains that by saving a life, a doctor 

saves the memories of that wounded individual. And, in turn, by saving a life, a 

doctor internalizes his or her own actions, feelings, and wounds, which then 

become memories. Saving a life strengthens not only his medical expertise, but 

his ability to retain his memories of healing so that he might later on heal his own 

wounds from encountering the inevitable loss of wartime medical practice. In a 

way, this dual saving described by Dr. Hnida forms his ever-present effort  in the 

narrative to place his scalpel/pen to the past and the metaphorical body of his 

mind. This act of textual surgery transcends his writing moment and allows him 

to surgically analyze the experience of being a war doctor piece by intricate 

piece, and then subsequently mend any opened wounds through narrative 
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healing. Or, in other words, to re-hinge the machinery of life of what was 

experienced. 

With each circumstance and his analytical consciousness in view, Dr. Hnida 

recognizes the intense realities of the combat hospital and confronts how he 

navigated such realities through recognition and exploration of what the hospital 

space means in war. The hospital concentrates the physical and emotional 

traumas of combat, the initiating wounds, the aftermath, the cost, and the impact 

of witnessing into one confined space. What he and his fellow war surgeons 

come to realize very quickly is that despite rigorous training and hours in 

practice, nothing could have adequately prepared them for the impact and the 

lasting results. Dr. Hnida shows us that the war doctor’s experience as a 

physician in America facilitates a translation of knowledge into the war hospital, 

but the feelings accrued in the war hospital space—feelings that are more 

powerful, intense, and moving because of the setting and circumstances—do not 

translate back into their home lives, town practices, or city hospitals when 

deployment is over. However, he attempts to translate the weight of the war’s 

medical expectations upon him and his colleagues through narration. He states 

that his memoir is really more about life than loss: “Narrative mending. And 

protocols? Protocols, my ass. We had no choice but to make up our own 

protocols and realized that spaghetti-and-meatball surgery was usually the best 

and only surgery” (272).  

While reading this memoir one cannot help but notice quips and perfectly 

delivered humor so reminiscent to Alan Alda’s character Dr. Hawkeye Pierce 

from M*A*S*H. In an episode that pushes Pierce to the edge, he succinctly 

describes his purpose for enduring the traumas of war: “to save kids from the 

sausage grinder.” He notes that he must do so without going crazy, which 

suggests the evident notion that what he is doing, what he encounters, and his 

environment constantly work to shred that sanity. But what saves Pierce and his 

motley crew is humor and an everlasting bond forged in bloody gloves, OR 
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masks, and incoming wounded. Humor in the combat hospital setting is another 

necessary surgical tool to keep the life of doctors’ minds from completely 

unhinging. Hnida writes of both severely traumatic moments while offering a 

portrait of his camaraderie with the other doctors he saved lives with. 

Undoubtedly, they helped save one another.  

Near the end of his narrative, Dr. Hnida ties up the last sutures of his 

experience by sharing an oft-noted truth for any individual who has experienced 

war: “you may leave the war, but it never leaves you” (276). He may have left his 

mended (and lost) patients to the past when he boarded the plane to go home, but 

their wounds and the wounding of his work never left him. Every day as a 

combat doctor he prayed that he could do well what he went to war for—to fix 

the consequences. He was so concerned about this that he made flashcards 

outlining medical procedures in case he came across a wound he did not know 

how to mend. He never used them. His power to save always remained firm in 

his surgical ability. And we know that this surgical ability emerges so intricately 

in the text of his memoir. In writing Paradise General the final war body that he 

mends is his own—wielding his scalpel, wielding his knowledge, and his pen, he 

mends through the text with each word and sentence—sewing up and 

understanding that no matter how long each wound heals, some scars of knowing 

and experiencing will remain. But, amid those scars, what he does in writing this 

memoir is prove his lifesaving abilities on a multitude of levels. Dr. Hnida re-

hinged so many lives, and what he achieves in narrating his experiences is 

carefully connected to the daily hope and most important goal he carried with 

him while in the middle of a war constantly trying to unhinge and then again at 

home answering the call of need as a doctor in his community. Therefore, this 

memoir is a life saved or a life re-hinged. His life.  
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 “My Blog Is My Therapy”:  

The Sense of Community and Ritual  

in American Military Blogs 
Frank Usbeck 

 

1. Introduction 

Soldiers and warriors have always related their combat experience to an 

audience, be it in songs, memoirs, or letters from the front. These accounts have 

reflected on their personal feats, on their memories and the corresponding 

emotions, and on the notions of the individual's role in the greater contexts of the 

war. Audiences—family members, friends, local communities, or a broad 

public—have used these accounts as sources of information and have responded 

to them in individual letters, communal ceremonies, or public debates. This 

interactive cycle of communication between personal accounts and community 

feedback has become a major focus of interest for academic discussions of war, 

namely in regard to cultural, sociological, and psychological aspects of making 

and experiencing war. "Western" societies discovered and tried to classify, 

understand, and treat psychological effects of war on combatants and its social 

repercussions on their community during the wars of the twentieth century. First-

hand accounts came to be seen as pathways to such an understanding of war 

experience and its effects. They provide a focal point in the relationship between 

combatants and those on whose behalf the war is fought, and on the ceremonies 

which accompany the transition of the soldier/warrior between community and 

combat zone.  

“Milblogs” are but the latest technological expression in this tradition of first-

hand accounts. They continue traditional aspects of storytelling about war, but 

their technological features introduce new opportunities. Their cultural work and 

therapeutic potential are best explored in an interdisciplinary analysis of the 

psychosocial and cultural effects of war experience and of the ceremonial 
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storytelling known from ancient philosophies and indigenous cultures. I argue 

that war-related ceremonies of some Native American tribes can provide cues for 

an understanding of milblogs as enhancing community-building and as 

decreasing the social and moral gap between soldiers and civil society. 

Discussing the importance of ceremonial, communal storytelling for the 

prevention and treatment of combat-related stress has enabled scholars, 

therapists, and veteran support networks to embrace ancient and indigenous 

warrior traditions. Milblogs are not a genuine treatment for PTSD, but they can 

add another step toward an understanding, prevention, and treatment of combat-

related stress by offering opportunities for community-building and ceremonial, 

interactive narration of war experience. They provide tools for post-industrial 

societies to emulate the sense of community typical for indigenous and small, 

close-knit communities. 

 

2. Native American War-Related Ceremonies and Warrior Culture 

Native American war experience and warrior traditions were introduced into 

the discussion of combat stress in the wake of the Vietnam War. Tom Holm, 

pioneering the studies of Native American military traditions in Vietnam, found 

that Native veterans had better chances of overcoming combat-related stress 

through culturally distinct ceremonies, indicating “that there is something in 

Native American life that absorbs trauma and heals the spirit” (“PTSD” 84).
1

37
 

Holm and other scholars have traced this phenomenon to the ritual distinction 

between war and peace in the organization of many tribes, to warrior ideology, 

and to the corresponding ceremonies. War was an integral part of many tribal 

cultures which designed elaborate rituals, institutions, and philosophies to 

contain its influence and effects. 

                                                           
1

37

 
PTSD research has discussed the meaning of "spirit" and "soul" with regard to 

war-related trauma and its treatment in recent publications (see also Tick 16-

22). 
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War and peace follow radically different rules, require different skills, and 

enhance different sets of accepted behavior. The division between war and peace 

often resulted in a Native leadership division into war and peace chiefs, or in 

corresponding clan affiliations (Holm, “Culture” 243). Native warrior ideology 

acknowledged the cognitive and moral gaps that a crossing between war and 

peace opened within warriors, and between warriors and their communities, 

requiring thorough preparation and transition phases in which the warrior's 

initiation was guided by experienced elders and supported by the community. 

The behavior toward warriors after their return from battle and their status in the 

community influence not only the warriors' personal well-being, but the 

collective identity and self-perception of the community. 

The warriors' participation in war and in the related ceremonies, says Holm, 

are expressions of their personal relationship with the community, their 

contributions to the tribe's cultural integrity. The community responds on a 

personal level: Individual elders provide guidance, and healers perform the 

rituals to mark the warrior's return to civil life (“PTSD” 84). Warriors are 

perceived as special because their crossing between war and peace has taught 

them about life-threatening danger, fear, and sacrifice; it has shown them the 

good and the evil sides of life and enabled them to choose wisely. A returning 

warrior has undergone a maturation process termed age acceleration: “Combat 

transforms the youthful naive fledgling warrior into a hardened professional, old 

beyond his or her actual age” (85). Holm adds that many Native cultures treat 

this process positively, visible in the heightened status of returning Native 

veterans and in the fact that many successful Native peace negotiators throughout 

history have had outstanding war records. 

War-related rites of passage are designed “to aid individuals―and, indeed, 

entire societies―in making the transition from peace to war and back again” 

(Holm, “Culture” 243, emphasis added). Warriors undergo a set of purification, 

honoring, and healing rituals upon their return in which the memories of war, 
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killing, and guilt are often literally washed away and skills and rules necessary 

for sustenance in the combat zone are set aside. Warriors are reminded that they 

have survived the ordeal by a transition into a different world. Their return to 

civil life requires yet another transition: their memories should now serve the 

community. Ceremonial honoring explicitly marks the community's appreciation 

of the veterans' sacrifice. These honoring ceremonies often include a ritual 

narration or performance of the veteran's war experience, followed by the 

community's ritual applause and thanksgiving. This interaction creates a 

rapprochement between the veteran and the community, it generates 

understanding and trust, and it minimizes the cognitive and moral gap that had 

been opened by the transition between war and peace (“Culture” 245). The 

healing effect of the ceremonies lies within the “social absorption” (247), the 

sharing and minimizing of the pain and traumatic memory. This cycle of 

ritualized narration and appreciation is frequently repeated during powwows and 

thus further supports reintegration and healing. As the revival and rejuvenation of 

Native American warrior sodalities and ceremonies since World War II 

illustrates, the functions of community reunion and individual cleansing and 

healing are vivid today in Native cultures and help sustain cultural identity as 

well as strong personalities.
238

  

 

3. Storytelling and Social Absorption: Milblogs and the Scholarship on Combat 

Trauma 

Elements of social absorption, the sharing of pain, and versions of ritual and 

storytelling have become integral parts in the study and treatment of combat 

trauma. These elements were found among indigenous cultures, various world 

religions, and ancient philosophies, and they are discussed in regard to combat 

trauma by social scientists, mental health professionals, and veteran support 

                                                           
2

38 See also William C. Meadows (2003) on the revival of warrior sodalities 

among Southern Plains tribes. 
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organizations. In the following, I will discuss a few selected examples of 

scholarship and trauma treatment and their application of core elements of Native 

American ceremonial storytelling.  

Dave Grossman suggests practical solutions to prevent and overcome combat 

stress in his 2004 work, On Combat. He refers to critical incident debriefings in 

law enforcement and the military as archetypal forms of cultural behavior to “put 

together the pieces and figure out what happened” (304). Debriefings serve to 

reconstruct events and to deal with memory loss and distortion to enable a 

learning experience. They also address the question of guilt and how to restore 

unit integrity. They continue an ancient tradition of gathering around the 

campfire at night under the supervision of an experienced elder. Grossman 

emphasizes the switch to continuous round-the-clock combat and to rapid long-

distance transportation during the twentieth century that evaporated the phases of 

quiet in which such debriefings typically had taken place (310). Quoting from a 

conversation with an army chaplain, Grossman explains the power of debriefing 

and the effect of diminishing pain by sharing it: "It is the power of telling our 

stories honestly in a trusted circle of compatriots. What a remarkably 

unmiraculous salvation, yet profound as Grace: men can be healed through 

telling their stories in community” (265).  

In addition to military debriefings for tactical, training, and unit cohesion 

purposes, storytelling has become an important factor in veteran support and 

PTSD therapy. Scholars have emphasized the effect of stress release, sharing of 

pain, and social absorption through storytelling: “We know, in PTSD treatment, 

it isn’t the avoidance, it’s the retelling, writing it down, adding more descriptors  

. . . tell your story and listen to it to lessen the effective significance that the brain 

places on it” (Wilson 397). Jonathan Shay concludes: “When trauma survivors 

hear that enough of the truth of their experience has been understood, 

remembered, and retold with enough fidelity to carry some of this truth  . . . then 

the circle of communalization is complete” (243-44). Debriefings are mainly 
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done among military peers, and trauma treatment requires a controlled 

environment and a supportive and guided audience (a therapist and possibly other 

clients). Veteran support organizations, while working toward a controlled 

environment to avoid triggering stressors and to prevent re-traumatization, 

expand the audience to larger public settings, and thus enable a reduction of the 

distance between veteran and civil society. One participant in such a public 

program explains: 

The forum of storytelling is the most positive completion of the healing 

process, and sharing in my community is the humanizing of an inhumane 

experience. I think that coming to speak from my heart about the issues 

of war experience has been essential to connecting to others; to be honest 

and not try to construct a heroic narrative but say a more personal 

experience of fear, horror, shame, humor, and the forms of bonding that 

do occur in hardship. (Wilson 409) 

Milblogging offers parallels to the effects of debriefings and therapeutic 

storytelling, but its applicability as a therapeutic device is limited by obstacles on 

a temporal and an audience/purpose level. The main parallel is the immediate 

sharing of the memory. Bloggers can share their experience with the audience on 

short notice (assuming internet access on the base), and the writing process helps 

sort out emotions and memory. They are able to share their pain and confusion, if 

they so choose, and they have the chance for supportive audience feedback 

resembling a sharing of the pain. However, bloggers usually blog by themselves. 

They have no other combat participants to add, correct, and help finish the 

puzzle, which puts a question mark on reaching closure and leaving with a “fair 

share of the blame,” as Grossman puts it (266). Their audience is not 

professionally guided and cannot be controlled in their answers, unless the 

blogger disables the comment functions or restricts access to the blog. The 

audience may be comprised of friends and family, but also of complete strangers 

from all over the world and does not resemble a typical home community. 
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Increased army restrictions on the content of blogs, such as the landmark Army 

Regulation 530-1, limit the details of combat description that would typically be 

part of a debriefing and would enable a sharing of painful experience 

(Shachtman). Most of all, bloggers write from the combat zone and will continue 

their war experience after their current entry. In the following, I will discuss how 

these opportunities and obstacles shape the medium of milblogging, and how 

milblogs emulate core aspects of Native war-related ceremonies, first in a reading 

of milblogs as rituals, followed by an exploration of social absorption in 

milblogs. 

 

4. Milblogging as Ritualized Storytelling 

Native American communities have elaborate ceremonies, such as the Navajo 

Enemy Way, or the counting of “coup” among the Plains tribes, to purify, honor, 

and reintegrate returning warriors (Holm, “Culture” 245). Similarly, scholars on 

military psychology have acknowledged the importance of explicit ceremonial 

cleansing for the transition between combat zone and civil life. Edward Tick and 

Jonathan Shay have discussed military rituals among ancient cultures, and both 

propose some form of ceremonial purification for current American cultural 

practice. Shay explains: “Religious and cultural therapies are not only possible, 

but may well be superior to what mental health professionals conventionally 

offer” (152). He adds that such rituals would need to involve society at large: 

What I have in mind is a communal ritual with religious force that 

recognizes that everyone who has shed blood, no matter how 

blamelessly, is in need of purification . . . The community as a whole . . . 

is no less in need of purification. Such rituals must be communal with the 

returning veterans, not something done to or for them before they return 

to civilian life. (245) 

A ceremonial reintegration of returning soldiers would involve the sharing of the 

experience—and the pain. Veterans would engage in a cycle of narration and 
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feedback with civil society, as in the counting of coup. The audience adopts the 

experience and partakes in the learning, grief, and pain, the “energies of war” are 

brought home and are given “aesthetic functions in peace” (Tick 219). The 

community lets the veterans know that their experience has repercussions on the 

whole group:  

It is important not only that the veteran tells his story but that he 

experiences it as being heard . . . Having one's story validated is a critical 

step in the transformation of identity into warriorhood and mature adult 

status. The public platform is necessary for the story to get passed on and 

become part of the community's collective wisdom and mythic history 

(221) 

Because of the temporal obstacle, blogs cannot replace a true cleansing 

ceremony. The audience obstacle prevents a full substitution of real-time 

ceremonies offering physical interaction between veterans and members of the 

community in concordance with a formalized protocol. Yet, blogs have the 

potential to cleanse some of the soldiers’ “pain and stain” and they can help 

“transfer responsibility for their violent actions to the society in whose name they 

acted” (Tick 181-82). Academic studies on blogging from media-studies and 

cultural-studies perspectives allow a reading of milblog interaction as a 

communal ritual in which bloggers and their audience build a personal 

relationship and ceremonially minimize the difference between the military and 

the civil realm.
339

 

Graham Lampa reads the emergence of a sense of belonging in the 

blogosphere through an application of Benedict Anderson's concept of “imagined 

communities.” Throughout the nineteenth century, readers of the morning 
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39 See, for example, my detailed exploration of the sense of community in 

milblogs from a perspective of the interaction between bloggers and audience. 

In my discussion of the blog post “Taking Chance Home” on blackfive.net 

and its eventual transmedial expansion, I interpret the comments as the 

ritualized narrative of a “fan” community (Usbeck). 
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newspaper were aware that thousands of others were doing the same thing at the 

same time: Reading the newspaper was a “mass ceremony” by which the national 

community imagined and asserted itself. The blogosphere offers a similar 

ceremonial performance through regular reading, posting, commenting, and 

cross-linking. Participation in the blogosphere is a ceremonial self-assertion of 

the blogger/commenters’ group identity as active members of the same 

community (Lampa). Paul Booth adds the group's narrative as a focal point: A 

blog is an amalgam of the post and its comments, its narrative comprises both the 

original post and the comments, and the collective knowledge of all contributors 

informs the eventual narrative (48-51). Discussing fan audiences, Booth coined 

the term “narractivity” to describe the mutual influence of blogger and 

commenters on the shaping of the narrative and on the emergence of a sense of 

belonging: “The narrative builds the community, just as the community builds 

the narrative” (121). 

When this reading is applied to milblogs, then the community's feedback is 

“to assert not only that [they] have read the post, but also that [they] care enough 

about the post to act in some manner” (Booth 48). The milblog audience, 

representing the bloggers’ families, experienced veteran elders, and the entire 

civil society, offer gratitude and appreciation in their feedback. Reading milblog 

comments through Booth's perspective of fan audiences allows an understanding 

of milblog comments as community rituals: As authors and commenters across 

the milblog community discuss military service as a contribution to “something 

bigger than oneself,” individual milblog comments become ritualistic 

contributions to the master narrative and to the group identity of the community 

(Burden “Taking”).
440
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40 Many commenters to the post “Taking Chance Home” identify participation in 

the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan as contributions to “something bigger than 

yourself.” I interpret this particular phrase as an expression of a sense of 

community within the mil-blogosphere.  
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Commenters establish a personal relationship with bloggers by sending 

individual messages to them. In the case of a surgical team doctor’s list of good 

and bad experiences during her tour in Iraq, twenty-two people expressed very 

individual thoughts and emotions about the post, reaching out to the author 

(Kraft). Four of them explicitly said the post had moved them to tears, others said 

they had a hard time to express their emotions. While the individual commenters 

talk directly to the author, they consciously add similar statements to previous 

comments. Repeating the same message allows the commenters to contribute to 

“something bigger than themselves,” and they actually make it bigger by adding 

their voice. The blogger has initiated the interaction by sharing his or her 

experience and thus, explicitly or implicitly, invited the community to respond. 

In reading the comments, the blogger becomes aware of individual expressions of 

gratitude and compassion, and experiences the very personal conversation. At the 

same time, the blogger perceives the bulk of similar statements as the voice of 

the community. Although this cycle of storytelling and feedback lacks explicit 

religious meaning, it has ceremonial qualities in that the participants consciously 

discuss their contribution to something meaningful, something “bigger than 

themselves.” 

 

5. Milblogging and Social Absorption 

A very popular blog before the restrictions on milblogs, such as AR 530-1, 

Colby Buzzell's My War provides a graphic example for combat descriptions in 

his post “Men in Black,” detailing an ambush on his convoy in Iraq. The blog’s 

comments include expressions of relief about, and gratitude for, the soldier's 

survival. Some veteran commenters show their respect and recognition of 

Buzzell’s performance in that firefight, resembling the approval and guidance of 

the experienced elders Grossman and Holm refer to: “In two deployments to 

SWA, nothing I’ve seen holds a candle to what you just described . . . Be proud 

of how you and your comrades handled yourselves, no one could have done it 
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better.”
5

41 A contribution by a veteran offering such praise and understanding 

cannot be taken for granted in a blog audience which amplifies the overall 

support of the audience in this case. Similarly, Matthew Burden’s print collection 

of blog posts lists a variety of entries in which soldiers relate obviously 

disturbing events (i.e., an entry by The Questing Cat 82-89). These accounts, as 

Buzzell’s, are often written in a stream-of-consciousness voice, in a rapid 

succession of sequences. While guided narration in therapy would try to avoid 

situations that could “re-wire” traumatized persons and make them relive their 

experience (Wilson et al. 397-98), these accounts vividly illustrate Grossman’s 

emphasis on reaching a release from the adrenaline rush soon after the 

threatening event. In this example, the blogger mentions that he “rode gun” 

immediately after the described firefight, using the machine gunner position on 

the roof of a Humvee to be alone: “I want some time to think. I ride the gun so no 

one can look directly at me if I break” (Burden, The Blog 88). The author initially 

needs to hide his emotions from his buddies, but he chooses to narrate his turmoil 

in the blog, at once showing his feelings and reinstating his identity as a (male) 

soldier who must overcome his distress in a critical situation. He is aware that the 

audience may be comprised of fellow soldiers, family, or strangers. His open 

description is an implicit invitation to the community to accept his emotional 

turmoil and to share his pain. 

The aforementioned blog post by Heidi Kraft, written after one year of service 

in Iraq, resembles the author's debriefing and entering into transition as she 

prepares to transfer back home. In her explanation of her list of memories, a need 

for closure becomes evident: “Most of all it’s just therapy, and by now I should 

                                                           
5

41 The post “Men in Black” that is currently available online shows only the 

comments. My source on the post is the description in Buzzell's book (My 

War 288-302). 
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be relatively good at that. Hard to do for yourself, though.”
6

42 Note that the author 

ponders the struggle to conduct this debriefing by herself. The blog audience's 

replies confirm academic and professional observations on the therapeutic 

potential of communalization: Each of the twenty-two comments to this post 

expresses gratitude, sympathy, and appreciation. Most address the author as a 

representative for all American military deployed overseas. Many thank her for 

sharing the list and for her stories about the Marines she treated. The last 

commenter exemplifies all aspects previously discussed here in regard to 

storytelling, sharing the pain, and minimizing the distance between the veteran 

and the community: “Thank you so much for posting that―not many people 

understand what it’s like to hold the hand of that dying Marine, then have to get 

up and keep doing the job, no matter what. Thank you for being there and doing 

your job, thank you for caring so much. And thank you again for telling us about 

it” (inkgrrl).  

Although milblogging appears to be of limited value for guided narrative 

therapy, its strength lies in the potential for reducing the distance between civil 

society and the soldiers overseas. While Native American ceremonies address 

this distance during the transition between war and peace after the soldier’s 

return, milblogs contribute to minimizing this distance during deployment.
7

43 

Returning veterans are often confronted with the distance created by both their 

military training and their combat experience. I argue that blogging has an 

advantage in this context because it helps soldiers retain the contact to the 

civilian world, to cultural events, in short, to the everyday life their civilian 

                                                           
6

42

 
Similarly, the commenter quoted in this contribution's title states that he started 

his own blog after returning from deployment to sort out his feelings. In this 

case, the blog functions as a means of true purification without the temporal 

obstacle (Traversa, “Just Like”). 
7

43 My larger research project discusses this difference in ceremonial purpose and 

in community membership in more detail and explores different types of 

commenters, patterns of comments, and their effects on the sense of 

community between bloggers and commenters. 
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former selves were accustomed to. At this stage in my research process, it seems 

that blogs posted after the military regulations on blogging took effect lack the 

combat description typical for After Action Reviews. Instead, there is a high 

proportion of soldiers discussing life on base, the culture and customs of the local 

population, and cultural events at home. I read these reports as efforts to stay in 

touch with civil life, to retain a sense of “normalcy” which helps minimize the 

cognitive and moral gap between military and civil experience that is seen as a 

major stressor. 

Buzzell’s blog My War quickly developed a vivid interaction with the 

audience, although the author initially believed that blogging would be a one-way 

conversation (My War 132). Curious readers began to discuss the contents of his 

camp's library with him and sent book recommendations along with donations for 

the library (My War 211). Glen Morris, author of the Babylon Blog, discussed 

films and books in his posts, calling the entertainment “filling head” (37-39). 

Doug Traversa’s blog Afghanistan Without a Clue is a vivid example of intensive 

discussions of culture and media. One of the reasons for starting and sustaining 

his blog was to pass time; he sees blogging as “a great way to come to terms with 

life here” (“From Cats”). Over the course of his deployment, Traversa shares his 

exploits in the PC game “Sid Meier's Pirates!” and invites his audience to discuss 

Japanese Anime films: “So on the off chance any of you have an interest, we can 

talk (or write)” (“Japanimation”; “A Pirate’s”). Several of his posts turn into 

detailed movie critiques, as in his discussion of the film The Quiet Man with 

John Wayne (“Missed Us”). Traversa says his amount of writing and choice of 

topics were in part influenced by boredom and by the necessities of military 

security: “I have been spending at least two hours a day, often more, on my 

writing, both blogging and e-mails. It has been my salvation here” (“AFROTC”). 

Note that these discussions are eventually not a mere passing of time, but have 

gained spiritual qualities, as they become the author's “salvation.” The back-and-

forth of such seemingly unimportant thoughts about everyday life mark important 



 
The Journal of Military Experience 

aspects of minimizing the distance between civil and military life for bloggers. 

As blogger Rusten Carrie points out addressing his audience: “I appreciate your 

sharing what 'normal' is with me” (Burden, The Blog 255).  

Milblogs continue traditional representations of war experience in a new 

format. They enable the blogger to sustain the contact with their home 

community, to interact with civil society and to share their experience almost 

instantaneously and with a wide audience. Their technological features offer 

opportunities for veteran support in both military mental health and in veteran 

affairs on a communal level. Milblogs cannot heal―nor prevent―PTSD by 

themselves but their cultural work is a valuable complementary tool for the 

support of military personnel deployed overseas. The cognitive, moral, and social 

distance between military and civil society is a major factor in the persistence of 

combat-related stress among veterans after their return. Storytelling, ceremonial 

purification, and the sharing of the burden of combat experience are cornerstones 

in minimizing that distance. Milblogging can complement these efforts in veteran 

reintegration because it offers a way to share experience through storytelling 

even before the soldier’s return, because it enables community dialogue, and 

because its features invite both a personal and collective ceremonial exchange 

between veterans and civil society.  
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Introduction: Artwork 
— 

Creating the Tangible from the Intangible 
Jenny Bell 

 

History proves that wars cannot stifle or silence artists and writers. If 

anything, war has been an inspiration for creative minds— a driving force—for 

those who have experienced it first-hand. The eight artists featured in this second 

volume of the JME represent all spectrums of society affected by war—from the 

child of a service member, to the concerned civilian, to the active-duty soldier—

and their works demonstrate how vital the creative process is in helping artists 

deconstruct troubling experiences and reconstruct them on their own terms. 

Despite society’s perceptions of the military, those who have experienced the 

horrors of war first-hand are perhaps more likely than the average civilian to turn 

to the arts. Many see it as a way to reconcile memories of yesterday’s 

experiences with the reality of today’s depravity. One has only to look at the vast 

body of work that emerged from the World War I era to see that this is true. 

Creating a tangible work of art grants the veteran-artist an opportunity to grasp 

hold of an intangible memory, manipulate it, control it, and even purge it. 

Lawrence Haward explained this ability in his lecture to the University of 

Manchester during the height of WWI: 

 

Where painter and poet have some conviction of their own to 

express, where they look upon the world through the windows of 

imagination, we shall naturally expect to find really vital 

emotion aroused in them when their theme is as pregnant of 

emotion as war must be. 
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Vital emotion is exactly what can be found in the works included with this 

volume.   

Timothy Chiasson—son of an airman, active-duty soldier, and veteran—

picked up the pencil when a fellow soldier was killed in Iraq. However, Chiasson 

is a veteran-artist who has not chosen to address the darker side of war. Instead, 

and as it was explained to me, he wants to share a story through his artwork that 

“everyone can relate to.” The iconic, patriotic symbols that appear in his pieces 

do just that. Chiasson’s art affirms our culture’s shared values and morals, 

representing the conviction of service, serving as a reminder of the brotherhood 

that has always existed between comrades-in-arms. 

Photography is unlike painting or sculpting; the artist must take something 

real and present it through a different, narrower perspective. Art makes viewers 

question the world around them. The included photographs of former soldier Tif 

Holmes ask a question: “What do we do with the aftermath of war?” Her 

photographs are deceivingly simplistic, complicated by her treatment of the 

subject matter. Holmes frames her subjects in a way that asks the viewer to 

confront a reality not so obvious to the naked eye. 

The paintings and sketches of Steve Beales show how the soldier is always 

shrouded. His works are either completely devoid of color or saturated with the 

blood-orange that sometimes appears in the sky at dusk. In this way, Beales’s 

work is reminiscent of the canvas of war itself. Like Chiasson, he focuses on 

honoring his subjects and portraying the universality of wartime experience: loss, 

dedication, fear, sacrifice, and courage. 

Despite the controversial subject matters of their collaborative artwork, Karen 

M. and Anthony C. (both children of service members) are strong supporters of 

the men and women who serve. They consider themselves to be street artists with 

a mission: “to educate the populace and be the voice of those who have none in 

our political world.” They manage to address some of the most divisive issues 

related to this generation’s wars. The mask they use, for example, is a common 
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symbol used in their hand-made stencils; it serves to remind us not to be blinded 

from the truth.  

Stephen McCall, a former sailor, created hundreds of pieces during his 

twenty-five years as an artist. In the poem “Terry’s Way” McCall supplements 

the art piece Nalepa and attempts to come to terms with the suicide of a shipmate 

and “bring light upon that broken soul.”  “Broken” is a good word to describe 

Nalepa.  Without reading the poem or gazing upon the subject’s face and body, it 

is easy to recognize—from the asymmetry, jagged edges, and dark colors—that 

the artist is haunted by irresolution. This volume gives its readers a rare 

opportunity to view the painting and the poem side by side, offering them (and 

the artist) a way to interpret this tragic event. 

It takes a special kind of artist to analyze a written work and translate it into a 

piece of art. The included sketches by Clayton D. Murwin are not just attempts to 

mirror the words of others; they pick up where the words left off. The “Hounds 

of Hell” sketch brings the Marines’ “Devil Dog” to life whereas the sketch 

accompanying “The Great Military Adventure” summons the pain that lives on in 

its author. Murwin understands the value of telling stories through pictures, of 

consolidating the heart of a story into a single, poignant image.  

Perhaps the most confrontational pieces of art featured in this journal are 

those of the cover artist, Jessica Dittbenner. Dittbenner is five times a war 

veteran. Deployment Sketches serves as this work’s cover. It is a collage of 

images and symbols easily recognizable to those who’ve served downrange; the 

chaos of the work depicts the chaos of war. Dittbenner explores another theme of 

war—cost—through works such as Pilot and Through It, where Dittbenner 

presents a naked figure painted in the form of a crucifix, perhaps a statement 

about how veterans are often stripped of the ideals and convictions that defined 

them and how, after the war, they struggle to get “through it.”   

Despite the difficulties that go along with creatively addressing war, an artist 

is afforded one luxury that the writer is not: They can disappear within 
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abstractions, symbols, colors, and the limitlessness of their medium. Haward so 

aptly puts it:  

 

War, in fact, in any of its aspects does not provide the artist with 

easy material to handle; but the difficulties diminish in 

proportion as it is treated in the spirit of decoration.  

 

Artists are able to seek salvation in their craft through that very “spirit of 

decoration.” JME contributors demonstrate how artists can succeed where others 

have failed, in the tangible act of creation from the intangible act of war. 
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Lost 
From a larger work entitled 135 Words 

Layered digital photograph 

Tif Holmes 
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War 
From a larger work entitled 135 Words 

Layered digital photograph 

Tif Holmes 
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In Times of War & Uncertainty 
Pencil 

Steve Beales 
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Remember Their Sacrifice 
Acrylic 

Steve Beales 
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Reginam et Patriam Tuendam 
Pencil 

Steve Beales 



 
The Journal of Military Experience 

  

Paintings Live Nation 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Blindfold 
Drawing on paper 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 



 
The Journal of Military Experience 

  

Birka 
Mixed medium 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Outside the Wire 
Pencil 

Timothy Chiasson 
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Rest, My Friend, I'll Take Watch from Here 
Oil painting 

Timothy Chiasson 

 

(Dedicated to the memory of SGT Zaniah Creamer) 
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Nalepa 
Acrylic relief painting (84”x30”x14”) 

Stephen K. McCall 
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Pilot 
Jessica Dittbenner 
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Through It 
Jessica Dittbenner 
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Media War 
Jessica Dittbenner 
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Jihad Jihad 
Jessica Dittbenner 
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Pink Tom 
Jessica Dittbenner 
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Afghan Girl 
Street art 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Eyes 
Street art 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Occupy Chem Warfare 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Occupy Gas Mask 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Occupy Soldier 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Occupy Officer 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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The Sorrow 
Street art 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Surrender 
Street art 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Masked Truth 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Lonely 
Stencil 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Free 
Stencil on canvas 

Karen M. and Anthony C. 
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Hope & Fear 
Acrylic 

Steve Beales 
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In Duty Comes Honour & Excellence 
Acrylic 

Steve Beales 
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A Tribute to Our Heroes 
Acrylic 

Steve Beales 
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Band of Brothers 
Acrylic 

Steve Beales 
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Empty Chairs 
Digital photograph 

Tif Holmes 
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Listen to Me 
Digital photograph 

Tif Holmes 
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Introduction: Features 
— 

Veteran Artist Program 
Jenny Bell 

 

The editorial staff of The Journal of Military Experience is pleased to 

introduce a “Features” section to our second volume. This section will showcase 

a veteran organization that is setting new precedents for others in alternative, 

ground-breaking ways. With this volume, we have chosen to recognize the work 

of the Veteran Artist Program (VAP) through the inclusion of an article written 

by VAP’s founder, B. R. McDonald. 

The key to VAP’s success seems to lie in their belief in collaboration. Instead 

of trying to replicate what others are already doing, or just going it alone, the 

leaders of VAP have made a conscious decision to join forces with other service-

driven organizations, such as the 6th Branch. These collaborative relationships 

have led to theatrical productions (The Telling Project), gallery events, and 

community-service projects (Operation: Oliver). They have provided a forum for 

veterans to pursue their artistic gifts, to heal from wartime trauma, to be a voice 

for others and, perhaps most importantly, to continue to serve their nation. 

Over the course of the last ten years, hundreds—if not thousands—of new 

organizations have popped up all over the country with the common goal of 

supporting our veterans. VAP has gone beyond this basic goal; their team 

members have taken leadership skills instilled in the military and applied them in 

a tangible way to society. For this reason, we believe that VAP deserves to be 

recognized. 
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Operation Oliver 
B. R. McDonald 

 “Baltimore is the safest city I’ve lived in for the last ten years.” That is my 

first response to anyone who cites crime, drugs, and a failing city when 

questioning my decision to engage under-served neighborhoods in Baltimore 

City. To be fair, the other cities include Kandahar, Baghdad, Peshawar, and 

Islamabad (just to name a few), and represent seven years in the Army, three 

years as an Intelligence Consultant, and seven combat deployments. 

As a veteran, I have been fighting a war since 9/11 that has taken my skills as 

a linguist, intelligence professional, and special operator to communities and 

neighborhoods on the other side of the world. Yet, I return after every trip to see 

the city I live in needing the same attention and care I spent the last decade 

giving to people I will probably never see again. 

Why do people thank me for my service? I understand why people say it, and 

I appreciate the intent because I, too, am very proud of my time in the Army. 

Oliver Mural Group Photo  - 
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However, what I want them to ask is, “What are you doing to continue to serve?” 

Most veterans will say of their service that they wanted to be a part of something 

larger than themselves. I know that was definitely the case in my decision to step 

away from being an actor/singer and to become an Arabic linguist. That mindset 

doesn’t just end after you “get out” of the military. There is often the stigma 

associated with veterans returning from combat that we all suffer from some 

form of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder, or we don’t have the tools necessary to 

properly reintegrate back into society. Not only is that not true for the majority of 

veterans, but it also doesn’t acknowledge the tremendous skill set which can be 

applied to our communities back home. 

Operation: Oliver 
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My fellow Baltimore-based veterans and I are proving the concept of a 

Veteran Sponsored Community (VSC) and have the necessary drive and 

perspective to help transform under-served neighborhoods of this great city. It’s 

not because we have the secret or because we know something the rest of 

Baltimore doesn’t, but rather, we aren’t afraid of the consequences of taking the 

first step. We recognize the need for action instead of simply talking about it. 

 

On October 1, 2011, fellow veterans and I from the 6th Branch (T6B) began 

proving the VSC concept by launching Operation: Oliver. This is a one-year, 

aggressive service project in the East Baltimore neighborhood of Oliver, a 

community known for its crime and drugs, and made famous by television’s The 

Wire. Under the direction of Executive Director and former Marine Rich Blake, 

and through local partnerships, T6B launched the first of four major service 

projects that would be augmented by ongoing efforts in the community. 

Rich Blake, Former Executive Director of The 6th Branch (T6B) 
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This is not a one-off project or a drive-by public relations stunt. In order to 

make this work, the community has to be engaged in the successful 

transformation of this neighborhood. We reached out to find local veterans who 

wanted to be part of this project and found Earl Johnson, a former Army ranger 

and Executive Director of One Green Home at a Time, whose mission of 

physical renovation is directly tied to social activism and creating a safe and 

livable environment for the Oliver residents. 

Another important aspect to Operation: Oliver is the creative component of 

leaving a positive, lasting impact on the community. Who knew military veterans 

would lead this effort as well? When I got out of the military three years ago, my 

first instinct was to create a way to combine my two worlds of the arts and the 

military. I founded the Veteran Artist Program (VAP) in an effort to give artists 

who are veterans an opportunity to showcase their skill sets in the mainstream 

creative arts community.  

VAP artist Jake Warford and Baltimore Love Project muralist Michael Owen 

teamed up with boys from Baltimore Born, an Oliver-based after-school program 

for boys, to design and paint a mural that represents the growth and opportunity 

in Oliver. These two artists teamed up again on October 1, 2011, for another 

mural in the Oliver community. 

At the core of VSC is an intentional effort to collaborate and desire to put the 

community ahead of short-term individual or organizational goals. We cannot do 

this alone and are asking for your help. Whether you are a civilian, veteran, or 

active-duty service member, there is a place for you in Operation: Oliver. If you 

like to get your hands dirty, there is plenty of work for you to do on the ground in 

Oliver. If you are a business or organization whose mission fits with our goals, 

we want to partner with you. A better future is formed when the ceiling is raised 

and opportunity is formed for all citizens of Baltimore. As a veteran, I am taking 

up that challenge, and I ask you to join me. 
 

www.VeteranArtistProgram.org 

http://onegreenhome.org/
http://www.baltimoreloveproject.com/
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The Listener-in-Chief:  

Final Thoughts from the JME Editor 
Travis L. Martin 

 

As planned, I’ve dedicated the time immediately following my review of the 

last page for writing my reflection. I want to convey the feelings that are on hand 

having just finished and, hopefully, connect with readers who, having also just 

finished, stumble upon this page in the same frame of mind. So what did you 

think? I know, as the editor, I am probably a bit biased. But, quite honestly, my 

first thought was “Wow! This book is amazing.” And I think I am being fair. I 

did hit the backspace key a few times after writing “This is the best book ever. 

Period.” That was originally my first line. But what was it about this JME that 

left its editor so proud?  

Certainly, I had to fight back the tears more than once while reading the short 

stories. I also laughed, found myself humbled and, time and time again, was 

reinvigorated to keep working—ceaselessly, it seemed—when each story left its 

unique mark upon me. I’ve been moved by the flow and precision of the lines of 

verse. I was flat-out blown away by the imagery. And, when I finally made it 

through the scholarly section, I was intrigued in an “awesome, other people out 

there are interested in the same kinds of research and issues as I am” kind of way. 

I was excited at the prospect of continued conversations concerning the issues 

presented in both creative and scholarly form.  

I was impressed: The hours upon hours upon hours of work put into this book 

by the editors is beyond measure. They’ve continuously moved me with their 

passion for helping vets find a voice and a chance to express themselves on their 

own terms. Keep in mind, they don’t get paid. You’d think it would be hard to 

get much work out of people who have jobs, attend classes, teach, raise families, 
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and do any number of things in addition to helping produce the fine works you 

just read. But that hasn’t been my experience. The JME editors have remained 

dedicated to the cause throughout the year-long journey involved in its making. 

And I, as well as the authors and artists contained herein, thank them from the 

bottom of our hearts.  

To me, if any common thread stood out, it was this: The creative authors, 

artists, and scholars all hint at the act of listening. Of course, it’s important not to 

confuse listening with understanding. The latter is almost always a futile attempt 

to walk a day in the shoes—or boots— of someone else, applying past 

circumstances or experiences to something or someone else, usually to one’s own 

life. Understanding is fraught with pitfalls: limited reference points for the 

details, a lack of common experience and, on some level, an attempt to convert a 

given story, poem, or work of art into a palpable lesson. Why does creativity and 

introspection have to be boiled down and dissected? Why must it become 

something we can use? Why is it all about us? 

The more I work with the JME, the more I realize that it’s not about me. I 

may have served in the military; I may have even served in the same places and 

during the same times as some of our contributors; but their wars—their fights, 

struggles, lessons, and experiences—are certainly not my own. Sure, at some 

level I seek to understand the works myself. But when working with the JME 

I’ve had to, on some levels, suppress that scholarly instinct and stay focused on 

the contributors themselves. Part of our mission is to allow our authors and artists 

to educate the public about the nature and consequence of military service. So 

don’t feel bad if you find yourself on a journey of understanding. Just remember 

that understanding will always be a secondary mission for the JME.  

I’ve learned what may be quite simple to others: Each line in this book—apart 

from this outro and my own, profanity-laced story about burning feces in support 

of Operation Iraqi Freedom—belongs to someone else. My role, what I hope you 

will see as the true value of the JME, is simply to listen, to help others reach into 
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their pasts and stake claim to their experiences. If we can continue to be that 

blank page or canvas upon which authors and artists explore those experiences—

if we can truly listen for the sake of others instead of ourselves—then, in my 

view, the JME will be a success for years to come. I’ll conclude by simply 

saying, “Thank You.” Thanks to our authors and artists for sharing their works, 

for trusting us enough to allow us the privilege of listening. It has been an honor 

to serve you.  

 


