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Editor’s Introduction

‡

Brian Mockenhaupt
Imagine coming home after World War II, when one in ten
Americans had been in uniform. If you met a young man, the question
wouldn't have been whether he served, but where. And those who
hadn't served likely knew many friends and family who had, worrying
for them while they were gone and trying to understand how the war
had changed them.
I think I would have found some comfort in that. At least more of
the unspoken would have been understood. But today, a far smaller
minority of men and women serves in the military, fewer than one in
100, and the impact of America's military actions overseas is barely
felt at home. Upon leaving the military we can feel scattered—thrown
to the wind—as we search for our place in a world that sometimes
seems to have gone on without us.
Here we have a community built around an act of reflection—upon
our time in the military and what we carry forward from those
experiences. This volume of The Journal of Military Experience
shows the continuing evolution of Military Experience & the Arts, and
the dedication of its founder, Travis L. Martin, to providing veterans
and others in their support networks with both a community of shared
experience and a platform for creative expression. The first two
volumes of the JME included fiction, poetry, artwork, scholarship. and
v

non-fiction writing. The success of those volumes and growing interest
by contributors necessitated an expansion: Poetry and fiction now
have their own publications, Blue Streak: A Journal of Military
Poetry, and The Blue Falcon Review, a collection of fiction.
The Journal of Military Experience continues to showcase the
artwork, scholarship. and non-fiction writing of a broad group of
veterans and a small number of civilians involved in the military
community. The works in this volume span nearly 70 years of military
service, from the battle of El Alamein in Egypt to the now 12-year-old
war in Afghanistan.
Tara Leigh Tappert, who oversees the journal's arts section,
describes artwork as “one of the most powerful ways to provide
bridges across the military and civilian divide.” Here she curates a
wide-ranging and impressive collection from more than two dozen
artists working in everything from sculpture and photography to
performance art and paper making.
Eric Hodges has taken over the important work of building the
JME's scholarship section, and I am continuing to oversee the
nonfiction pieces in the journal. A heartfelt thank you is owed to the
editors and mentors who have volunteered their time to help veterans
tell their stories in such diverse mediums. By the time pieces reach
me, they have often been through several revisions, with weeks of back
and forth discussions between the contributors and the volunteer
editors, which leaves me with little to do but immerse myself in the
stories as a reader.

© The Journal of Military Experience

I am deeply grateful that these writers and artists have entrusted
their work with us. Whether veteran or spouse, therapist or friend,
they have filled these pages with thoughtfulness and evocative
imagery, and it has been a privilege to work with them as they labor to
tell this rich and complex story of military experience.

vii

Non-Fiction
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Introduction: Non-Fiction

‡

Brian Mockenhaupt
In Tim O'Brien's fantastical story Going After Cacciato, an
infantry platoon in Vietnam chases down Private Cacciato, who has
decided to quit the war and walk to France. How could they make
sense of that? In considering Cacciato's decision, they would each
have to look at their own experiences in the war. “The trick, of course,
was to think it through carefully. That was Doc's advice—look for
motives, search for the place where fact ended and imagination took
over. Ask the important questions,” writes O'Brien, himself a combat
veteran. “It was an idea. It was a working out of possibilities. It wasn't
dreaming and it wasn't pretending. It wasn't crazy.”
Of course, it may seem strange to reference a fictional work to
introduce a collection of non-fiction writing. But in these pieces I see a
similar working through of possibilities as these veterans and others
in their support networks grapple with the effects of military service,
both subtle and profound.
These stories are built on fact and experience, using elements from
fiction writing like dialogue and scene building to tell true stories. But
even in non-fiction, writers make choices and interpretations. We
choose elements to highlight, and downplay—and sometimes our
subconscious minds do this for us, especially in stressful moments like
ix

combat, when senses can be so heightened by circumstance, and
memory so selective. Writing is often a sifting through of experiences,
as we search for patterns, for explanations, even for guidance.
Sometimes just the act of putting words onto paper can bring relief or
perspective, helping us make sense of events or share them with
others.
These are stories of combat, the home front, and all of the small
spaces in between—from a harrowing glider flight into Germany, to a
young veteran waiting in the fluorescent glow of a VA hospital for his
first appointment. We are taken on a jeep drive down a frozen
mountain road in South Korea, and a routine patrol through Baghdad
that turns surreal at the site of a suicide bombing. A Marine captures
his war in photographs, distilled into snapshots in the mind, each with
a caption of emotion, and another Marine stands at her kitchen table,
loading a pistol and looking back on the traumas of her life as she
considers whether to shoot the man who has been stalking and
harassing her.
Flying into the mountains of Afghanistan for a year-long
deployment, Joseph Badgett thinks, “This will be the realest damn
thing I ever do.” Skimming through Facebook several months into his
tour, he has a stark realization: “My friends weren't changing. I was,”
he writes in “Twenty-Three and Angry.” “Once you go to war, you
never come back.”
The stories compiled here also remind us that the veteran
community is broad and that military service impacts far more people
than just those wearing the uniform. When we went to war, others
came with us, in heart and spirit. Kathy Brady captures this in a
© The Journal of Military Experience

poignant and moving story about her son's combat tour, and his
return home. “Life is not okay. I am not okay,” she writes in “They
Also Serve,” echoing Joseph Badgett's sentiment. “In many ways, Bud
is home from Afghanistan, but I am not. I went to war and I didn’t
come back. How crazy that must sound. I never left U.S. soil. At least
my body didn’t. But I can tell you that an integral part of me went to
Afghanistan, a land I did not see, smell, or hear. My only son went to
war and I couldn’t let him go by himself. So I packaged up his mother
and sent her in care packages.”
That is a beautiful and powerful image. And there are so many
more in these stories that it seems unfair to highlight just one.
Consider that a prelude to everything you will read in the following
pages.

3

Babyface
‡

Winfield Goulden

Ahead, I could see a sliver of silver on the horizon. “There’s the
Rhine River,” I thought.
I eased my glider higher above the tow plane to get a better look at
the formation. It was the Rhine all right. I could see airborne units of
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the first wave already dropping on our objective, the East bank of the
Rhine River, deep inside Germany.
It was March 25, 1945.
Parachutes were blooming, gliders were winging over and down. I
could see the serial numbers chalked to their fuselages as they glided
delicately into the battle below. As I watched, one glider released its
tow line, climbing straight up until, at the apex of its stall, it broke
apart, disgorging a jeep, ammo and men in a long looping cluster until
they plummeted out of my sight.
A funereal pall of sooty smoke shrouded the landing zones,
obscuring the carnage that was taking place below. The fields below
were already a charnel house that would, before the end of this day,
gobble up more glider pilots in this one operation than in any other
airborne operation in World War Two. The fields were already littered
with collapsed chutes and crashed gliders, and looking closely, I could
see American bodies everywhere, paratroopers with their chutes
fouled in trees, dangling in the rag doll attitude of violent death.
A series of sharp, ripping pops got my attention in a hurry as a
Kraut anti-aircraft battery opened up on us. Bullets tore through the
flimsy canvas fuselage. I heard the all too familiar “thunk” of incoming
20 millimeter shells. The control wheel vibrated furiously as we took
hits in the elevators and ailerons─just about the worst place on the
glider to take a hit, next to the fuselage that housed the hapless
infantrymen.
The glider infantrymen sank deeper into their own bodies, trying
to make themselves smaller as the bullets sought them out. A ricochet
hit the metal fuselage frame with an evil whine, and it was then that I
5

heard the strange mewling sounds behind me, the sounds of the men
back there as they froze, anuses tightening in terror.
Soon it would be our turn to land as the sky train crawled forward.
“Biggest ever,” trumpeted the strutting General, Commanding
Officer of the First Allied Airborne Army, to the press. “One
continuous train of tow planes and gliders, stretching from Paris to
the Rhine. Gentlemen, this is Vertical Envelopment!”
I glanced at the Plexiglas bubble on top of the tow plane’s fuselage,
watching for the green light that would be my signal to release the
towrope and get the hell down on the ground, fast. My left hand
gripped the control wheel; my right was on the tow rope release lever,
ready to cut loose.
Thirteen men in my glider had thirty seconds left to live.
The green light flared. I hit the release lever and we started down.
The ceaseless roar of being towed at 120 miles an hour softened to a
gentle whoosh as we decelerated to 60 miles an hour.
But one German machine gun stayed with us all the way down.
Bullets and shrapnel were tearing us up. I heard screams from behind
me. I did not look back. I knew what they were and what caused them.
I had heard them before.
My co-pilot turned to shout something just as he got it in the face.
One second he was shouting, and then his face disintegrated. He
lurched sideways and what was left of his head snuggled into my lap,
and in that split second we hit the ground, sliding sideways. I heard
more screams from within the fuselage as the machine gun continued
to track us. We spun around three times. Clouds of dirt and dust
enveloped the cockpit. Our nose dug in. We were down.
© The Journal of Military Experience

I unbuckled my seat belt, grabbed my Tommy-gun, and dove out
the side window of the cockpit just as the glider took a direct hit from
a German mortar.
The glider disintegrated, hurling bodies, some still screaming,
everywhere. And at that precise moment, I took one in the knee. The
pain was exquisite, beyond feeling, beyond comprehension. Dimly, I
realized that I had lost all my men except one, and he was a civilian
Associated Press photographer who volunteered─repeat,
volunteered─for this glider mission.
I realized that we had to get off the field and get to that ditch,
which was about 50 yards away. We were in the open field in the
beaten zone of that machine gun. We had to get to that son-of-a-bitch.
We just had to.
The machine gun was at the juncture of two ditches bordering the
field. I could see the flash of its muzzle blast. I kept crawling, dragging
my leg along. I was losing blood rapidly and my head was getting
giddy. The air crackled inches above my head and I heard the whump!
whump! of German mortars as the shells walked back and forth in the
midst of our wounded, dead, and dying.
I heard a voice yelling over and over again, “That’s enough! That’s
enough!” And suddenly I realized that the voice was my own.
And then I saw Art. Art, my buddy, a cab driver from Menomonee,
Michigan, tall lanky, homely as a hedge fence, and fearless.
“Jesus,” he panted, looking at my kneecap, which was dangling by
a shred of tissue. I started to look down but he grabbed me. “Don’t
look at it!” he yelled. “Don’t look at it!” He twisted his head, scanning
the field. “Medic! Medic! Where’s a fucking Medic?”
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“Art, you got grenades?
“Yeah, bagful!”
“Ya spot him?”
“Yeah, corner ditch!”
“We gotta rush him!”
“We’ll never make it, neither of us!”
Art raised his head slightly, “I think I can get him from here!” And
at this point we lucked out. The Kraut gunner suddenly shifted his fire
upward to rake the waves of gliders still floating in.
Art stood up and lobbed a grenade. At the same time, lying on my
side, I lobbed in two grenades. We pressed ourselves into the earth.
We heard the whump! whump! whump! Art catapulted up and
charged the ditch, firing as he ran. Simultaneously, I opened up with
the Tommy-gun, giving him covering fire.
The machine gun stopped suddenly. It was absolutely still. I
dragged myself the remaining distance to the gun. Art was already
there, standing over the gun. There was a body draped over the barrel.
Art placed his boot on the dead German’s chest and gave a shove.
And what a strange sight; the body was badly mutilated, but the face
was intact. And it was the face of an angel. It was the face of a child.
“Jesus,” Art said softly. “Look at this, no uniform, just a fucking
kid.”
“Yeah,” I said, surveying the carnage out on the fields. “Just a
fucking kid.”
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Together
‡

Shield B.
His palm is pressed firmly against mine, his fingers holding our
hands together. Callouses draw my attention, stiff from work. Our
bodies are exhausted from effort, and the heat is disseminating into
the ground and air around us. Soaked in sweat, I vacillate into
shivering. The dog next to me is shifting its weight to find a more
comfortable position. My mind is separate from my body, and much
as I know I need to bring both things together, I can't seem to unify
my thoughts and actions. A mental inventory of my physical state
requires more focus than I have. As we're in no position to talk, I
won't have to extend any false assurance. I let the effort slide.
His hand squeezes mine and he moves our hands to rest on his
chest. It is a purposeful attempt to make me focus on my breathing.
Closing my eyes, I can feel the rise and fall his chest makes as he
slowly inhales and exhales. We are responsible for the men dying
below us on this mountain. Only one remains audibly conscious,
extolling his pain and sending my heart jarring across the airwaves.
An effort to focus on the chirping birds or crawling insects is a flawed
attempt at distraction. I send wishes that the wind might blow to
create noise, knowing a possibility exists that it would blow the sounds
of death closer.
9

Carefully, he unfolds our hands, rubbing my palm between his
fingers and thumb. My mind can't zero in. Time is stretching, moving
too slowly. I feel the dog's head resting on top of my hip. I know if I
touch the dog, it will cause his tail to wag, so I refrain. My tears are
hidden behind sunglasses. They run across my face, leaving trails in
the grime, but I can't wipe them away. My throat is dry and
constricted so tightly that my ears ache. It will be a few more minutes
before we can move, and I hope the tears subside.
His fingers move from my hand to my wrist, pressing into the
artery to feel my pulse. The air is acrid; the smells of dust and
vegetation are overpowered. Neither hungry nor nauseated, both are
blessings. I imagine the sun moving quickly towards the horizon so
that we may benefit from greater shade. I memorize the rock
outcropping leaning over me. I touch the dog, slowly tracing the bones
of its jaw, feeling the curve of its throat as it drops towards its chest.
It occurs to me that if I squeeze my hand tightly against his, I will
be assuring him that I am fine. I want him to continue holding my
hand so that I'm anchored; I want the physical reassurance that I am
not alone. When we move again, the hand in mine will be replaced by
a rifle, the tool of my trade. I withhold the communication that will
cause him to withdraw his hand. I want to pretend for a little while
longer.
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Twenty-Three and Angry
‡

Joseph W. Badgett
I was once asked to describe how I felt during war—how I feel
now. The truth is I’m just twenty-three and angry. My anger is not
fueled by reminiscing about war; it’s not brought on by PostTraumatic Stress Disorder or physical ailments. My anger comes from
the war itself: meanings never found, solutions never reached. I’m not
political. I never have been. And I’m sure as hell not going to start
today. I’m not going to argue the semantics of Operation Enduring
Freedom or Operation New Dawn. But I will discuss the year I spent
in Wardak Province, Afghanistan, and the malevolent realities of that
useless fucking war.
In November 2009, twenty years old, I sat in the back of the CH47 Chinook helicopter, awaiting liftoff to the Tangi Valley, my reality
for the next three hundred and sixty-five days. The platoon piled in
deep, shoulder-to-shoulder, “nut-to-butt” as we say in the military.
I was one of the more fortunate soldiers. I sat next to the tailgate
of the helicopter; the crew chief positioned me there because I carried
the long gun and, if needed, could return accurate fire upon the
enemy. I sat there nervous; my cold and clammy hands grasped my
MK-14 rifle. My body shook profusely from the vibrations of the helo
and the cold, dry air entering through the tailgate as we lifted off.
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The ground shrank away. My sense of reality faded along with it.
Many of us were nervous. Many were anxious. Some were excited and
others─well, for them this was just another job, another deployment. I
personally thought to myself, “This will be the realest damn thing I
ever do.”
When you learn that there are people in this world who want to
put a stop to the beating in your chest, you look at life from a new
perspective. Twenty minutes into our flight, the crew chief screamed,
“Touchdown in three mikes. Reported heavy fire on and around the
LZ. Be advised: return fire and prepare for the immediate evac of the
bird.” The time it took to land was the longest three minutes of my life.
My body went into a sense of overdrive: adrenaline rushed and my
heart raced; my fingers grew firm around the trigger housing of my
rifle. Still, I trusted the men around me. I trusted myself. I was
prepared to rely on my instincts and training.
Lesson learned? “Shut the hell up and do your job.”
I sat on the bird with one headphone in and one out, waiting for
instructions once our boots hit the ground. I was listening to “Long
Cool Woman in a Black Dress” by the Hollies as the tailgate dropped.
We touched down in the Tangi Valley. I synched my rucksack to my
back, stepped off the ramp and fanned out to the rear of the bird to
pull security with another soldier. We dropped our packs hard against
the sharp red dirt of Afghanistan. No shots were fired. But the
adrenaline and fear we experienced that afternoon—the anticipation
of a possible attack—stayed with us throughout the deployment.
A few weeks later, I found myself living in a fucking nightmare I
couldn’t wake up from: I was in the heart of Afghanistan, fighting the
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fight, fighting to stay alive and fighting the memory of her, a girl who I
had left behind, who begged me to stay. She was the only girl who ever
truly believed in me, and at the time, the only girl I had ever loved.
Her name won’t be disclosed in this story, but I can promise, if she’s
ever reading this, she’ll know exactly who she is. Before I left I had
made a promise to come home to her, to write her every day, and to
watch every sunset. There wasn’t a single evening that I didn’t watch
the sun mask its face for the day. Watching it set over the mountains, I
knew, back home, she was watching the same sun rise over the world I
had left behind.
Prior to me joining the military the economy was tangled and in
shreds, and from the look of it, it wasn’t going to untangle itself any
faster than I was. I took night classes at my local university and
worked a dead-end job farming, which was leading nowhere. At the
end of every month, I found myself broke. I sure as hell wasn’t getting
any smarter. So, I hid in the back corners of bars and at the bottoms of
bottles, looking for answers and solutions that became further out of
reach the more I drank. Eventually, I waved “goodbye” to mom and
dad and said “hello” to Uncle Sam.
Afghanistan offered the same simplicities every day: walking
around outside, looking at the same old rocks, staring out over the
same old mountains and eating the same damn food. At one point, I
thought Kentucky was bad. If Kentucky was bad, Afghanistan was hell.
I’d clocked in for a 365-day shift and was waiting for my year to end.
The closest I came to escaping this reality was losing myself in a
murder novel or a fast-paced movie or catching up with old friends on
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Facebook. When I saw their pictures of the things they were doing
back home, it was sobering.
My friends weren’t changing. I was.
Once you go to war, you never come back. While you’re there, you
feel as if you’re stuck and everyone else is moving on. Staring over
timeless mountaintops in guard towers I became more and more
ignorant, spouting off useless absurdities with zero validity in life: fast
cars, fancy women, and booze. At the same time, I was subtracting
hours from my life, killing my lungs with cigarette after cigarette to
combat the boredom.
When winter set in, we shot at anything that moved just to warm
our hands on the hot brass. On those cold, quiet nights there were
times I could feel her hand in the palm of mine, warming it in spite of
the cold. She was a fast-fading memory, though, just like all the other
things I’d left at home.
The seasons changed and colorful collages of plants, trees, and
vegetation spread throughout the valley. Fighting season was near.
Butterflies grew in my stomach. I remember a close friend of mine, a
senior combat veteran, telling me, “It’s the butterflies that keep you
alive. When you become numb to war, that’s what kills you.” The
feeling of something not right at the bottom of your gut makes you do
the right thing. When it comes down to it, you’ll do whatever you have
to in order to stay alive. If you become numb, you become complacent,
missing the smallest and simplest things that make you dead.
We had a leader that became numb, only for a minute. But it only
takes a second. His vehicle was moving too fast. He neglected to order
his team to check an un-cleared culvert and hit an IED. The shock
15

wave rolled through me as I stood in the turret of an MRAP, hands
clinching the machinegun in front of me with pure fear, not for myself,
but for every soldier inside of that vehicle, for every family member
and friend patiently waiting for them back at home. I helped pull a
soldier out of the burning truck, screaming to him through the
ringing, “You’re going to be all right.” Within minutes, he was dead.
The worst part was the malevolent, fucked up thought, “At least it
was someone else instead of me.” You don’t want to think that, but it’s
human nature. You think and do what you can to stay alive. Three
men were wounded that day and two were killed. I wasn’t.
That night I used the war’s two most imperative drugs: pain killers
and prayers. I lay on my cot, looking at my sergeant’s computer, trying
to escape those memories. He was watching a movie about our job as
infantry soldiers. It seems so interesting to everyone outside of the
military. Not to me.
When you watch someone blow up in front of your face, your
stomach goes straight to your throat. You take life more seriously. The
only certainty in life becomes death. But I wanted to be there.
A lot of guys choose the infantry as a last resort, the end of the line,
the only choice other than jail, or because of their bottom-line scores
on the military aptitude test, and for some, the few and rare, it’s their
calling, their nature. Personally, I took the first ticket away from home
and ended up as a paratrooper. It beat a dead-end job, failing out of
school, and a life without goals or ambition. Becoming a soldier
changed me. At least I stopped disappointing everyone who got close
to me. Being an Airborne Infantryman gave me a new foundation.
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From the bottom of a foxhole in Afghanistan, I was able to work my
way out and up into someone I could be proud of.
Infantrymen, perhaps more than other soldiers, get to know the
lay of the land because their boots are always on the ground.
I felt the tedium of things never changing until the afternoon I lost my
closest friend, Christopher Barton, killed in a firefight in Khost,
Afghanistan, at the end of May 2010. He was a good man, one of the
best I’ve known, a great comrade, brother, and husband. I never heard
a man talk as highly of his wife. He was a week away from going home
to see her when he was KIA.
We had served together since day one of basic training. When I
was notified of his death, I shut down. I couldn’t think straight. I could
barely think at all. I wanted to go outside of the wire every chance I
got. I wanted to shoot at anything or anyone that moved. Outside the
wire I chased ghosts. I became enraged and unstable. When you lose
someone close, you become fucking dangerous. Eventually, I had to let
go. I needed to stay focused, not only for me, but for the men around
me. I had to stay strong for his family, for his wife, and for my own
family back at home.
In war, you lose many soldiers. Some, like Chris, are close as
brothers. Others are little more than strangers fighting next to you on
the battlefield. One afternoon I rushed out with the quick reaction
force and my platoon medic to help Afghan National Army soldiers
wounded in a firefight. The ANA were dead when we got there. I
looked at their blood-covered, limp bodies as we moved them out of
the mangled Humvee and a thought came to me: they gave their lives
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to their country, to their people, protecting the American soldiers
fighting next to them.
Many soldiers—myself included—treated the ANA like animals.
Everyone looked at them as if they were oxygen thieves. But most
never got to know them and judged them only by their nationality.
What changed my mind? Watching a group of full-grown men cry as I
cut shrapnel-torn clothes off of their brothers, then zipped them into
body bags. They were human beings, just like the rest of us. I
wondered what if they, too, watched the sunset and longed to be at
home with wives or girlfriends.
As quickly as spring came, it was gone. Our summer in Wardak
consisted of foot patrols, ambushes, and firefights. Adrenaline fueled
my body, my heart raced, and summer raced along with it. One
morning I had woken up in a tent cloudy from frozen breath. The next
morning, it seemed, I woke on a cot with a perfect silhouette of body
sweat from the summer heat. And just as quickly, the chill returned.
I remember pulling security during the elections week, also known
as “hell week” throughout valley. Cool September winds and clear blue
skies reminded me of home, of tailgating parties in the school parking
lot before Friday night football games. Sitting at the observation post
with the warm sun on my face and the cool, fall wind on my back for
hours left me with time to think. Mostly I thought about what I would
say when I once again stood face-to-face with friends and family back
at home.
When I finally made my way out of that foxhole, I saw a lot from
my 2000-foot perch with a 360-degree panorama. I saw muzzle
flashes and heard explosions miles away. Little battles raged all
© The Journal of Military Experience

around me. My vantage showed MEDEVAC helos at eye level, rushing
to pick up the wounded and KIA, the most unfortunate realities of
war. At night, I was reminded of the Fourth of July as colorful tracers
whizzed by, RPGs exploded, and IEDs registered with every bone in
my body. It was what modern celebrations of freedom and
independence look like.
I got cold chills and a rush when the sonic thrust of an F-15
combined with the sky’s blue amber glow.
I remember thinking, “When all of this over, I’ll look at life from a
new perspective. I’ll laugh about it. I’ll never tell anyone how I really
feel when they ask me to tell of my experiences.”
On our final mission, our flight home, the crew chief of the UH-60
Blackhawk yelled in my ear: “Wheels up, time now, enemy hostiles
spotted in the area!” My attention grew firm and alert, but my
adrenaline ran faint. After a year spent in Afghanistan, getting shot at
was part of the job. I turned to the door of the helicopter, suspended
my feet from the side, and pulled security, waiting to engage the
enemy. Once the helicopter reached a safe altitude, I slowly lowered
my weapon and took my finger off the trigger for what felt like the first
time in a year.
As I sat there in that Blackhawk, exhaling as if I had been holding
my breath for a year, I noticed a quote written in chalk above the door:
“He enters a battle gravely, with sorrow and great compassion, as if he
were attending a funeral.” I thought of every battle we’d fought, each
time a soldier was killed, ours or theirs. I remembered taking a knee to
support my exhausted body against my rifle, looking around at what
was left of the battlefield, taking a head count of my soldiers. Those
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times were more like funerals than victories, watching the medics load
wounded soldiers into helicopters or zipped body bags into Humvees,
foreshadowing the days to come─more fighting, more bleeding, more
death.
I laid my back against the helicopter seat, removed my helmet, and
ran my fingers through my dirty, scraggly hair. I wiped the sweat from
my head and put in my head phones. I was going home.
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Highway to Hell
‡

Chris Miller

So we were sitting outside the TOC, on call to take officers from
the Puzzle Palace to wherever they needed to go in the mean streets of
Baghdad to help us win hearts and minds. We were in high spirits
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because we were short: a week and a wake up or so until we were on
the long road back down to Kuwait. A year is a long time. Me and
Burt, my gunner, were smoking nasty local Royales and D, my driver,
was trying to piss me off by playing Backstreet Boys out loud on his
MP3 player.
That’s when the Sergeant Major’s gunner came out of the head
shed, looking both sad and pissed off. “Y’all ain’t heard?” he asked.
“Heard what?”
“Man,” he said. “I ain’t gonna be the one to say.”
Our Captain came out of the frat boys’ lounge and saw the looks on
our faces and came over.
“Suppose you guys’ve heard the news by now.”
“No, sir.”
“They’re saying we’re being extended. It’s on CNN. But I don’t
think so. I still give us 50-50. Think they’d have given us orders first.
What do you guys think?”
“CNN? I think we are fucked, sir.”
And we were, stuck in Iraq for three more months. It was almost
as if the gods of war were trying to see how hard they could push us,
how far we could go, how many obstacles they could throw up in our
path before we would crack.
I had shied away from the Iraqi bathtub gin that could be had
because my crew and I were on 24-hour call, but I decided I really
needed a drink. I hadn’t had a drop since my R&R back to Germany in
February, some five months before. The cooks were shooting dice for
cash and drinking cherry MRE Kool-Aid with Iraqi moonshine and
listening to a mixture of Jimi Hendrix and Young Jeezy. I sat in on the
23

session for quite a while until well after midnight, whereupon I
discreetly vomited behind the building and then watched the
omnipresent red tracers shoot across the night sky while I smoked
Marlboros.
I had been asleep on my cot in my roofless broom closet for an
hour when Burt came and shook me awake. We had to take the K9
team back to Brigade because their mission got scrubbed. It was 0200.
We were loaded up and parked in front of the Puzzle Palace in less
than ten minutes. I was still feeling the drink. We lined up in the
middle of our four-Hummer convoy, called up the report, and rolled
out.
At night, the city of Baghdad can be a strangely quiet and beautiful
place. Old men in white dishdashas habitually finger their prayer
beads and patiently lead donkey carts along the street. Women in
black Abayas shuffle quietly down alleyways with their groceries. The
fishermen sleep in the cool open air along the banks of the Tigris in
the hot summer. Kids prod sheep down the city streets. Other times it
turns into some sort of loud and hellish cartoon episode, with
fingerless, toothless beggars affected by a tropical disease from a
medieval triptych and reaching out to you like lunatics. Gunfire comes
from out of nowhere, sending red or green tracers ricocheting off into
the night sky. The loud whoosh of an RPG becomes familiar and
explosions erupt spontaneously and aimlessly.
A ride to Brigade promised to be short and sweet along the
outskirts of the Green Zone and through Al Kindi to the checkpoint.
We did it almost every day. At 2 a.m. the traffic was sparse and we
drove as fast as our built-by-the-lowest-bidder war-wagons could
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carry us. I stuck my head out the window like a dog to get the fresh air
and sober up.
Burt put on “Don’t Fear the Reaper” by Blue Öyster Cult, and we
roared down the empty highway, this small section now blocked off by
huge concrete barriers─the U.S. military’s own personal highway. We
turned onto the streets of Al Kindi, neon lights from the hookah bars
and late chai cafés and kebab restaurants blurring along. We shouted
and waved at passing Iraqis on the sidewalks with laughs and smiles
on our faces and they waved and smiled gladly, more used to us
tearing-ass around in the daylight wearing sunglasses and ugly
expressions. Everyone was in a good mood.
When we got to Brigade, they had another job for us. We had to
get up to the Baghdad International Airport─BIAP─and bring back a
truck of new arrivals and a couple guys coming off R&R. The party
atmosphere vanished. This was a more serious proposition. The road
to BIAP from downtown Baghdad was the most dangerous in the
world at the time. It was bad in the daylight, but just plain spooky at
night. There were lots of high windows and rooftops along the way.
There were stretches where the streets were well lit, which made it
easier for the bad guys to see us and harder for us to see them. Other
stretches would be pitch dark except for our headlights, which meant
the Jihadis would have plenty of notice we were coming along in our
loud diesels. We all put on our game faces and geared up again. There
was no music this time.
About halfway there the lead vehicle called back about an obstacle,
which turned out to be a half-built wall of old tires. We increased our
speed and swerved around it. You never know if the bad guys want
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you to go to one side or the other or straight through the middle so
they can blow you up. You also can’t stop to figure it out because they
might ambush you, especially at night. There’s a way to die no matter
what you do. Our tactic was to blow through the area as fast as we
could.
We got to Division HQ at BIAP and rounded up all the guys who
were coming with us. A couple were coming back off emergency leave
and had been hoping they wouldn’t have to return, but the game had
now gone into OT for us all. Another ten or so of the guys were new in
country, mostly Privates, who had also been hoping for a reprieve.
Luck didn’t go their way. Mac, our convoy leader, decided he was
going to have some fun with these guys. The rest of us listened and
smoked cigarettes on the other side of the truck and exchanged smiles.
“Welcome to the suck,” he said. “If you fuck around out here, you
get your face shot off. You do what you’re told and don’t ask any
questions until we get to the FOB. We’re going to be driving at a very
high rate of speed so keep your asses glued to the floor of the truck
with your rifles pointing out so you don’t accidently shoot each other.
Don’t stand up for nothing. Don’t shoot at nothing unless you got
something to shoot at. Don’t do nothing, don’t touch nothing. You just
keep your head down and we’ll get through this and about fifty
percent of you might make it back to the FOB alive.”
We had to stifle our laughter at the last part. The faces of the
newbies showed no amusement. They got onto the back of the five-ton
with their rucks and duffels piled along the edges of the bed. The truck
pulled into the middle of the convoy and we left. It was about 0300
now.
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The roads had been relatively empty on the way up, but they were
dead empty now and that was not a good sign. The convoy leader
urged us to pull our heads out of our fourth point of contact, which we
had done already. The big five-ton truck, the back open to the sky
above, was rolling in front of us as fast as it could go, which is to say
not fast at all. It was more like a fat beetle on wheels. In the beam of
our headlights I could see the round helmets of the new guys bouncing
up and down comically as the truck barreled over huge potholes in the
beat-up pavement. And far up the road in front of us, right along our
route of travel, a huge shining light came into view. As we got closer it
became apparent what it was: a wall of burning tires in the middle of
the highway.
The lead-vehicle commander called for us all to punch through
like we had on the way in, but the wall was across the entire roadway
now and it was on fire. There was no way around as there were thick
metal guards along both sides of the road.
It takes a lot to get tires to burn, but once they do they really go,
and the smoke was forming into an ominous black thunderhead. The
first and second Humvees managed to make a good sized hole through
the wall, but whoever built the thing knew what they were doing
because much of it was still standing. As we entered the edge of the
dark cloud, the five-ton barreled through the wall and cast flaming
tires and chunks of rubber and ashes out in all directions. I told Burt
to get all the way down out of the gunner’s hatch as D mashed the gas
pedal and we ploughed through ourselves, having to lean inward and
away from the tongues of bright gold flame licking in through the
windows. A wave of smoke and fire washed over the truck. I checked
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on everybody and watched in the rear-view mirror as the last truck
broke through in a shower of burning rubber. Flaming tires rolled into
the darkness across the median and down into the drainage culvert
along the road.
The adrenaline rush ebbed and we all three began to laugh and yell
out the windows. There had been no IED and no ambush. We were
sure that the new guys in the back of the five-ton in front of us were
shitting themselves. Maybe the wall builders thought we would stop,
in which case they were sitting in the dark sorely disappointed, or
maybe it was just a prank by some bored Iraqi teenagers. Either way,
we cursed them up and down for it now like a high-speed caravan of
foul-mouthed stable boys on parade.
As we rolled on through the darkness of the quiet city, somebody
started yelling, “Viet-fucking-nam!”
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The Bear that Stands
‡

Suzanne S. Rancourt
April 2011. I’m in my kitchen, standing at the edge of my
Malaysian-made farm table. My Brother sewing machine, a Mother’s
Day gift from an ex-husband, teeters on the edge while brocades,
satins, and chiffons slide from the edge of my fine, flat table and onto
a floor spattered with muddy dog prints. Everything has been pushed
aside except for my open weapons bag and a couple boxes of shells.
Once a Marine, always a Marine. Some people don’t understand the
word no. He had entered my home in my absence, and skulked around
the outside at three in the morning until I let my wolf dog out. But that
wasn’t the crazy stuff. Previously he had let the air out of my tires,
made endless prank phone calls, cyber stalked me, and unchained my
dog then neatly wound the cable up and placed it on the porch where I
would step.
My partner of eight years, a Vietnam combat vet, had died three
years prior, and at the prompting of friends, I decided to get back into
the dating scene. Mistake. The result was, as the report reads, “an
unwelcomed sexual encounter” by an individual who stalked me and
invaded my home.
You get a feeling when you drive into the yard when the air has
been disturbed. I entered my house, a single wide, listening to the
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back door slam shut but not latch. This time he got too close. The dog
and I loaded into the 4x4 and caught him hiding in his borrowed red
truck behind the tree line. And we chased him from my Wonderland
of seclusion, and self-imposed reclusive mountain lifestyle. I knew
where he lived. Still worked up after the chase, I went home, stormed
through the trailer, and dove into the back of the spare bedroom closet
where my hands found the familiar.
A tingling, an unexpected steadiness, a clarity of action, a defined
discipline of fingertips, a unified moment, all in my hands.
Kinesthetic. Tactile. Warm wood, cold steel. Exhaustion, exhilaration,
profound focus. I don’t know why this happens. Of course, that’s a lie.
What I’m really saying is that I know exactly why this happens and
where this thought could lead me. There are dark places that I have
done my best to cap over with tombstones. Places that I simply don’t
want to visit anymore. Or places that I thought had been thoroughly
buried and mulched. Then something happens, catches me off guard.
Me, off guard!
It is contrary, according to many social inferences, for women to
focus on taking life when we are to bring life. It is complicated for the
life-bearing women of my Native American culture to hold something
as Sacred as a child, or in Ceremony, and then expect our hands to
fondle the stalk of a weapon, count metal jackets like buttons. There I
stood, loading magazines with a steady hand and slow heart rate. The
brass was cool and smooth, and I heard the snow melt dripping off the
short eaves on the south side of the house. The water pump strained in
the fountain on the floor near the backside of the wood stove. The
smell of gun oil caused a slight flare of my nostrils.
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There are only so many casket flags a person can receive before
closing the heart to the various vulnerabilities of daily living some
folks call “normal.” I thought I had removed myself from the arduous
exposures of emotional contact with others. I was wrong and this lil’
Alice was slipping down the rabbit hole right quick.
This invading stalker awoke something in me that I thought I had
laid to rest with two of our Nation’s flags, funeral services, and taps. I
have a right to defend and protect my family, my home, and myself. I
have that right. I was overwhelmed in that moment when the capstone
of my past rolled away.
Down in Hades, souls are made to drink from the River Lethe to
forget everything they had known before. I could not drink enough to
forget. There was always that sobering recollection of some distant,
reminiscent, lurking shadow of a shape, the-cool-breeze-around-theankles shiver that I didn’t dare talk about to anyone, absolutely no
one. Rage has nothing to do with anger.
***
My first love was my first loss. I still have every letter that he sent
to me from Marine Corps Recruit Depot, Parris Island, S.C. Let’s call
him Williams, Terry, E. DOB 24 April 1958. A simple farm boy who
excelled in integrity, brute strength, work ethic, and tenacity.
Nicknamed “Skidder.” A state wrestling champ, Terry excelled in basic
training. Pugil stick fighting was a favorite. He had caught the eye of
Navy football coaches who offered him “opportunities of a lifetime.”
Terry made it clear that he wasn’t there to play. He was a Marine.
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His duty station was Beaufort Naval Air Station, S.C. - VMFA-451,
“ViniVici.” I was supposed to visit Beaufort over Thanksgiving. I
hadn’t traveled much being a rural mountain gal. Terry’s roommate
was this short Mexican guy, Cornelius Martinez. One night they were
messing around and this guy mentioned that he read tarot. Of course
Terry wanted a reading. The guy laid the cards out then got real
somber and closed up the deck, refusing to speak. Through various
intimidation tactics, Terry managed to get the info. “Someone would
die,” Cornelius said. My trip was canceled. Terry traveled home
instead.
Why do males always play dead? Is it to test the “females” to see
how we will get on with our lives without them? Is this some
archetypical intrigue that frees the soul to leave? Or to stay? Or to
determine self-worth, adequacy, sacrificial justification? Lying in
between the bleachers in the gymnasium on his last visit home, arms
crossed, eyes closed, legs tight, Terry had played dead. “What would
you do,” his eyes snapped open, “if I died?”
Terry had been plagued with a recurring dream, which he told me
about the last time I saw him, the last night we were together, when he
woke up screaming. He was cold, clammy, and drenched in sweat.
Since he was a young boy, he had dreamed about getting off a bus,
with a car barreling toward him. On this night the car hit him. He was
gripped by this premonition. His father and I took him to the airport
that morning. He turned back, smiled with incredibly strong white
teeth, and boarded the jet that took off into a wall of fog that
swallowed sound and sight with the finality of an exclamation point.
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The bus stopped across from the front gate of Beaufort Naval Air
Station on a large multi-lane highway. It was late. I bet he thought he
had made it. Defied the gods, perhaps. A 17-year-old drunk driver with
a wealthy daddy from Greensboro, N.C., killed him instantly, broke his
neck, as he stepped off the bus. Terry’s death was the third of six in a
brutal eight-week stretch that included a car accident, my retired
Naval officer cousin who was beaten in a laundromat while washing
her newborn's clothing, and finishing with my grandfather on
Christmas morning.
My response: Join the Corps, ride Harleys, stay drunk, and fuck
you to the world.
***
The discipline of training mandates focus. I need focus. I love
training. I was assigned to an 81 mm mortar platoon as a
photojournalist. I was going out in the field long before it was
“authorized.” I carried my own gear, full A.L.I.C.E., pre-Kevlar flak
jacket plus all my pre-digital camera equipment. I could change a roll
of film running backwards. I was not treated poorly nor was I
pampered. I kept my mouth shut, legs crossed, and never whined. I
was a strong, hard worker. I was given a shelter half and buddied up
with one of the guys. Maybe I just got lucky or maybe a touch of crazy
worked wonders or maybe word had gotten out that I always carried a
knife.
I learned early that I needed to protect myself.
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There had been a waiting list for the Defense Information School,
DINFOS, but I was fortunate to get in. I was naturally strack. No
matter what. Ft. Benjamin Harrison (Uncle Ben’s Rest Home) was an
open base serving all branches of the military as well as a variety of
countries: Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, Iran, Afghanistan, Korea,
Vietnam, Egypt, and more. The school was located outside
Indianapolis, amidst corn fields, hog farms, and tornados. I saw my
first tornado from the air on my flight to Ft. Benjamin Harrison. Each
barracks, WWII left overs, was its own fallout shelter with pool tables
and beer machines.
I was always a bit of a loner and kept my socialization close to
fellow Marines, students, and barracks mates. Racial fights still
occurred regularly at the enlisted man’s club. MPs and drug dogs were
in abundance.
Somewhere toward the end of the training, a small group of us
went to a local carnival. There were plenty of rides, games, and beer
tents. Lots of beer tents. Everything was out of control. People had
paired up and dispersed. Maybe some in the group offered to take me
back to the barracks. I don’t know. I wasn’t stumbling or falling down,
but they didn’t want to leave me alone.
There is a long and lengthy blank space between my friends and
me parting at the carnival and the next scene.
I don’t know if I was screaming and yelling. No idea. I was told
that I was. Thunderous pounding, the kind that threatens to bust
bulging doors at the hinges like Saturday cartoons pulled me back into
a barely conscious state. There was a tornado in my head and a man
on top of me. His pockmarked face so close I remember the large
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pores and oily skin that smelt like rancid fry-o-lators. His narrow,
bony hips pumped a frenetic rhythm and pressure. Pressure from his
pelvis, pressure from his abdomen, chest, and shoulders, pressure
from his mouth on my face, on my mouth, a thick slobbering tongue in
my mouth that dragged across my face as my head flailed side to side.
I was mumbling, and pushing with my forearms at his throat.
It was a Navy guy. I'd seen him before. Always late for formations,
squirrelly hands when he smoked, and duck-footed when he walked. A
skinny, thin-hipped man with poor posture; I can still see him walking
across the lawn behind the barracks, shoulders rounded like a
Dowager’s hump in his summer whites with his cover crunched under
his arm, lighting a cigarette. His lips always looked pursed.
I have no recollection of how I got to his room in the men’s
barracks as he was not part of our group that went to the festival. He
did not hang out with us or anyone in particular for that matter. I have
no recollection if I was dressed or not or if he was or not. I do
remember pushing him back to create space between us. I remember
his bony ribs, and being locked into his squeeze, his eyes clamped
shut. I remember his face, black eyebrows too close together, his
bony-ass rabbit-pumping pelvis, smells, and the pounding on the door
that made him stop.
When the door opened, there were two Marine brothers. One
muckled a hold of the scumbag and the other grabbed me. I have no
idea what happened to the Navy guy. I am told that this extraction
occurred around 0300 hrs. At 0600 hours I was in formation, dress
greens, not a hair out of place. I remember First Sergeant walking
slowly, heel-toe, in his heat-seeking, old-school, high-shined leather
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oxfords that evenly crushed the regulation-length grass: a scuttlebutt
was afoot. He took his time walking through the ranks. He stopped
square in front of me, and in an almost inaudible voice said, “I don’t
know how you do it. Good Marine.”
It is clear who saved my ass. It is clear that we take care of our
own. A rape kit was not done. Despite the fact that the base was open,
there were clear regs pertaining to females being in male barracks and
vice versa. I would have been the one punished regardless.
But what kind of man gets a hard-on when forcing himself upon
someone who is unconscious and incapable of self-defense or
consent? What kind of man targets a weaker human? What kind of
man can have sex only with someone who has no say in the matter?
What kind of man gets his rocks off while assaulting one of his own
kind who is struggling and saying “no”? Is this the kind of man you
want in the rack beside you? Is this the kind of man that makes you
proud to be a man?
The following weekend one of the Brothers who saved my butt
suggested that I attend (shall we say) an off-base party where, of
course, there would be no alcohol and certainly no drugs. This was not
a date. Ft. Benjamin Harrison was this sergeant’s permanent duty
station. He was responsible for us while at DINFOS. He was also well
ranked in Taekwondo, and competed in both national and
international competitions. This off-base gathering was
predominantly Navy. Perhaps it was his idea of entering the enemy
camp, a show of solidarity, a warning. No secrets. No victims. Equals
disempower the perp. He commanded the living room area with a
nunchuck demonstration, called me front and center, handed them to
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me, and ordered, “You do it,” which I did for the next two hours.
Marines do not back down. Action is a clear message.
***
The harassment began slowly.
A new Captain came in as part of our re-designation to a rifle
company. How he acquired his position of command was discussed
quietly in motor pool, or in supply around the back stacks of A.L.I.C.E.
packs, field jackets, and Mickey Mouse boots. The men did not respect
him. They did not trust him. He was a strategic menace to his troops,
putting his own needs of self-gratification above the safety and welfare
of his men. He had been a corporate lawyer, working for a large oil
company. His wife was eight months preggers and either wasn’t
putting out or was simply not to his liking. My enlistment was getting
short. I spent enormous amounts of time in the recon photo lab at the
Brunswick NAS. The Captain wanted to get laid, and I told him to hit
the streets and pay for it like everyone else. I suppose this wasn’t the
most diplomatic response.
I was accused of stealing a flak jacket, and other ridiculous
miscellany. I was accused of not doing my job. Of course, being a
photojournalist I had ample proof to counter that. The Captain would
insist that I accompany him on unnecessary tasks during field
operations. When these tactics failed, he began the ritual of calling me
into his office every day to scream venomously, frothing at the mouth,
for hours, literally. These vocalizations were not those of a loving D.I.
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importance. When I exited, Gunny would always be there to ask if I
was okay. He would report to the First Sergeant. Everyone knew this
man was “not correct.” I don’t know what incited his rage more, me
declining his sexual advances or the fact that I never broke down.
My pro and cons were always outstanding until this Captain came
on board and then they plummeted, not because I wasn’t performing
above standards as usual, but simply because these were the marks
this Captain made sure I received. Fortunately I followed my mother’s
advice and always kept my originals. A “friendly” slipped me a
proposal document showing that the Captain had claimed my work as
his own right down to the smallest detail on a weekend family day, one
of our regular public relations events. The “friendly” also informed me
that the Captain reported that he had to do the work as I had failed to
do my duty.
I had to make a decision. I started going up the Chain of
Command. I spoke with Gunny and First Sergeant, both of whom
served multiple tours in Vietnam, about the processes, charges,
choices. I requested Mast. Everyone knew what was going on. They
knew that I never dated anyone I worked with. I kept my job separate
from my personal life. I was most always the designated driver,
ironically. And I kept my mouth shut. Re-enlistment would have to be
sacrificed. My time was short and the Captain was bucking for Major.
When people realized I was serious about pursuing the legal process, I
had an internal meeting with my higher ups. I produced my original
copies of various events, three years of outstanding pro and con
marks, and reports of harassment. Although the Captain made Major,
he retired within weeks of receiving the promotion. I don’t think of
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this as a win. I was forced to leave something I felt a great love for
because a sick bastard abused his power. This Captain treated the
men, not just me, with contempt. He was hated by the men and
everyone was glad to see him “retire.” I was the sacrifice. Semper Fi.
Leaving the Corps was another significant death. My response:
Drink harder.
***
Even as a child all the other kids would bring their dead or dying
creatures to me because I would either bring them back to life or they
would die quietly and in peace. Freaky I know, but us mountain kids
were poor and “playing funeral,” as macabre as it sounds, passed the
time. My best friend, Kathy Mosher, was the best damn wailer around.
The procession for Alex the Eel was an exceptional event. We decked
out the Red Flyer in an old tablecloth and filled the bed with every last
flower petal from my mother’s fine country gardens. Kathy was
appropriately dressed in a black chiffon mourning gown, gloves, and a
hat with just the right amount of tulle asymmetrically placed on the
short brim. Passages were read, Kathy wailed, and the wagon rolled
Alex to his final resting.
Maybe the things we play as kids, when we are completely free of
inflated expectations from others, are a premonition type of theatre, a
preparation. We played war too. I made bows, arrows, and spears. My
mother showed me how to remove the string and corks from the air
guns and use rock salt and pebbles, something of “substance” she’d
say, something to really “sting their ass.” She gave me my first knife. I
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was always the defender, the gatekeeper, and found myself in adult
life as a client advocate and hospice caregiver.
I was with my mother throughout her deathing: a very slow and
painful cancer. Her dignity through her transition became an act of
beauty. She was not alone.
I had this dream a year or two after she passed in 1997: My mother
arrived naked and asked me to walk with her into the back yard of the
home where I lived at the time. It was spring. My mother was without
pain and glowed brightly. I was on my third husband, and my two
sons were close to graduating from high school. She pointed to the still
brown but slightly greening grass where lay two dead birds. One was a
small, brown house wren and the other a hummingbird. She said
choose one. I chose the hummingbird and when I did it came back to
life and flew. My mother was pleased and smiled, saying, “The
hummingbird never dies.”
***
In December of 1999 I met Jaime, a Vietnam vet, 101st Airborne,
combat wounded. He always said, “If you didn’t have a drug problem
before you went through Phang Rang hospital, you did when you left.”
We were both pretty damaged goods. After I was raped, in the
same way the female “forgets” the pain of childbirth, the memory and
permission of sexual pleasure was packed away and rendered nonexistent. In the same way one can technically be “alive” but not living,
one can have sex without passion. I had become distant and further
disconnected. This was readily masked by my being a performer,
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which gave me the perfect view of everyone, everything. Situational
awareness, perhaps. I was a singer and songwriter, dancer and poet: A
child of the sixties, and like the wind I touched down where I chose, or
so I thought. Before leaving Ft. Benjamin Harrison, I bought my 12
string, which I still have. Everyone knows me by that guitar. As
women, we have two sets of lips, two throats, two hearts: as above, so
below. When I disconnected from the waist down, I opened from the
waist up and singing became a significant part of my survival. I wailed
in a way that would make Kathy Mosher proud.
My guess is that Jaime’s and my equally functional
dysfunctionalism, love for the military, his Boricua pride, our shared
love of Latin music, and passion for fighting arts is what quelled our
uneasy spirits, and that it was these factors that made for an intense,
unconventional relationship that served us both well. Along with the
horrific flashbacks that any normal man who had fought in Vietnam
as a 17 year old would have, there was also the constant hypervigilance
and sensitivity to smells. Sometimes he could be touched, other times
not, and he showed an obsessive-compulsive type of behavior where
nothing could be moved or repositioned. Everything was strategically
placed.
But I understood. I understood that by placing things in
designated spots, one could determine if anyone had “been there.” I
understood that the smell of my skin changed accordingly with my
monthly cycle and that this alone could make him vomit. I understood
it was not because of me but a smell in his memory that held
conflicting emotions and images. His dreams would often wake us
both on those nights he could tolerate another body sleeping next to
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him. And he recognized things in me that I did not know existed and
vice versa. My boots were always polished to a jump boot shine. “Old
school,” he’d say.
For 42 years martial arts saved his life. For most of that time he
ran his own Dojo: School of Aikido and Iaido. I was his only family.
We never married. We had lost too many people that we loved and
could not save; therefore, we never spoke of love so as not to tempt
fate, much less make a commitment to something that had always
been brutally taken from us. A person’s greatest strength is their
greatest weakness.
I trained hard in Aikido, Aikijutsu, and Iaido, which is the art of
drawing the sword, the contemplation of life and death. Jaime and I
grew quite close and in a short amount of time a sense of loyalty
developed. Our ability to trust was limited to trusting in the
imperative of not trusting.
Both of us knew his health was deteriorating.
“What if I died?” he asked me as he lay in bed, arms on his chest,
and perfectly still, with the window opened precisely three inches to
let in the first melodious sounds of bright song cardinals.
“What?!” I scrunched my face.
“What if you came in and found me dead?” he calmly inquired
with his steady, green eyes.
“Someday we’re all gonna die. But not this moment, not today.”
“Why do you stay with me? Why do take such good care of me?
What if I’m just tired of life? What if I just decided I’d had enough?
You need to find a better man.”
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I stopped short, realizing what he was actually saying. “But not
today.”
We both knew the truth that one-day would come to pass.
No soldier left behind. I had received orders at a time when my
partner was scheduled to have open-heart surgery. I did not deploy.
My duty was with my partner. As his surgery date drew near, the
screaming nightmares returned. The stress triggered rage and
outbursts of profound fear of loss. Coping strategies reignited: he
wanted to emotionally disconnect from anything that even slightly
resembled attachment or love. At the same time, he attempted to
locate his only known brother and a favorite cousin.
The 14-hour surgery was not without complications. His
procedure required the complete removal of his heart, which is quite
literally, put on ice. The first attempt to repair a leaking value was
unsuccessful; his heart had to be removed a second time to completely
remove and replace the valve along with the quadruple bypass itself.
And again, he defied the odds and lived.
His insurance allowed him to stay in the hospital for two weeks,
and then he was sent home. I stayed every night. He was in excessive
pain from having his sternum split and splayed. Veins had been
stripped from the backs of both of his legs for the bypass procedures.
He wasn’t sleeping. He was afraid of taking the pain meds (opioids)
and suffered. Maybe this was his way of doing penance. I don’t know.
His lungs filled with fluid. I would rush him to the hospital, spending
hours in the ER waiting for PAs and doctors to pierce his back with
long, sliver-like, beveled catheters─“pungy sticks,” he mumbled. They
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siphoned out quarts of fluid, only to have his lungs fill again. Four
times we did this.
There were several nights he could not sleep and wanted me to
listen to his war stories, from childhood and the battlefield. As a
young boy, watching a woman stabbed to death. Listening from ghetto
tenements to his mother’s murder. And then to Vietnam, and his
return to a riotous and ungracious United States; he wanted me to see
the face of every life he had taken, and every life he could not save. For
four nights he sat in a chair, upright, while I, the audience, the
witness, viewed his confessional monologue from the bed. Remorse,
guilt, and grief created more nightmares. More flashbacks. Gooks in
corners, machine gun fire outside, helicopters, jets. Smells of any kind
became intolerable. And children, the worst trigger. Screaming
children. I flushed the Ambien that had been prescribed. Doctors and
nurses insisted he continue with the antidepressants. I was the only
female he had trusted his apartment key to; I never knew what I
would face when I unlocked his front door.
Monday, November 19, 2007. I was in the kitchen fixing supper
after teaching at the Dojo. Jaime was restless. He had not healed
enough to return to the Dojo. The only man that has ever accused me
of being overly domestic, he never came into the kitchen when I was
cooking much less sit down at the table.
“What are you doing?” I asked suspiciously.
“I am coming in to the kitchen to talk with you while you’re
cooking and then we’ll eat at the table so you will never be able to say
that I didn’t do that with you.”
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Tuesday, November 20, 2007: “The surgeon has cleared me to
return to the Dojo. I can get back to training.” Something was missing
in the tone and pitch of his voice.
Wednesday, November 21, 2007: I finished teaching a class and
Jaime called me on my cell. “If you were living in the old days and
your husband died, would the community take care of you?” He was
referencing traditional Native living, knowing that I was still active
with my Native community.
“Yes” I said with caution. “They would take care of me.”
Pause.
“I was in the shower and I let the water cleanse me starting at the
top of my head. I have made a decision. I know what I’m going to do.”
“It must be the right decision because your voice sounds like the
man I met eight years ago,” I said. “Your voice is strong and clear.”
Thursday, Thanksgiving, November 22, 2007: The dog, still a pup,
needed to go out early. Jaime had an extremely rough night. I suspect,
by the sounds of his breathing, that he had taken sleeping pills. I
cannot keep everything from him.
I needed to prepare the turkey so being up early was a good thing.
I brought the dog back in and he stayed downstairs in the kitchen with
me. Two hours later, everything was in the oven. I took the dog out
again, and when we came back inside, the dog refused to go upstairs
to find Jaime. “Never go where a dog won’t,” Jaime had always
advised.
Upstairs, the air was thick with death and the soul that lingers. It’s
a feeling one doesn’t forget. I sat on the edge of the bed. I tried to wake
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Jaime with talk. I held his hand. I felt him leave. He had broken the
phone. I could not call 911.
Casket flag number two.
***
Jaime had his roots in Cuba, and the Santeria religion. When I
visited the island I danced a Santeria ceremony as Oya, the keeper of
the cemetery and the ancestors, and the mistress of Shango, the
warrior chief she accompanied into battle bearing her own lightning.
Oya, who ensured safe passage of souls and life everlasting. Oya, the
decider of life or death, who wielded sword and black horse tail,
tornado of change. Oya, the one to whom hunters and warriors make
offerings to for protection, placation, and quick kills. Oya, the, wearer
of the mask, not to hide behind, but to protect the innocent from the
ferocity of her spirit and the rage of battle horror on her face.
It was Oya who found Shango hanging from the Iroko Tree. She
cut him down and with the wailing wind and lightning proclaimed:
“Oba ko so!” The King is not dead.
***
I had to do things that made me feel alive, even though I knew
there were lies in this. I transmuted explicit grief into kiais, sweat,
muscle tone and control. Control. I had to keep going because that was
how I was born and had been trained. Maintain. There was something
in me that had to keep fighting and when there was no one else
around I fought with myself or the shadows, or the alcohol or the grief.
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Anything. Three divorces later, I reconsidered this strategy. Perhaps
too late.
As females we will fight to the death when our young or families
are threatened. We sacrifice blood and body. It is an innate behavior
found in cultures throughout time: the giving of body and blood for
the people. Women do this every month whether we like it or not. The
female decides who lives or dies and the future of a species. The taking
of life is never taken lightly, nor is the losing of life. I still carry guilt
over the deaths of Terry and Jaime, and that is more difficult to
endure than the grief.
It is difficult for some folks to understand the hedonism of
survival, suffering, and surviving the suffering. There is an internal
pressure that never goes away in some of us. And for me it has been a
lifetime of accepting that this is who I am. The Corps cultivated what
was already natural. No drug or alcohol can change who I am, then or
now. I have grief and sorrow and challenges. Perhaps my mission is to
survive.
My first husband, who I married the year I left the Corps, beat me
daily. One day he jacked me up to the point of unconsciousness and,
believing I was dead, turned to walk away. I was pregnant with my
first. I stood up. The expression on his face was worth it. It was the
last time he touched me.
So, there I was standing at my Malaysian farm table in April 2011
loading magazines while creating a solid plan. He thought he had
found a victim, easy prey, but had woken a sleeping bear. The rage,
indignation, memories, flooded my mind.
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Magazine in, round chambered, one step from the door and my
world shifted like Code Red alarms, flashing lights: OUT OF
CONTEXT!!! OUT OF CONTEXT!!! I stopped. What was I doing?!
And here I am now, at the same table, February 2013, because I
realized I needed help. I realized something was “not correct” and I
had to ask people to help me, people young enough to be my
grandkids for Christ’s sake. The next generation. I began writing
again, connected with other female vets, participated in Art Reach:
Project America, attended expressive arts experiential retreats and
Military Experience and the Arts conferences. And I began to
remember. I chose people and groups wisely, people who understood
the harsh dichotomies of military and civilian cultures. I chose the
military, where someone always had my six, where I was safe to share
without the infamous and political “therapeutic repercussions.”
I refuse to forget. I refuse to drink the waters of Lethe because my
survival is proof of existence. Atrocities happened, horror happened,
and it is my duty to speak, to defend and protect, my family, my home,
myself. Warriors have not died in vain. “Oba ko so!”
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Up the Road a Piece
‡
Michael J. Hoffman
The window by my head offered almost no view, but through a gap
beneath the hatchback of our Humvee, I could see what was left of the
body we had just run over. A bundle of rags and bone, well-bloodied
and rolled up onto itself as if furled. The pant legs flapped on the
concrete and suggested an orientation to the remains, some sense of
upper and lower, head-torso-legs. My breath caught in the back of my
throat, and my point of focus narrowed to a pair of femurs, snapped
into halves, jutting up out of the twisted fabric and free of all
responsibility.
I hadn't spent much time outside the wire. For the past four
months, I’d sat in an operations center wearing headphones,
translating Iraqi Arabic into English for a military intelligence unit out
of Fort Hood. Although temporary duty at Camp Victory was a
pleasant change from Camp Ironhorse, which was decidedly on the
wrong side of the tracks and far too close to Sadr City, it was a dull
assignment. Coming off a long night shift, yawning my way out of
Division headquarters, I’d run into a friend of mine from college, an
officer. He turned me around and started introducing me to people he
knew throughout the building, overstating my translation skills at
every step. Amongst the introductions was a Civil Affairs lieutenant
colonel. He needed another translator for a mission that day. Would I
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be willing to go for a ride? We’d be out for only a few hours; our escort
would be provided by National Guardsmen, an infantry unit from
somewhere in Texas assigned to pick up odd jobs like this one.
“They’ve been here eleven months already,” the colonel told me as the
convoy approached a few minutes later. “Be nice to them.”
The vehicles that pulled into the gravel in front of us were
predictable: four Humvees, two with machine guns mounted atop.
Under the dirt and dents, they were a motley array of camouflage
patterns from three decades of National Guard duty: olive drab in
places, sand brown in others, with a bit of woodland green-brownblack thrown in for good measure. The men who clambered out of the
trucks were no different. Men in dusty and sweat-stained uniforms,
mustaches and stubble-tinged gray.
The Guardsmen eyed me with a suspicion generally reserved for
overly large pieces of luggage at the check-in counter of an airport.
One of the men, a major and evidently my vehicle commander,
pointed at a driver’s side passenger door on one of the trucks and told
me to get in. The four vehicles pulled out into the road as one, and we
headed outside the gates and into the city of Baghdad.
Twenty minutes later, we were at a standstill, waiting to get onto
Route Irish and across town. Traffic was backed up along the ramp,
and military police units crept past us in both directions, blue lights
flashing atop their vehicles. Our gunner shouted at a vehicle that was
leaving the site of whatever disturbance lay ahead, and the gunner in
the military police vehicle shouted back: suicide bomber, his car blew
up in the middle of the ramp. Nobody near him at the time, probably
an accidental detonation. Some Iraqi police and medics were trying to
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clean it up. The driver said Good riddance to no one in particular. The
man next to me let his rifle sag toward the floorboards, and sat back to
wait until the cleanup was completed.
An inch at a time, we approached the scene in the middle of the
on-ramp. I peered out each of the windows in turn and the vehicle
crept forward. No one else moved. They just sat in stony silence, a
silence that was comfortable for them. No explanation was offered to
the new kid. I didn't need an explanation, though. Through the
windshield I could clearly see a rectangular hole in the ground, ragged
but plainly in the shape of an automobile. It wasn't cartoonish: there
were not blackened edges, there was no smoke coming from the
ground. Just a hole. My imagination filled in the rest, starting with the
basso profundo thump and wave of pressurized air that we'd felt a half
mile back. I sat quietly and wondered what else might be ahead of us.
Exhaust hung in the air, adding to the already rich everyday scents
drifting in from nearby homes: food cooked and rotted; fires built of
plastic scraps; sewage. The major looked forward, lips set in a tight
frown. When I first saw the bomb crater, we were still one hundred
meters away. Now we were within ten meters and I was still staring at
it. I'd never seen one, and I was the only one in the Humvee for whom
this was new. The rest of these guys had been in Iraq since early 2004,
and now they were getting to be what we called short-timers. They had
seen their share, done their part. This hole in the ground and
everything that went with it was old news to them. I had no idea what
to expect next, and so sunk deeper into the small security available to
me, squeezing the pistol grip of my M-16 and craning left and right to
get a better view through the tiny windows around me.
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The driver's fingers tapped out a ragged rhythm of the steering
wheel, and he swung his head back and forth, scanning the roadsides
around us. The man next to me shifted his rifle to his shoulder once
more. The compact M-4 was held as high as the cramped quarters
would allow, as if he might need to open fire within our vehicle at any
moment. It occurred to me that my rifle, unadorned, clunky and illprepared for an urban battlefield, suffered in comparison to my
neighbor's M-4, with its collapsible stock, elaborate telescopic sights,
and snub-nosed barrel. His weapon mimicked him in its alertness. It
seemed to possess a visceral, vital connection with its owner. I had
none with my rifle: we had shared nothing. Half an hour ago I would
have called my rifle well-maintained; now it seemed too bright, too
clean. Too unseasoned. I had no clear notion how either of us might
respond to whatever was ahead of us.
At the ten-minute mark, tension gave way to haste. The driver and
the major decided to barrel through whatever roadblock lay ahead of
us and get moving again. I could see that military police from another
unit had cordoned off a section of the road, and a couple of their
medics were looking hopelessly out into the road ahead of us. There
was a path around them, though. With an oath and a sharp twist of the
steering wheel, the Humvee squealed up off the road, around the
cordon, and back onto the road. I bounced around. As we popped back
onto the concrete, the major spoke to the driver. “Hey, watch it,” he
said. “There’s a guy in the road.”
The body felt like little more than a speed bump beneath our tires.
Perhaps the driver felt differently: maybe the slippery grinding mass
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under the tires pulled the wheel to the left or right for moment. Maybe
not. I couldn't meet the driver’s eyes in that moment. Instead, I looked
into the floorboards beneath my boots, as if I might meet the gaze of
the man we'd run over. A wave of cold swept through me. I craned in
my seat to look behind us, in case I could see anything through the
narrow crack above the tailgate of our truck.
Although it no longer had human dimensions or attributes, the
body had attendants. Two medics, Iraqis in neat white uniforms next
to a tiny white ambulance, stood by the side of the road and shook
their fists at us as we sped off down the on-ramp toward Route Irish.
I had no idea how to react. I froze and waited for the men around
me to say something, do something. The laughter started above me; it
was not what I was expecting. The gunner, perched atop our vehicle,
swiveling through 180 degrees with his machine gun so that he could
look behind us, cackled when the body appeared from beneath our
vehicle. A comment passed across the front seat of the Humvee: that
guy's not getting up again. The major laughed, slowly and quietly, as if
not quite sure of the sound, then everyone was silent once more.
I'd met them only half an hour earlier, and I could only remember
the driver's name. Not that it mattered; I was sitting right behind him,
and anyway, he only paid attention to the major in the seat next to
him. Nobody looked at me or spoke to me: I wasn't part of their unit; I
wasn’t part of their orbit. I was eleven months up the road from
wherever they were, assuming that where they were was an inevitable
destination. But I wasn't with them. I was still with the man in the
road. I was with the body that receded, furled up on itself like a flag
wrapped around a flagpole.
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Engine Trouble
‡

Eric Hannel
After more than a week in the cold South Korean wilderness
without a shower, we smelled like hot ass and cabbage. But our mood
was elevated as we were heading back to base camp and looking
forward to showers, food, and a night on the town. Upon our return
the first order of business was to clean and prepare our gear for any
future mission. Knowing that a good time awaited us in town
motivated everyone to work efficiently and quickly.
Once we had finished cleaning and staging the gear, I reported to
the Senior Enlisted Marine, nicknamed “Top,” and requested
permission for all of the troops to go to town. He had no objections,
but the Lieutenant spoke up and said none of us were allowed to leave
camp. I reminded the Lieutenant that we had a successful week-long
exercise, with no showers, nothing but MREs to eat, and that all the
gear had been cleaned and readied for any future assignments, but it
didn’t change his mind. Needless to say I was frustrated, and I had to
tell the other Marines that we were restricted to camp. Nobody wants
to be the one to deliver bad news to a bunch of Marines looking
forward to a night on the town. True to form, they were in a foul mood
afterwards, with plenty of expletives and unprintable things about the
Lieutenant’s mother.
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After breaking the news to the troops, I went to my tent to relax and
reflect on what I believed to be a failure of leadership to take care of
Marines. Moments later a Marine stuck his head in the hooch and told
me to report back to Top. Thinking that he had convinced the
Lieutenant to let us go to town, I hustled to his area, but when I
appeared in front of him he looked at me and stated, “The Lieutenant
wants you to drive him to town.”
That was the bad thing about being one of the few guys who
carried a M151 jeep license: I was the taxi driver.
“Are you shittin’ me, Top?” I asked.
“Nope.”
“He’s not letting us go, but he expects me to take his ass to town?”
“Yep.”
“O-K! I’ll drive him to town,” I said in a snarky, but quiet voice.
Top didn’t say anything, but his expression acknowledged my
frustration.
While I warmed up the jeep and waited for the Lieutenant, I
thought about my dilemma and the trip to town. It was winter in
South Korea, colder than a witch’s tit in a brass bra on a frosty
November morning kind of cold, and the roads were slippery with
sheets of ice here and there. The M151 jeep used generic tires and had
a narrow wheelbase, so it could be flipped easily. Great care was
necessary in this environment.
After a few minutes the Lieutenant arrived with another officer.
What a bunch of bullshit, I thought to myself. I informed my two
passengers about the trip to town, the potential hazards we might
encounter, and they acknowledged my safety brief. Then we set out.
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These jeeps didn’t use keys to start the ignition, just an on/off
switch and a manual transmission. Just outside the gate of base camp,
and still fuming at what I perceived as a lack of leadership, I discreetly
reached up and turned the on/off switch to off—the engine died. I
looked at the Lieutenant with false irritation.
“Shit!”
“What?” he asked with a look of surprise.
“The cold has screwed up the engine. But, no worries, I’ll get you
to town,” I replied.
He just looked at me wide-eyed. I pretended to ponder for a
second and then stated, “Ok, Sir. Here’s what we have to do. You and
the Lieutenant (his friend) need to hop out and push the jeep. Once
we have some speed, I’ll pop the clutch and that will turn the engine
over. When the engine’s running, I’ll stop and wait for you and the
Lieutenant to catch up. Then we’ll be on our way to town.”
“Excellent, Corporal,” he exclaimed as he and his buddy exited the
jeep.
They pushed outside in the South Korean cold while I steered from
inside the less cold American jeep. As we rolled down the road, I
popped the clutch and the jeep sputtered, but the engine didn’t turn
over. And it wouldn’t turn over as long as I kept the starter in the off
position. I quietly chuckled to myself.
“Try again, Sir!” I shouted from inside the jeep.
They pushed and pushed, grunted and groaned. We built up some
speed and I popped the clutch – and it started. I took the liberty to
travel down the hill a little bit and waited for the two Lieutenants to
catch up. They were breathing heavy and they had worked up a good
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sweat from their efforts. We drove down the hill and started up the
other side, when I flipped the starter off again. The jeep sputtered to a
stop.
“Damn!” I belted as I looked at the Lieutenant. Without a word he
and his buddy were in motion. Like a NASCAR pit crew they jumped
out, positioned themselves behind the jeep and waited for my signal.
“Ready?”
“Ready!” they replied.
“Go!”
And they pushed. Streams of freezing vapor spewed out of their
gaping mouths. We moved slowly at first. After all, they were pushing
uphill. After a few seconds the engine started. I rolled ahead of them
for a distance, stopped, and the Lieutenants running behind the jeep
eventually caught up and hopped in. The passengers tried to warm up,
blowing on their hands and smacking their arms on their legs. Off we
went.
I did this for quite some time, repeatedly shutting off the engine
while the Lieutenants repeatedly pushed the jeep. After some time and
many miles, I finally arrived at the drop-off point with two exhausted,
very sweaty, and starving Lieutenants. I felt it my duty to my fellow
enlisted Marines that the officers work for their hot showers and
presumably delicious, hot meals. I left the officers and headed back to
camp. As previously ordered, when I arrived back at camp I reported
to Top.
“Did you get them to town?” he asked.
“Yes, Top,” I replied. He paused. I smirked.
“And...?”
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And I relayed the story to him. He laughed so hard he turned red. I
thought he was going to piss himself.
“Serves that asshole right,” he said under his breath. I pretended
not to hear.
“Have a good night,” Top said, as tears of side-splitting joy
streamed down his face.
“Roger that,” I said as I left Top’s tent. I could still hear him
laughing out loud as I walked across the compound.
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Spitfire
‡

Winfield Goulden
Spitfire was the name of a World War II British fighter plane:
streamlined, dainty as hell, but packing four 50-caliber machine guns
and a cannon. Spitfire was also the name of a beautiful 20-year-old
British woman test pilot, also streamlined, dainty as all hell, but
packing flaming red hair and a body to match.
The time: May 1944
The place: Aldermaston Air Base, England
The occasion: World War II
I was a green Second Lieutenant, training with the Paratroops,
who would land behind enemy lines in Normandy, France. D-Day,
June 6, 1944, was but a month away. Across the field was a factory
which built Spitfire fighters. Each day I would see a Spitfire being
tested or “wrung-out,” 25, 000 feet up. Loops, rolls, chandelles, and
lazy-eights were performed, followed by a full power, straight down
dive, then a pull out and a swooping dip to a gentle landing.
One morning I could not stand it any longer. I commandeered a
Jeep and drove across the tarmac as the Spit taxied in and came to a
stop. I wanted to meet the test pilot. The pilot cut the engine and the
prop stopped whirling. I was not prepared for what happened next.
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The pilot slid back the canopy, pulled off the helmet and a waterfall of
flaming red hair fell to her shoulders. The he was a she.
“Hello,” I said. She nodded and smiled. I immediately stepped into
the batter’s box. “Will you join me for a drink?” She looked me up and
down, sizing me up. She must have liked what she saw, because she
said: “I’d be delighted.”
So began a torrid love affair that took us to London and Scotland
for out-of-this world weekends─and a lot more. Suffice it to say that
we spent every minute, and I mean every available minute together.
We went to London. We had high tea at the Hampshire House,
cocktails at the Regent Palace. We kissed at every opportunity,
especially during the blackouts when enemy bombers grumbled
overhead.
She kidded me about our respective ranks. I was nothing but a
Second Lieutenant, while she was Royal Air Force Flying Officer. She
definitely out-ranked me. She would lean across the table over a
martini, eyes slightly closed in that quiet but super-charged sexuality
that women get when they want you, and she’d say: “Win, I’m giving
you a direct order. Let’s go to bed.”
You would be surprised at the alacrity with which I responded, for
she was a natural red head.
We were both in another zone, where there was no war, only pure
delight.
One day she said to me: “Let’s fly to Scotland.”
“But your Spit can’t take two people.”
“Oh yes it can, darling.”
“How?”
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“I had the armor plating behind the pilots seat removed, and a
small jump seat installed.”
And so it came to pass that we flew to Edinburgh, Scotland, me
jammed into the jump-seat behind her, barely able to move. But I
could move a little, and when I leaned over and kissed her neck, she
would waggle the wings.
We stayed in a Medieval Castle in Scotland, and after our
lovemaking, we would lie in bed in the twilight listening to the skirl of
the bagpipes as the castle guard changed shifts.
Then one lazy May afternoon, she took off to test a new Spitfire. I
ambled across the field to wait for her. She did several loops, tight
turns, spins and lazy eights; then came the finale, the power dive from
25,000 feet, straight down. And down…and down…and down. At
5,000 feet she was still in a steep dive. I jumped to my feet. At 2000
feet the wings tore off. “Bail out! Bail out! Bail out!” I screamed. The
Spitfire smashed into the ground and exploded. There was no
parachute…..only a funeral pyre of thick black smoke.
Epilogue
I could say to you that I somehow managed to move on with my
life. And, I’d be right. And, I’d be wrong. Because recently, I went to
an air show of World War II aircraft at Long Beach, California; there,
high up, doing stalls, spins, chandelles, and lazy-eights was a 1944
Spitfire. The Spitfire touched down daintily, taxied up to the tarmac,
and stopped. A hand slid the canopy back. And in my mind’s eye, I
saw again, amid the smoldering embers of my long-lost youth, my
Spitfire.
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The One Left Behind
‡

Elizabeth Heaney
We chat for nearly an hour before Sgt. Devereaux feels
comfortable enough to say, “Hey, I’ve got a funny story for you.” I’d
been working with soldiers long enough to know their ‘“funny” stories
often had a tinge of underlying pain.
“So, yesterday I was walking across the parking lot over at the PX
when a car backfired, really, really close. Before I know it, I’m
crouched down behind a car in the parking lot, taking cover and
looking for incoming rounds. My heart’s pounding and I’m freaking
out. I’m crouched low, checking all around, feeling like I’m about to
get blasted into nowhere.
“Then I realize, ‘Oh, that’s a car.’ So I stood up and brushed
myself off. There was a civilian walking by. She looked at me really
strangely and said, ‘Are you ok?’ I told her I was fine. But I must have
been shaking for the next half hour.”
His chuckle at the end of the story is strained and a little off-key.
“I never know when something like that’s going to happen. I’ve
been back almost six years now, and...you know...I still take cover like
that.”
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He shrugs his shoulders as if it’s no big deal, but the look in his
eyes has just enough pleading in it to let me know he wonders if he’s a
little weird, doing something like that.
“What else?” I ask evenly.
“What else what?” Devereaux replies, shifting nervously on his
feet. His shoulders are suddenly completely still. Any sense of joking
around and telling funny stories has disappeared.
“What else do you do that’s like that?”
I keep my voice casual, with a thin veneer of ‘“chatting” in it, but
I’m pushing the door open as wide as possible, wanting him to feel
free to tell me anything—no matter how weird or embarrassing or
confusing.
Devereaux’s eyes are suddenly skittish, flickering around. His
chest heaves with a big breath, and he blows the air out of his mouth
like he’s pumping up a life raft.
“Ok. Uhm. I sleep with my gun on my nightstand. I can’t sleep if
it’s not there. I finally got myself to stop keeping it loaded. But the
magazine has to be right there next to it. If I wake up in the middle of
the night I have to check and make sure it’s still there or I feel like I’m
going to go crazy.”
He looks over at me to gauge my reaction. I look back at him with
pure patience and steadiness. Tell me the rest, my look says.
He takes another deep breath.
“Everyone sees me here at work, smiling and happy. They all think
I’m fine. Yeah...they...they think I’m fine.”
Since he repeats this, I take it as a clue: Please don’t think I’m fine.
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“I drive a different route to work every day. I can’t shake the
feeling that someone might be tracking me, might be gunning for me.”
His words start to tumble out faster now.
“I look over my shoulder all the time. I mean, all the time. I can
never relax. I can barely stand to go into stores and I find myself
checking the roofs of buildings for snipers. I drive close to the center
of the road when it’s not busy so I don’t take a chance on something
being hidden near the side. My wife says the church bells near our
house are a real soothing sound to wake up to in the middle of the
night. But when I wake up, I’m panicked. It’s the only way I ever wake
up—so damn terrified, wondering what’s wrong. Like I’m locked and
loaded before I’m even awake.
“I never leave the house except to go to work. I just can’t. A buddy
invited me over to his house for dinner a couple of weeks ago. I told
him I’d come and I wanted to go. But when the time came to head
over there I just couldn’t do it. I freaked out, had to stay home. I didn’t
even call to let him know I wasn’t coming. It’s just too weird.”
I keep nodding, wanting him to just let the words, the stories, the
pain spill out freely.
Every part of me, communicating: Tell me more.
Devereaux stops for a long time. I can tell there’s a story he doesn’t
want to speak. Several more deep breaths come and go. His voice
softens and drops into a pained quiet: “You see, over in Iraq there was
one kid in my company that I’ll never forget. He was just nineteen, full
of life. He had a kind of joyful manner, you know? Skinny black kid
from the deep South—real intense Southern. I mean, that kid had a
drawl and a half. But so damn full of life.
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“He’d gotten into some trouble with the commanders, just being a
kid, really. I pulled him aside and talked to him, told him to settle
down and let the Army work for him. We talked about him
straightening out so he could make a career out of it, have a solid job
and a path for himself. God, he was a great kid. He used to get these
care packages from home all the time and he’d act like a little kid at
Christmas. He’d get so excited and he’d kind of dance all around and
show everyone what he got. Goofy, but sweet, you know? We got real
close. He was such a great kid and I felt like I was kind of watching out
for him.”
Devereaux’s eyes are watery now. His breath is ragged and his
voice sounds choked.
“He went out on patrol one day, and he never came back. Roadside
bomb just blew his unit’s truck right out from under him. The other
guys with him were hurt, but...he was gone. I remember feeling like
something in me went dead. Not a kid like that. Not a kid who was
funny and goofy and so alive and so goddamn young. It just isn’t right
and I could never make sense of anything after that.”
When Devereaux looks up at me next, his eyes have gone flat, as if
any bit of coping he’d cobbled together since then had suddenly left
him, and he’s now stranded in a searing desert of grief. He shakes his
head, keeps looking at me, and can’t continue talking. We stare at each
other and let the moments just open up in silence, honoring one
soldier gone too soon, and honoring the one left behind.
* All names, ranks and physical descriptions have been changed to
protect privacy.
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They Also Serve
‡

Kathy Brady
God doth not need
Either man’s work or his own gifts, who best
Bear his mildeyoak, they serve him best, his State
Is Kingly. Thousands at his bidding speed
And post o’re Land and Ocean without rest:
They also serve who only stand and waite.
—John Milton
At nearly one in the morning, the plane carrying my son back to
the safety of the United States appeared as a fast-moving star in the
sky, far in the distance from Pope Army Airfield. Being a newbie Army
mom, I didn’t know what to look for and recognized only the rapidly
glowing, white spot of light when one of the more experienced Army
parents pointed it out.
It was, however, not a time for joy. I had breath-holding to do.
Acknowledging the worst and praying for the best had been my reality
for over half a year. I had horrible images of mangled limbs, burned
flesh, and flag-covered coffins that I carried with me throughout this
deployment. Thank God those had not come to be my reality. But the
images remained in the recesses of my mind, like The Ghost of What
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Could Have Been Had God Not Been Merciful. Or perhaps The Ghost
of What Would Have Been Had I Not Been Lucky. Although I had
prayed to God harder than I ever had in my life, it is hard to believe
His mercy saved my son when other mothers’ sons came home in
boxes. While I am grateful my son was spared, I wept for the other
families and their unimaginable loss. There is even still so much I do
not understand about the workings of life, and death, and God.
Standing at the end of the runway and watching the spot
transform into an aircraft, I tried to feel relief. My son was on that
plane and he had made it home. Bud’s seven months in Afghanistan
hadn’t resulted in any physical injuries beyond bad blisters caused by
ill-fitting boots. But the plane wasn’t on the ground yet. Although I
had never heard of a military plane crashing while delivering its living
cargo back home, it was possible. I had already spent the last seven
months holding my breath–taking nothing for granted. Each
Facebook post and phone call soaked up, relished, memorized, and
relayed to friends and family who patiently listened to trivial stories of
things like beef jerky and auto magazines, contrasted with the deadly
seriousness of a green on blue attack within my son’s compound his
second month in country.
As many dark images still lived inside me, it was not hard to
imagine this plane–the one bearing my son back to safety–careening
off the end of the runway, or bursting into flames midair. Instead, it
set down gently on the runway and taxied to a stop about one hundred
yards away from the rope line filled with cheering family who had
once been left behind, but no longer were. We held signs that couldn’t
be read in the darkness and cameras that couldn’t be used without
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violating military orders. And we waited. The door of the plane
opened and some unidentified military dignitaries climbed the stairs
to that door and went in.
And we waited. I became conscious of how much my feet hurt and
how foggy my brain was. Sleep deprivation from a 24-hour car ride
from Wisconsin was starting to catch up with me.
And we waited. We became aware of movement as a small group
made their way from the building behind us and down a ramp towards
the air field. Two young men with military demeanor and civilian
clothing walked alongside a couple soldiers in uniform on crutches
and one in a wheelchair being pushed by a well-dressed woman. The
sudden hush of the crowd interrupted only by a couple of tearful gasps
highlighted the solemnity of the occasion. Watching this impromptu
parade, it slowly became apparent what the participants had in
common: each was sporting at least one new limb. The first ones down
the ramp evidently had also been the first ones injured—and the first
ones recuperated. That is, if “recuperated” is the right word when an
IED rips a part of your body off and you now walk on metal where
flesh used to be.
The band seated far in the back of the fluorescent-lit building
struck up some familiar patriotic tune that my brain failed to record.
Movement at the door of the aircraft resulted in a stream of
camouflage and maroon airborne berets down the stairs and onto the
red carpet at the end of the ramp. The crowd was abuzz with whispers
of “Is that him?” I was reminded of that old motherly adage “I would
know my child anywhere” and how false it is. Staring in vain with my
middle-aged eyes, I tried to pick Bud out of the orderly lineup. I was
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again struck by how much alike these young men all look. This wasn’t
the first time I struggled this way. Throughout deployment, I thought I
recognized Bud in every Facebook photo from Afghanistan. The
matching uniforms didn’t help, of course. But it was more than that. It
was the identical swagger and American defiance that radiated
through each shot. It was this phenomenon of misidentification that
caused me to frequently say, “They are all our sons.”
The troops stood on that red carpet for what seemed like forever
while the band continued to play a medley of patriotic tunes. But then,
as if in unspoken accord, the entire crowd filed into the building ahead
of the soldiers.
And we waited. They finally marched in, military composure and
precision intact. Some Army officer spoke to the crowd, which wasn’t
listening. Scanning the rows of soldiers staring straight ahead, I
recognized my son – or at least I believed I had. After all the months
of misidentifications online, I was hesitant to trust my instincts. So I
positioned myself squarely in front of my mark and smiled. A quick,
unauthorized grin was returned before the face became stoic again,
and I knew I had found my Bud.
Nearly as soon as I found him, however, I lost him. As the soldiers
were dismissed, the crowd erupted into chaos. Surrounded by kissing
couples and dazed children now up hours past their bedtimes, I
became disoriented. I hadn’t moved more than two feet from my
original spot, yet the entire crowd seemed to have shifted around me.
Finally, I saw Bud in a manly clinch with his father. Bud flashed a
conciliatory smile as he assumed he was in trouble for not finding his
mom first. I wasn’t upset. Soon enough, I had my turn hugging my
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boy. I was struck by a couple things. First, he felt so solid. My son who
had played high school football and was on the swim team came home
from war far more muscular than when he left. Likely this was
attributable to the heavy radio equipment he hauled around as part of
his MOS.
But the thing that stood out for me the most was my own
response. This moment that I had played out in my head every night
before I went to sleep should have been very familiar to me, yet I
didn’t recognize it. In my mental rehearsals, I sobbed and nearly
collapsed from relief every time I pictured my son getting off that
plane. In my mental rehearsals, my joy was so overwhelming that it
couldn’t be contained. And yet, here my son was in front of me, and he
was smiling, and I was smiling, and I was genuinely, truly happy. But
the happiness didn’t come with that great gush of relief that I was
expecting. Maybe it was because in my mental rehearsals, my son
wasn’t wearing a weapon. And yet, as I held him in my arms, there
was a rifle between us–still hanging around his neck.
I wasn’t afraid of the gun. I didn’t think it was going to go off as I
held my son. It had the strongest industrial-strength garbage tie I had
ever seen wrapped through and nullifying the trigger. At some level, I
wasn’t even surprised that he and all his fellow soldiers still had them.
But perhaps its very presence was preventing me from doing what I
had planned and hoped for. I wanted to be able to stand down. I
wanted proof that this tour of duty was over—that I could, at least for
a little bit, stop being an Army mom and simply be Bud’s mom.
Suddenly, a shout rang out in the room, and Bud gave me another
apologetic smile. He told me that he needed to go turn in his weapon
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and some of his gear, then he wanted to put the rest of his things away
in his newly assigned room, and that everything should take about an
hour and a half. The soldiers were loaded onto a fleet of white buses
parked just outside in the circle drive. I was struck by the age of these
vehicles, so much, much older than any of the human cargo they
carried routinely between the base and the airfield and back again.
As I walked past the line of buses, breathing in thick wafts of
exhaust, I thought about these vehicles and their cargo. With every
trip the buses took back to the base, there were fewer soldiers than
had been on the original trips to the plane seven months before. There
were deaths and injuries accounting for empty seats that night. Just
the thought brought that familiar tightness to my throat. I had felt it
every day for seven months–striking me in the post office, grocery
store, work, church, shower… In the powerful presence of these buses,
I shouldn’t have expected any difference.
The memory of the rest of that night–or more accurately
“morning”–is a blur. The estimate of one-and-a-half hours was off by
three hours, something that I have come to expect from military
maneuvers of any type. My husband and I watched the troops unload
luggage, move things seemingly from one pile to the next–and then
back again to the first. There was much standing around and waiting,
which seemed normal to the soldiers and agonizingly slow to the
families. I watched the wives and girlfriends, who had started out the
evening glamorous and sultry, wilt as they stood on their high heels
hour after hour, their once well-coiffed hair hanging rebelliously
around their faces. Seeing their exhausted attempts to retain what was
left of their elegance made me grateful that I was an Army mom
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instead of a sweetheart. I didn’t have to be beautiful or glamorous. I
just had to be me–the embodiment of home and childhood and
simpler times. The Army wives and girlfriends around me smelled of
expensive perfumes. I likely still smelled of the cookies I had baked in
the hotel kitchenette earlier in the day.
By the time we got back to that hotel room, it was nearly 4 a.m. I
was intoxicated by fatigue, aware that my speech was somewhat
slurred and slow. I watched with what attention I could muster as my
son opened a variety of gifts that had been carefully laid out for his
return. It seemed like just moments later that I was making a bed for
him on the hotel room’s couch. Minutes later, I was asleep.
I awoke after a few hours and quietly made my way to the living
room. I sat at the computer desk and watched my youngest child
sleep. I marveled how that 19-year-old body stretched out on the
couch in front of me had been halfway around the world roughly a day
before. That he had lived in a land that I had felt in my soul but had
never seen. That his mind contained images and events of that place–
and that I may never know what really happened to him. I wondered if
he would struggle with PTSD–a condition that can rob soldiers of who
they once had been. A condition that had the power, if it struck him, to
turn my son into someone I wouldn’t know.
Suddenly, Bud began to stretch and stir. His right fist went up to
his eye and rubbed it vigorously. I couldn’t help but smile. He had
done that the day he was born–and every day thereafter when he was
tired. It was comforting to know that this little signal hadn’t changed.
He asked me if I had been watching him sleep. I said yes, and was
answered with a simple grunt of acknowledgement—far more
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enthusiastic than the teenage sarcasm I had braced myself for. I was
allowed to slide next to him on the couch and rub the top of his head.
His military buzz cut felt prickly under my fingertips, as it had for
most of his life. Minus a rebellious streak of long hair expressly
forbidden by the Christian school he attended, Bud had always
preferred a crew cut. Throughout the weekend, I tried as much as
possible to control the impulse to touch him. I loved feeling his
solidness, his absolute assuredness of being, confirming what my
senses had been trying to tell me–that my boy had really, truly come
back.
Our time together was a blur of errand running, shopping, and
unpacking. I spent far more than the household budget could
withstand, but each purchase was so easy to justify. Bud came home,
so now I would buy him a cartload of housekeeping supplies. Bud
came home with both legs intact, and he wanted a new pair of boots,
identical to the ones his cranky sergeant wore, so he knew he wouldn't
get yelled at for having them. I would show my gratitude by
purchasing those boots. Bud seemed to be his old self so far, so I
would celebrate by taking him shopping at his favorite clothing store
chain that offers a combination of urban chic and skateboard punk. I
have never understood that store or his fascination with it, but I would
plunk down money in celebration of his return. There are a lot of
moms who weren’t so lucky.
It’s been nearly four months since that whirlwind trip to greet my
son. In some ways, life is back to normal. Bud has settled into a
routine with his amazing roommate, has fun showing off his 21-yearold sports car purchased with the money he had saved up over
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deployment, and is making plans for going to school when his military
contract is over in three years. I am teaching and making time for
writing projects like this one.
But in another sense, life is not back to normal. Life is not okay. I
am not okay. In many ways, Bud is home from Afghanistan, but I am
not. I went to war and I didn’t come back. How crazy that must sound.
I never left U.S. soil. At least my body didn’t. But I can tell you that an
integral part of me went to Afghanistan, a land I did not see, smell, or
hear. My only son went to war and I couldn’t let him go by himself. So
I packaged up his mother and sent her in care packages–in homemade
cookies and car magazines with quippy Post-it Note comments
throughout, in five-page letters, Facebook conversations, and phone
calls with crappy connections. So much of me was there, desperately
trying to protect him from something I didn’t understand. I didn’t
know why he was there, what he was doing while he was there–or
when or even if he would ever come home again.
To live with the specter of what could happen, I learned during
those seven months to dampen my emotions. I couldn’t stop the fear,
the anger, or the sadness. But I could turn myself down, like an oldtime radio with a giant dial. I muffled myself and all the bad feelings
that had become synonymous with being me.
Although Bud is home now, I still feel missing and muffled. I have
a hard time feeling joy because joy–that lightness of being–can only
result from throwing wide open the windows of your soul. And if the
windows are open that wide, other things can come in, too–the dark,
the scary, the terrifying “what-if’s" and “we’re not out of the woods
yet.” I can’t trust myself or life or the Army enough to open the
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windows wide. Just today, my son told me he is thinking of
volunteering for the next deployment. And so I go through my days,
not entirely here. Large chunks of me are missing–and until they
come home, I think I am going to continue to feel lost.
I hesitate to say these things because people might misconstrue
that I think I had it harder than others did. And that’s the point. I
know Bud and his fellow soldiers were the ones who really suffered–
worked in freezing cold and sweltering heat, were shot at, and saw
unspeakable things. Of the soldiers who went, Bud is lucky because he
came home without any serious physical injuries. And of the moms
who “went”–who packaged up parts of their souls and shipped them
off to Afghanistan–I am a lucky one because my boy came home. That
day that I had waited and prayed for actually happened.
Maybe that’s where the real horror lies–you know how much you
struggled with Afghanistan, and that there is always someone who had
it worse than you did. So much, much worse. So you close that window
even more tightly than it was closed before. Try to keep those “what
ifs” and “could have beens” at bay.
Parts of me are still in Afghanistan. Or perhaps more accurately,
parts of that country that I never saw, smelled, or heard are still inside
me. As time goes on, I hope those parts of Afghanistan will be able to
let me go, so I can open my windows wide again. It just might be a
beautiful day.
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The VA Hospital
‡

Andrew H. Miller
For us guys that trusted each other with our lives, a hospital visit
was a loyalty check. This is my first encounter with medicine since I
left active duty, and I’m nervous with the guilt of a traitor. I may break
the unwritten pacts I made with my brothers, long ago, to be ready–no
matter the illness or nightmare–for each other. I became a civilian, a
veteran, months ago. I survived 2 years in Afghanistan without any
scars. The close calls and bad memories go away when I choose, and I
don’t want any help controlling that. But I’m here because I have to
be, to rightfully access health care as a veteran. My honor’s price is
high, but I feel I’ve already made the error by letting a price exist. In
this VA hospital I’ll be asked to admit every one of those little things I
always sucked up. I never respected anyone who coddled their body at
the expense of their mission.
In the waiting room, I am thick and cold. Preparations for this
interrogation have been abandoned as I dread the humanity that may
be in the conversation. Old men lay about like sunbathing seals and I
feel ashamed to notice them. I can tell this place for them is part of a
routine and a life, but I’m unable to accept what they already have.
These men grew old here. They came home from Korea, Vietnam,
Panama, Iraq, and were planted in pots in the lobbies, now rooted,
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intubated, woven to the GSA-catalog-chairs and fed a nutritious
bouquet of fluorescent glow and bleach aroma.
Faith in the good of VA treatment comes to me as weakly as the
men who claim it in abundance. And these old men, whom I have
never met before, are in this waiting room instead of on the streets, or
in sagging beds and patched floral recliners. The government has
planned the lives of these men from young ages, and now must have
spreadsheets and schedules that anticipate timely deaths and efficient
waiting-room turnover. It would not seem out of place for a man here
to doff his denim jacket and button-covered embroidered hat, and
then fade like an anchorless boat into fog.
The planted men do not notice me or let me see that they notice
me. I smell of a different litter; I am pierced and bearded, reliant on
tangible tokens of proof that the government owns me no more. I was
born not in Kuwait, Korea, Vietnam, Germany nor Japan, but
Afghanistan, and we are unfamiliar to each other for the moment.
Their knowledge of my ilk is grown only by television, the worst liar
among all the storytellers. I imagine the dusty feeling of having walked
my path in their time, pained and aware of an earlier, more honored
cohort. No honorable wars were fought after the greatest generation’s.
The veterans of police actions and foreign advisement and student
rescues acknowledge me skeptically. I sit quietly and do nothing to
interrupt the herd as it grazes on Fox News.
A numbing force saturates the interview room I sit in; the same as
from my uniformed days. I’m well trained and so good at these
interviews, I don’t even think as I speak. I get bored in my head and
inside it, I’m reviewing my grocery list, the bills I owe, the weekend
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plans. I feel the boundaries and ceramic-gilded features of this
elevated cave and envision myself beyond them, back in the natural
world. I’m vaguely aware of the rewards she tempts me with. I deliver
a weak and plausible confession to secure my safe exit.
We used to eat our young and our weak. If the men I left behind
saw me here, it’s my end. It’s the way we know each other–strong–and
I have betrayed their trust. I have no scratches. I see no wounds on my
body. I am uninjured, undamaged, untraumatized, and manage every
trouble in my life. Do not ask me again to insult the dead, the crippled,
the ones who truly did give without being asked.
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Not Alone
‡

Art Schade
Just before I entered the small meeting room for my fourth group
therapy session at the VA, my psychiatrist motioned me to his office.
This was not unusual. He often spoke to me before my session when
his schedule permitted, and I appreciated those brief moments. After
several months of one-on-one therapy sessions, I had gained a level of
trust with him that I have shared with very few people since the
atrocities of war in Vietnam.
But this time I sensed I was about to receive a suggestion I may
not be ready for. In his normal reassuring demeanor he shook my
hand and asked me to sit down. I immediately felt my anxiety build,
not from fear, but anticipation. "Art,” he said, “it is time for you to
move to the next level of therapy."
“And what is that?" I asked, as if I did not know.
During the previous group sessions, I had listened to other
veterans' stories and participated in several meaningful conversations,
but I had not yet told my own story. "It is time for you to begin
disclosing the agony lodged within you with the rest of the group," he
told me.
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He rose from his chair and patted me on my shoulder and left his
office, leaving me to sit in silence for the next few minutes to absorb
the full meaning of what he asked me to do.
I knew it would be okay with him if I delayed discussing my
personal struggles for another session. At fifty-eight years old talking
about my nightmares, panic attacks, and depression with a fine
psychiatrist doing his best to help me cope was not the same as
engaging others who had experienced the emotional conflicts of
combat. I would wait to see how the session was progressing before
making my decision.
I looked at my watch and realized I was going to be a few minutes
late for our group session. My anxiety level rose. Ever since my
experiences in combat, I have been obsessed with being on time. I
have demanded it of myself, and expected it from family, friends, and
even employees throughout my corporate career. I started every
meeting on time and locked the meeting room door for those who
consistently showed up late. It was only years later, here in these small
gatherings with other veterans, that I understood my fixation on
timeliness. The connection was rather simple: in combat not being in
your firing position, or flanking the enemy on time, could cause death.
I entered the windowless classroom just as our group leader was
closing the door. I knew one of the guys already seated would make a
comment, and he did not disappoint. “Hey Mr. timeliness,” he said.
“You are late!" We all laughed, as I sat down in the open chair in the
semi-circle reserved for the “late ass.”
Looking around the room at my fellow veterans, who all served in
Vietnam, I remembered my reluctance four weeks earlier to join group
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therapy. But my psychiatrist had convinced me that the proper group
may help to heal the anxiety, depression, and guilt I suppressed in
tormented memories. I told him I would try it the following week, and
for the next several days I regretted making that commitment. For
thirty-five years I had not spoken to anyone about the war and the
inhumanities we encountered, or sought out any of my Marine Corps
buddies who had made that journey through Hell with me.
I imagined guys sitting in a room telling Rambo- type war stories.
Old men, telling each other what they could have been, how life
screwed them, or arguing that their tour of duty was worse than the
others. And I had no desire to listen to someone who had a desk job
and was safe throughout his tour telling stories of his war exploits.
Nothing against those not in the line of fire, everyone had an
important job to do, but I had low expectations that the sessions
would help me.
But who was I to know what was best. The VA doctors did a very
good job of blending members of our group together. All but one of
the eight-person group were in combat in Vietnam. A few lived with
physical combat disabilities, and one spent decades in psychiatric
care.
The one veteran that did not participate in combat was respectful,
did not try to fit in by telling bogus war stories, and spoke very little. It
was not until some gentle probing by the group leader, a
compassionate sociologist, that he told us about his experiences,
which he felt weren't as significant as ours. Speaking softly, he said
one of his primary duties was unloading hundreds of body bags a week
off helicopters, all holding the remains of kids his age. Later he helped
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load the coffins on airplanes for the journey home for those
unappreciated heroes.
As I listened, my eyes filled with tears and I saw images of the
dead friends I zipped into the same type bags he mentioned. I
wondered if he handled any of my friends and if he treated the
standard black bags with honor. I also thought about his desolation
and wanted to ask him how he felt when he lifted a bag and realized it
was unstable, filled with a warrior's body parts rolling about inside,
instead of an intact body. But I knew my questions could wait until he
was ready to discuss them. That was an unmentioned condition of
group therapy. As he continued, I realized for the first time that the
agony and haunting memories of war are not felt only by those in
battle.
It was never easy to cry or to witness a group of older men crying,
especially knowing the emotional pain that had been bound within
them for decades. But we respected each other, and our weekly
sessions helped us to share our common frustrations, guilt and anger,
and happier moments as well.
We did not resolve all of our problems, nor did we expect to, but
for that hour I knew that others “had my back.” I realized I had been
unconsciously searching for that since I left active duty. It was a
special bond I shared with fellow Marines, close friends, or even those
I disliked, that was ingrained in us during Marine Corps training, and
reinforced time and again in the jungles of Vietnam.
Of course, there have been people since the war that I have
considered friends. But only a rare few met my subconscious criteria
of someone who would die for me, with me confident that I would do
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the same for him. This expectation has had a direct effect on my
feelings of loneliness, but my criteria have not changed, nor do I
expect they will.
Group therapy is not the cure-all for the aftermath of trauma. But
it helped me understand myself, my life's choices, and the rationale
for the decisions I made, and continue to make. We were there to help
each other fight the common demons of Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder, deeply embedded within us. Understanding this, we set
aside our differences and focused on the current battle we had in
common.
During that fourth session it was my turn. The group leader asked
me if I would like to speak about my demons, starting with my overall
thoughts of my tour in Vietnam, and focusing on what I accomplished,
instead of what I lost. I knew my time had come to discuss my feelings
with the group. After a long hesitation, I told them my greatest
accomplishment in Vietnam was the hundreds of people our teams
personally saved from rape, torture, or savage death.
I did not believe the frustration I held inside me would flow so
easily, and I continued in a somewhat aggressive manner. "We did not
give a damn about the politicians and college students arguing back
home, or running off to Canada to avoid the draft,” I said. “We were
enlisted Marines, on the front lines, protecting innocent people caught
up in a horrific war. We lost the war because we were not given the
opportunity to win it. It was a political and social farce that resulted in
us being branded 'baby killers' and losers!" It was a brief statement,
but we would come back to it for several sessions to discuss the agony
and humiliation we all shared.
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After my emotional start, and aware this topic would not be
resolved during that session, the group leader allowed me to sit there
silently and compose myself. A few moments later, he asked me to
speak about my most positive moment, if there is such a thing in
combat.
"My most positive moment," I continued, "was when I lifted a
three-year-old girl from the rubble that separated her from her
parents, who had been slaughtered the night before by the Viet Cong
for giving us rice. Though traumatized and trembling in fear, she
reached up to me. I knelt beside her and cradled her gently in my
arms. It might be my aging imagination, but I thought for sure for a
brief moment I made her smile. I handed her to one of our
extraordinary corpsmen, and continued to seek out the enemy who
committed these atrocious murders. It was then that I understood
why I was in Vietnam."
I had obscured that moment of compassion for decades until this
small therapy group encouraged me to glance back and look for
positive events tangled within my worst memories of war. I remember
several group members telling me, "You have to keep that memory
proudly in your heart, when the worst memories overtake you."
The group leader asked me to talk about my post-war years, an
area where he knew I had some success. I told them that when I left
the Marines after four years, I was youthful and confident in myself. I
had no clue what depression and anxiety were, and I thought the
nightmares were personal and temporary. I was determined to look
forward, not backwards to the war. Unfortunately, today I realize that
while constantly looking forward helped me avoid chaotic memories
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of war, it also cloaked the memories of my formative younger years,
and positive events throughout my life.
I have never relished talking about myself, and wanted to stop, but
the group asked me to continue. As peers, they knew I needed to feel a
purpose and not to think my life was a second-rate existence. I was
reluctant. I knew many of the vets in the room had succumbed to
PTSD early in life and did not fare as well as I had. I felt I was about to
sound like a wimp, or worse, a self-centered ass.
Awkwardly, I began to tell them about my career after Vietnam.
My first recollection was one they all understood. I went through
eleven or twelve jobs feeling totally out of place. Sales managers
gathered their teams, and with fanatical enthusiasm told us how great
we were, and that together we would attain the highest sales,
whipping all other regions. To me, compared to combat in the jungles
of Vietnam, this was a game.
Feeling extremely frustrated within the environment of civilian
life, I was ready to head back to the military. Instead I got married to
my current wife of 42 years, who will tell you that living with a type-A
personality with PTSD is often a living hell, especially since she had no
idea what I was battling. But neither did I. Like millions of warriors
before me, I never spoke to anyone about the war, or the nightmares
that abruptly woke me, soaked in sweat and tears.
I pursued a career in business and excelled. Initially, traveling to
other countries was great, but twenty-one hour flights to Bangkok or
Singapore got old quick. The boredom and repetition were major
catalysts for my emotional setbacks; having too much time to think
was a recipe for falling hard into the bowels of PTSD. Anger,
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frustrations, mood swings, and depression were common. I had
stopped moving forward, and spent more time battling the memories
of the past. It was then that I understood the demons never leave; they
simply wait for a sliver of weakness to overwhelm you. They are
persistent.
I had dealt with this on my own until the First Gulf War in 1990,
when everywhere I turned I saw vivid pictures of death, battles, and
impoverished families. I couldn't escape the memories of Vietnam. I
still did not accept I had PTSD, but my brother-in-law, who had been
treated for it for years, was persistent and talked me into getting a
quick check up. Three psychiatrists later, I was diagnosed with PTSD
and for the first time understood about the demons I had been
fighting alone for forty years.
The road would be a long one, and my demons would continue to
haunt me with nightmares, depression, memory loss, anxiety, and the
need for solitude. But in that small, windowless classroom of the
group therapy session, I was no longer alone.
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Introduction: Scholarship

‡

Eric Hodges
This current generation of veterans needs, perhaps more than
ever, reliable and accurate information regarding what it means to
serve in the military. In the United States, only 7% of the population
either is currently serving or has served in the U.S. Armed Forces.
This means that an overwhelming majority of Americans has little to
no knowledge of what it means to serve in the military. Yet, since the
attacks on Sept. 11, 2001, close to 3 million Americans have been
deployed to fight in Iraq and Afghanistan. With those two wars
drawing to a close and almost 2 million of those service members
returning home, the boundary that exists between veterans and
civilians must be bridged.
The military world and civilian world are in many ways culturally
opposed. Based on my own experiences, I know that it is a difficult
transition from military to civilian life. It took me several months and
some friends, who were also veterans, to help walk me through the
process. And in many ways my transition experiences were ideal. I had
never served in combat and had three relatively uneventful tours of
duty. If you add the stresses of multiple combat deployments to the
cultural shocks veterans face, the transition becomes exponentially
more challenging. These significant challenges, combined with the
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naivety of the civilian population regarding military experience, pose
serious problems for society.
It is not the case that civilians are not interested in helping
veterans make the transition. I believe there is much evidence to the
contrary. However, the current discourse surrounding veterans is
uninformed and consists of two dominant narratives. In one narrative,
veterans are seen as heroes and paraded around at football games and
applauded in airports. While this is a nice gesture, some veterans do
not want to be portrayed in this way, as it may seem disingenuous or
even harmful depending upon that particular veteran’s experiences.
The other dominant narrative, and the one that arguably receives
more attention, is that of the veteran as damaged goods or ticking
time bombs. We have all heard countless stories on various media
outlets about Post Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and Traumatic
Brain Injury (TBI). I am in no way saying that these conditions do not
exist and are not serious, because they do constitute important aspects
of many veterans’ experiences. However, I do want to say that these
two tropes do not capture the totality, or even the majority, of
veterans’ experiences. Both of these narratives can potentially be
dangerous and harmful for veterans. Obviously, a narrative that views
veterans as ticking time bombs can incite unjustified fear in a civilian
population with a limited frame of reference about military culture.
Perhaps less obviously, the frame of veterans as heroes can also be
detrimental as it creates unrealistic expectations for veterans and can
ostracize veterans from their new peers.
The current lack of knowledge of military culture among the
civilian population, combined with the largely uninformed stereotypes
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of veterans as damaged or heroic, can only be overcome through a
greater understanding of the military experience. One way to bridge
the gap between military and civilian cultures is through scholarship
that attempts to provide a more accurate portrayal of the military
experience. Veteran-focused scholarship will bring rigorous research
methods to the difficult questions faced by this current generation of
veterans and by the society attempting to welcome these warriors
home. Veterans’ research can be done in many different disciplines
within the humanities and social sciences and allows for
interdisciplinary possibilities. Indeed, many of these projects should
be interdisciplinary to provide a more holistic picture of the research
questions. Perhaps most importantly, veteran-related research will
allow the individual veterans to speak for themselves rather than
simply being portrayed as caricatures or stereotypes by the media.
There is a growing population of academics, some who are
veterans, dedicating large portions of their research agenda to
addressing the difficulties faced by this generation of veterans. In
Spring 2013, Virginia Tech hosted the first national research
conference dedicated solely to veteran-related research. The title of
the conference was “Veterans in Society: Shifting the Discourse,” and
we welcomed proposals from many different disciplines and scholars.
The conference was well attended and many great discussions took
place surrounding issues related to veterans’ transition to society.
Virginia Tech intends to make the conference an annual event, and it
is an excellent opportunity to showcase scholarly research. Travis
Martin, formerly of Eastern Kentucky University, started the first
Veterans’ Studies curriculum which offers a unique, multi-disciplinary
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program that provides veterans and non-veteran students with a
foundation of understanding regarding military structure, culture,
combat, and the psychological and physiological changes resulting
from military service. D. Alexis Hart, Associate Professor of English at
Allegheny College, and Roger Thompson, Associate Professor of
English at Stony Brook University and a senior research fellow at the
Syracuse Institute for Veterans and Military Families, recently
published a report on some of the challenges and implications of firstyear writing courses for veterans. Hart and Thompson observe that in
higher education, a majority of training offered to faculty tends to
focus on veteran deficits: TBI, PTSD, transition issues, adjustment
issues, and absenteeism. Rather than continuing the deficit model,
Hart and Thompson argue for training that involves roundtable
discussions that allow veterans, faculty, and students to more fully
engage with the complexities of military service.
If you are a scholar or an aspiring scholar, I highly encourage you
to explore veteran-related research opportunities. If you believe, as I
do, that higher education and scholarship can serve the public good,
there are few better opportunities to put that belief into practice. This
current generation of veterans faces tremendous difficulties, as does
society, in attempting to reconcile military experience with civilian life
and welcoming these public servants home. A frequently raised
concern is that scholarship often stays in the Ivory Tower and does not
inform the public discourse. Publishing an article in this all-volunteer,
non-profit journal is an excellent way to ensure that your scholarship
can reach a broader public audience.
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A Military Tradition Institutionalized:
Rhetorical Personification and
Anthropomorphism in “The Rifleman’s Creed”

‡

Mick Howard
There are few more iconic pieces of American literary military
history than the Marine Corps’ “The Rifleman’s Creed.” Classifying
this statement as poetry would not be stretching the term; at the very
least, it is certainly poetic:
This is my rifle. There are many like it, but this one is mine.
My rifle is my best friend. It is my life. I must master it as I
must master my life.
My rifle, without me, is useless. Without my rifle, I am useless.
I must fire my rifle true. I must shoot straighter than my
enemy who is trying to kill me. I must shoot him before he
shoots me. I will...
My rifle and myself know that what counts in this war is not
the rounds we fire, the noise of our burst, nor the smoke we
make. We know that it is the hits that count. We will hit….
My rifle is human, even as I, because it is my life. Thus, I will
learn it as a brother. I will learn its weaknesses, its strength, its
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parts, its accessories, its sights and its barrel. I will ever guard
it against the ravages of weather and damage as I will ever
guard my legs, my arms, my eyes and my heart against
damage. I will keep my rifle clean and ready. We will become
part of each other. We will …
Before God, I swear this creed. My rifle and myself are the
defenders of my country. We are the masters of our enemy. We
are the saviors of my life.
So be it, until victory is America’s and there is no enemy, but
peace!
This carefully constructed rhetorical text has served as a guiding
principle of weapons training and interacting for seven decades of
Marines. The general public has become aware of this masterpiece of
militaria (though not always in a positive light) through films such as
Stanley Kubrick’s 1987 Full Metal Jacket and Sam Mendes’s 2005
Jarhead. Typically, Hollywood portrays young Marines reciting the
lines of “The Rifleman’s Creed” in a mindless cadence, emphasizing
the so-called mental “whitewashing” of the impressionable recruits
rather than the critical lessons regarding weapons operation,
maintenance, and interactions that this cleverly constructed recitation
reinforces. The focus in these films is not on the valuable education
“The Rifleman’s Creed” inspires, but on the reformation of the
individual into a Marine; it is portrayed as nothing more than a
weapon in the drill instructor’s arsenal of tools to chisel the individual
into a Xeroxed Marine.
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Perhaps the most significant literary-rhetorical device in “The
Rifleman’s Creed,” one that is repeated throughout the text, is the use
of anthropomorphism. Anthropomorphism, though an ancient literary
device, is one that has just recently begun to receive serious
investigation from a psychological perspective; that is, how does
anthropomorphism alter the mental processes of the person
observing/reading the anthropomorphic device and, thus, alter his or
her behavior towards the object being anthropormphized? Nicholas
Epley, Adam Waytz, and John T. Cacioppo are at the forefront of this
relatively young line of research, specifically analyzing the effects of
anthropomorphic devices in advertising. In “On Seeing Human: A
Three-Factor Theory of Anthropomorphism,” Epley, Waytz, and
Cacioppo define anthropomorphism as “imbuing the imagined or real
behavior of nonhuman agents with humanlike characteristics,
motivations, intentions, and emotions . . . These nonhuman agents
may include anything that acts with apparent independence, including
nonhuman animals, natural forces, religious deities, and mechanical
or electronic devices” (864-65). In “The Rifleman’s Creed,” the rifle is
constantly placed within this category of nonhuman agents possessing
human traits and relations, thereby continuing a long history of
anthropomorphizing armaments.
Almost all military subcultures traditionally have
anthropomorphized their weaponry. One of the best known examples
of this type of anthropomorphism within American military history
comes from perhaps our most notorious military mission: the
bombings of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The bombs that devastated the
two cities were known as Fatman and Little Boy, while the plane that
101

dropped the bomb on Nagasaki was named the Enola Gay after the
mother of pilot and mission commander, Paul Tibbets (a fact which
practically begs for further investigation, but lies beyond the scope of
this article). Literary practice in the English language reflects this
military tradition; in the earliest extant English language texts,
warriors make this rhetorical move. In Beowulf, for example, weapons
are often referred to in terms of sentient entities. One notable instance
occurs when Beowulf returns Unferth’s sword, Hrunting, to him after
he attempts to slay Grendel’s mother with this borrowed weapon. As
Beowulf returns the sword to Unferth, he:
bade then the hard one Hrunting to bear,
The Ecglaf’s son bade to take him his sword, the iron welllov’d; gave him thanks for the lending,
Quoth he that the war-friend for worthy he told, full of craft in
the war; nor with word he aught
The edge of the sword. Hah! The high-hearted warrior.
(location 746)
There are a couple of key points of anthropomorphism in this passage.
The most obvious, of course, is the reference to the sword as a “warfriend,” a comrade in much the same way a fellow warrior would be.
This symbiotic relationship between warrior and weapon emphasizes
the reciprocity in the relationship between human and object; without
the success of the weapon, the warrior would fail. A mutual emotional
bond is pre-supposed in this term, with each party protecting the
other as a result of the bond.
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Hrunting’s “failure” in battle, however, calls the integrity of
Hrunting’s anthropomorphic identity into question; it is a “loaner”
sword from a man who (at least earlier in the epic) bore ill-will
towards Beowulf. The anonymous author specifically points out that,
despite the potential for split-allegiances by Hrunting (to himself and
to its prior owner), Beowulf does not blame the sword for its failure in
battle; in fact, the author praises his “high-heartedness” for
overlooking Hrunting’s breakdown. In doing so, he grants the sword
agency in its own failure. The terminology is reminiscent of a
commander showing understanding for a soldier freezing in combat
and gracefully overlooking the fact to his sergeant; the easy move
would be for the ranking officer (Beowulf) to blame the lowestranking member of the unit (the sword, Hrunting) for failure in his
(its) portion of the mission. Instead, he builds up his subordinate
(Hrunting) in front of his immediate superior (Unferth, Hrunting’s
previous owner). The scholarly debate over this scene usually revolves
around whether or not Unferth lent Hrunting to Beowulf knowing that
the sword would fail him; however, my point is that within the context
of the text the possibility of the sword having culpability in its own
failure exists only because of the warriors’ intense anthropomorphic
view of the sword’s agency.
A later example of this type of literary anthropomorphism of
weaponry appears in David Jones’s epic poem, In Parenthesis,
published in 1937. For Jones, this work served as a recollection of his
service during World War I, which “he began writing . . . because
nothing he had read about the war had conveyed the experience of it
as he remembered it” (iv). This allusive poem ends with the soldier
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dying under an oak tree, but as he draws his final, pained breaths his
last thoughts are not of his girl back home or his family, but of his
rifle. He repeatedly gives it human characteristics, suggesting the he
“let it lie bruised for a monument.” The suggestion that the wood and
iron of the rifle could be bruised implies that, like the soldier himself,
the weapon can feel pain and, like him, will remain as a damaged
monument under the oak.
In his dying moments, the soldier’s mind wanders back to training
with his rifle during boot camp. He recalls his drill instructor
lecturing:
It’s the soldier’s best friend if you care for the working parts
and let us be ’aving those springs released smartly in Company
billets on wet forenoons and clickerty-click and one up the
spout and you menmustreallycultivatethehabitoftreatingthisweaponwith the very greatest care and there should be a
healthy rivalry among you–it should be a matter of very proper
pride. (Jones 183)
As in Beowulf, the speaker refers to his weapon as a friend. Note the
historical power and endurance of this particular anthropomorphic
device; it occurs in Beowulf, In Parenthesis, and “The Rifleman’s
Creed.” However, the friendship between warrior and weapon is, in all
instances, clearly predicated upon the proper cultivation of the
relationship by the warrior. In this case, that cultivation is represented
by the daily maintenance of the weapon–breaking it down, cleaning
the barrel, ensuring the firing pin is properly placed, and all the other
countless and, to many, mind-numbing bits of minutia that allow the
© The Journal of Military Experience

weapon to perform when the tactical situation suddenly becomes
significantly less boring. Much like any friendship, the relationship
requires maintenance in order to perform when outside forces
threaten it.
In the next line, Jones is instructed to “Marry it man! Marry it”
(183), switching from a masculine anthropomorphic device (“friend”)
to a feminine one (a spouse). This statement refers to the level and
type of intimacy required between infantrymen and their weapons.
Frequently in military circles, this type of statement may be followed
by a reference to an actual girlfriend such as “Suzy Rottencrotch” (a
derogatory term for an unfaithful partner) who, unlike the weapon,
will not be as loyal to you as you are to her. Relationships in the
military are notoriously difficult, as the warrior’s obligations to
country must always surpass those between partners. Military spouses
and partners often learn this fact the hard way and leave the
relationship; however, since the weapon is already part of the military,
it understands the requirements placed upon the warrior and, rather
than fight these requirements, it supports them. Jones’s
anthropomorphic comment implies a degree of intimacy and trust
which supersedes that of a typical romantic relationship.
He follows up his nuptial prodding by instructing the soldier to
“Cherish her, she’s your very own” (183). Here Jones distinguishes a
particular rifle from all others, making it a singular subject among
many; it is not merely a woman, but it is one which is uniquely his,
distinguishable from others and, thus, more precious for its
individuality. Note that this technique is also repeated in the very first
line of “The Rifleman’s Creed”: “This is my rifle. There are many like
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it, but this one is mine.” Personal identification with an individual
weapon is an important factor of this type of anthropomorphism. Just
as people have unique personalities, warriors are encouraged to think
of their weapons in the same manner; regarding it as a piece of massproduced technology doesn’t encourage loyalty toward the object
being anthropomorphized. However, if it is a unique object with its
own individual characteristics, then it becomes more valuable because
it is so rare, as well as being a warrior’s personal possession. The
language here is one not only of individuality, but of intimacy; the rifle
is described as a lover and, as such, bears the same priorities of care
and concern.
Jones’s speaker next encourages to “Coax it man coax it” (183).
Here Jones implies that through persuasive techniques that the
weapon will perform better. This brief phrase grants the rifle the
possibility of agency. It can respond to the soldier’s logic or emotional
pleas to improve its execution; the rifle is not simply a piece of
machinery, but a thinking being that can be persuaded to react
differently if the argument presented is credible enough.
As the soldier is fading, his anthropomorphic views of his weapon
become more intense:
Fondle it like a granny–talk to it–consider it as you would a
friend–and when you ground these arms she’s not a rooky’s
gas-pipe for greenhorns to tarnish.
You’ve known her hot and cold.
You could choose her from among many.
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You know her by her bias, and by her exact error at 300, and
by the deep scar at the small, by the fair flaw in the grain,
above the lower sling-swivel–
But leave it under the oak. (Jones 184)
This intense sequence of anthropomorphism, followed by the soldier’s
desperate, pained crawl toward the oak (a traditional symbol of
British military power) while still maintaining the integrity of his
weapon shows how much he has absorbed the lessons of his drill
instructor; the weapon must be treasured and maintained at all costs
because the soldier is incomplete without it. The soldier’s incredibly
detailed knowledge of the weapon and obvious reluctance to be parted
from it portrays clearly the strength of the familiarity between the two
in this heart-rending sequence, clearly displaying how much the
soldier values his weapon even as he drags his broken body across the
battlefield. Perhaps Jones chose to use primarily (though not
exclusively) feminine anthropomorphic devices in this sequence as
opposed to masculine ones in order to convey a sense of parting of
lovers and deep intimacy, as well as to evoke the traditional protective
sense men, particularly warriors, tend to feel toward women.
Through these passages there is not just a single anthropomorphic
image, but several quickly layered on top of each other, each one
suggesting different emotional responses. It is not the individual
images to which the reader responds, but the unique overlap of
multiple images brought together in a concise space; the sum of the
images, in this case, is greater than the parts. This structure is
described by T.S. Eliot in The Sacred Wood as the objective
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correlative, that is, “a set of objects, a situation, a chain of events
which shall be the formula of that particular emotion; such that when
the external facts, which must terminate in sensory experience, are
given, the emotion is immediately evoked” (100, Eliot’s emphasis).
Through this set of anthropomorphic images, the reader of In
Parenthesis may come to understand and feel (or at least
approximate) what the soldier feels toward his rifle rather than
attempting to do so from a single image; the multiplicity of images
provides a specific latticework of complex emotions which offer
context for the reader to appreciate this scene. For example, though
there are certainly several parts of the sequence which suggest lovers,
he also uses the term “granny” to describe the rifle, implying a sense of
fragility in a way no term referring to a younger woman could possibly
call to mind.
Like In Parenthesis, the Marine Corps’ “The Rifleman’s Creed”
utilizes multiple anthropomorphic images to create a specific
emotional framework; however, the rhetorical context of the
aforementioned works differs dramatically from that surrounding
“The Rifleman’s Creed.” Beowulf and In Parenthesis are literary
works, fictional accounts designed to be read for enjoyment or
reflection by their respective audiences. The audiences for these works
would likely be, primarily, civilians attempting to understand the
military sub-culture rather than ones actually considering joining that
sub-culture. The anthropomorphism in these texts, therefore, is
designed not to inspire a particular action in their audiences, but
rather to reflect to those audiences the attitudes of the soldiers
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carrying the weapons. They are representations of the rhetorical
moves made within the military, not the rhetorical moves themselves.
Conversely, “The Rifleman’s Creed” was created with a specific
mission in mind. Shortly after Pearl Harbor, Brigadier General
William H. Rupertus, Commanding General, Marine Corps Base, San
Diego, met with the public relations officer of his base. As a winner of
the Distinguished Marksmanship Badge, General Rupertus was
concerned that his men understand that “the only weapon which
stands between them and Death is the rifle…they must understand
that their rifle is their life…it must become a creed with them.” By the
next day, General Rupertus had written the core of what would shortly
become “The Rifleman’s Creed.” Whereas Beowulf and In Parenthesis
only reflected common military practice, General Rupertus’s text was
created specifically to inspire a system of institutionalized
conventions, attitudes, and behavior toward the weapon regarding
weapon maintenance, interactions, and priorities; by drawing on the
anthropomorphic tradition he hoped to introduce a formal tradition of
rifle conduct to a new generation of Marines who may well have
lacked any proper exposure to weaponry.
Anthropologist Stewart Guthrie’s research focuses on
anthropomorphic devices in religion; his signature work, Faces in the
Clouds, identifies three different types of anthropomorphism (92-96),
one of which is highly relevant to understanding the rhetorical
situation in General Rupertus’s text. Literal anthropomorphism
occurs when a non-human entity is misconstrued as actually being
human, such as believing in poor lighting that a mannequin is a welldressed shopper. Accidental anthropomorphism transpires when
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human characteristics are observed in a non-human animal or object,
but the resemblance is considered circumstantial. Guthrie’s third type
of anthropomorphism, partial, is the one in Beowulf, In Parenthesis,
and “The Rifleman’s Creed.” In this form, objects or animals are
regarded as possessing significant human characteristics, yet the one
viewing the non-human entity does not consider it to be human in its
entirety.
As Pankaj Aggarwal and Ann L. McGill, researchers in the effects
of anthropomorphism in consumer behavior, note in “When Brands
Seem Human, Do Humans Act Like Brands? Automatic Behavior
Priming Effects of Brand Anthropomorphism,” those who view objects
through this lens use mental schema normally associated with
humans when they deal with the anthropomorphized object, though
they don’t go so far as to consider the object as human in its entirety
(469). By anthropomorphizing the rifle in “The Rifleman’s Creed,”
General Rupertus triggered parts of his recruits’ brains normally
reserved for dealing with other humans rather than those which deal
with objects. In Jean Piaget’s terms, they are accommodating the new
object (the rifle) into existing patterns of behavior (specific images of
types of people). This insertion of the rifle into pre-existing schemata
encourages a different behavior pattern toward the weapon than
simply another “thing” to be dealt with. An example of this
psychological alteration would be when the new Marine would care for
the weapon in the field. The rifle was to be kept away from mud,
water, and other elemental conditions that could harm it; just like a
civilian would not ask a friend to sit in mud, the Marine was expected
to keep the rifle out of mud. Through anthropomorphism, recruits
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would grow to view rifle maintenance as an investment in a
relationship, one beneficial to both parties, rather than a mere object
to be carried around and adding additional weight to the Marine’s
load while on a mission.
Key to General Rupertus’s rhetorical construction is his move
beyond mere personification. Marjorie Delbaere, Edward F.
McQuarrie, and Barbara J. Phillips, in their research on the effects of
anthropomorphic metaphors and personification on consumer
behavior, note that
personification is a message characteristic–an option that can
be added to a message, while anthropomorphism is an
inherent audience characteristic–one that allows this
particular message option to be effective. However, rhetorical
personification goes beyond tapping into anthropomorphism
because it also invokes metaphorical processing. The
comparison of an object to a human being constructs a
metaphor, that is, the object is compared to a person in order
to transfer some personal attribute or human quality to the
object. (121-22)
On the very surface of “The Rifleman’s Creed,” then, the motivation of
this rhetorical metaphor is fairly obvious. There are numerous
relations being evoked: best friend in line two; self and brother in line
five; defenders, masters, and saviors in line six. Each of these creates a
metaphor through which the Marine may then activate new schemata
regarding his treatment of the rifle. As in In Parenthesis, the objective
correlative appears in anthropomorphic fashion, a series of human
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images designed to evoke specific emotional responses. However, in
“The Rifleman’s Creed” these images are not created simply to inspire
emotion, but action. These various metaphors, all of them indicative
of the most powerful human relationships that the young Marine had
likely experienced up to that point, serve to create a powerful bonding
experience with the weapon on numerous levels. “Brother” will bring
familial bonds to mind with all of its associated metaphors, such as
loyalty and enduring relationships, and perhaps even additional
associated metaphors, such as “Blood is thicker than water.”
While one can’t select family, the “best friend” anthropomorphic
metaphor triggers intense emotions from selected relationships,
implying that the relationship with the rifle is one of the Marine’s own
choosing, and that it will in turn reciprocate the emotion given to it;
the “friend” metaphor is an enduring one which has carried through
all three texts, revealing how engrained this particular metaphor is in
military sub-cultures. Both “Defenders” and “Masters” are metaphors
of power and are used after the rifle is fully personified as human in
line five. Together, these two metaphors imply the capacity to either
defend or attack, depending upon the circumstances; they are not
limited to one type of warfare. Finally, Rupertus suggests his most
powerful metaphor yet: that of savior. In a country largely considered
Christian at the time, this metaphor elicits numerous cognates
associated with power, redemption, and righteousness, which the
Marine could have internalized going into combat, justifying within
himself the potentially difficult actions he may commit in conjunction
with his rifle.
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As powerful as each of these metaphors is on its own, the
combination of these various anthropomorphic devices serves to make
“The Rifleman’s Creed” such a powerful rhetorical tool—the objective
correlative once again impacting the reader, or perhaps more
accurately, the speaker, as Marines are required to recite “The
Rifleman’s Creed.” For example, the rifle is not just a brother, but a
friend; this combination precludes the possibility of either a brother
who is distant or even hostile or a friend who is simply a casual
acquaintance. The combination of “savior” and “master” eliminates
the more passive versions of messianic imagery as well as the more
brutal connotations of master. The Venn diagram created by the
various anthropomorphic metaphors in “The Riflemen’s Creed” leaves
only a very specific overlap, eliminating numerous possibilities of
meaning until only a much narrower range of interpretation (though
still, obviously, multiple meanings are still available) is possible.
Through this intricate weaving of specific anthropomorphic devices,
Rupertus creates a relatively cohesive concept of how a new Marine
should regard the rifle.
While all of these anthropomorphic metaphors are powerful, and
are even more so in their totality, they form only the surface of the
complex rhetorical situation into which General Rupertus launched
“The Rifleman’s Creed.” Networking these metaphors provides a set of
representations to which the newly-formed Marine can relate; “The
Rifleman’s Creed” forms as a unique, complex, objective correlative
which brings together multiple anthropomorphic images. However,
the bigger question is – why use anthropomorphic metaphors at all?
That is, with all the potential rhetorical devices at his disposal, why is
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the anthropomorphism in “The Rifleman’s Creed” so enduringly
effective as a rhetorical tool over several generations, making this text
an enduring part of the Marine Corps culture seventy years after its
inception?
Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo propose a tri-part formula that
examines the usefulness of psychological determinants when people
initially access anthropomorphic metaphors, and they discuss the
situations when people find it useful to use such metaphors. These are
Sociality, Effectance, and Elicited Agent Knowledge (SEEK) (866).
“The Rifleman’s Creed” addresses all three of these areas within the
context of both training and battlefield operations. I believe that it is
these factors which have led to the continued use of “The Rifleman’s
Creed” both as a successful rhetorical device in initially training young
Marines and its continued useful rhetorical service even after recruits
graduate from boot camp and become full-fledged Marines.
The first of the three I will examine is Elicited Agent Knowledge.
Humans have an intimate knowledge of themselves as individuals
and, to a lesser degree, a broader understanding of human behavior in
general. We understand our own behavior patterns, at least to a
certain extent, based on our own past decisions and their
consequences. Additionally, people tend to have certain cultural
expectations (whether accurate or not) based on prior experience as to
how people in specific relationship “roles” are expected to behave in
given circumstances (though, certainly, there are variations; I do not
mean to imply homogeneity of behavior). Brothers are supposed to
help you in times of need, mothers should be comforting, best friends
should listen to you, etc. However, we tend to possess a lesser
© The Journal of Military Experience

understanding of the behaviors of non-human agents; thus, in order
to find a useful schema with which to begin relating to a given nonhuman agent, we will anthropomorphize it so we may begin to process
that agent’s behavior patterns.
The anthropomorphic metaphor thus provides a way to start
accessing knowledge about the unfamiliar agent until, as more
knowledge about the agent is acquired, this schema is corrected from
the metaphoric human behavior pattern to the literal behavior pattern
of the non-human agent (Waytz et al 411-12). As such, Elicited Agent
Knowledge would be a specific anthropomorphic construct of Piaget’s
concept of assimilation (the integration of a new concept into an
existing schema) and accommodation (the modification of an existing
schema to permit the inclusion of the new concept) (Block 282). The
Marines, seeking a way to the function of the rifle, assimilate it under
these known categories of specific human behavior, accommodating it
within these schemata. “The Rifleman’s Creed” begins this process of
Elicited Agent Knowledge by providing new recruits with a specific
way of acquiring knowledge about the rifle. The clearest example of
this determinant occurs in line five, which states, “Thus, I will learn it
as a brother. I will learn its weaknesses, its strength, its parts, its
accessories, its sights and its barrel.” By describing the method of
knowing the rifle as the process of knowing a brother, General
Rupertus metaphorically informs the recruits that this is a procedure
that, like knowing one’s sibling, will take time. It will require intimacy
with all aspects of the rifle, not merely with the exterior, but with the
interior components as well.
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Though this degree of knowledge is considered commonplace
within military subcultures, General Rupertus was largely dealing
with a new group of raw recruits, many of whom had minimal
experience with weaponry. Those who grew up with a military parent
or in a household with weapons would already understand such things
as weaponry maintenance, the importance of knowing how to
assemble the weapon, or valuing the weapon as an equal on the
battlefield. However, with this uninitiated force such a background
was far from a given factor. By providing these anthropomorphic
images, General Rupertus constructs a framework for his young
Marines to begin instituting a new knowledge base, one in which the
rifle would be considered a partner and comrade on the battlefield and
without which the new Marine would be unable to function.
The rifle is situated within a series of metaphors which allow
recruits to draw on their existing knowledge of specific mental
patterns to begin to acquire knowledge of the rifle. This set of
anthropomorphic metaphors draws on a tendency already inherent in
humans from their childhood, which Piaget describes as “animism.”
In The Developmental Psychology of Piaget, which attempts to bring
Piaget’s concepts of childhood development into a fairly brief yet
cohesive single volume, John H. Flavell describes animism as the
“tendency to endow physical objects and events with the attributes of
biological-psychological entities, e.g., to endow them with life,
consciousness, will, etc.” (281). As such, the metaphors in “The
Rifleman’s Creed” are simply taking advantage of a psychological
tendency present in children and, thus, still available to adults. In this
particular case, the adults are in the process of almost completely
© The Journal of Military Experience

reconfiguring the way in which they view and respond to the world as
they transfer from civilian to military life. I would argue that this
personality overhaul would make them more susceptible to learning
tactics traditionally considered more appropriate for children.
While this particular application of anthropomorphism is initially
useful, as the new Marines acquire knowledge of the weapon itself
anthropomorphizing the rifle becomes both less useful and, quite
possibly, even problematic. As Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo point out,
“As knowledge about nonhuman agents is acquired, however,
knowledge about humans or the self should be less likely to be used as
a basis for induction simply because of the coactivation (and perhaps
eventual substitute activation) of alternate knowledge structures at
the time of judgment” (866). So, as Marines gain more specific
firsthand knowledge about the weapon through personal experience
and daily use, the metaphors become less useful as a way of gaining
knowledge about it; eventually, direct experience with the weapon
should replace the metaphorical relationship created by the
anthropomorphic devices in “The Rifleman’s Creed.” As such, one of
the primary purposes of using anthropomorphism–convincing the
Marines to know their weapon intimately–ironically ends up negated
by the Marines fulfilling that very purpose.
Despite this particular functional negation, “The Rifleman’s
Creed” continues to operate as an integral part of Marine culture even
after recruits leave boot camp. As such, the text must have cultural
purpose for Marines beyond simply initiating the morphology of their
relationship with the weapon. A second, more enduring motivation of
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the anthropomorphic metaphors in “The Rifleman’s Creed” is
sociality. Sociality is described as:
the need and desire to establish social connections with other
humans. Anthropomorphism enables satisfaction of this need
by enabling a perceived humanlike connection with nonhuman
agents. In the absence of social connection to other humans . . .
people create human agents out of nonhumans through
anthropomorphism to satisfy their motivation for social
connection. (Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo 866)
Thus, the anthropomorphic metaphors do more than just provide a
mental schema for processing information about an unfamiliar nonhuman agent, a purpose which, once fulfilled, would render them less
than useless. They also provide a way of dealing with situations in
which an individual can feel isolated or detached from normal human
contact. Combat environments certainly qualify as an abnormal social
situation, which in turn can lead to feelings of seclusion in combatants
(Burgess et al. 59). By anthropomorphizing the rifle, “The Rifleman’s
Creed” provides an outlet for sociality through the evocation of
specific familiar relationships in an environment where the
participants may be feeling particularly isolated.
Many of the troops during World War II, as well as subsequent
wars, were removed from “normal” social circumstances with their
accompanying communal support systems and placed into a highly
stressful situation with unfamiliar comrades who they may or may not
get along with or even trust. In relation to the Vietnam War, Daniel
Burgess, Nicole Stockey, and Kara Coen examine the effects of combat
© The Journal of Military Experience

trauma and suggest that “Young men were flown into battle and asked
to fight alongside fellow soldiers and under commanding officers
whom they had never before met” (59). Though they were speaking
directly about Vietnam, this comment could equally apply to any
modern military conflict. As such, the anthropomorphic metaphors
not only provide a social outlet for combat participants, but the nature
of those relationships is familiar and comforting at a time when the
relationships to which they are accustomed are both missing and most
needed. Metaphors such as this will evoke specific emotions that run
counter to the intensely stressful and negative conditions brought
about by war and will provide a social proxy for those relationships at
a time when the support of the “brother” and the “best friend” is most
needed.
In addition to providing a social outlet, anthropomorphism also
increases Effectance. Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo provide this
definition:
Effectance involves the motivation to interact effectively with
nonhuman agents . . . and operates in the service of enhancing
one’s ability to explain complex stimuli in the present and to
predict the behavior of these stimuli in the future. Attributing
human characteristics and motivations to nonhuman agents
increases the ability to make sense of an agent’s actions,
reduces the uncertainty associated with an agent, and
increases confidence in predictions of this agent in the future.
(866)
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This factor provides a predictive model upon which Marines can base
their weapon’s behavior. War is always an uncertain proposition with
the highest possible stakes: the life and death of themselves and their
comrades-at-arms. Through anthropomorphism the predictive model
allows Marines a way to interpret the behavior patterns of the weapon
in a way that will ensure it will be there for them in a specific manner;
“brothers” and “best friends” will reasonably be expected to attempt to
protect and assist them when in times of crisis, and by
anthropomorphizing the rifle in this manner the Marine will thereby
expect the weapon to behave in the same way. In this manner, the
anthropomorphic metaphor helps allay the fears typically associated
with the behavior of a new technology. Many new Marines may have
never used a rifle, especially a military-issued weapon. As such, they
would have no engrained predictive mental schema to attach to the
rifle. By providing accessible and comforting schemas through which
the new Marines could comprehend the rifle’s actions, General
Rupertus eased concerns over its performance in battle.
While this basic form of anthropomorphism—the simple imbuing
of human traits via a recited poetic creed—may seem a fairly mild
associative method, this simplistic approach doesn’t mean that it
doesn’t possess a high degree of efficacy. Epley, Waytz, and Cacioppo
argue that even “weak versions of anthropomorphism in which
inferences may appear to be simple metaphorical reasoning may
matter more than intuition would suggest. Metaphors that might
represent a very weak form of anthropomorphism can still have a
powerful impact on behavior, with people behaving toward agents in
ways that are consistent with these metaphors” (867). Thus, simply
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putting these metaphors into “The Rifleman’s Creed” should evoke
behavior patterns toward the rifle consistent with the human
metaphor which the text is describing; the anthropomorphism
depicted does not have to be overly complex or intricate.
Therefore, through the anthropomorphic metaphors in “The
Rifleman’s Creed,” General Rupertus provided not only a schema for
new Marines to relate to their weapon, but he also institutionalized
those traditional metaphors into Marine Corps culture. Even after
they graduated from boot camp and took to the battlefield, Marines
would draw continuing benefits from those metaphors. The
anthropomorphism engrained by constant repetition of “The
Rifleman’s Creed” meant that the rifle would provide Marines with a
relatable and (mentally, at least) reliable companion in times of crisis.
Also, by regarding their weapons as human companions, Marines
would understand that they must invest time and effort into their
relationships with their rifles, much as they would do with a human
companion, to ensure that it/they functioned smoothly.
While the tradition of anthropomorphizing weapons is likely as old
as war itself, General Rupertus’s move of institutionalizing that
tradition brought new Marines into military weaponry culture much
more quickly than if they had been left to their own means.
Memorization and repetition of the anthropomorphic metaphors
saved valuable time in teaching raw recruits proper conduct towards
their weapon, as well as saving time in forming the “friendship” and
“brother” bonds with their weapon. Still an integral part of today’s
Marine Corps culture, “The Rifleman’s Creed” continues to provide
guidance to Marines, both veterans and recruits.
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This rhetorical perspective differs from the representation of “The
Rifleman’s Creed” as shown in Full Metal Jacket or Jarhead. The
primarily civilian audiences of these types of films do not seek to learn
how to treat a rifle for themselves, nor do they have reasonable cause
to do so. They merely wish to see an image of how Marines conduct
themselves with the weapon. Because of this distinction of audience,
the subtleties of the actions which “The Rifleman’s Creed” inspires in
Marines are lost on civilians in theaters or at home on their couches,
and appear to be simply mindless repetition of a chant with little
purpose other than converting young people into military drones. This
powerful text should be recognized as a rhetorical masterpiece, not
derided as an overly simplistic hypnotic mnemonic.
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Afghanistan and Iraq:
The Soldiers’ Experience

‡

Larry Minear
Few, if any, soldiers emerge from the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq
unchanged. For many—indeed, probably for most—the negatives
outweigh the positives. While the views of individual veterans may
change with the passage of time—mellowing for some, hardening for
others—the public should seek out those who served while the troops’
experience is fresh and while they still struggle with its meaning.
For policy-makers and a public that has remained largely
disengaged during the wars, the troops’ experience offers an entry
point into an overdue national conversation, one with significant
implications for expectations of the military in coming years. U.S.
policy less than fully informed by this experience will suffer
accordingly.
The experience of the veterans consulted in this research has a
number of themes. Recurring positives include the performance of
difficult tasks with a high degree of professionalism, the sense of
cohesion among the troops, the expressed concern for civilian
populations, and the greater sense of direction and commitment to
country and community emerging from the experience. Recurring
negatives include the lack of preparation for the carnage encountered,
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widespread ambivalence among the troops about the wars and the
troops’ mission, the erosion of soldiers’ sense of humanity, and the
challenges of re-entry and rehabilitation. Positives and negatives are
often intertwined.
Positives
Professionalism
Most of the men and women deployed into the two principal
theaters of the Global War on Terror were highly professional. They
took absences from family and community in stride, even the
involuntary “stop-loss” extensions of their tours designed to meet the
military’s critical manpower needs. Some National Guard members
who enlisted in advance of 9/11 with no thought of overseas
deployment felt that the ground rules changed in mid-stream. Yet
even they made necessary adjustments with a minimum of
complaining. Not only the Guard but also other reserve personnel as
well as active-duty troops uniformly honored their commitments
when summoned.1
The discipline exhibited by veterans who consistently placed a
sense of duty above inconvenience and personal opinion was striking.
“President Bush is my commander in chief,” said Lt. Col. Ralph Riley.
“As long as I’m in the Army, whatever he says goes” (qtd. in Minear,
Through 33; Riley 43537). “I’m part of the military and I believe in its
ways,” said Lt. Ron Maloney. “Where else do you get a job that
reinforces those types of values: personal integrity, personal courage,
selflessness? Not too many bosses out there say, ‘Hey, these are the
For an elaboration of the experience of those serving in the National
Guard, see Minear, U.S. Citizen Soldier 19-25.
1
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key requirements for you to be in this job’” (qtd. in Minear, Through
33).
One crucial ingredient of military professionalism involves putting
politics aside. Whatever their personal views about the two wars, most
veterans took their responsibility as soldiers with great seriousness.
Not that the troops were without political views. Letters and blogs
from the two 9/11 theaters confirm that politics regularly heated up
the atmosphere in billets and bunkhouses. “I always find it amusing
when people talk about the ‘military’ vote,” wrote Sgt. Sharon Allen, a
diesel fuel tanker driver in Iraq. “Tempers can get heated and on some
days it probably isn’t a good idea that we are all armed” (qtd. in
Minear, Through 33). Yet deeply held personal views on the politics
and policies of the wars did not, by most accounts, impede the
performance of duties.
The troops’ commitment to each other dwarfed personal
reservations about the strategies and tactics employed by their
superiors. “There are quiet professionals wherever you go,” said a
female West Point graduate who, during the course of 15 months in
Iraq, flew her Black Hawk helicopter in more than 200 hours of
combat (Hough 10). “I can honestly say,” reflected one Army officer
who commanded an eight-man infantry squad in Iraq in 2005–06,
“that I never once supported the cause” of freedom, the stated
rationale for the U.S. military presence. “The only thing I supported
was the commitment I had made to my fellow soldiers. When it comes
to your capacity to take responsibility for your men, it is a moot point
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whether or not you are a conscientious objector.”2 Others, too, took
care not to let personal opinions undercut their performance.
Despite the manifold challenges, veterans downplayed the
difficulty of their tasks. Their constant refrain was, “What I did was
not heroic. I was simply doing my job.” In fact, many expressed
discomfort with the lavish thanks for their service received from total
strangers in airports and at sporting events. Of course, such
receptions were a pleasant contrast to those given troops returning
from Vietnam. Indeed, the warmth of the receptions was a gratifying
indication that, post-Vietnam, Americans now separate the warriors
from the wars.
Yet some veterans also found themselves wondering whether their
well-wishers had any real clue about what their “service to the nation”
may have involved. Reflecting on the reception following his Army
tour in Iraq, Sean Casey was unnerved by the public’s increasingly
routine “celebration of his violent profession.” If the strangers who
professed gratitude knew more about the actual soldiering, he mused,
they would be less effusive in their praise. He shares his uneasiness in
his writings, he said, because doing so helps bring “order to the
internal chaos,” he feels (33).
Other soldiers were even more explicit in rejecting the hero label.
“WE ARE NOT YOUR HEROES,” writes Jennifer Pacanowski, an
Army combat medic from Iraq, in words that scream from the written
page. “We are your BURDEN, smacking you in the face with our
honesty of this needless war. I wish I never came back” (151). A small
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Interviewed by the author, this veteran requested anonymity.
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number of veterans, willing volunteers at the outset, sought formal
recognition and honorable discharges as conscientious objectors.3
Cohesion
A second theme emerging from the research is the high degree of
commitment among the troops toward each other. All who served did
so by their own choice. Conscription ended in 1973 following the
Vietnam War, and all who fought in the Global War on Terror did so
voluntarily. Like it or not, observed Navy Commander (now U.S.
Senator from Illinois) Mark Kirk, “We all signed up for this” (Minear,
Through 166; Kirk 38582).
The major incentives for enlistees were economic (the doldrums of
a slack economy, especially in rural areas) and educational (the desire
to earn degrees during and after service). Some enlisted out of a sense
of patriotism, seeking recruiters in large numbers especially in the
days immediately following the 9/11 attack on the Twin Towers and
the Pentagon. But many in the ranks found the concept of a “Global
War on Terror,” the official rationale for Operation Enduring Freedom
(the Afghanistan campaign) and Operation Iraqi Freedom, something
of a stretch.4
The palpable solidarity among the troops also reflected a
camaraderie born of shared hardships. Robert D’Amico, a Marine Lt.
The experience and treatment of conscientious objectors are the
subject of a separate article by the author: Larry Minear, “Conscience
and U.S. Military Service: The Uneasy Fit in Afghanistan and Iraq,”
Journal of Military Ethics (2014, forthcoming).
3

For the views of National Guard personnel on this point, see Minear,
U.S. Citizen Soldier 39–43.
4
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Colonel who served in both Afghanistan and Iraq, observed that the
experience of “sharing bad times with good people . . . has a tendency
to bond you for the rest of your life” (Minear, Through 166; D’Amico
62471). “You know you miss your family but you’re with another
family,” added Air Force Colonel William Andrews. “The squadron
you’re part of kind of takes on a family atmosphere of its own”
(Minear, Through 144; Andrews 42880). Army 1st Lt. Trevor Bradna
noted that in the circumstances, his fellow troops were his “only
source of support and entertainment” (Minear, Through 144; Bradna
47553).
The depth of commitment to each other is reflected in the distress
felt by many who returned to the States for medical or family reasons
while their units remained in the field or who, following their units’
rotation back home, did not return with their units to the field. The
bonds of those who shared common risks and entrusted their lives to
each other often overrode even very deep-seated views related to
gender and race. Such solidarity also existed despite the recurring
pattern of rampant sexual abuse, often of lower-ranking women by
their superiors, which became a major concern for Congress and the
military in 2013. Such strong bonds influenced many veterans’
decision to re-up, irrespective of the reality that another deployment
would place them once again in harm’s way and would force another
round of difficult adjustments for their families on the home front.
Concern for Local Civilians
A third recurring positive is the troops’ widely expressed concern
for local civilians. Many soldiers were taken aback by the wretched
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situation of ordinary Afghans and Iraqis and sought ways of reaching
out to them. In actuality, however, their daily contacts with civilians
were strictly circumscribed by security concerns. “We were segregated
from the local population,” observed Sgt. Ben Flanders. (Minear,
Through 61). “It would have been nice,” commented Capt. Ralan Hill,
“to have a little more interaction” with the locals beyond those
employed as translators and laborers on military bases (Minear,
Through 61; Hill 43145). Few Americans spoke local languages or had
local friends.
The most satisfying aspect of the experience for many involved
assisting those who lived near military bases with textbooks and
soccer balls, vaccinations, and jobs. Friends and family in the States
donated many items, an activity that gave them a sense of
participation in the war effort. U.S. military officials viewed “civic
action” programs as helpful in generating sympathy for U.S. military
presence. They were also seen as providing reasonably safe tasks for
the females in the ranks, although many women—far more than was
generally perceived or acknowledged—were themselves exposed to
combat.
Sgt. Stephanie Corcoran, who served in Iraq with a military police
unit from Fort Benning, Georgia, expressed in e-mails to family and
friends how much she learned in her travels “outside the wire” about
the Iraqi way of life and about the blessings she took for granted back
home (Minear, Through 61-62). In Afghanistan, one officer described
his informal evening meetings with tribal elders as the highlight of his
entire deployment.
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Humane activities and sentiments notwithstanding, there were
strict limits to such interactions. As the troops pointed out, their aid
programs were geared to winning hearts and minds; programs which
did not succeed were sooner or later reduced or terminated. Other
programs fell into disrepair when the troops withdrew or were
destroyed by the soldiers themselves upon their departure so as to not
benefit the insurgency.5
Sgt. Corcoran herself found that “everything over here has an
invisible ‘approach with caution’ sign on it.” Interactions with local
populations were understandably monitored closely, she observed, to
avoid compromising unit security. She also identified as “the most
disappointing part” of her deployment the “hate toward the people of
Iraq” expressed by members of the U.S. military. The soldier who
slipped away for informal evening get-togethers with local Afghan
elders was AWOL, he acknowledged, whenever he did so.
An Opening to the Future
A fourth positive theme is the impact of the experience on the
attitudes and worldviews of the troops. Many returned home with a
strong sense of accomplishment. “I wear my uniform proudly,” said
Sr. Amn. Patrick J. McGonigle III. “I wear it every once and a while
just to wear it and say, ‘Hey, I earned this’” (Minear, Through 25;
McGonigle 48161). For some who had neither a clear sense of
direction nor articulated values prior to joining the ranks, military
service gave them something to build upon. “I was living a little bit of
a crazy lifestyle,” recalled a veteran, “and wanted to get things
5

For additional examples, see Minear, U.S. Citizen Soldier 92-96.
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together—basically to get my head straight.” Building on his wartime
experiences, he was able to identify a career path and apply himself
with new-found energy and determination.
One woman with a son in the Vermont National Guard spoke
emotionally about positive changes she had witnessed. Before his unit
was called up, he had been an indifferent student and a real loner.
Returning from the fray, he showed new interest in family history and
participated in community affairs and the celebration of national
holidays.6 The recruiters’ best friend often turned out to be the
recruit’s parents (frequently the fathers) of young men who told their
offspring in no uncertain terms to get out of the house and do
something useful for a change.
Spec. Philip Wade Geiger credited his military service with making
him a better person. “It has made me more respectful and more
socially conscious. . . . Before I enlisted, I didn’t care about any world
events or news. This keeps my eyes open now because I’m interested
in things that are evolving that could involve me or friends of mine”
(Minear, Through 22; Geiger 30333). His military commitment
fulfilled and back in civilian life, one officer jumped at the chance of
returning to the Middle East for a year as a teacher. “Having gone to
fight against people I didn’t know anything about,” he explained, “I
wanted to see the culture through a different lens.”7
Sgt. Mathew Sean Neely described his time in an infantry division
in Iraq as “a life-changing experience for sure. I view life a lot
Comments by the participants in a focus group at the National Guard
Armory in Bradford, VT, on 13 Nov. 2006 were not for attribution.
7 Name withheld at the request of the interviewee.
6
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differently. I have a better handle on things” (Minear, Through 22;
Neely 29104). Marine Lt. Cpl. Brian Aria is thankful simply for having
survived: “I appreciate things every day now” (Minear, Through 22;
Aria 50547).
Spec. Jennifer Schwab, who signed up with the New Hampshire
National Guard while still in high school, used her combat bonus to
underwrite college tuition costs. From her base in Afghanistan, she
took distance-learning courses, completing her degree upon returning.
She parlayed her experience with the Guard into work in journalism
and with NGOs (Minear, Through 21). Others developed the skills
acquired overseas, moving up career ladders or into new careers
altogether. Many completing military service were still in their
twenties, giving them ample time to build on their experiences. And of
course some re-upped and pursued careers within the military.
But the experiences described in interviews and journals were by
no means uniformly positive. One soldier who faithfully kept a diary
destroyed it before returning home to avoid keeping open a chapter in
his life he preferred to forget. Another turned down invitations to join
veterans’ organizations in his desire to put the whole experience
behind him as quickly as possible. He had paid enough already, he
said, and had no desire to commit to annual dues. Others found
homes in veterans’ organizations, traditional ones such as the
American Legion and the Veterans of Foreign Wars that, broadly
speaking, have championed the 9/11 wars as well as newer-breed
groups with an anti-war persuasion, such as Iraq Veterans Against the
War.
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Negatives
Rampant Carnage
From the early days, soldiers were stunned by levels of carnage
exceeding anything they had experienced or expected. They
confronted carnage both in its narrow definition as “the flesh of slain
animals or men” and in its wider sense of “the great destruction of life,
as in battle.” Reflecting on his time in Iraq, where he did medical
evacuations by helicopter, Sgt. Matthew Miller was struck by how
greatly his day-to-day duties differed from his work as a paramedic in
Maryland. “At home, it’s car crashes, but their body parts are still on
them,” he explained. “Here there is so much blood and pieces of bone
missing. We have sprayed our aircraft and found pieces of bone”
(Minear, Through 57).
Sgt. Steve Pink reported a searing experience: shaking a man’s
hand that was no longer attached at the arm. It was “dangling from
the exposed bone that used to be his elbow,” he recalled, “like a child’s
safety-clipped mitten dangling from their winter coat” (Minear,
Through 56-57). Having encountered violence at close range, and with
such images indelibly etched on their minds, almost half of the 2.5
million veterans from Afghanistan and Iraq are seeking compensation
for injuries they sustained, many of them psychological.
The sheer brutality of the conflicts has taken a heavy toll. In a
deposition on the factors that contributed to the suicide of a man in
his unit, one officer explained to the court that many troops “weren’t
prepared for what they saw.” One of the most unsettling practices of
the Iraqi enemy, he said, involved sending “children out to blow up
truck convoys.” The troops’ rules of engagement stipulated that “when
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the children were seen in the road, the soldiers were told to actually
keep going and run right over them . . . because if they stopped for the
children, as would be the norm, there was a possibility that these
children could be armed or wired with explosives” (Minear, Through
81–82).The moral ambiguities were excruciating. In situations already
fraught with insecurity and tension, soldiers had to make life-anddeath judgments quickly. “If you’re looking at a kid on the side of the
road with something in his hand,” observed one analyst, “if it’s a
grenade and he throws it and kills someone in your unit, you’ve failed
your comrade. But if it’s a rock, you’ve just shot a kid with a rock.”8
The Army conducted a survey in 2003 to pinpoint the intensity
and pervasiveness of the violence soldiers were experiencing. Of the
2,856 troops polled, 39 percent of those serving in Afghanistan had
seen dead bodies or human remains; in Iraq, 95 percent. Thirty and
65 percent respectively had seen dead or seriously injured Americans;
46 and 69 percent had seen injured women or children whom they
had been unable to help. Twelve and 48 percent reported having killed
an enemy combatant. U.S. troops were surrounded and inundated by
violence (Hoge et al. 18). Even the Green Zone in Baghdad, a “safe”
area from which to conduct diplomatic and military activities, offered
no enduring refuge.
The mayhem that many soldiers witnessed caused what mental
health professionals within and outside the government have come to
call “moral injury.” It is defined as “perpetrating, failing to prevent,
Rita Nakashima Brock, quoted in Freedman (n. pag.). Brock is
founding co-director of the Soul Repair Center at Brite Divinity
School, Texas Christian University.
8
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bearing witness to, or learning about acts that transgress deeply held
moral beliefs and expectations.”9 The affected individual feels that he
or she has violated core individual or organizational values and
norms. The ferocity of the carnage and the destabilizing effects of the
accompanying moral injury help explain why some veterans have had
great difficulty reconnecting with their families. Preparing for the
return from Iraq of her husband, Army Sgt. Charles M. King, Dana
Canedy mused, “What he had seen and done over there I could not
imagine. But there was clearly no way to emerge from a world in
which you are routinely involved in taking and saving lives and not be
transformed” (189).
Some soldiers changed to such a degree—or had been away for so
long—that their own children no longer recognized them. Longawaited airport reunions were transformed from events of anticipated
joy to encounters of excruciating pain. Meeting him on one of his
arrivals home after an extended deployment, one of the children of Lt.
Col. D’Amico did not recognize him and refused to speak to him for a
week (Minear, Through 129; D’Amico 62471).
A once mild-mannered veteran who returned to rural Vermont
from Afghanistan had such an “attitude,” his wife recalled, that she
did not dare leave him at home alone with their children. Army
Specialist Gonzalo Gonzales went to great lengths to arrange
employment in a school. “It really helped me out,” he said, “just being
around children” (Minear, Through 139; Gonzales 60176). Some
veterans were reluctant to tell their children about their war

9

The definition is from Litz, et al. as quoted in Litz and Maguen (4).
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experiences or even to share details with interviewers except under
strictest guarantees of confidentiality. Some were non-committal
when asked whether they would encourage their own children to seek
careers in the military. Others planned to try to dissuade them when
the time came.
Mission Ambivalence
The level and intensity of the carnage were connected to a second
theme on the negative side of the ledger: reservations among veterans
about their mission and their accomplishments. Many found the
declaration of war against Afghanistan in September 2001 an
appropriate response to the 9/11 attack and to the country harboring
its mastermind, Osama bin Laden. However, the expansion of the
Global War on Terror in March 2003 with the invasion of Iraq was far
less widely supported. The invasion seemed only remotely connected
to U.S. interests and lacked the international imprimatur given for the
Afghanistan war. Failure to discover weapons of mass destruction, the
stated rationale for invading Iraq and deposing its leader, further
fueled doubts.
The views of individual veterans of the conflicts and the carnage
did not follow predictable patterns. Some who at the time of
deployment had serious misgivings became convinced of the rightness
of the wars. “Everybody goes through a cycle,” observed Staff Sgt. E-6
Bradley Burd. “After two months on the ground in Iraq, soldiers doubt
the mission of the troops. After four months they’re unsure. And by six
months they’re absolutely persuaded of its importance” (Minear,
Through 36; Burd 30269).Others who started out with great
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enthusiasm became less sure over time. “I was pretty gung-ho at first,”
recalled Army Sgt. Greg Mayfield. “But now,” he said, after months of
intense combat in Iraq, “I question a lot of policies and the politics of
it. I mean, you just don’t go to war for any damned reason. You’d
better have a good reason to do it, because it is so damaging” (Minear,
Through 37; Mayfield 60193).
Thinking back to the time of his deployment to Afghanistan, a
disillusioned Sgt. Mike Moriarty recalled, “I supported the mission.
But [now] I’m starting to say to myself, ‘What the fuck?’ If the
problem isn’t going away, then kick it up a notch. And I don’t give a
fuck if that means nuking this whole fucking country. Meanwhile,
there are fucking innocent fucking U.S. soldiers getting killed”
(Minear, Through 67).Indicating how a soldier’s views may change
over time, Marine Thomas Gibbons-Neff found himself reassessing his
own role after the bombing of the Boston Marathon in April 2013: “I
deployed to Afghanistan believing that my presence in that country
would help stop attacks such as Boston’s from happening. But instead,
my war has spilled over. I wonder,” he mused, “have America’s wars
made the homeland less safe?” Boston was the hometown of GibbonsNeff and his parents.
Erosion of Humanity
A third recurrent theme involves the challenge of retaining, under
the duress of combat, a sense of humanity, both among the troops
themselves and in relation to their adversaries. Maintaining familiar
pastimes and routines became important, however the circumstances
in theater changed. Marine Lt. Col. Robert D’Amico, deployed twice to
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Afghanistan and seven times to Iraq, helped his daughter Becky Ann
with her homework via nightly Skype connections—he in his unit’s
telecommunications room, she at the family’s kitchen table (Minear,
Through 115; D’Amico 62471). Being connected on a daily basis with
family was the next-best thing to being there in person.
Daily postings of bird sightings kept Sgt. 1st Class Jonathan
Trouern-Trend in touch with family and friends back in Connecticut.
“The birds gave me both the excitement of the new and exotic and the
anchor of the familiar,” he wrote in Birding in Babylon. “I hope to
return to Iraq one day, armed only with binoculars and a camera”
(Minear, Through 59-60; Trouern-Trend 11-12). A woman in the
Vermont National Guardwould recover a sense of equanimity by
listening to a cassette tape with sounds of her favorite trails in the
White Mountains.
Some veterans came to view respect for the humanity of Afghans
and Iraqis as an investment in keeping their own humanity intact. In a
2003 letter to his son and his cohorts in Iraq, Vietnam veteran Stan
Goff offered an impassioned warning, based on his own Indochina
experience. “When you take away the humanity of another,” he wrote,
“you kill your own humanity. Do whatever you have to do to survive,
however you define survival. But don’t surrender your humanity”
(Minear, Through 139).
Mario Figueroa, a Marine deployed to Iraq, was prepared to pull
the trigger if necessary. “However, I was constantly in fear,” he
recalled, that if he did so, “my humanity would be consumed, and that
I would be turned into the broken shell of a man similar to those
dejected soldiers that had returned from Vietnam.” He recounted an
© The Journal of Military Experience

instance when, by delaying firing, he was spared the need to shoot two
Iraqis. “I would eventually kill another man,” he concluded, referring
to a later incident. “It was everything I feared it to be. I still
maintained my idealism and my empathy for life, but I was one of the
lucky ones” (Warrior Writers 87–88).
Figueroa’s comment recalls the observation by Lt. Col. Dave
Grossman that “Killing another person, even in combat, is difficult as
it is fundamentally against our nature and the innate guiding compass
within most human beings.” In On Combat: The Psychology and
Physiology of Deadly Conflict in War and in Peace, Grossman wrote,
“In combat, warriors must psychologically distance themselves from
the humanity of their opponent … The adversary becomes a target or
an objective or any number of derogatory epithets that separates
‘them from us’” (341).
Based on work with veterans suffering from PTSD, psychiatrist
Jonathan Shay sounds a cautionary note. Rather than denigrating
soldiers’ adversaries as subhuman species who “don’t value human life
like we do,” the enemy should be understood to be dangerous
“because they are human just like us” (Shay 203).The humanity of the
enemy is the subject of “Turntables,” a poem by Nate Lewis, who
deployed with his Army unit to Iraq in 2003:
If things were the other way around
20-year-old Iraqi soldiers would write home to
girlfriends about the cold New York winter…
A captain would stand under a tall pine in Appalachia and call
home to Baghdad on a satellite phone. . .
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Children would scribble the number and type of every enemy
vehicle in Crayon . . .
Iraqi veterans return to Mosques, classrooms
and Parliament to speak about the murder and destruction.
The war crimes. (Lewis 15–16).
The international rules of warfare seek to affirm and protect the
humanity of the warring parties in their treatment of each other. Sgt.
John McCary, an intelligence officer with an infantry division in Iraq’s
Anbar province in 2004, affirms this importance. In an anguished email to his family in North Carolina, he asked, “What do you say to
your men after you’ve scraped up the scalps of an entire Iraqi family
off the road, right next to the shattered bodies of your soldiers, held
together only by their shoelaces, body armor or helmets? ‘We’re
fighting the good fight’? I don’t think so. We’re just fighting. And now
we’re dying.” Despite the brutality of the struggle, McCary concluded,
“We will be harsh and strict, but not unjust, and we will not give up.
We cannot. Our lives are tied to those lost, and we cannot leave them
now” (Minear, Through 73-74).
Yet the framework for professional military conduct in both 9/11
theaters was neither clear nor binding. Veterans’ experience suggests
that the legal framework has had at best an uneven impact on the
conduct of military operations—in some instance, little discernible
influence at all. Soldiers acknowledged receiving training in the
international rules of warfare, carrying plastic cards that reminded
them of the “soldier’s rules.” However, given the confused situation on
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the ground and flagrant and repeated violations by the enemy, the
international rules may have been honored largely in the breach.
Patrick Resta recalled an exchange with the commander of his
infantry platoon, a unit tasked with running a small prison camp in
Jalula, Iraq. “The Geneva Conventions don’t exist at all in Iraq,” he
remembers being told, “and that’s in writing if you want to see it”
(Minear, Through 77-78). The rules of engagement (ROE), the legal
framework established to govern the conduct of military operations in
specified locations, often seemed unclear to the rank and file. “We
changed the ROEs more often than we changed our underwear,”
commented Adam Kokesh.10
In the wake of the international furor unleashed by the 2004
revelation of abuses by U.S. personnel in Abu Ghraib prison, the
military held crash briefings on the Geneva Conventions. However,
the climate was not particularly receptive. An Army survey in Iraq in
2006 confirmed that about one third of those interviewed felt that
torture of prisoners should be allowed if it helped gather important
information about insurgents. Four in ten would support torture if it
saved the life of a fellow soldier. “Less than half of soldiers and
Marines,” the report found, “believed that non-combatants should be
treated with dignity and respect.” About 10 percent of those surveyed
reported having mistreated civilians in Iraq. Senior Pentagon officials
conceded that the report’s findings were “not always easy to look at”
(Minear, Through 71-72).
For additional examples, see testimony by a dozen soldiers in the
section on rules of engagement in the study by Iraq Veterans Against
the War and Glantz: Winter Soldier (13-54).
10
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Some soldiers were critical of how their cohorts breached the rules
of combat and mistreated captured prisoners, in effect steeling the
enemy’s resolve to fight. Some challenged the view expressed by
General Richard B. Myers, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff from
2001-05, that “the Geneva Conventions were part of our military
culture and every military member was trained on them.” General
Myers held that the United States represented the “gold standard”
among the world’s militaries in adherence to the principles of
international humanitarian law (203). Others agreed instead with
clinical psychologist Kathleen Dahlstedt that “military training does
not prepare troops for the inherent moral and ethical dilemmas that
war poses” (n. pag.).
Re-entry and Rehabilitation
“The toughest part of fighting a war is coming home,” observes
Army Capt. Andrew Michael Wells in identifying the fourth and final
negative theme. “People want to know everything you experienced,
but they don’t really want to understand—and can’t possibly
understand.” As patriotic fervor wanes and as people lose interest,
Wells found that he appreciates the simple thank-you more than the
occasional probing question (Minear, Through 131; Wells 54819).
Randi Moriarty, wife of Sgt. Mike Moriarty, took a dim view of how
much could be shared, even between spouses firmly committed to
each other. “He so badly wants me to understand what he went
through,” she said. “I will never understand, just as he will never
understand what I went through” (Minear, Through 130).
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Beyond the struggles of communicating at the individual and
family levels are problems that institutions have identifying and
responding to needs of returning veterans. New Hampshire offers a
microcosm of the problems faced by the country as a whole.
Of the roughly 800 soldiers in its National Guard unit who returned
from Iraq in early 2005, officials discovered an array of needs. Some
48 soldiers required immediate assistance, 398 requested a follow-up
phone call during the first month of their return, and 84 others sought
help during the first year. In all, some 530 of the 800 soldiers availed
themselves of mental health services at one point or another. New
Hampshire’s insistence on one-on-one debriefings of returning troops
(despite pressure from military leaders and local families for the
quickest possible reunions) became something of a model, as did its
promotion of cooperation between the public and private sectors in
assisting veterans (Minear, Through 151-153).
Such alarming data lends credibility to the assessment by Matthew
J. Friedman. “The wars in Afghanistan and Iraq,” he said in 2006, “are
likely to produce a new generation of veterans with chronic mental
health problems associated with participation in combat.” Head of the
network of post-traumatic stress disorder centers run by the VA,
Friedman has concluded that “Most people who have survived this
experience will be changed by it, whether crossing some psychiatric
threshold or not” (Minear, Through 159).
In fact, the nation’s public and private social service institutions
have been struggling to cope with the need. An independent study
released in early 2013 of the problems of veterans returning to the
U.S. more than a decade into both conflicts found a backlog of more
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than 600,000 claims: “The average wait to begin receiving disability
compensation and other benefits is 273 days, and up to 327 days for
veterans making claims for the first time” (“The Grim” n. pag.). By
then, the number of veterans’ lives lost by suicide exceeded the
number killed in action in the two theaters. In 2013, the VA
committed itself to eliminating the backlog of unprocessed disability
claims by the end of 2015, two full years into the future (“2013”).
The return of veterans has focused attention on the costs of the
two wars: direct and indirect, immediate and longer-term, individual
and institutional, economic and social. Of the 2.5 million U.S. troops
who have served in the two theaters, the Defense Department reports
that as of September 4, 2013, the number of military personnel killed
in action (KIA) in Operation Enduring Freedom (Afghanistan) as
2,265, with 19,250 wounded in action (WIA). For Iraq, military deaths
associated with Operation Iraqi Freedom and its successor, Operation
New Dawn, are reported at 4,476 KIA, with 32,230 WIA (U.S. 1).
Economist Linda Bilmes estimates the eventual cost of both wars
at $4 to $6 trillion, much of it yet to be paid. Rehabilitation costs,
including treatment for the projected lifetimes of the wounded,
represent a significant portion of that sum (Yglesias n. pag.).
Implications
The voices of veterans in this article and in the primary sources on
which it is based deserve to be heard and pondered. The experience of
veterans is irreplaceable, their perspective indispensable. As Marine
Sgt. Dax Carpenter, who returned from tours in Afghanistan and Iraq
with both PTSD and Traumatic Brain Injury, explained, “History is
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written by man. But the person that does the writing wasn’t there”
(Minear, Through130; Carpenter 57035). Carpenter has paid his dues
and, like other boots on the ground, knows whereof he speaks.
Veterans of the 9/11 conflicts are in a unique position to keep
elected officials and the public, historians, and social science
researchers honest. The nation’s reliance on an all-volunteer army
puts a premium on addressing the negative aspects of recent
experience in the interest of attracting men and women into the ranks.
The wider array of veterans’ groups existing today and their more
variegated participation in the public policy process requires greater
attention to their views. The reluctance of some from the 9/11 theaters
to recommend military service to their own sons and daughters—in
some instances, even actively seeking to dissuade them from
enlisting—should serve as a warning flag.
Such a “ground-truthing” role, a recurring function played by
American boots on the ground in every war, is particularly essential
for the two 9/11 conflicts. The public’s lack of engagement with the
issues of the wars lends urgency to launching a serious dialogue
regarding the true costs of the conflicts. Indeed, as soldiers ponder
their own experience, the American public has an opportunity to reach
its own conclusions about the validity and value of what has been
done in its name. Two issues stand out with particular clarity from the
experience of U.S. troops.
First, what should trigger future deployment of U.S. military
forces? The question has special urgency given the widespread
reservations in the ranks about the legitimacy of the war against
Iraq—a “war of choice”—which were not shared about the war against
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Afghanistan—a “war of necessity.” Yet even that distinction needs
examination. However provocative the 9/11 attacks, the U.S. had
choices in how it responded, only one of which involved declaring war
and putting hundreds of thousands of boots on the ground in
Afghanistan. The grinding war that followed also involved choices of
its own.
It would be an oversimplification to conclude that most U.S.
military personnel returned with jaded views about America’s
engagement in these two wars, or in all wars. As noted earlier, some
veterans overcame initial doubts and became persuaded of the merits
of one or both engagements. Some personal balance sheets came out
clearly on the positive side of the ledger. A number of veterans
maintained that however negative their own personal experience, the
nation as a whole was well served by these wars.
The jury will remain out for some time on U.S. engagement,
strategy, and tactics in the Global War on Terror. Yet, even veterans
who affirm the effectiveness of Operations Enduring Freedom and
Iraqi Freedom are more circumspect about what should trigger
military action in future crises and what the U.S. military, once
deployed, should expect to accomplish. After fighting for more than a
decade in each conflict, the U.S. should review whether the choices
made were the most effective and cost-effective in the circumstances.
A second issue involves the commitment of this nation to those
who serve in its military, both in the theaters of battle and after
returning home. Many veterans believe that the nation did not meet
its responsibility for equipping and training its military forces or for
addressing their needs afterwards. A concern for protecting the
© The Journal of Military Experience

humanity and the well-being of its troops should give added weight to
the notion─less radical than it might first seem─that the United States
should not launch new military action unless it can provide adequately
for the safety of its troops in the field and for their expected needs
upon returning. That condition alone would put the military on a
shorter leash and give greater weight to non-military alternatives.
At this writing in the fall of 2013, some are clamoring for more
“robust” involvement of the United States and its military forces in the
crisis in Syria. They are doing so largely without acknowledging the
experience and views of American combatants in the conflicts in
Afghanistan and Iraq such as those chronicled in this article. Indeed,
the debate on whether to launch a military strike against Syria in the
wake of the use of chemical weapons by the regime of President
Bashar al-Assad has morphed into a mini-referendum on the
Afghanistan and Iraq conflicts. The strongest and most authentic
cautionary notes in the debate have been sounded by veterans
themselves. In its Statement against Military Force in Syria, Iraqi
Veterans Against the War (IVAW) agrees with the Obama
Administration, “The use of chemical weapons in Syria represents a
‘moral obscenity.’” At the same time, IVAW asserts, “We believe that
U.S. military action in Syria is also obscene. We condemn the use of
chemical weapons, not only against civilians, but against all peoples in
all nations.” The IVAW statement recalls that “In Iraq and
Afghanistan, we were party to America’s introduction of white
phosphorus and depleted uranium and know all too well their
disastrous legacy on the people of those countries. We continue to
watch our veteran brothers and sisters die of cancer from exposure to
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these and other substances employed on the battlefield . . . We
implore our leaders not to follow the mistakes that led to the Iraq war
by violating national and international legal conventions” (n. pag.).
While veterans are not in a position to craft U.S. policy, their
experience in Afghanistan and Iraq offers a point of entry into a more
realistic discussion of the challenges framed by Syria and other such
conflicts in the future. Their experience illuminates complexities that
policy makers and the public often obscure. Veterans can be expected
to insist on more realistic objectives and more workable rules of
engagement. They may deflate the messianism that often accompanies
the contemplation and dispatch of U.S. troops.
Surely it would be difficult both to honor the diverse experience of
U.S. military personnel in Afghanistan and Iraq and, at the same time,
to proceed unchastened into another conflict, however irresistible the
provocation, however different the particulars, and however
compelling the morality of engagement.
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Embattled Belief:
The Religious Experiences of American Military
Combatants during World War II and Today

‡

Nicholas Pellegrino
The second World War, more than any other, elicited a host of
scholarly examinations of the behavior of soldiers in combat. In recent
decades, both military historians and social scientists such as Samuel
L. Stouffer, Drew Gilpin Faust, Gerald F. Linderman, and Peter
Kindsvatter have studied various facets of battlefield behavior,
including coping mechanisms, combat expectation, and motivation.
They have helped civilians, soldiers, and other scholars better
understand what war was like and how it affected those on the
battlefields. Of the typical soldier’s experience, historian John Keegan
argues that the natural “emotion in battle is to be scared” because of
the realities and dangers endemic to the war experience (qtd. in
Kindsvatter vii). Yet, few scholars have investigated the various ways
in which soldiers expressed and used their religious beliefs in war.
This essay investigates the religious behavior and beliefs of American
World War II servicemen and offers insights about how further study
of faith during war can help current American troops in their
transition from civilian to military life.
Historian Peter Kindsvatter suggests that two “distinctly
contradictory attitudes towards personal faith are evident in the
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memoirs.” According to him, soldiers either lose their faith or gain
perspective on their spirituality (Kindsvatter 114). The records
suggest, however, that personal faith within war was more complex
than Kindsvatter notes. Some soldiers developed a strong religious
piety; others remained indifferent or unchanged from their
experiences, while another group lost their faith in both humanity and
God.
Religion in the armed forces during World War II, much like in
civilian milieus, came in a variety of forms. Many soldiers, for
instance, prayed regularly and had a deep, though inward spirituality,
but refused to attend their chaplain’s services. While some may not
have had a healthy relationship with their particular chaplain, others
might not have wanted to spend their limited spare time in holy
services. Still others, like one solider in Chaplain Arthur F. Glasser’s
platoon, explained during the summer of 1943 that “while on the
island during those awful naval shellings and bombings I used to pray
like the rest. In my foxhole, I guess I made about a million promises
and vows to God that if He would somehow get me out of the place
alive I’d join a church and do anything He asked me to. But when we
came to Australia,” the young soldier continued, “you know how we’ve
been carrying on down here, I somehow forgot all my vows and
promises. I can’t go to service now, I’d be such a hypocrite if I did.”
(86). If this soldier did not attend services, it is significant that his
reason for choosing not to do so was moralistic. His confession
demonstrates the complexity of the role that religious beliefs played
for soldiers during the second World War.
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Like those in the civilian world, the American soldiers’ spiritual
beliefs ranged from theistic to atheistic, from those who proselytized
to those who remained passive in their faith. Soldiers viewed,
understood, accepted, and sometimes rejected God. Some felt
reinvigorated after attending services or praying, while others did so
because they wanted God “on their side” before an invasion or because
the rest of their buddies were in the habit of regularly attending
services. When removed from the rigors of combat, soldiers often
expressed their most sincere and personal religious beliefs. Of course,
many soldiers demonstrated remarkable faith during times of
incredible stress. Despite witnessing horrific battlefield atrocities,
most soldiers remained steadfast in their systems of belief. Some
troops even made irrational decisions simply because they believed
they had divine protection. They stood up while in their foxholes or
darted across fields streaming with bullets, confident that God would
remove them from harm’s way. Even when captured and placed in
POW camps, many soldiers firmly believed faith would allow them to
escape. Other soldiers believed that each day they survived was a sign
of God’s grace, and each passing day reaffirmed and strengthened
their religious convictions. All of these circumstances suggest the
important role that religion has played in the experience of the
American solider. By examining these expressions, historians may
develop a broad sense of how soldiers viewed and used that belief
during war.
Most men who fought in the war were fairly traditional Christians
from childhood, though they expressed their beliefs in a variety of
ways. Captain Rowan Thomas, for example, described his cohort as
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“deeply religious.” He had a spiritual “reawakening” when he visited
what is believed to be the site of Jesus’ tomb while stationed in
Jerusalem. His religiosity after that event made an impression on the
men of the 513th, a bombardment squadron that shared tremendous
unity. In fact, they began to attend church as a unified group. They
routinely “took a ballot on Saturday night[s], ‘shall we go to church
tomorrow?’” After the affirmative votes, the entire group attended
services the following morning (Glasser 239). One scholar, Willard
Sperry, argues this this type of communal religiosity was not
uncommon. He finds that “while it is true that the average soldier
would not make the slightest effort to attend church individually and
of his own accord, it is also true that if the rest of his company falls in
for church, he will fall in, too” (48). The 513th’s major, Horace Wade,
was largely responsible for their notable piety. Captain Thomas
recalled Major Wade frequently “reading his black, gilt-edged Bible.
He was a deeply religious boy. A true Christian gentleman, with firm
faith in God, the Bible, and prayer, he put his religion into practice in
every human relationship.” Thomas explained that “once or twice in
one’s experience in the service one meets a man who has a quiet
sincerity and simplicity of faith to which no words can do justice. Such
men are rare–I myself have known only one–but such a faith, in its
cheerfulness under all conditions and its breadth of understanding
and humility, once recognized, can never be forgotten” (263).
Although Major Wade fit this description, most soldiers practiced a
more private spirituality.
One of the most private, but also devoutly religious soldiers in the
American military, was also one of the most famous–General Matthew
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B. Ridgway. George C. Mitchell, his biographer, claims that
“Ridgway’s fearlessness in the front lines was founded on his solid
religious base” because a “deep religious faith sustained him. He was
not ostentatious or demonstrative about his faith, but it was real” (15).
When one of Ridgway’s colonels complained that his exposure to the
enemy drew unnecessary fire and endangered those compelled to
emulate his “damn foolish” example, one of Ridgway’s staffers
sincerely explained to him that “the general is very religious. He reads
the Bible and prays. He firmly believes that God will not permit him to
be hit before Germany is totally defeated” (Blair 21). In his own
memoirs, Ridgway admits that “in the darkness, after you have gone
to bed, when you are not the commander, with stars on your
shoulders, but just one man, alone with your God in the dark, your
thoughts inevitably turn inward, and out of whatever resources of the
spirit you possess, you prepare yourself as best you may for whatever
tests may lie ahead.” Ridgway expresses his piety in full when he
admits that in times of unease, he always found
great comfort in the story of the anguish of Our Lord in the
garden of Gethsemane. If He could face with calmness of
soul the great suffering He knew was to be His fate, then I
surely could endure any lesser ordeal of the flesh or spirit
that might be awaiting me. From then on, there was no
backward glancing to happy days gone by, no inner tremors
brought on by peace, my heart was light, my spirits almost
gay. (1-3)
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John T. Bassett, an infantryman who fought in Italy in 1945, explained
in his war journal that he “simply believed God would not separate
him from his wife and children.” Although the war “could have
destroyed him, he went through every day operating on faith” (49).
This was not uncommon for soldiers either before, during, or after
battle.
One private who served at Guadalcanal felt reinvigorated after
praying, and was ready for whatever trauma ensued. He would “pray
and talk with Jesus every night. It makes me feel safer,” he wrote (qtd.
in Stavisky 72). This kind of religiosity shows up throughout World
War II memoirs, diaries, and letters home. Soldiers prayed to God not
only because many of them believed He would protect them, but
because of the emotional and psychological benefits that they received
from doing so. Religion, in short, helped many soldiers get through
their war experience, and without that renewed sense of hope, many
soldiers might not have had the psychological or emotional strength to
get out of the war alive.
One of the most celebrated fighter pilots of the war, Colonel
Robert Scott Jr. attests to the veracity of soldiers’ renewed faith. In
addition to his own piety, he confesses in his memoir that he
“believe[d] that when the war is over we will be closer to
God…because I have seen the instances of real faith on several fronts
in this war and have heard of them on all fronts” (Scott xiii). Marine
Eugene B. Sledge had a religious renewal as well, afterward
concluding that it was “impossible for Him to allow me to die.”
Although no one else could attest to it, while sitting around a fire with
some buddies, Sledge “heard a loud voice say clearly and distinctly,
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‘You will survive the war!’” (50). Sledge previously considered himself
a skeptic, but he “believed God spoke to me that night on that Peleliu
battlefield, and resolved to make my life amount to something after
the war” (91).
Conversely, some soldiers held strong convictions in their faith,
but did not think God owed them any special treatment or protection.
Although rifleman Leon Standifer was a man of faith, he understood
that God would not protect him. Standifer confesses in his memoir,
Not in Vain, that he “wasn’t looking for assurance that my life would
be spared. People get killed in combat. I didn’t expect God to favor me
above other Christians” (144). Red Bennett, a soldier who was
frightened of the artillery fire on Iwo Jima, frequently “prayed to God
for the courage to do his duty.” Afterward, Bennett reports that the
Lord answered his prayers, which calmed any “fears he had about
what lay ahead for him.” Bennett made peace with God, commenting
that “whatever happened was God’s will,” and he would accept His
plan, whatever it might entail (qtd. in Shively 115). Paratrooper
George William Sefton explains in his account of the war that he, too,
believed that “there is just one effective shield against the mental and
emotional stresses of combat. It is the firm conviction that there is a
Supreme Being who decided the extent of your survival. So you do
your job to the best of your ability and let Him call the shots”
(216).This spiritual mindset is reflected and summarized in an elegy
written by an anonymous World War II soldier:
No shell or bomb can on me burst,
Except my God permit it first.
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Then let my heart be kept in peace;
His watchful care will never cease.
No bomb above, nor mine below
Need cause my heart one pang of woe
The lord of Hosts encircles me:
He is the Lord of earth and sea. (Glasser 109)
The American World War II soldier’s most common type of
spirituality was of the inward, circumstantial sort. As historian Daniel
Jorgensen argues, “The crisis of war made many a man turn to his
fundamental faith in God in which he found strength and vision for
the demands he faced” (276). But for some theologians like Talbot and
analysts like Sperry, this faith was not faith, because religion is not
something that blows with the wind. They argue that if one evokes the
help of God only when it is useful, one was essentially irreligious.
Talbot asserts that the faith of the American soldier was “an
inarticulate faith expressed through deeds,” rather than traditional
religious practices such as praying every night or attending services
every Sunday (8). He insists that this form of faith was “not the
Christian religion” and equates it with a type of superstition which had
“little to do with” true faith (Talbot 13).
Praying while in danger, however, is not necessarily fraudulent or
dishonest. For religious soldiers, it seemed natural, and quite often,
was genuine. After enduring heavy shelling, many soldiers asked God
for protection. In return, they promised to donate to charity, attend
church every Sunday, or live a more religious life. If they knew their
prayers were insincere when spoken or thought, could they not
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assume that God knew as well? Soldiers often intended to fulfill their
promises to God if He spared their life. Even if they later reneged on
those promises, they, for the moment, forced themselves into
believing that there was someone listening to them and that if they
prayed hard enough, they would be saved.
Historian Irwin Beiler disagrees with this contention by arguing
that “prayer in crisis, in predicament, in the face of possible death,
unless that is but an item in a way of life, is not religion” (145). He
dismisses, or perhaps overlooks soldiers’ spiritual fluidity during an
uncertain moment in their lives. Beilerunder estimates the ability of
an individual–whether civilian or military–to genuinely mean
something one moment and change one’s mind the next. His critique
is especially surprising considering the tradition World War II soldiers
were working within–Christianity. Perhaps Christianity’s most basic
teaching is that humans are naturally prone to sin and will often
deceive, lie, steal, or cheat when self-interested pursuits conflict with
their religious ideals. The act of praying for safety while promising to
devote oneself to God fits that description quite well.
To dismiss that behavior as “irreligious” is to dismiss the fallibility
of Christian soldiers. Perhaps more importantly, because of the nature
of war–bombs, bullets, death, and decay–soldiers faced physical,
emotional, and spiritual tests such as never before. Therefore, it might
be too much to ask soldiers to have had unwavering faith in their
religion amid the chaos of battle. Regardless of the extent of one’s
religious commitment, moments of doubt, anger, inconsistency, and
even resentment toward God seem like a natural response to the
unique challenges that war presents.
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Belier is not entirely wrong to be skeptical of this type of prayer,
however, because World War II soldiers routinely used religion as a
coping mechanism in times of stress. According to Stouffer, “The data
establish a definite relationship between stress and reliance on
prayer.” As illustrated in church attendance records–which
demonstrate a significant increase just prior to action–soldiers usually
neglected religious practice, but frequently called upon their God in
times of need (Stouffer 187). But it is difficult to measure religious
faith by statistics, surveys, or observation because of the inward
nature of belief and because of how differently certain soldiers
expressed that belief. Nevertheless, it is apparent that religion has
played an important role in helping calm, sustain, and motivate
soldiers during combat.
Even though religion has had a positive effect on most soldiers,
historian Richard Holmes has discussed those who had their faith
“shattered by their experiences and who emerge from the crucible
cynical and atheistic.” A small, but significant proportion of the men’s
journals surveyed for this study fit into Holmes’ paradigm (qtd. in
Glasser 86, 151). As reported rates of secularism have climbed in
America since World War II, it is important to examine non-religious
soldiers’ experiences in order to better understand the contemporary
challenges that face a military designed to meet national security
issues in the twenty-first century. Records from the Great Lakes Naval
Center found that in 1944, 74.7 percent of the men in battle were
Protestant, 23 percent Catholic, and 1.7 percent Jewish. But
“professing atheists were quite rare–perhaps not one in a thousand”
(Sperry 45). Samuel Stavisky reinforces this point when he recalls in
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his memoirs that “in my war experience I came across few, very few
convinced atheists. Almost every Yank had some religious
background, and no matter how lax or tenuous his faith might have
become, in the pinch he turned to his God and prayed, if only a few
words of ‘save me’ or of gratitude” (225). Though rare, there were men
who never relied on prayer, even during their most traumatic field
experiences. Some even lost their faith precisely because of the
horrors of wartime experience.
Historian John Ellis has argued that for some soldiers, “Nothing
so utterly and completely dissipated their residual religious beliefs as
the randomness and pervasiveness of violent death” (105). Master
Sergeant Kathleen Johnson, founder of the Military Association of
Atheists and Freethinkers, recently supported Ellis’ contention. She
claims many “people have served without having to call on a higher
power,” and to ignore this “fact,” she protested, is “a denial of our
contributions” (qtd. in Phillips 1-2). But atheist contributions are
much more difficult to measure when examining the Second World
War for the obvious reason that so few atheists served in the military.
Some men, however, began to abandon their religious beliefs as a
consequence of their war experience. John Bassett began to lose his
faith when he realized Easter was near, a holiday that had formerly
reaffirmed his convictions. At first unsure if Easter had passed,
Bassett second-guessed himself before asking, “Or has it passed? Oh
well, what the hell difference did it make anyway? So Jesus Christ was
resurrected from his tomb…I had heard the story from the time of my
childhood.” Bassett’s contempt for his religion grew when he thought
of his religious education as a child. He continued to emote:
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So anyway, God, I know you are up there and I know you
see me and that you hear me, and I know you believe me:
but I do not believe you really care about us. There have
always been wars, and the Bible says there will always be
wars. So, God, I ask you: do I really need to be forgiven? I
drifted to sleep and wondered why God had not made me in
the likeness of a skylark. (Bassett 98-99)
Easter Mass had similar effects on Lieutenant Morton Eustis, who felt
it was such a disappointment that he left the service early. He
explained to his mother in a series of letters that the church service
was a “one-size-fits-all type of mass,” but his reason for leaving went
deeper than he initially suggested (100). The Memorial Day service
eight weeks later epitomized his mounting dissatisfaction with the
church. He recollected the service with acerbic sarcasm, viewing it as
nothing more than “a few hundred soldiers sitting, singing hymns in a
wheat field in Africa during a lull in a training program–saying the
Lord’s Prayer as a prelude to God knows what” (99). Another
Christian holiday further spurred his increasing disdain for the
church. He decided not to attend Christmas Mass in 1943, as he did in
1942, because it “had no great appeal to” him anymore. The war
slowly eroded his religious faith until he could no longer attend
services (Eustis 114). Some soldiers, though, were non-religious even
in times of peril.
Henry Giles was not necessarily an atheist, but certainly never
entertained the idea of attending services. He confesses in his war
journal that he did not “believe in a personal God as taught” and
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professed that he “always wanted to, but never had a prayer
answered” (Giles 24). For that reason, he stopped praying during the
war. But even those who were sincerely religious battled with bouts of
disbelief. Before his conversion experience, Marine E.B. Sledge recalls
watching a chaplain administer to the spiritual needs of some men
during a sermon in the South Pacific. The soldier across from him
watched “with an expression of skepticism that seemed to ask, ‘What’s
the use of all that? Is it gonna keep them guys from getting hit?’”
Sledge concludes that “he, like all of us, couldn’t help but have doubts
about his God in the presence of constant shock and suffering” (Sledge
242). Leon Weckstein, infantryman in the Italian campaign, began to
have doubts about his religion as well, but not until V-J Day. In his
war memoir, Through My Eyes, he writes that the initial surrender
made him feel “like saying a prayer of thanks to the God who had
brought me this far, until I thought of the thousands who hadn’t made
it. A few atoms of agnosticism were growing into my brain that day”
(Weckstein 180). As a member of the First Marine Division that
fought at Guadalcanal, George Hunt underwent a spiritual crisis
during his tour of duty as well. He saw “men who were continually
smiling and happy and never had a morose moment, who defied
death, who prayed to God for protection from it, or who naively
believed that it could not touch them, suddenly blown to bits by a
mortar shell or riddled by machine-gun bullets” (Hunt 12). These
examples demonstrate a muted, but present spiritual doubt among
soldiers of varying degrees of religiosity during the war. Though no
soldier wrote memoirs or kept a diary on record that presents a
distinctly atheistic view of the war, these kinds of indirect references
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can conclude that despite popular conceptions, then, as now, there
were atheists in foxholes.
During the second World War, professed atheism in the mess hall,
let alone the trenches, however, was rare. This tendency followed
larger trends in American culture, where public and private officials
regularly spoke of the need, as President Franklin D. Roosevelt
repeatedly announced, to preserve and defend “Christian civilization”
(1). But in the twenty-first century, secularism, if not unbelief, has
become a more visible part of American society. Just as it did in the
1940s, the military reflects the American culture of which it is a part.
Rather than push America’s bravest men and women into unbelief,
war seems to reconfirm the beliefs that soldiers bring with them onto
the battlefield–whether they be theistic, agnostic, or atheistic. In this
way, the experiences of soldiers during the second World War are
quite different from those of today because in the twenty-first century
a much more heterogeneous and complex matrix of religious belief
has cemented itself into the armed forces. In brief, there is much more
room for agnosticism, skepticism, and unbelief in the ranks today
than there was half a century ago.
Army Specialist Joe Schaffel, then 24, who grew up in a Catholic
family in Illinois, recently reports in one study that he “had faith until
I got to Iraq. I haven't gotten it back since. Once you get there, you
wonder how God could allow anyone to go through that” (qtd. in
Conant 11). Peter Moeller, raised in the Lutheran tradition from
childhood, similarly let go of his faith while serving in Iowa’s 109th
Medical Battalion: “I began to think a little too deep, and it ruined that
whole belief for me,” he began. Although he did not dismiss “the
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possibility [that] there may be a God,” Moeller continues, “the whole
organized religion thing went out the window really fast” (qtd. in
Rossiter 1). Even chaplains like Roger Benimoff, whose chief task is to
attend to the spiritual needs of the men and women in the military,
have expressed misgivings about their faith. Benimoff recently
admitted that he did not “have a desire to totally give myself to God.
However, I am praying that God changes my desire” (Benimoff and
Conant 284-85). Others, like Chaplain Major John Morris, have
explained the decline of faith in the military. Of his experiences in
Iraq, he reports that “a third of the soldiers were men and women of
faith, growing in their faith or coming to a new understanding of their
faith; a third of the soldiers were indifferent or fatalistic...the other
third were either indifferent or jettisoning their faith” (qtd. in
Stephens 1). While there have always been unbelievers in the military,
there is no question that their number and visibility have escalated
since World War II.
Despite significant advances in military technology, strategy, war
tactics, and professions of faith, American soldiers today nevertheless
experience many of the same questions regarding their faith as they
did seventy years ago. Death still looms from above and below, friends
still perish without a moment’s warning, and soldiers still know that
any hesitation on the battlefield might be their last. Spotting the
changes in the religious realm, however, scholars have begun to pay
more attention to the intersections of faith and war than they did in
the 1940s. In addition to the rise of unbelief, recent analyses of the
role of religion in war has shown that, just as it did during World War
Two, faith before and during combat often intensifies. Army Specialist
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Brent Hendrix, who lost his right leg during battle, found greater
strength from his service. “I’m good with God,” he reports. “I talked to
God a lot more while I was over there–I told him, ‘You can take me
any day, I’m still with you’” (Benimoff and Conant 249). Pete Martin,
who served in the 425th Transportation Company in Sioux City, saw
an evolution in his faith in the months leading up to his service which,
he contends, only increased as a consequence of his experience in
Iraq. “My faith gave me a lot of strength,” Martin explained. “I felt
stronger knowing that God was with us, that he was keeping us from
losing any of our unit” (qtd. in Rossiter 1).
The historical and contemporary examples here suggest that there
is a wide spectrum of religious experience for men and women who go
to war. Though most soldiers do not lose their faith during battle,
spiritual distress has not been uncommon for many soldiers who have
served their country. The realities and horrors of war sometimes turn
soldiers away from their faith while for others, it reinforces their
religiosity. No matter the outcome, the role that religion plays is an
important part of the war experience for soldiers of all religious
persuasions.
By paying closer attention to the relationship between religiosity
and war, policy-makers, friends, and families of our bravest men and
women can better prepare our troops for the realities of battle before
deployment and help them transition to civilian life once they return
home. As Chaplain Benimoff writes, “War zones have a way of
traveling home with you.” For Benimoff and others, their crises of
faith occurred not during the heat of battle, but once they returned
home. Benimoff explains that during the conflagration of war, there
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“was no time to think and too much adrenaline” to seriously test his
faith. Instead, his “problem happened after I got home, in this warm
house here on this cul-de-sac, surrounded by my wife and my boys,
and the ever-present sound, not of guns, but of the neighborhood kids
playing outside” (Benimoff and Conant 248-49). It was only then that
the chaplain had the opportunity to reflect on his war experiences. If
we are going to respond to the needs of our veterans, we need to be
aware of the challenges that they face in their transition back to
civilian life. Recent studies of World War II soldiers suggest that
religion not only plays an important role in helping soldiers during
battle but long after the din of war has commenced. This makes the
historical study of our soldiers more than an intellectual exercise. A
more complete understanding of the relationship between religion
and war might have lasting influence on our soldiers’ social, mental,
and spiritual well-being.
Although there are significant differences between the World War
Two and twenty-first century generations, further study into the
former can suggest ways we may support the latter. If the results of a
forthcoming study in the Journal of Religion and Health are right,
religion has served as a useful tool in helping soldiers transition back
to civilian life. The study, conducted by a pair of scholars at Cornell
University and Virginia Wesleyan College, assesses the long-term
effects of war on religiosity. The scholars conclude that soldiers found
comfort in religious faith during the most intense combat experience.
Just as important, the study claims that veterans who bravely faced
the most dangerous battlefield circumstances have remained
disproportionately committed to their faith almost seventy years after
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their last military engagement. Correspondingly, those who faced
relatively mild combat experience tended to distance themselves from
their faith. Those soldiers who reported the most intense combat
experience, for example, were twice as likely to pray during battle.
More important for this essay, those embattled soldiers have
continued to attend church services and have remained active
members within their faith communities–and at disproportionate
rates.
While many of our financial, moral, and political resources rightly
go toward helping soldiers transition back to civilian life, study of
World War Two soldiers suggests that religion might be one of the
most useful tools in not only helping soldiers on the battlefields of
war, but also in responding to the obstacles that they face years, or
even decades, after they return home. Moreover, it seems to play an
especially significant role for our troops who faced the most daunting
challenges. As the Cornell study concludes, “the more that the
veterans reported they disliked the war, the more religious they were
50 years after combat” (Kelly 1). Based on longitudinal evidence from
the Greatest Generation, families, friends, policy-makers, chaplains,
and leaders of faith communities ought to consider adding religion to
the list of ways to help prepare young men and women for battle,
sustain them during the height of combat, and transition them back
into civilian life.
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A Private on the Public Stage:
Examining My Grandfather’s War at El Alamein

‡

Laurie James Laker
My grandfather, Eric George Laker, was captured at the Battle of
El Alamein, North Africa, on October 27, 1942. He was held in a
succession of prisoner of war camps across central Europe before the
war ended in 1945. For the duration of his captivity he kept a diary,
which he titled “Summary of Events: From 27th October 1942 to 24th
May 1945.” At the time of his capture, he was 22 years old.
Repatriated to England on May 24, 1945–he arrived home in Sussex at
age 25, having been a prisoner of war for two years and seven months.
While the bulk of the diary reflects upon his time as a prisoner of
war, of chief importance and interest to me, however, is the specific
focus that comes from the initial pages of this diary–The Battle of El
Alamein. The Second Battle of El Alamein took place over a period of
20 days from October 23, 1942, until November 11, 1942. The second
of the two great battles in North Africa, this latter engagement
resulted in the Axis forces retreating and conceding defeat, despite
Hitler’s insistence that Rommel “show [the German forces] no other
road than that to victory or death” (Rommel and Hart 321). It was this
battle that turned the tide of the second World War in favor of the
Allies, marking a distinct revival in the morale of the Allied forces and
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commanders–it was the first major offensive victory against the
enemy since the start of the European war in 1939. Such was the
significance of El Alamein that Winston Churchill later “purred
memorably, ‘Before Alamein we never had a victory. After Alamein we
never had a defeat’” (qtd. in Dimbley 2)
Set within this grand and overtly significant historical sequence of
events, then, was my grandfather–a private in the 4th Battalion Royal
Sussex Regiment, 133rd Infantry Brigade, X (10th) Corps. At “about
0900 hrs” on October 28, 1942–seven days after the start of the
battle–my grandfather was captured by German troops (Laker 3). This
research focuses simultaneously upon the minute and the massive–on
my grandfather’s detailed account of his capture and the events of his
own engagements that lead to it, and it also examines these small and
personal details within the larger context of the first week of the
Second Battle of El Alamein. This is not, it must be stressed, a crossexamination of my grandfather’s account against that of official
record. What I hope shall emerge from this research and writing is a
comprehensive portrayal, personal and public, of the events of that
aforementioned battle, allowing us (myself included) to answer the
question posed by the late American anthropologist Clifford Geertz,
“What’s going on here?” (224).
Given that my grandfather’s diary details the events before his
capture as well as the capture itself, I hope to draw upon “multiple and
evolving” realities (Fishman and McCarthy 88) that exist within the
memory and portrayal of the events surrounding my grandfather. This
approach leads me to touch upon the research method and the
analytical framework that I both have used and shall employ in the
© The Journal of Military Experience

research and writing of this paper. This paper is an ethnographic one,
and I freely admit that parts of this work verge into auto-ethnography.
This, obviously, comes about as a result of my personal investment
and relationship to the author of my central source, that being my
grandfather and his diary. Due to this personal relationship to my
subject, in an aim to provide some academic distance for analysis and
ease of approach, I shall hereafter refer to my grandfather as Private
(Pte.) Laker.
In addition to Pte. Laker’s war diary, the source material I have
garnered more recently for this project took me to the West Sussex
Record Office (WSRO), where I was able to view sources from a wide
selection of public and private material. This material includes, among
other things, news articles, the records from the chaplain of the 4th
Battalion, Regimental gazette copies, another soldier’s diary, and the
battle notes of Laker’s commanding officer (Sir Lashmer Gordon
Whistler) from the Second Battle of El Alamein. It is worth
mentioning that without ordering a comprehensive military record of
Pte. Laker’s service it was incredibly difficult to garner additional
information specific to him and his own engagements.
What I have found over the course of my research is a variety of
different narratives of the events of El Alamein, as well as several
documents that speak to the larger political context in which the battle
was set. These include an account of the role of the 4th Battalion as
part of the 133rd Infantry Brigade during the Battle of El Alamein,
copies of newsletters from Grace Line Shipping Company, and a brief
series of newspaper articles published in Sussex in 1979. While much
more material was available, the specificity of my focus in terms of
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time frame and involved personnel excluded much of what was
available to me. Therefore, the context in which this work is being
produced is one of both primary and secondary sources–with great
variance in the latter of those two source types. This variety of source
material, as well as the significance of the events that take place in the
diary, have allowed me to triangulate my focus. Lastly, I do not claim
to present the entire history of events in this essay, but rather to
simply expound upon the initial incidents portrayed in the wartime
diary of my late grandfather.
Prior Action
The nature of warfare is one of continual change and upheaval.
This is reflected not only in the horrific casualties and losses which
any involved people suffer, but also in the structure of those forces
involved in the fighting. The resultant military appointments of Pte.
Laker are both confusing and messy, but it is seen in my sources that
he was drafted as part of the 4th Battalion of the Royal Sussex
regiment, given the entry-level rank of private, and allotted the call
number “6402116” (“RSR/MSS/4/97─War Diary, Nominal Roll”).
Under the command of Sir Lashmer Gordon Whistler, he was one of
232 privates from the brigade, out of 289 men in total
(“RSR/MSS/4/97–War Diary, Nominal Roll”). The majority of these
men were local to Sussex, “their names often the same as those who
had left Sussex in earlier years to defeat Napoleon, fight in the Crimea
and Sudan, and against the Boers, before being decimated on the
Somme and at Ypres” ("How The Royal Sussex Helped To Defeat
Rommel"). Prior to arriving in North Africa, the 4th Battalion had
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served across Northern Europe–chiefly in Belgium and France. The
copy of Pte. Laker’s diary that resides in the Imperial War Museum in
London contains the “Ms copy of his unit's Operation Order No 9
(2pp, 21 May 1940) for the Petegem area of Belgium”–confirming his
active service in the Northern regions of Europe during the early
stages of the war (IWM; “Private Papers”).
I could not find any information on the specific theatre of war in
Belgium pertinent to him and his regiment, but what I was able to
discover follows hereafter. As a private in one of the infantry forces
under the banner of the 44th (Home Counties) Division, and thereby a
member of the III Corps that formed in France as part of the British
Expeditionary Force (BEF) in 1940, Pte. Laker would have seen action
in the Battle of France. This took place across France and the Low
Countries in the spring of 1940, lasting from the 10th of May until the
22nd of June. It resulted in a heavy defeat for the Allied forces and the
fall of France into Axis hands. Much of the BEF retreated towards the
French coast, evacuating to safety. The most famous evacuation of the
entire war was that of Dunkirk–which took place between May 26 and
the June 4, 1940. Pte. Laker and the men of the 4th Royal Sussex were
on the beaches with thousands of others, waiting in line and wading
into the water–hoping to make it to the boats bound for home. Under
duress enough already, Pte. Laker had the additional responsibility of
serving as the regimental clerk and record keeper. This means, of
course, that when the battalion took part in the battle and evacuation
at Dunkirk, he was one of the last men to board the boats to England–
he had to take note of all those who made it on board. Having spent a
brief leave at home, Pte. Laker returned to active service–eventually
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arriving in North Africa in May 1942. The 4th Battalion of the Royal
Sussex was initially involved in the Battle of Alam el Halfa, as one of
the many smaller component parts of Lieutenant-General Bernard
Montgomery’s (fondly known to all those under his command as
“Monty”) Eighth Army. This battle raged from August 30 until
September 5 1942. Under the command of Major-General Hughes and
Brigadier Whistler, the 44th Infantry Division (comprised of the 131st
and 133rd Infantry Brigades) countered what was to be the last major
Axis offensive of the Western Desert campaign. Despite this successful
outcome of the battle, Pte. Laker’s brigade is reported to have
performed poorly–failing to hold their designated outposts for the
necessary amount of time. The battle plan that German Field Marshall
Erwin Rommel had devised was to defeat the British 8th Army and
thereby strengthen the Axis, chiefly German and Italian, claims to the
North African region. The eventual Allied reinforcements to Monty’s
army rendered this plan impossible. The resultant retreat by Axis
forces compromised the military operations at the German base in
Africa and thereby rendered Axis aims in the Western Desert theatre
as unattainable. Hereafter, Pte. Laker’s 133rd Infantry Brigade was
sent to El Alamein to take part in what would become one of the
defining battles of the war, and indeed the last century. This is where
his diary begins, and my investigation also.
El Alamein
Almost unknown at the time of his appointment, LieutenantGeneral Bernard Law Montgomery was determined to “destroy
Rommel and his army” and “hit him for six, right out of Africa.”.
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Montgomery’s style was informal and not at all in keeping with the air
of a commanding officer, and he “inspired the desert army, with his
strange military hats, his unorthodox uniform, his habit of chatting to
the men, his visits to cookhouses without warning” ("How the Royal
Sussex Helped to Defeat Rommel").
By the time Pte. Laker arrived at El Alamein, Lieutenant-General
Montgomery had been forced to re-evaluate his plans for the Western
Desert theatre. As the fighting had continued across North Africa
through September and into October, Montgomery noted in his diary
that it was “becoming essential to break through somewhere” (Barr
369). Indeed, he began to have severe doubts about his methods and
plans and “feared that me might be asking too much of his ‘somewhat
untrained troops’” (Playfair et al 6). Hatching a new plan in the early
part of October, General Montgomery decided to “alter the design of
the battle on the front of the main attack, after the infantry had
broken into the enemy’s defended zone” (Playfair et al 6). As part of
this new plan, and all infantry would be covered by “very strong
artillery support” and would “widen the breach to [the] north and
south” thereby “methodically destroy[ing] the enemy’s holding
troops” – a process Montgomery named “crumbling” (Playfair et al 6).
This new approach of General Montgomery is reflected in the first
paragraph of Pte. Laker’s diary:
I may as well give the objective of the attack. The Rifle Brigade
was supposed to have taken the position which was classed as
a strong point. Apparently they had not done so, and the
88mm guns there were providing an obstacle to our tanks. We
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were to go in with the design of putting out the 88s, hold the
position until dawn, when our tanks would go through us and
we would withdraw, our job done. That was what it was on
paper. (Laker 2)11
The armored divisions were to be properly enforced with new
equipment so that they could make this supportive action count. This
re-equipping affected Pte. Laker’s 133rd Infantry Brigade, now under
the control of the 10th Armored Division. Many of the armored
divisions received their equipment with weeks to spare, time enough
to train with it and familiarize the men with the new plan. The 10th
Armored Division, and by default Pte. Laker, had no such luck. They
were “hampered by the late arrival of equipment, which delayed the
reorganization of the 133rd Infantry Brigade as a lorried infantry
brigade” (Playfair et al 14). Additionally, there was “no settled or
agreed War Establishment or scale of equipment for a lorried infantry
brigade, [and] no extra staff or signals had been provided” (Latimer
257). Having been an “ordinary infantry brigade until 8 September,”
the men of the 133rd Lorried Infantry had their work cut out for them
with barely days to retrain, rearm, and reorganize within the confines
of General Montgomery’s new plan (Latimer 257).
Montgomery’s plan then, while far larger in scale, trickled down to
the smallest of military levels–the Allied infantry push would be
swiftly followed by artillery and tanks, which would in turn force the
Axis infantry defenses back and engage their respective armor, unable
Throughout Private Laker’s diary, all exclamation marks and
question marks are prefaced by a period. This is due to a technical
function on the typewriter that he used to copy his diary after the war.
11
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to “stand idle while the defences [sic] crumbled away” (Playfair et al
6). To make this new plan work, the aforementioned issue of the
“somewhat untrained troops” now had to be amended (Playfair et al
6). Montgomery, only adding to his burgeoning reputation as a
competent commander of men in the field, had realized that “his
Army was badly in need of training, and … insisted on training for the
particular type of battle he had devised” (Playfair et al 6). Pte. Laker’s
brigade, the 133rd Infantry, fell under that umbrella of re-training. As
noted in the writings that are attributed to the chaplain of the 4th
Royal Sussex Battalion, “We had trained strenuously with the 133rd
Lorried Brigade for close on six weeks during which time we had
learned to find our way, but night and day, across desert trenches
using only the compass” (RSR/MSS/4/101–“With the 4th”). The
brevity and intensity of this training was not uncommon. Most other
divisions underwent “short periods of training, … mostly by a brigade
at a time. Exercises were so arranged that units (unwittingly–for
reasons of security) rehearsed their parts in the coming battle”
(Playfair et al 14).
The portion of the plan that involved Pte. Laker was not met with
overwhelming enthusiasm. Among those doubting the newly trained
troops’ ability to execute the new plan properly was the commander of
the 10th Corps, General Herbert Lumsden. Described later in his
TIME Magazine obituary from January 22, 1945, as a “glint-eyed”
man, Lumsden warned his men that under no circumstances should
they “rush blindly on to the enemy’s anti-tank guns or try to pass
through a narrow bottleneck which is covered by a concentration of
enemy tanks” (“A General Dies At Sea”; Playfair et al 35). He went on
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to write that in the assured state of chaos that would unfold the
battlefield, his men must employ “a proper co-ordinated [sic] plan”
(Playfair et al 35). General Montgomery, despite doubts from his
generals, gave word that his orders should be followed “exactly as he
had directed,” envisioning the need to “Organise ahead for a ‘dogfight’
of a week. Whole affair about 12 days” (Playfair et al 35).
The battle of El Alamein began on Friday, October 23. The
chaplain of the 4th Battalion Royal Sussex recorded that “the earth
and sky suddenly rocked. This was the moment for which we had
waited. The gigantic detonations and explosions increased and soon
we were on the move forward to the battle” (RSR/MSS/4/101–“With
the 4th”). The men of the 4th Battalion Royal Sussex continued to
move forward “with intermittent speeds, sometimes halting or
crawling along at slow speed, at other times making a sudden dash
forward” (RSR/MSS/4/101–“With the 4th”). These movements would
have been made all the more difficult due to the fact that the
transportation vehicles of the 133rd Lorried Infantry Brigade were
“entirely unarmoured [sic]–unlike the motor battalions’ large scale
carriers” and their subsequent “requests for armoured [sic]
vehicles…had been refused” (Latimer 257). Attacks took place all day
and night, pitting the American Sherman and British Crusader tanks
versus the German Panzers, all manner of heavy artillery, and infantry
insurgencies and counter-movements. The men of the 133rd Lorried
Brigade, Pte. Laker among them, were forced to form a “pivot of
manouvere” along the southern Miteirya Ridge, under the cover of
“Night-flying Hurricanes [that] would again patrol the area” (Playfair
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et al 45).12 These night bombing raids lit up the darkness of the
surrounding desert night; “our bombing shuttle service was a picture
to behold,” wrote Rifleman Suckling of the Rifle Battalion (qtd. in
Lucas 222). Such a sight, the “bright glow” that Pte. Laker makes
mention of, is demonstrated in the two photographs in Appendix A
(Laker 2). These photographs detail both the opening bombardment
of October 23rd and the bombing of the Miteirya Ridge, the same
ridge that the men of the 133rd Lorried Brigade had pivoted around
on that first morning of the battle.
Such was the importance of this maneuver by the 133rd that
General Lumsden wrote in his diary that while “we may get through to
where his [the enemy] guns are now. It is a tremendous decision. If we
don’t do it the battle just fizzes out” (qtd. in Barr 330).Sadly for the
men of the 133rd Lorried Infantry, and indeed for Pte. Laker, Playfair
points out that the “night’s operations were ill-fated from the start”
(45). With far, far “more mines on and beyond the Miteirya Ridge
than had been expected,” the clearing of these “amid many
distractions” proved incredibly difficult (Playfair et al 45).
Furthermore, amid the chaos, “many vehicles were set on fire, and the
blaze attracted more bombing and more shelling.” In an effort to
minimize casualties, “the regiments dispersed as best they could, but
much delay and some disorganization resulted” (Playfair et al 45). Pte.

12The

use of aerial bombardment was commonplace in the war by this
time, and El Alamein was no different from any other theatre of battle.
Bombing of Axis targets commenced on the first day of battle,
predominantly taking place under cover of darkness.
187

Laker’s diary reflects this disorganization: “Almost from the start the
manoeuvre [sic] was a fiasco–unfortunately for us!” (Laker 1).
A further example of the disorganization that came with the
restructuring of the regiment was demonstrated in the
communications systems utilized on the battlefield. Such was the
chaotic nature of the Battle of El Alamein that many of the
communications networks were temporarily disabled or entirely
knocked out during the initial phases of the battle. Such is the
complexity of these communications networks that the widespread
fighting readily knocks out any method of communications that
officers in the field may use to pass on orders to their troops. An
example of these networks, one of dozens present at Alamein, is given
in the diagram of New Zealand military divisional signals as shown in
Appendix B. These networks crisscrossed each other, adding layers of
potential disaster to the already incredibly dangerous environment
that Pte. Laker and his fellows were fighting in. As the battle
continued, the men of the 4th Royal Sussex, and thereby the 133rd
Lorried Infantry Brigade, suffered frequent outages of
communications, making all orders nearly impossible to update. This
chaos appears across many sources. First of all, in Pte. Laker’s diary,
he recalls that there were men and Commanding Officers “dashing
here, there, and all over the place, trying to put their men ‘in the
picture’ but owing to the rush instructions were perforce of a very
much abridged nature” (Laker 1). “Everybody looks shaken for no
communication has come from Bn. H.Q.,” wrote the chaplain of the
4th Royal Sussex (RSR/MSS/4/101–“With the 4th”). He and his men
seem to have lost contact with their commanding officers at some
© The Journal of Military Experience

point during their offensives, “Where are the company commanders?
Where is the C.O.? …No one seems to know!” (RSR/MSS/4/101–
“With the 4th”). On October 28, the official diary of the 133rd Lorried
Infantry Brigade notes that “Communications between the reserve coy
and Bn H.Q. had not yet been established and it was impossible owing
to the enemy fire even to look over the intervening ridge, it was not
possible to prove whether the forward positions had been over-run
until darkness fell” (RSR/MSS/4/97─“War Diary” 3).
The Battle of El Alamein rolled on, and Pte. Laker’s 133rd Lorried
Infantry moved deeper into enemy territory, having been routed and
rebuffed on several occasions. Pte. Laker was put into action on
October 25th. The men of the 4th Royal Sussex Regiment, including
those of the 133rd Lorried Infantry Brigade, were put into a night
attack and were instructed to capture one of three enemy
strongpoints, known as Woodcock (on the right), Kidney Ridge (down
the center), and Snipe (on the left). The target for Pte. Laker and his
cohorts was that aforementioned “position dubbed Woodcock” (“How
the Royal Sussex Helped to Defeat Rommel”). The night attack on
October 25th had been “preceded by an immense artillery barrage” as
per Montgomery’s new plan (“How the Royal Sussex Helped to Defeat
Rommel”). The three points of Woodcock, Snipe, and Kidney Ridge
proved hard to capture, as the “enemy infantry, dug into narrow slit
trenches surrounded by scattered mines and barbed wire, put up a
fierce resistance” (“How the Royal Sussex Helped to Defeat Rommel”).
The men of the “2 and 4 R. Sussex were pinned to the ground by the
fire ensuing from the armed battles” (RSR 1/138-153–“War Diary” 1).
Happily for Pte. Laker, it was seen that “at first light [that] all three
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objectives had been gained,” which, in light of the fact that large
numbers of “Sussex men had died, or were wounded during the
attack,” was a remarkable achievement (RSR 1/138-153–“War Diary”
1). According to the official war diary of the 133rd Lorried Infantry
Brigade, it was reported that at “529hrs 4 R. Sussex were in
possession of WOODCOCK” (RSR 1/138-153–“War Diary” 3). On the
morning of October 27, the 133rd had been ordered to “relieve the 2nd
Rifle Brigade in place on Snipe” (Latimer 257). Sadly, a confusion in
the accuracy of the maps that had been approved for military use and
planning–a contour in the land being mistaken for what was in fact a
“deepish depression”–led the aforementioned 2nd Rifle Brigade “too
far left of Snipe,” a move that would “lead to tragedy for the 4th Royal
Sussex Regiment”–and Pte. Laker (Latimer 257).
Captivity
The main focal point of Pte. Laker’s diary is his experiences in the
succession of Prisoner of War (POW) camps where he was held for the
remainder of the war following his capture at El Alamein. The exact
events surrounding his capture are murky, depending upon the source
being used to determine the truth of the situation. However, my
research allows me to dovetail multiple accounts of the same events
and draw some conclusions.
According to Brigadier Alec W. Lee, the commanding officer of the
133rd Lorried Infantry Regiment, on the morning of October 28, at
“approx 0730 hrs the Bde’s right fwd position WOODCOCK held by
the 4 R. Sussex was over-run by the enemy” (RSR 1/138-153–“War
Diary” 3). As Barr notes, “the men of the 4th Royal Sussex were not
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desert veterans… [and] their inexperience proved costly” (Barr 356).
He quotes Lieutenant C. E. Hutchinson, the acting observation officer
with the 2nd Kings Royal Rifle Corps, the same corps that the men of
the 4th Royal Sussex (specifically the 133rd Lorried Infantry Brigade)
had been sent to help: “40 or 50 inf whom, I was told, were a coy of
the 4 Bn Royal Sussex Regt; they were being rounded up by two
Mk.IIIs and two M.13s” (Barr 359).13 The report of Lieutenant
Hutchinson matches “How the Royal Sussex Helped to Defeat
Rommel” in that it details the suddenness with which the men were
“over-run by German tanks” (“How the Sussex Helped to Defeat
Rommel”). As a result of this surprise cornering, “some 400 men of
the battalion” were “marched away across the sand into captivity”
(“How the Sussex Helped to Defeat Rommel”). The complications in
varying accounts begin here. The war diary of the 133rd notes that two
groups of men from the 4th Royal Sussex were taken prisoner that
day, but one around 0730 and one later–approximated at 0800 hours
or so. Pte. Laker’s diary reflects that he was among the latter group of
men taken prisoner:
At about 0900 hrs we received the shock of our lives. We were
contently playing with our automatics when I looked up and
saw some of our fellows climbing out of their slit trenches with
their hands up.! One even had a white handkerchief tied to his
rifle. I blinked and then looked around. I saw a tank that had
13The

Mk.III tank that Lieutenant Hutchinson refers to, I believe, was
the Nazi Panzer III–one of the most commonly used Axis tanks of the
war. Additionally, the M.13 tank was an Italian Fiat-AnsaldoM13/40,
the main tank that the Italians used for the duration of the war.
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come over the ridge with others to the right of it. A fellow was
sitting on the top with a nasty looking L.M.G. which he was
waving around in a most unfriendly manner, and walking
beside the tank was another chap with a revolver. He was
waving his hands around him indicating to our fellows that
they were to come with him and surrender. Then to my horror
I saw a black cross on the front of the tank. (Laker 3)
The description that Pte. Laker gives of the events surrounding his
capture, indeed the time that he notes it took place, match the time
frame of the aforementioned Lieutenant Hutchinson. Given the
instability of military communications during the battle, it is no
surprise there is an hour difference between the accounts of
Lieutenant Hutchinson and Pte. Laker.
Brigadier Lee notes in the diary of the 133rd that “wireless
communications…broke down,”14 and that every battalion was “under
continuous fire from small arms, mortars and arty… confined to their
slit trenches, intercommunication being impossible” ((RSR 1/138153–“War Diary” 3, 4). It was only later in the morning when he could
confirm, “the whole of Bn H.Q. were among those presumed taken
prisoner” (RSR 1/138-153–“War Diary” 3). This group of men, I
believe, included Pte. Laker. The losses of the 4th Royal Sussex from
the day were totaled at “47 killed and 342 missing,” and Brigadier Lee
later complained to his superiors that his brigade had been

14War

Diary. Copy of the Official War Diary of the 133rd Infantry
Brigade, The Royal Sussex Regiment. Compiled by Brigadier Alec W.
Lee. 3.
© The Journal of Military Experience

“completely unsupported by armour” and as a result had easily
succumbed to enemy pressures (Playfair et al 47; Latimer 258).
Pte. Laker’s diary, detailing the gut-wrenching confusion that he
felt at the moment of his capture, mirrors the frustrations of Brigadier
Lee. Disbelief was rife among the men, with Pte. Laker being
“convinced that no man living can put into words what my feelings
were at that moment” (Laker 3). Interestingly, and perhaps
commonplace in such situations, Laker’s diary and his own feelings at
his capture remain defiant for a short while: “What had happened?
Had our tanks been beaten back? Impossible.! Had Jerry made a
counter attack and broken through our companies.? Question after
question flashed through my mind as we sat seemingly frozen.
Prisoners of war–horrible thought.!” (Laker 3).At the beginning of his
diary, Pte. Laker writes that his being a prisoner of war was (at the
time),
Funny…really, because whoever I speak to agrees with me that
that is the last thing that enters ones head when going into
action. The thought that you might stop a fatal one occurs to
you, and also that you may get wounded either more or less
severely, but that you may be captured never enters your head.
Maybe it is just as well. (Laker 1)
Given that he would be held as a prisoner for the next 2 years and 7
months of his life, there is a grim irony at his outrage and somewhat
humorous assessment of the previously unconsidered outcome of
being on active duty for a nation at war.
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The resultant Allied victory at the Battle of El Alamein was
heralded throughout the world as the moment that turned the tide in
the favor of the Allied forces. The reporting of the involvement of the
Royal Sussex Regiment was far more locally based. An extract from
the Egyptian Gazette of November 8, 1942, tells of the actions of
those brave men. The 4th Royal Sussex Regiment, according to the
unnamed Brigadier who was interviewed for the piece, “had captured
two vital features, driving a deep wedge into the enemy line. It was
certain that the Germans would try their hardest to win back this
ground” (RSR/MSS/2/149–“Well Done the Sussex”).15 The following
morning, the Brigadier touches upon the series of incidents
concerning the capture of 342 men, including Pte. Laker: “At first light
they attacked with tanks and over-ran some of the forward troops.
They shelled the Sussex lines and raked it with machine-gun fire.
Every weapon they could bring to bear opened up at the slightest hint
of a movement. But the Sussex held on grimly” (RSR/MSS/2/149–
“Well Done the Sussex”). It was this group of forward troops, overrun
by the German offensive line, which included Pte. Laker. The article
goes on to quote another Pte. from the regiment, Pte. Harvey.
Harvey’s mood, having survived the battle and avoided capture, is
optimistic and expectant: “It was our first real battle out here and all
the boys are really fighting fit now” (RSR/MSS/2/149–“Well Done the
Sussex”). It reads as though Harvey considers El Alamein a training

It is safe for us to assume that these two vital positions were
Woodcock and Snipe, the points of attack and movement for the 4th
Royal Sussex and the 133rd Lorried Infantry Brigade.
15
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exercise of sorts, as a warm up for some hitherto unknown larger
event.
Conclusion
It is an odd thing to find the events that shaped the life of someone
you love have been distilled to words devoid of detail and emotional
recognition. Some of the accounts of these events border upon jocular.
This is why the diary of Pte. Laker carries such particular resonance
for me. Obvious familial bond aside, I find the detail that he writes
with and the accuracy of detail he blatantly strives to achieve both
refreshing and, more than occasionally, alarming. The large majority
of his diary details his day-to-day life in a succession of camps, but my
curiosity about the events surrounding his capture afforded me the
opportunity to delve further into his past. He was a quiet and reserved
man, and barely spoke of his experiences during the war. The details I
have included in this piece add flesh to the skeletal description and
notes that my grandfather makes in his diary. It is my hope, somehow,
that these additions add greater depth to the experiences of Pte.
Laker, and also that anyone reading this can gain a tangible sense of
the man I knew simply as Grandad.
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Artwork

Introduction: Artwork

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert
At the July 2012 Military Experience and the Arts Symposium
at Eastern Kentucky
University, I sat with a
participant who struggled
to understand the
meaning behind the
artwork that was used for
the cover of JME 2. When
the artist, Jessica
Dittbenner, came to the
microphone to talk about
her painting, my
companion took in

Jessica Dittbenner describes her painting;
courtesy of Lisa Day.

everything she had to say, and the significance of the artwork was
unveiled not only for her, but for everyone else in the room. The
experience of witnessing confusion transformed to clarity and
understanding stayed with me and has been an inspiration for the
Arts Section of this volume of the journal.
Artwork by combat veterans often addresses particular
themes, and subtle meanings are frequently imbedded into the
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work that is inherently understood by those who have been a part
of a military community. Some arts initiatives–like Combat Paper
Project workshops for veterans–have also had an intentional
purpose of providing an outlet for veterans to creatively interpret
their military experiences. The artwork produced resonates for
those with similar knowledge, but without some levels of
interpretation it does
not easily translate for
civilian observers
whose experiences
have been very
different.
Artwork is one of the
most powerful ways to
provide bridges across
the military and
civilian divide. The
artwork included in
this volume of the
Courtesy of Giuseppe Pellicano

journal represents the
creative output of 25

artists–active duty service members, veterans, and a few civilians–
and the intent is to have the meaning of the work accessible to
everyone viewing it. From those who served in Vietnam and
Desert Storm, to those who fought in our most current wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan, to civilians who have been affected by war,
these artists have used multiple forms of artistic expression–
203

painting, sculpture, photography, art installation, mixed media,
ceramics, handmade paper, a storytelling performance, and a
documentary film production–to translate their experiences of
war and military service.
There are two articles in the arts section of the journal. The
first article is of artwork submitted to the journal by 16 artists. To
assist in interpreting the work nine themes have been identified
that respond to the artwork and also correlate to the life cycle of
those who serve in the military–from recruitment to reorientation.
Additionally, there are artist biographies, artist statements, and
when provided, descriptions of the work. The second article is of
an exhibition held November 2012 to January 2013 at North
Central College in Naperville, Illinois, by members of Warrior Art
Group, a show that was a part of the 2012/2013 In War initiative
developed by the National Veterans Art Museum in Chicago. Eight
artists are represented in the show.
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Editors
Tara Leigh Tappert is an independent scholar and archivist and
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Kate Rouleau is a student at Pennsylvania State University
majoring in International Affairs with a concentration in
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family, especially when her father began working as an engineer
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learn about the stories behind each piece of artwork included in
this volume of the journal.
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Call and Response:
Artwork by Active Duty Service Members,
Veterans, and Civilians

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau
The idea of call and response—themes and the artwork
inspired by the themes—provides an interpretive overlay for the
44 works of art featured in this article of the journal. The themes
chosen—Recruit, Record, Rehabilitate, Retreat, React, Respect,
Reflect, Remember, and Reorient—suggest the experiential “life
cycle” of those who have served in the armed forces–from
recruitment into military life to reorientation back to the civilian
world. Additionally, there are responses to a few of the themes by
civilian artists who have had their own encounters with the forces
of war and its impact on family and friends.
The pairing of themes and artwork facilitates deeper levels of
understanding of stories both universal and unique. Within the
structural parameters of each defined theme are opportunities for
multiple interpretations of both artwork and theme.
Recruit includes work that suggests recruitment posters, a
documentary film that explores the process of military training
and its psychological effects, and the story of a young woman
whose service in the Navy began at the point of a family tragedy.
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Record depicts combat art that tells many stories. There are the
visual “facts” of missions, but also insights into the level of
vigilance required during combat. There are lessons to learn, bases
to secure, and even rest and relaxation is tempered by a ready
weapon. Perseverance is demonstrated in the Rehabilitation
theme with the Joe Bonham Project drawings of a wounded
warrior who is depicted as still in the fight and determined to go
on with his life. But not all wounds are visible, and that too is
suggested by work in this theme. Sometimes the invisible wounds
of war take over, and the work included in Retreat captures a
relentless inner chaos. The artwork included In React plays with
different meanings of the term. An on-duty pilot is an “eye in the
sky” protecting comrades from enemy danger, while the tank at
ready on the home front suggests that those returned from battle
find ways to reenact military maneuvers at home. Admiration and
appreciation is at the core of all the images included in Respect–a
flag, a wheelchair-bound warrior, a group of soldiers at reveille, a
platoon of ceramic boots with dog tags created to honor 100 fallen
soldiers, and the story of an Arlington National Cemetery burial
and the legacy of this sacred place. The cost of war runs through
all the images included in Reflect—the toll of combat seen in the
eyes of soldiers from two different wars, and in the despair of a
mother holding her dead son, and the ravages of war on land and
home, to which new life always and inevitably returns. Proud
legacies of service–accomplishment, identity, and community–are
the highlights of the artwork represented in Remember. Two of
the images recall the accomplishments of those who served in
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WWII; two others suggest identity to a branch of service; while the
final two depict familial community. For the last theme, Reorient,
the artists use art making as a tool to find peace and to find their
place again in a non-military world, depicting what it is like to
“fight the demons,” finding ways to blend love and war, making
visible horrific experiences that have been suppressed and
invisible, and doing all that is required to save oneself.
Further insights regarding the motivations of the artist are in
their biographies and artist statements. Reasons for making art
are as varied as the artwork itself, and the artists represented have
served in conflicts ranging from the Vietnam War to the most
current wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. There is also artwork by a
Canadian soldier who was deployed throughout the Balkans on
NATO and United Nations peacekeeping missions.
Aesthetically, the work covers a wide spectrum–from art
making for healing to artwork intended to demonstrate
professional art career ambitions. Images represented suggest
historical legacy, duty and honor, as well as familial brotherhood
and sisterhood. But they also depict betrayal, cynicism, and
despair. Forms of expression include painting, sculpture,
photography, mixed media, handmade paper, a ceramics
installation, a one-person storytelling performance, and a
documentary film production. Styles include the quickly captured
“witness” art of Michael D. Fay, whose compositions and
straightforward images recall the Civil War Harper’s Magazine
illustration work of Winslow Homer, and Victor C. Juhasz, whose
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drawings are filled with staccato lines that suggest the work of his
mentor, WWII artist Howard Brodie.
Like many WWII veterans who took their GI Bill benefits and
studied in arts programs across the country in the late 1940s and
1950s, today’s veterans are doing the same and the inspiration for
their work comes from a wide range of aesthetic and thematic
influences, and from various mentors.
Giuseppe Pellicano created the installation of 100 ceramic
boots with dog tags as his senior project while matriculating in the
BFA program at North Central College. The work was funded by a
grant from the school. Pellicano’s installation recalls another one
with boots–Eyes Wide Open: An Exhibit on the Human Cost of
the War–developed by and displayed throughout the country
since 2004 by the American Friends Service Committee, a Quaker
service organization.
The Veterans’ Papermaking Project hosted by Patrick Sargent
at George Mason University benefited from his earlier
participation in a papermaking workshop lead by Drew Matott, cofounder of Combat Paper Project and Peace Paper Project.
Sargent’s artwork is about community collaboration and expands
upon the Combat Paper Project traditions. So does the work of
Robin Brooks, who participated in a Combat Paper Project
workshop at Seminole State College in Oklahoma.
Gregory Gieske learned the mixed media technique he employs
in his work from Brian Holland, one of his art professors at
University of Sioux Falls in South Dakota, S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr.
applies principles of art education acquired during his studies at
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Bellarmine University in Louisville, Kentucky, to the informationdriven pieces he creates, and Jessica Dittbenner, currently a
student at University of Kansas, creates artwork out of her dual
academic perspectives of art and anthropology.
A personal journey toward peace and contemplation has
served and shaped the artistry of Tif Holmes. For the past three
years she has studied contemplative Miksang photography with
Jake Lorfing, a photographer and writer as well as a registered
nurse with the Texas Department of State Health Services, in
Austin, Texas. At its most basic level Miksang (Tibetan for “good
eye”) is concerned with uncovering the truth of pure perception.
Holmes has used contemplative photography to bring vision and
light to many troubling shadows that have trailed her since leaving
the military.
The artwork presented here reveals a great deal to the
observant viewer. Time and place and conditions of work are
beautifully captured in the combat “witness” art of Fay and
Juhasz. Several of the artists–Brooks, Gieske, Godin, Holmes,
Kastava, McCall, and Neal–successfully interpret psychological
trauma, offering a glimpse of inner turmoil and creative
resolution. While others–Pellicano, Rohde, and Sargent–provide
uplifting visions of honorable sacrifice and the strength that can be
found in home, family, and community, however one finds it.
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The Artwork
Recruit
Record
Rehabilitate
Retreat
React
Respect
Reflect
Remember
Reorient
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Recruit

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb—To enlist someone in the armed forces
Noun—A person newly enlisted and not fully trained
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡
Gregory Gieske, Progress (n.d.)
Gregory Gieske, Self-Portrait (2012)
Robin Brooks, Cold War June (2012/2013)
S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr., Reduced, Reused, Recycled (n.d.)
S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr., Rethink, Remove, Refuse (n.d.)
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Progress

‡

Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Mixed Media (n.d), 24 X 36 in., Courtesy Gregory Gieske
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Description:
Mixed media in visual art refers to the employment of more
than one media. A work on canvas that combines paint, ink, and
collage can properly be called a "mixed media" work. When
creating a painted or photographed work using mixed media
choose the layers carefully and allow enough drying time to ensure
the final work has integrity. Many effects can be achieved using
mixed media. Mixed media is a flexible approach to art making.
Found objects can be used with paints or graphite to express a
meaning in everyday life.
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Self Portrait

‡

Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Mixed Media (2012), 36 X 24 in., Courtesy Gregory Gieske
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Cold War June

‡

Robin Brooks (U.S. Navy Reserve)

Mixed Media, including pulped fiber from uniforms (2012/2013), Courtesy Robin Brooks
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Cold War June
—Robin Brooks
Broken, shattered,
All that ever mattered;
Splintered, Fractured,
Mortally Wounded
In a Cold War June;
Literally torn apart, 1985
Preparing to embark
On a journey of independence;
Eternal reverberations
Of a single gunshot;
Resounding, resonating,
Vibrating through flesh and bone;
Piercing a vulnerable child’s passionate heart;
Obliterating yesterday;
Taking with it, tomorrow;
Erasing a brother, annihilating a mother,
Echoing into forever;
So many lost souls
Suddenly adrift;
Now a dead girl walking
Into a sea of white uniforms;
Carrying a burning torch to the costume ball;
Illuminating the faces
Of a new family of surrogates;

217

Shining light upon painful cracks
In the once solid foundation;
Devoid of inspiration,
Hollow, empty;
Hanging by a gossamer thread,
Yet cloaked in standard, government-issue;
Honorable, protective garments;
Surrounded by generations,
Both past and present;
Rendering a private salute,
Pleading in a silent prayer
One fine Navy day
In June;
Levitating, rising, reincarnating,
A ghostly apparition appearing;
A former self;
A girl who once was;
A shadow, a specter hovering;
An unrecognizable daughter;
Alone;
Without a beloved father
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Orphanhood
—Robin Brooks
Orphanhood, age nineteen,
Left to trek alone;
With only herself for company;
Born again, age nineteen,
Unto a broken home;
Fragments of some other life
Scattered about her feet;
Memories of a plastic bubble,
The tiny fish bowl,
A terrarium;
With smooth, perfect stones,
Predictable rows,
Pretty paths constructed
For the turtles to follow;
Orphanhood, age nineteen,
Fed to the dogs;
Left to die;
Nothing
But the howling wind;
And some strange girl
For company.
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Description:
Cold War June, in its entirety, describes a sudden and complete
metamorphosis in my young adulthood, during the 1980s, which
combined two distinct, monumental, yet simultaneous events:
Indoctrination into the U.S. Navy (a coming-of-age scenario) and
the tragic death of my brilliant, beloved father (who was my
foundational parent, life mentor, and hero on every conceivable
level). My father died in the month of June, just days after my
esteemed graduation from boot camp in Orlando, Florida, literally
during the first three days of acclimation to "A School" in
Meridien, Mississippi. In other words, my military journey began
with horrific loss─not loss induced by war or hand-to-hand
combat on the battlefield, but a familial loss that left an
unimaginable, permanent wound that I've never gotten over. As
the years have passed, I have learned to carry this burden of youth
with some amount of wisdom and grace.
At the tender age of nineteen, my entire existence was forever
altered; my life, future plans and enthusiastic outlook, essentially
"turned on a dime," as the old saying goes. The gut-wrenching
emotional and tangible, physical pain; confusion; and newfound
embodiment of total abandonment that colored the beginning of
my young Navy career are further described in an original poem
from 1985 (the year of my father's death) entitled “Orphanhood.”
The poem, written while I lived in the enlisted barracks at
Naval Air Station, Patuxent River, Maryland, encapsulates the
evolution of a latent teenager/young adult to instant adult,
overnight, without warning, with suddenly insufficient
preparation for adulthood and all of the necessary requirements,
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responsibilities, and hardships associated with total
independence, the journey toward self-sufficiency at a young age
without parents at the helm. I say, "without parents” in plural, as
loving homage to my mother who was so deeply devastated by my
father's unexpected death (she had lost her first husband in a
terrible car accident right after he came home from Germany in
World War II) that she was largely unavailable to me as a resource
or mother-guide. She was absent, extremely forlorn, "missing-inaction." My brother, three years my senior, was also reeling from
shock and disoriented. Therefore, I felt very much alone in my
emotional space and processing, like a ship without a rudder aloft
in a storm, particularly while attempting to fully embrace and
embark on what should have been the beginning of a wonderful
adventure, yet was so fraught with despair.
The artwork is a tribute to the girl I once was and the woman I
became, largely due to my "surrogate family," the men and women
of the U.S. Navy, closing ranks around me at a time when I needed
a metaphorical anchor. I chose to imbed my traditional "Navy
Whites" into Combat Paper pulp because it was my actual uniform
worn at the time and because it represents an apparitional quality
(something molting, perhaps angelic, ghostly, or other-worldly)
surrounded by a cosmic form of protection; legions of soldiers,
sailors, and "wingmen," walking me through the most difficult
transition of my life. The uniform represents an authentic patriot,
yet the parallel sense of being cloaked in a costume, completely
disembodied, disconnected, and disassociated through grief. The
ballet slipper, in the pocket of my uniform skirt, is a major part of
that "lost girl.”
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Reduce(d), Reuse(d), Recycle(d)

‡

S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr. (U.S. Army Reserve)

Ink Jet Print on Paper (n.d.), 36 X 24 in., Courtesy S. Bryan Reinholdt Jr.
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Rethink, Remove, Refuse

‡

S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr. (U.S. Army Reserve)

Ink Jet Print on Paper (n.d.), 36 X 24 in., Courtesy S. Bryan Reinholdt Jr.

Description:
My work mocks much of the propaganda that was used to recruit me
and millions of others.
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Record

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–To set down in writing or some other permanent form for
later reference
Noun–A thing constituting a piece of evidence about the past,
especially an account of an act or occurrence, kept in writing or
some other permanent form
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡
Michael D. Fay, Setting in the Barbed Wire (2013)
Michael D. Fay, Laying Out a Patrol Base, Nawa District, 3rd
Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment (2013)
Michael D. Fay, Counter Sniper Fire, Patrol Base Karma, 3rd
Battalion of the 1st Marine Regiment (2013)
Michael D. Fay, Major Robert Farrell, CO of Weapons Company,
3rd Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment (2013)
Michael D. Fay, In the Shadow of the Poppy Harvest (2013)
Victor C. Juhasz, Afghanistan–Catching Some Sleep in Transit
(2011)
Victor C. Juhasz, Combat Control Exercise (2009)
Jerad Alexander, Saw (2005)
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Setting in the Barbed Wire

‡

CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)

Acrylic on Canvas (2013) 20 X 16 in., from the art collection of the National
Museum of the Marine Corps, Quantico, VA
Digital image courtesy Michael D. Fay
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Description:
Few jobs are more demanding than setting in fresh barbed
wire around a vulnerable patrol base. In this painting the Marines
of 3rd Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment drive metal stakes
into rock-hard earth and stretch out miles of barbed wire. Besides
their body armor and rifles, their most valuable belongings are
leather gloves and bottles of water.
War shapes everything from landscape and culture, to the very
center of our psyches. My art philosophy is simple. Go to war, do
art. As a naturalist, my methods are simple. Embed deeply, sketch
what I see and return to the studio. Combat art has a reportage
heritage, but is more poetic than literal. War art is witness art.
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Laying Out a Patrol Base, Nawa District, 3rd
Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment

‡

CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)

Acrylic on Canvas (2013), 16 X 20 in., from the art collection of the National Museum
of the Marine Corps, Quantico, VA
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Description:
This painting shows Marines with the 3rd Battalion of the 3rd
Marine Regiment during the initial phase of setting up a new
patrol base in the Nawa District of Helmand Province of
Afghanistan. The location overlooks the Helmand River. The
terrain is the rock-hard remains of once cultivated fields. Between
lugging coils of barbed wire, filling HESCO barriers by hand, and
fending off the Taliban, the greatest challenge is staying hydrated
in the unrelenting heat of high noon in mid-May 2010.
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Counter Sniper Fire, Patrol Base Karma, 3rd
Battalion of the 1st Marine Regiment

‡

CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)

Acrylic on Canvas (2013), 20 X 16 in., from the art collection of the National
Museum of the Marine Corps, Quantico, VA
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Description:
This image shows a Marine sniper team–Corporal King, his
spotter, Staff Sergeant Diaz, and a crouching Lance Corporal
Peterson–returning fire on a Taliban sniper at daybreak. The
Patrol Base was receiving Taliban sniper fire from a mud
compound approximately 300 meters south of their position. The
team is on the roof of Patrol Base Karma, which in May 2010 was
the southernmost Marine position in the restive Helmand
Province and river valley. The patrol base was manned by a
combined anti-armor team (CAAT) of Weapons Platoon of the
Third Battalion of the 1st Marine Regiment. Sandwiched between
two major irrigation channels and an easy target from other
compounds, poppy fields, irrigation ditches, and tree lines, PB
Karma was under constant fire from rocket-propelled grenades,
rifle fire, and 102mm Chinese rockets. The enemy sniper was
“walking” the rounds up Karma’s outside wall. The enemy’s
“windage” was good, but the elevation off. The Marine sniper team
maintained their cool as the rounds impacted just below them.
While with the Marines there, the artist was missed by a Chinese
rocket by one meter. The crouching Marine, LCpl Peterson, lost
both legs two months later from an Improvised Explosive Device.
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Maj. Robert Farrell, C.O. of Weapons Co., 3rd
Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment

‡

CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)

Acrylic on Canvas (2013), 20 X 16 in., from the art collection of the
National Museum of the Marine Corps, Quantico, VA
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Description:
Major Robert B. Farrell, commanding officer of Weapons
Company, 3rd Battalion of the 3rd Marine Regiment, listens
intently as a local school teacher rejects all help. Farrell stood off
to the side as Human Exploitation (HET) Marines and an
interpreter attempted to get the teacher to accept simple school
supplies. The teacher believed, probably correctly, that even
accepting pencils and paper would get him assassinated by the
local Taliban. The Garmsir District in May 2010 was the most
violent part of Afghanistan’s Helmand Province. As Farrell
listened, a student stood at the edge of the road leading back up to
Forward Operating Base Geronimo and watched Farrell intently.
Farrell’s battalion was stretched so thin over such a large area, that
Weapons Company was assigned its own area of operation and a
major made commanding officer. Like his Marines, Farrell
probably hadn’t been out of his uniform in weeks, giving it the
look and feel of stiff paper mache.
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In the Shadow of the Poppy Harvest

‡

CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)

Acrylic on Canvas (2013), 20 X 16 in., from the art collection of the
National Museum of the Marine Corps, Quantico, VA
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Description:
Lance Corporal Mulherron and his tracking dog, “Boone,”
during a patrol pause outside of Forward Operating Base
Geronimo in the battle-torn Garmsir Province of Afghanistan’s
Helmand Province. Around them are freshly harvested opium
poppy fields and they rest under the shade of trees beside piles of
dried sheaves of poppies. The Marines of Weapons Platoon of the
3rd Battalion of the 1st Marine Regiment would find themselves
during the ensuing months battling the profits made by the
Taliban from the harvest, in the form of newly purchased rocketpropelled grenades and 102mm Chinese rockets.
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Afghanistan: Catching Some Sleep in Transit

‡

Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)

Pencil on Moleskin Paper (2011), 8 1/4 X 10 1/2 in., Courtesy Victor C. Juhasz

Text on the Artwork:
“8-14-11 / Transfer back to / Kabul on the / Way to Bagram / SGT.
Jonathan / Oliver”
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Description:
One of the most satisfying aspects of my career has been the
privilege and opportunity to return in recent years to a long
suppressed passion for reportage – my last assignment was the
1982 trial of John Hinckley for the Washington Post. My desire is
to carry the flame of great combat and reportage artists like the
late Howard Brodie, my mentor and friend, and contribute to keep
this vital and important art form alive. There is a special
relationship that happens between the artist and the subject in the
process of drawing, and I have tried my best to record as honestly
and accurately what I have seen and experienced and in the cases
of the soldiers and Marines interviewed, and have tried to tell their
stories for the historical record. Like Brodie, who continued
drawing on assignment into his 80s, I hope to continue
contributing to witness art for as long as I am physically able. The
five drawings and paintings included in this journal are a part of
the tradition of "witness art."
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Combat Control Exercise

‡

Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)

Acrylic on Paper (2009), 22 X 29 in., from the art collections of United States Air Force, at
the Pentagon, Arlington County, VA, digital image courtesy Victor C. Juhasz

Text on the Artwork:
“Combat control exercise instructors with trainees / Pope AFB /
Fort Bragg, NC 9-09”
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SAW

‡

Jerad W. Alexander

Digital Photograph (2005), Courtesy Jerad W. Alexander

Description:
An M-249 Squad Automatic Weapon rests atop an amphibious
assault vehicle during a cordon and search mission west of Camp
Al Qa'im, Iraq, near the Syrian border, September 2005.
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Rehabilitate

‡
Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–Restore to health or normal life by training and therapy
after imprisonment, addiction, or illness
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡

Victor C. Juhasz, Kirkland AFB Pararescue Search and Rescue
(2010)
Victor C. Juhasz, Sgt. Joseph Dietzel 1 (2011)
Victor C. Juhasz, Sgt. Joseph Dietzel 2 (2011)
Suliman El-Amin, Adjusting (n.d.)
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Kirkland AFB Pararescue
(Search and Rescue Exercise)

‡

Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)

Acrylic on Board (2010), 24 X 48 in., from the art collections of United States Air Force, at the
Pentagon, Arlington County, VA, digital image courtesy Victor C. Juhasz
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SGT. Joseph Dietzel 1

‡

Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)

Pencil on Moleskin Pad (2011), 12 X 16 ½ in., Courtesy The Joe Bonham Project

Text on the Artwork:
“Sgt. Joseph Dietzel / USMC / 5-5-2011 / Physical Therapy / The
pain he is most / aware of is from / his broken heel / in right foot”
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SGT. Joseph Dietzel 2

‡

Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)

Pencil on Moleskin, (2011), 12 X 16 1/2 in., Courtesy The Joe Bonham Project

Text on the Artwork:
“Stephens Johnson disease – red splotches – has lost 20 pounds
Sgt. Joseph Dietzel – USMC / President Obama presented Purple
Heart / John McCain gave him iPad / IED Afghanistan –”
“Bands used / for exercise / Six broken / vertebrae / Starting
below skull”
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Adjusting

‡

Suliman El-Amin (Civilian)

Acrylic on Canvas (n.d.), 24 X 24 in., Courtesy Suliman El-Amin
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Description:
The painting depicts a soldier who proudly wears the red,
white, and blue but also expresses despair and sorrow. I created
this image to bring awareness to the current state of many of our
returning troops. For them the psychological and physical effects
of combat are real and become more evident as they begin to
readjust to civilian life.
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Retreat

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–To withdraw from enemy forces as a result of their superior
power or after defeat
Noun–An act of moving back or withdrawing
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡
Anna Kestava, Lost (n.d.)
Anna Kestava, Wasteland (n.d.)
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Lost

‡

Anna Kestava (U.S. Air Force)

Digital Painting (n.d.), 8 1/2 X 11 in., Courtesy Anna Kestava
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Wasteland

‡

Anna Kestava (U.S. Air Force)

Digital Painting (n.d.), 8 1/2 X 11 in., Courtesy Anna Kestava
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React

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–Respond or behave in a particular way in response to
something; respond to a hostility opposition or contrary course of
action
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡
Stephen K. McCall, In the Shadow of Death (1985)
Anna Kestava, Homeland Defense (n.d.)
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In the Shadow of Death

‡

Stephen K. McCall (U.S. Navy)

Lithographic Print on Paper (1985), 10 X 14 in., Courtesy Stephen K. McCall

Description:
This black and white lithograph is an image of a pilot scanning
the terrain. He has banked his aircraft starboard, peers over the
rail, and begins his search. He is sensitive enough to the dynamics
of his aircraft to ignore the instrument panel allowing him to focus
on the patterns and details below. This image was created to relate
the unique “oneness” a man has with his machine and give
reverence to our hero pilots.
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Homeland Defense

‡

Anna Kestava (U.S. Air Force)

Digital Painting (n.d.), 8 1/2 X 11 in., Courtesy Anna Kestava
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Respect

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–Admire deeply as a result of their abilities, qualities, or
achievements
Noun–A feeling of deep admiration for someone or something
elicited by their abilities, qualities, or achievements
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡
Tif Holmes, Colors (2012)
Skip Rohde, Warrior (2007)
Patrick Sargent, Reveille (November, 2012)
Giuseppe Pellicano, Left. Left. Left, Right, Left (2012)
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Colors

‡

Tif Holmes (U.S. Army)

Composite Photograph, Digitally Processed (2012), Courtesy Tif Holmes
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Description:
This is an image showing the first two layers of the three-layer
composite entitled Invisible War. These two layers consist of
photographs of two American flags dated ca. 1953, given to my
uncles after serving in the Korean War. This particular image has
been rotated and mirrored from the original.
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Warrior

‡

Skip Rohde (U.S. Navy, Retired)

DESCRIPTION OF ARTWORK:
Warrior is part of a series of paintings, titled "Meditation on War", that
examines the effects of combat on people and places. All were based on
my own experiences in the military—they were about things I
experienced or saw. Warrior, in particular, is about the personal losses
that our soldiers may face. All soldiers know that this could happen when
they sign up. It is the responsibility of our leaders to ensure that soldiers
are unnecessarily thrown into harm's way. Warrior was done as a
reminder of the cost that war exacts on the people we send into combat.

PATRICK SARGENT (U.S. AIR FORCE, Retired)

Oil on Canvas (2007), 60 X 60 in., Courtesy Skip Rohde
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Reveille

‡

Patrick Sargent (U.S. Air Force, Retired)

Pulp painting on handmade paper made from military uniforms and Fairfax County
elementary school children’s blue jeans (November, 2012), 26 x 18 inches, from the collections
of Patrick Sargent, Clifton VA; on loan to George Mason University Office of Military Services,
Fairfax, VA, digital image courtesy Patrick Sargent
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Left. Left. Left, Right, Left

‡

Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Porcelain (2012), Given to Families of Whose Fallen Soldiers Are Memorialized by These
Boots and Dog Tags, Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

© The Journal of Military Experience

Description:
Left. Left. Left, Right, Left. was an installation created to
commemorate the fallen soldiers of Operation Iraqi Freedom,
Operation Enduring Freedom, and Operation New Dawn. The title
stems from a cadence call used in the military during marching or
running formations to keep soldiers in step with each other and is
sung out from one soldier, then repeated by others. This call and
response interaction between soldiers provides camaraderie and
unity. This type of communication was reflected between the
soldiers’ families and me during the process of creating the
individual boots and throughout the project. I sent out the call to
the families and friends of the fallen and asked them to respond
with information so I could honor their loved ones.
Thirteen years ago I
enlisted into the United States
Military and was adopted into
a “family” that consisted of
other men and women who
chose to serve. I use the term
family because I care for my
fellow soldiers as I do my own
brothers and sisters. We
experienced many happy and
difficult times together

Courtesy of North Central College

during my short, almost fiveyear stay, and in this period we built connection, love, and respect
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that will last forever. My military family will always be in my heart
and mind, and when I learn that a soldier has fallen, it affects me
the same way it would if I had lost one of my own siblings.
I began this project with the idea to create porcelain boot
to represent each fallen soldier. I made a mold of an actual combat
boot, which consisted of five parts, each creating the design for all
sides. My concept represented the reality that each soldier died
with his or her boots on, meaning they died fighting or serving.
Based upon an old tradition when parents bronzed their
newborn’s shoes to
memorialize their first steps
into this world, I created a
porcelain boot to
commemorate each soldier’s
final steps out.
I first banded the five
parts of the mold together,
mixed the porcelain slip, and
poured it directly into the

Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

mold. After fifteen to twenty minutes I poured out the excess. I
then waited up to five hours before releasing the boot from the
mold. When the slip was dry enough to release, I removed the
seams left by the mold and smoothed and cleansed the surface
areas of the boot. I then placed a hole in the tongue of each boot
before it was fired and fastened the dog tags for each soldier after
the firing was completed. I realized that each boot represented a
life and that this person was loved by others. As I delicately
© The Journal of Military Experience

cleaned each boot, I imagined each soldier’s body being cleaned
and how their wounds are prepared so that he or she could arrive
home to family and friends, ready for a memorial or funeral
service. While cleaning the boots, I was again preparing them for
family and friends to view. I chose porcelain, as it is the most
precious of the many clay bodies that are used, and this would
illustrate the respect I wished to present. I feel they deserve no less
than the best. After firing, the boot remained white; this is the
porcelain’s natural color after bisque, which I feel presents a
feeling of stillness and silence.
When I started slip casting each boot, I became overwhelmed
with the potential number of boots I would need to make.
Thousands of soldiers have fallen and I obviously knew it would be
impossible to create one for each. However, I felt that the many I
could make would inevitably reflect them all.
It was important for me to make each boot from the same
mold. In religions, as well as in scientific theories, it is thought
that we are all essentially made from the same elements or from
the same design. I wanted to mirror this view in that each soldier
is made from the same flesh and blood as the next, regardless of
race, religion, or sex. We are all consistent in our existence, as are
the soldiers who wear the same uniform and serve in the same
institution. A plaster mold’s short lifespan inhibited my ability to
produce a greater number of porcelain boots, which I could have
done if I had made numerous molds. For this installation, I made
100 boots, representing 100 soldiers who died in the line of duty.
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In addition to my efforts to illustrate this thought of similarity
regardless of individuality, I also decided to use dog tags. When
visiting the National Veterans Art Museum, I saw a 10-by-40-foot
sculpture, entitled Above & Beyond, which was designed by Ned
Broderick and Richard Steinbock. There were thousands of dog
tags that represented soldiers lost in Vietnam. The tags, like mine,
had only the soldier’s name, date of death, and branch of service.
Dog tags are worn to identify soldiers. They are typically worn
around the neck, but in times of combat or deployment into
hostile areas, commanders may order that one of the two tags be
placed on the right boot. This is one of the reasons I chose the
right boot for display rather than the left boot. The thought

Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano
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process was that the right boot would remain with the viewer and
with the family or friend, as the left has stepped forward to begin
the journey from earth. This is reflective of the military process:
when a soldier falls, one tag remains with the body and the other
tag is collected by the leadership. Each tag would be placed on
each boot to identify the soldier and the date the soldier died.
Although each soldier was an individual, he or she worked
together for a cause. I felt it was also important to identify each
branch of the military: Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marines, as
doing so demonstrates the combination of the different forces and
their unity.
Normally tags contain the soldier’s name, Social Security
number, blood type, and religion. I chose to leave out certain
details as I felt they would distract or cause viewers to have other
or distorted views of the soldier. The Social Security number,
blood type, and religion were purposely excluded. I do not believe
any of this information was central to the work and again thought
that including this information would divert the viewer from the
overall concept behind this memorial. The main objective of this
work is to honor the fallen, not to unintentionally promote a
certain religion or a political view. This is a difficult task, as Maya
Lin stated, “People cannot resolve that war, nor can they separate
the issues, the politics, from it.” Maya Lin’s work, the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C., memorializes the fallen
in a beautiful simplicity and mentions only their names, but war is
political, therefore the thought will always be present. Like Maya
Lin, I wanted to create only a memory of the fallen. While the date
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of birth of each soldier is and always will be imperative, the date
the soldier died is the one I chose to represent. I wanted to keep
the work simple and unclouded in communicating a message of
remembrance.
The boots were stored safely in a room below the gallery. I
retrieved and placed each boot individually onto the floor. While
doing so I felt as though I was kneeling in front of each soldier,
thanking them and remembering them as I read their name and
gently placed the boot on the gallery floor.
For the final display I decided to place them in a formation of
10 boots in 10 ranks. This formation was meant to be in an open
order, which in military terms means that there would be enough
space between ranks to allow an inspecting officer or leader to
pass through. However, due to a lack of space in the area provided
for display, I was able to place them only in a close order; this
unfortunately inhibited family, friends, and viewers to walk
through and look at each individual boot as I had intended with
my original concept. There is strangeness about the boots that
affected me while creating them and setting them up for display.
This eeriness was the knowledge of a lack of presence, but the
oddness of them somehow being there with me. When looking at
the boots, I envisioned the soldier who died wearing his or her
boots. How did they die, what was their last thought, did they
suffer? In Eleanor Antin’s 100 Boots, she set rain boots purchased
from a surplus store and positioned them engaging in everyday
activities: “By following 100 boots, we each become an extra pair.
In essence, by simply having people look at the series, Antin has
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helped foster a unity among us” (Salimi). I felt as though the
fallen were standing in front of me. When I stored them, I was
storing lives on a shelf that were waiting to be seen. When on
display they were in formation, standing proud and with honor.
As I worked in a call and response fashion with military
families to create this memorial, they did respond and often wrote
something about their loved one that provided me with insight
about that soldier. We worked together and formed close bonds.
During the process of collecting the fallen soldier’s information
from their family members or friends, I corresponded with many
and learned a great deal about each individual soldier. They were
loved and greatly admired. It was an emotional three months and
with every email I received, my heart ached more. One evening
before going to bed, I was emailed a request to include a soldier
lost in Afghanistan. On many occasions a family member or friend
would write a great deal about their soldier, but with this one,
there was only one phrase. It simply said, “Rest in Peace,
Brother.” My heart sank. I could not help but feel the pain this
person was going through. I was touched deeply by all the words
expressed by their family and friends, but this particular phrase
overwhelmed me. I recalled the times I had with my fellow
brothers and sisters in arms, and I relived the pain I had felt when
I received word that some of the soldiers I had known had been
killed or injured. I knew this work was meant to be seen and felt by
others, so that they may understand the loss and the sacrifice so
many have made.
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During the installation, I wanted the viewer to be able to
interact with the families as I had done throughout the project. In
front of the formation of 100 boots was a pedestal with pamphlets
containing the names of the soldiers each boot represented.
I created an accompanying booklet containing the letters I
received from families and friends. The viewer was able to read
about some of the soldiers and learn about the love and
admiration the families had for each of them. I also included a
hardbound black notebook to which I adhered a dog tag stating,
“Letters to the families and friends of the fallen.” In the notebook,
viewers would be able to write to the families and to create a
connection between them. I hoped that this interaction would
render an understanding and bring honor and remembrance to
the fallen and their loved ones. This practice allows the viewer to
be touched by the individual stories as I have been during the
creation of the work and, thus, brings a participatory aspect to the
installation.
On the day of the opening reception, I was able to meet face to
face with some of the families who provided me with the honor of
commemorating their soldier. Again, it was very emotional. I was
thanked for all my hard work and the time I spent on the project.
This thanks perplexed me. These people had a loved one who gave
his or her life serving this country. Regardless of the many
thoughts and beliefs Americans have about war, politics, and the
reason our country decided to deploy, our soldiers did something
that so many other people would not do. They had the courage to
stand and offer their lives, so others would not have to.
© The Journal of Military Experience

This same selfless service was exhibited by their families and
friends, some of whom traveled many hours and from other states
just to view their loved one’s boot in the installation. Their
thankfulness was humbling and caused me some confusion. I
chose to create this memorial as a way to thank the soldiers and
their loved ones for their service and their sacrifice. Instead,
families thanked me for memorializing their loved one.
This project became something more than I had ever intended
or imagined. I am thankful to these families for allowing me to
learn more about myself and to understand even more greatly the
strength they and their loved ones possess. During the installation,
we spent two hours together talking about their lives and how they
tremendously missed their heroes. They told me about the
memorials they have at home in their gardens and of the rooms
they have dedicated to their memory.
My intentions were to mail each boot, but for these families
and friends who made their way to the gallery, I offered them their
boot to take home. I wrapped their boots carefully and handed
them to each person with respect and gratitude. I know that I will
probably never speak to them again, but they, like their soldiers,
will always be in my mind and I will be forever grateful.
The leadership, ethics, and values involved in my research for
this project stem from my training in the U.S. Military. As part of
this training I learned the seven core values associated with being
a soldier in the Army. These values are Loyalty, Duty, Respect,
Honor, Integrity, Selfless Service, and Personal Courage─all of
which I carry into my civilian life, try to live by, and often create
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works which invoke these characteristics and beliefs. This work
exemplifies these values. It acknowledges and commemorates
soldiers who fell during the Iraq and Afghanistan Wars and asks
others to become aware of the courage and strength they, their
families, and their friends display during such hardships.
Martin Chemers notes that leadership is the “process of social
influence in which one person can enlist the aid and support of
others in the accomplishment of a common task.” As a NonCommissioned Officer in the Army, I learned the many attributes
one must possess in order to become a successful leader. Of the
many, one fixed itself above the rest. This is the belief that a leader
should lead by example. I wanted to not only memorialize the
fallen, but to show others that the selfless service these men and
women demonstrated should be celebrated. I am not suggesting
that others should follow suit and join the military, but only
recognize these soldiers’ bravery in hopes that it may influence us
in a manner that we can all follow. These men and women placed
the welfare of the nation, the Army, and their subordinates before
their own and by doing so, provided us with safety and modeled
appropriate manner. Consideration of others fuels the common
good and they lead by such an example.
The boots were shipped out to the family members and friends
who I have reached all across America. I hope that when they
received the boot, they will know that many other people have
seen their loved one’s name and that their hero will be
remembered. I am honored to be able to create a memorial for my
brothers and sisters, and although it was a brief presentation, their
© The Journal of Military Experience

families and friends will be able to look at the boot they are
presented and recall their loved one’s bravery, service, love, and
their time with us.
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Reflect

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–To think, ponder, or meditate
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡

Stephen K. McCall, First In, Last Out (1985)
Richard Neal, PTSD (2009)
Skip Rohde, Lament (2006)
Andrew Godin, Easter in Croatia (1992)
Andrew Godin, Vines on Bombed Out House (1986)
Andrew Godin, The Wicked Web We Weave (1996)
Andrew Godin, Mortars Under Trees (2000)
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First In, Last Out

‡

Stephen K. McCall (U.S. Navy)

Lithographic Print on Paper (1985), 10 X 14 in., Courtesy Stephen K. McCall
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Description:
The black and white lithograph is an image of a war worn,
battle tested infantryman/Marine staring from under his steel
helmet with eyes that have seen too much, experienced too much,
and lost too much. If he survives he will carry and manage, with
reluctance or pride, a burden of hell what is now called PTSD.
Those who do not know can sympathize, while those who do will
understand. An old man at nineteen!
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PTSD

‡

Richard Neal (Civilian)

Oil and Mixed Media on Panel (2009), 48 X 64 in., Courtesy Richard Neal
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Description:
In 1973 I was a senior in high school with a draft number.
When I learned about the end of U.S. military involvement in Viet
Nam that year, 40 years ago, I experienced a mixture of relief and
guilt. Primarily I felt relief because I would not have to go away to
a foreign war zone. But also there were feelings of guilt in the
realization that I had only been lucky in avoiding a war in which so
many of my generation, over 50,000, had been killed.
We have since switched to a volunteer army, which means that
a person’s decision to enter the armed services is one’s own and
not a decision forced upon them. But statistics show that service
now falls disproportionately to those of lower socioeconomic levels
who have less access to higher education and the possibility for
other, higher paid, and less stressful, less dangerous jobs.
During the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, it was upsetting to
learn about the ban on photographs of the flag-draped coffins of
our returning war dead, which served to insulate the American
public from the true costs of those wars. Equally disturbing is the
very high level of post-traumatic stress disorder among current
soldiers and veterans. My portrait of a soldier witnessing battle is
an attempt as a civilian to bring more awareness in a visual way to
the plight of those who have bravely done what is asked of them.
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Lament

‡

Skip Rohde (U.S. Navy, Retired)

Oil on Canvas (2006), 60 X 60 in., Courtesy Skip Rohde
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Description:
Lament is part of a series of paintings, titled "Meditation on
War," that examines the effects of combat on people and places.
All were based on my own experiences in the military—they were
about things I experienced or saw. Lament, in particular, is based
on Michelangelo's Pieta and is about a parent's loss when their son
or daughter is killed in the line of duty. Whether that loss was
worthwhile for a greater cause is up to the viewer.
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Easter in Croatia

‡

Andrew Godin (Canadian Armed Forces, Retired)

Photograph & Poem (1992), Courtesy Andrew Godin

Tanka Poetry Accompanying Artwork:
Gentle rains of spring
Wake earth from its winter sleep
New life is reborn
Weapons of man reign from high
Sowing only death and pain
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Vines on a Bombed Out House

‡

Andrew Godin (Canadian Armed Forces, Retired)

Photograph & Poem (1992), Courtesy Andrew Godin

Tanka Poetry Accompanying Artwork:
A home once for man
Abandoned and scarred by war
Occupied now by nature
Vibrant, flourishing
Slowly masks all signs of hate
© The Journal of Military Experience

The Wicked Web We Weave

‡

Andrew Godin (Canadian Armed Forces, Retired)

Photograph & Poem (1992), Courtesy Andrew Godin

Tanka Poetry Accompanying Artwork:
Web of a spider
Suspended in the barbed wire
Unaware of me
Covered in the morning dew
All is well in nature’s eyes
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Mortars Under Tree

‡

Andrew Godin (Canadian Armed Forces, Retired)

Photograph & Poem, (1992), Courtesy Andrew Godin

Tanka Poetry Accompanying Artwork:
In a perfect world
Trees would bear fruit like apples
Wars raged by man produce fruit
Metal; explosives
Borne from the true poison tree
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Description of Artistic Process:
I was medically released from the military in 2006 with an
Operational Stress Injury or OSI. More specifically, I was
diagnosed with PTSD, Major Depression and Anxiety Disorder. I
was hospitalized in a Stress and Trauma treatment facility and was
introduced to Art Therapy. Already an avid photographer, I began
experimenting with poetry writing and trying to combine both
genres. What I came up with was utilizing an ancient Japanese
form of poetry called Tanka. Tanka poems consist of 5 lines and a
maximum of 31 syllables which are broken down as follows:
5 Syllables
7 Syllables
5 Syllables
7 Syllables
7 Syllables
Tanka poetry is well-grounded in concrete images but also is
infused with the intensity and intimacy that comes from the direct
expression of emotions. They were often composed as a kind of
finale to every sort of occasion; no experience was quite complete
until a Tanka had been written about it. For me, it became a
vehicle through which I could deal with one specific aspect of my
experiences at a time without being overwhelmed by the flood of
images and memories associated with my trauma.
This flood, or "Flow State" as I refer to it as, was so intense it
would keep me in a state of panic for days or weeks on end. The
strict structure of Tanka poetry meant I only had to deal with a
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small piece of the puzzle at time allowing me to process and come
to terms with it before moving on to the next piece. Over time it
became easier to deal with my trauma by chipping away at small
pieces of the huge balled up mess I had accumulated during my
career. This method of using Tanka poetry to come to terms with
my trauma was symbolically my way of completing the career
experiences and has allowed me to move forward with life.
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Remember

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–To bring to one’s mind an awareness of something that one
has seen, known, or experienced
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡

Gregory Gieske, Blue and White Devils (2012)
Gregory Gieske, Yankee (2010)
Gregory Gieske, Memories (2012)
Patrick Sargent, Moments (November 2012)
Patrick Sargent, Moments 2 (November 2012)
Patrick Sargent, The Corps (November 2012)
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Blue and White Devils

‡

Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Mixed Media (2012), 36 X 24 in., Courtesy Gregory Gieske
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Description:
Soldiers from the 3rd Infantry Division earned the nickname
“Blue & White Devils” during WWII as they fought off the German
invasion and held their ground against all odds. Blended into the
background are old photos from WWII, and the main subject is a
soldier from Crazy Troop, 3rd Squadron, 7th U.S. Cavalry, 2nd
Heavy Brigade Combat Team, 3rd Infantry Division.
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Yankee

‡

Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Mixed Media (2012), 36 X 24 in., Courtesy Gregory Gieske

© The Journal of Military Experience

Description:
Yank, the Army Weekly was a weekly magazine published by
the United States military during World War II, which I helped
resurrect during Operation Iraqi Freedom and Operation New
Dawn by recreating the covers from WWII as well as being a
photojournalist and drawing cartoons for the magazine.
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Memories

‡

Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Mixed Media (2012), 8 1/2 X 11 in., Courtesy Gregory Gieske

Description:
Remembering the war torn city of Mosul, Iraq, this photo
always made me smile. An Iraqi S.W.A.T. officer is sporting a Tom
Selleck mustache.
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Moments

‡

Patrick Sargent (U.S. Air Force, Retired)

PATRICK SARGENT (U.S. AIR FORCE, Retired)

Pulp painting on handmade paper made from military uniforms and Fairfax
County elementary school children’s blue jeans (November, 2012), 26 x 18 inches,
from the collections of Patrick Sargent, Clifton VA, on loan to George Mason
University Office of Military Services, Fairfax, VA, digital image courtesy Patrick
Sargent
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Moments 2

‡

Patrick Sargent (U.S. Air Force, Retired)

Pulp painting on handmade paper made from military uniforms and Fairfax County
elementary school children’s blue jeans (November, 2012), 32 x 21 inches, from the
collections of Patrick Sargent, Clifton VA, on loan to George Mason University Office
of Military Services, Fairfax, VA, digital image courtesy Patrick Sargent
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The Corps

‡

Patrick Sargent (U.S. Air Force, Retired)

Pocket from a Marine Corps uniform immersed in pulped fibers from Fairfax County
elementary school children’s blue jeans (November 2012), 10 X 7 inches, from the
collections of Patrick Sargent, Clifton VA, on loan to George Mason University Office of
Military Services, Fairfax, VA, digital image courtesy Patrick Sargent
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Reorient

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert and Kate Rouleau, Eds.
Verb–To change the focus or direction; to find one’s position again
in relation to one’s surroundings
_____________________________________________

Featured Work

‡

Gregory Gieske, Fighting the Demons (n.d.)
Jessica Dittbenner, LOve AnD WaR (2013)
Tif Holmes, Prisoner of War (2013)
Tif Holmes, Invisible War (2012)
Tif Holmes, Self-Portrait of a Savior (2012)
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Fighting the Demons

‡

Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Mixed Media (n.d.), 24 X 36 in., Courtesy Gregory Gieske
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LOve AnD WaR

‡

Jessica Dittbenner (U.S. Army)

Sculpture (Mild Steel & Cast Plastic; 2013), 28 X 18 in., Courtesy
Jessica Dittbenner

© The Journal of Military Experience

Description:
LOve AnD WaR is primarily constructed of mild steel pieces
connected by rivets. At the center of the body cavity is a plastic
grenade cast from a training grenade. The piece has been painted
with double coat acrylic spray paint. Love and war–the two most
explosive forces in the human experience!
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Prisoner of War

‡

Tif Holmes (U.S. Army)

Composite Photograph with Digital Drawing (2013), Courtesy Tif Holmes

© The Journal of Military Experience

Description:
Prisoner of War (2013) is a composite image that is very
personal to my own military experience and yet encapsulates a
shared suffering within the veteran community: the internal (and
oft times silent) costs of war and military experience. The black
shadow-figure standing behind the soldier in the image represents
any combination of a multitude of captors, physical and mental,
that keep veterans prisoner: shame, regret, fear, intimidation,
anger, depression, PTSD, psychological responses to physical
wounds and limitations, physical beings, or the military institution
itself—the list will vary from veteran to veteran, but the concept
remains that something or someone keeps us prisoner beyond the
battlefield. On my own very personal level, it represents a physical
being—a comrade—who betrayed my trust and sexually assaulted
me repeatedly during my military service.
The gun represents violence: captor against veteran, veteran
against others, and veteran against self in a perpetual cycle of fear
and manipulation. The shadow-figure's hand covers the soldier's
mouth representing the veteran's silence, enforced by the captor.
The flag represents the veteran's pure and honorable conviction to
serve, though that conviction is soiled by the atrocities of war and
the harsh reality of military culture; therefore, the flag does not
extend fully across the image behind the shadow-figure. Instead,
we see only dirt and grime behind the captor. Lastly, and on a
more personal note, the image of the veteran is actually a blending
of my own Basic Combat Training photo with an image of my
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perpetrator. This is to illustrate how entangled we become with
our captors, how we continue working with them (physically and
mentally), how we actually try to reckon with them and negotiate
with them in desperate attempts to survive. We try to out-think
them, and even to understand them so that we might answer the
question we all inevitably ask: "Why?"–That entanglement is the
most threatening and destructive captor of all.

© The Journal of Military Experience

Invisible War

‡

Tif Holmes (U.S. Army)

Composite Photograph with Digital Painting (2012), Courtesy Tif Holmes

Description:
This is a three-layer image consisting of two images of
American flags dated ca. 1953 that were given to my uncles after
serving in the Korean War, and an image of my Basic Combat
Training platoon photo dated 2005. After the three photographs
were layered into one, I used computer software to digitally paint
over the top of the image.
I created this image on Memorial Day 2012 as an
acknowledgement and celebration of those who have suffered and
continue to suffer in service to this nation (and other nations) on
battlefields both distant and near. But even more specifically, this
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image is representative of the numerous men and women in the
U.S. Armed Forces who have been deeply wounded or murdered in
battles less obvious and in less distant places. It is a photographic
representation of the invisible becoming visible, in terms of both
wounds and the wars in which they are suffered: psychological
versus physical, the unseen versus the seen. It is a direct response
to the epidemic of rape in the military, most recently brought to
public light by the documentary entitled The Invisible War by
filmmaker Kirby Dick.
"How do you keep war accountable to the American people
when war becomes invisible?"
You make it visible.
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(Self) Portrait of a Savior

‡

Tif Holmes (U.S. Army)

Composite Photograph, Digitally Processed (2012), Courtesy
Tif Holmes
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Description:
This image is a composite photograph consisting of two
portraits and multiple other photographs for texture and color. Of
the two portraits used, one is an intimate composition of a statue
of Christ during the last hours of his crucifixion. The close-up
image communicates to the viewer the pain and suffering Christ
endured on his final journey to the cross. The other portrait─a
self-portrait of the artist─was layered on top of the portrait of
Christ, lining up the facial features and softening some details for
a better blend. The eyes are mine. The lines at the corner of the
mouth are mine. Part of the nose is mine. The mouth, eyebrows,
chin, cheeks, nose bridge, and part of the nose are an
amalgamation of the Christ statue’s and my own. The concept is
simple: we all suffer─some of us terribly─but there is the strength
of a savior within each of us, and we must find that within
ourselves to rise again. For me personally, this image represents
an acceptance of my own responsibility to this life: a responsibility
to my own well-being, and a commitment to saving myself from
the pain and suffering of post-traumatic stress.

© The Journal of Military Experience

The Artists

‡
Jerad W. Alexander (U.S. Marine Corps)
Robin Brooks (U.S. Navy Reserve)
Jessica Dittbenner (U.S. Army)
Suliman El-Amin (Civilian)
CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)
Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)
Andrew Godin (Canadian Armed Forces, Retired)
Tif Holmes (U.S. Army)
Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)
Anna Kestava (U.S. Air Force)
Stephen K. McCall (U.S. Navy)
Richard Neal (Civilian)
Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)
S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr. (U.S. Army Reserve)
Skip Rohde (U.S. Navy, Retired)
Patrick Sargent (U.S. Air Force, Retired)
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Jerad W. Alexander (U.S. Marine Corps)

Courtesy Jerad W. Alexander

Jerad W. Alexander is a writer and the associate editor of The
Blue Falcon Review and a contributing editor for the Journal of
Military Experience. From 1998-2006 he served as a U.S. Marine
infantryman and combat correspondent with deployments to the
Mediterranean, the Horn of Africa, and Iraq. He is the author of
The Life of Ling Ling: A Novella about Iraq (2013). He currently
lives in Atlanta, Georgia.
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Robin Brooks (U.S. Navy Reserve)

Robin creating Cold War June, Courtesy Tara Leigh Tappert

Robin Brooks is a Navy Public Affairs Officer, Lieutenant
Commander, in the process of retiring from the U.S. Navy Reserve.
Currently, Brooks is affiliated with a Voluntary Training Unit
(VTU) at the Navy Operational Support Center in Oklahoma City;
although she has spent the bulk of her military career on the West
Coast of the United States in Southern California. She is primarily
a writer and creates oil-paintings and multi-media projects on a
regular basis for cathartic relief and for entertainment.
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Jessica Dittbenner (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Jessica Dittbenner

My artistic expressions include painting, mixed media, and
photography. My current status is active reserve, as a member of
the U.S. Army Reserve–with deployments to Iraq in 2004, 2005,
2007, and 2008 and one deployment to Afghanistan as a
contractor in 2011. I’ve also spent time in conflict zones in Asia as
a volunteer with the non-profit organization Worldwide Impact
Now. I believe there is a wide gap between the reality of our
current conflicts and the perspective civilians get from the media.
In my art I try to bridge that gap. I am currently majoring in Art
and Anthropology at the University of Kansas.
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Suliman El-Amin (Civilian)

I am a self-taught artist who has been painting for six years. I
work mainly in acrylic and paint urban American life themes.
Although I have never served in the military, I have many family
and friends who have served in all branches of the military. I
firmly support them and our country's endeavor to protect
American life at home and abroad.
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CWO2 Michael D. Fay (U.S. Marine Corps, Retired)

Courtesy Michael D. Fay

Michael D. Fay is a retired Marine Corps chief warrant officer.
From 2000 to the end of 2009 Fay was the primary official combat
artist for the National Museum of the Marine Corps, located in
Quantico, Virginia. As a war artist in uniform, he deployed twice to
Iraq (2003 and 2005-2006), and twice to Afghanistan (2002 and
2005), and as a freelance correspondent he went one more time to
Afghanistan 2010). Fay’s illustrations and writings have appeared
in The New York Times, Canada’s National Post, Leatherneck
Magazine, American Artist Magazine, and the National
Endowment for the Arts Quarterly Magazine.
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Gregory Gieske (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Gregory Gieske

Gregory Gieske served in the United States Army as a Forward
Observer and as a Photojournalist. He studied art at the College of
Visual Arts in St. Paul, Minnesota, and with Brian Holland, a
professor of mixed media art at the University of Sioux Falls in
South Dakota. Gieske has been working as a photographer and
mixed media artist for more than a decade. He has completed arts
commissions for Army Generals and Battalion Commanders, and
has done murals in Kuwait and Iraq. Gieske and his wife have
their own photography business in Sioux Falls, South Dakota, and
in addition to that work he also creates what he describes as his
own “unique grunge style” of art.
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Andrew Godin (Canadian Armed Forces, Retired)

Courtesy Andrew Godin

I am a 20-year veteran of the Canadian Armed Forces as a
Warrant Officer. I spent my first 10 years and 2 UN tours as a
Combat Engineer. My primary role on these missions was
minefield clearance, as well as UXO (Unexploded Ordnance
Disposal) and disarming booby traps. I re-mustered and spent my
remaining 10 years as a surveyor and mapmaker. In total, I was on
5 United Nation and NATO peacekeeping operations mainly in the
Balkans.
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Tif Holmes (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Tif Holmes

I am a photographer, a writer, a musician, an educator, and a
former soldier, among other things. My experiences have made me
intensely aware of injustice and suffering, as well as immense
beauty and joy, and I strive to communicate those things through
my work. While I have a very strong connection to nature, and
much of my work emanates from that connection, I enjoy working
with diverse subjects and continually seek to push the boundaries
of my own self-expression. I am a member of the visual
peacemaker community at International Guild of Visual
Peacemakers, and I am purposefully committed to their ethical
code, their values, and their vision.
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Victor C. Juhasz (Civilian)

Courtesy Victor C. Juhasz

Victor C. Juhasz is a prolific illustrator of caricature and satiric
images for major publications for nearly 40 years, and since 2006
he has been able to devote a significant portion of his work time to
a parallel passion for reportage─also known as "witness art."
Juhasz is a member of the USAF Art Program via the Society of
Illustrators, New York (and currently serves as vice-chair of the
Government Services Committee). In August 2011, as a member of
the International Society of War Artists, Juhasz embedded for a
few weeks in Afghanistan, with an Army Medevac (Dustoff) unit
stationed in Kandahar. His drawings and journals were featured in
GQ online and turned into an app for GQ's July 2012 online
edition. He is the recipient of both a gold and silver medal from
the Society of Illustrators as well as the prestigious Hamilton King
Award in 2013 for his combat art journalism.
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Anna Kestava (U.S. Air Force)

Courtesy Anna Kestava

Once my fancy was soothed with dreams of virtue, of fame, and
of enjoyment; once I falsely hoped to meet with beings who,
pardoning my outward form, would love me for the excellent
qualities which I was capable of unfolding. I was nourished with
high thoughts of honor and devotion. But now crime has degraded
me beneath the meanest animal. No guilt, no mischief, no
malignity, no misery, can be found comparable to mine. When I
run over the frightful catalog of my sins, I cannot believe that I am
the same creature whose thoughts were once filled with sublime
and transcendent visions of the beauty and the majesty of
goodness. But it is even so; the fallen angel becomes a malignant
devil. Yet even that enemy of God and man had friends and
associates in his desolation; I am alone.
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Stephen K. McCall (U.S. Navy)

Courtesy Stephen K. McCall

Stephen McCall was born and raised in Nash County, North
Carolina, and earned a BFA from East Carolina University in 1985
and an MFA from the University of Georgia in 1988. McCall
developed an interest in the Civil War era while an undergraduate
student, and found through historical reenactment events the
opportunity to bring together his passions for history, the U.S.
military, and art making.McCall has created hundreds of paintings
and drawings, with subject matter ranging from still lifes to
portraits, book illustrations, as well as historical events. His work
is in the collections of North Carolina state historic sites and state
parks, public institutions, and private owners. He has exhibited
across the U.S., in Spain, and in South Africa.
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Richard Neal (Civilian)

Courtesy Richard Neal

Richard Neal is a painter and sculptor working at Chalkboard
Studio in Barnstable, Massachusetts. He earned his Bachelor of
Fine Arts degree from UMass Dartmouth and a Master’s Degree in
Fine Arts from the Cranbrook Academy of Art. His work has been
exhibited in many group and one-person shows and is included in
numerous private collections. In 2012 his work was featured in
Chelsea, New York City, at Patty DeLuca’s Sock Monkey and at the
NKG Gallery in Boston. In 2013 he was the Set Foreman and
Artistic Advisor for the first Cape Cod production of Red, John
Logan’s play about Mark Rothko, and he had a one-man show at
the Tao Water Gallery in Provincetown, Massachusetts. In 2014 he
will be featured in Debbie Forman’s book about outstanding
Contemporary Cape Cod artists.
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Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

Giuseppe Pellicano is the founder of the Warrior Art Group, a
grassroots organization established to create a zone for veterans,
active duty military members, and their spouses. The group
showcases original artwork in any form or medium, and plans to
offer online space where members can exhibit, sell, enter contests,
and network with others.
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S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr. (U.S. Army Reserve)

Courtesy S. Bryan Reinholdt, Jr.

S. Bryan Reinholdt enlisted in the Army Reserves in 1999 as an
Apache helicopter electrical and armament systems technician.
Despite disillusionment with the Reserve system and its readiness,
his unit (8/229 Aviation Regiment) deployed under the 42nd
Infantry Division in 2004. The deployment in support of O.I.F. III
shed light on the operational function of the unit and its
corresponding companies, but the experience also challenged him
to rethink the purposes and motives for war. While serving out his
time in the military, He is currently an art education teaching
assistant at the University of Kentucky. Reinholdt has also been
active with Iraq Veterans Against the War, serving on the national
Board of Directors as secretary from 2009 to 2010, as treasurer
from 2011 to 2012, and currently as a co-chair.
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Skip Rohde (U.S. Navy, Retired)

Courtesy Skip Rohde

Skip Rohde is a retired U.S. Navy cryptologic officer with over
22 years of service. Subsequently, he deployed to Iraq for 18
months with the Department of State and the Army Corps of
Engineers. A year later, he deployed to Afghanistan with the
Department of State, serving in Kandahar Province. He’s been an
artist since childhood. After retiring from the Navy in 1999, Skip
earned a BFA from the University of North Carolina at Asheville.
Upon graduation, he became a professional working artist for five
years before deploying to Iraq. While deployed to both Iraq and
Afghanistan, Skip continued to make artwork. A series of almost
50 drawings, titled Faces of Afghanistan, was shown in OctoberNovember 2012 at UNC Asheville.
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Patrick Sargent (U.S. Air Force, Retired)

Courtesy Patrick Sargent

In 2002, after twenty years of service, I prepared to retire from
the military. With our nation at war I felt strangely guilty for
leaving. Earlier that same year I completed my first degree at
George Mason University in political science. When I signed up for
Professor Dicicco’s printmaking class it was supposed to be one of
those courses that would round out and complete my educational
experiences. Instead, and rather amazingly, it became the
beginning of another journey. That course introduced me to the
centuries-old traditions of printmaking. Since then I’ve earned a
BFA in printmaking at George Mason University (2012), and I am
currently in their MFA program, where I am continuing to explore
the printmaking process, and, by extension, its emphasis on
collaboration─between artists, printmakers, and audiences.
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Project Overview: George Mason Paper Project

‡

Patrick Sargent

Courtesy Patrick Sargent

I like to work in collaborative environments that foster a sense
of belonging —sharing information, sharing techniques,
exchanging and donating artwork, creating exhibitions and
workshops, and hosting other kinds of community events. I work
with local non-profit organizations that assist returning war
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veterans in reintegrating into society, and I also work with groups
that address issues of hunger in our community. My specific goals
are to create collaborative arts experiences for these particular
populations—creating artwork and organizing exhibitions
centered on artistic expressions of healing and coping.
Collaborative arts processes—such as printmaking and
papermaking—are catalysts for communities to experiment with
forms of expression and creativity, and are also opportunities to
foster new ideas and critical thinking. To leave the quiet and
sanctity of the artist studio for art making in public spaces invites
the kind of interchange that can connect disparate segments of a
community. For those groups that express a sense of
disenfranchisement, loss of connect with society, or suffer from
alienation, providing art making processes at skill levels applicable
for all participants, not only results in a flow of creative
expression, but also a stream of dialogue that dispels
misinformation, deepens understanding, and strengthens the
foundation of the community.
In recent years the veterans’ community has become the
fastest growing population on the George Mason University
campus. Even though students who are veterans are often just a
few years older than their civilian classmates, there is very little
common ground in their life experiences and maturity. Last year,
over the Veterans Day weekend (November 8-11, 2012), Students,
veterans, visitors, and Mason employees cut uniform items,
formed sheets of paper, asked questions, and created works of art
that represented their military or their personal experiences.
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In preparation for the Veterans Day weekend, they worked
with students in eight Fairfax County (Virginia) elementary
schools, cutting blue jeans, pulping them, and forming large sheets
of paper. These sheets were then decorated for Veterans Day, and
given to GMU student veterans. The intent was to connect
different generations of students throughout Fairfax
County─elementary school students and GMU student veterans.
Additionally, the pulped fiber created with the elementary school
students was blended with the pulp from military uniforms. This
unique mix of fibers–symbolizing the reintegration of veterans
back into their local George Mason and Northern Virginia
communities–was used by participants of the Veterans Day
weekend project to create pulp-painted handmade paper.
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In War: An Exhibition by Members of
Warrior Art Group

‡

Tara Leigh Tappert
In the past five years the number of exhibitions tackling
themes of war hosted by museums and by college and university
galleries has been steadily increasing. Many veterans who have
seen combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, and many civilians who have
been affected by the costs of these wars are turning to the visual
arts to make sense of their experiences.
In November 2012–on Veterans Day–the National Veterans
Art Museum launched IN WAR: Intergenerational Trauma, the
3rd annual collaborative initiative in their IN WAR series of
events, art shows, and performances hosted at venues throughout
the greater Chicago area. Among the offerings were two
exhibitions–Welcome Home, on site at the museum in Chicago,
and IN WAR: An Exhibition by Warrior Art Group, in the
Schoenherr Gallery at North Central College, in Naperville,
Illinois.
There was also a theater performance of Trajectories at the
Athenaeum Theatre, a film screening of Poster Girl at the Pritzker
Military Library, a community showcase by Vet Art Project at the
Chicago Cultural Center, a Body Be Well workshop by VetCAT at
the Albany Park Community Center, a reading at the museum
from Craig Smith’s book Counting the Days: POWs, Internees,
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and Stragglers of World War II in the Pacific, and other museum
events, including a roundtable discussion and a lecture.
The exhibition at North Central College–a military-friendly
school located just 30 minutes from the Chicago Loop–was
organized by Army veteran and college alum Giuseppe Pellicano
and by veteran-artist Aaron Hughes, a National Veterans Art
Museum board member. The Schoenherr Gallery featured the
work of eight war veterans affiliated with the Warrior Art Group, a
grassroots organization that promotes the work of more than 40
artists located in 15 states across the country. The exhibit
showcased the creative expressions of men and women whose
military service spanned from the Gulf War in the early 1990s to
the recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Participating artists
included handmade paper maker Drew Cameron (San Francisco),
sculptor and photographer Giuseppe Pellicano (Naperville),
ceramists Ehren Tool (Berkeley, CA) and Thomas Dang (Glendale,
CA), photographers Iris Madelyn (Chicago) and Michael Dooley
(Naperville)–a North Central College alum, mixed media artist

Gallery installation photo – Courtesy of Giuseppe Pellicano
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and sculptor Erica Slone (Columbus, OH), and painter Aaron
Hughes (Chicago).
Drew Cameron’s Portrait of David Tool and Ehren Tool is a
handmade sheet of paper created from a blend of the uniforms
father and son wore during their service in Vietnam and the Gulf
War. This portrait–one of four in the exhibition–spoke to the 2012
In War theme of intergenerational trauma. Both father and son
had saved uniforms from their respective wars, and the handmade
paper project provided an outlet for both of their stories. The
digital photographs from Giuseppe Pellicano’s Grenade Series–
Tea Time and Oh Happy Day–also addressed the theme as both
images depict the effects of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder on
soldiers and their families.

Gallery installation photo – Courtesy of Giuseppe Pellicano

Other artists in the exhibition approached the subject of war
from additional perspectives. Ehren Tool’s small, utilitarian,
ceramic cups are decorated with images of war and violence, and
are created at the scale that he considers appropriate for
conversations about war. The 209 cups included in the show were
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given away at the end to those in attendance. This gifting of cups is
Tool’s way of creating awareness around issues of war, and to date
he has given away more than 14,100 of them.
Thomas Dang combines experiential performance, memory,
and storytelling into the ceramic pieces he makes. While there is
something whimsical about Claymore Flask (2012)–transforming
a mine into a drinking vessel–his intent is serious, provocative,
and educational. The deadly Claymore mine–its inventor named it
after a large Scottish medieval sword–fires by remote control and
is used in ambushes and as an anti-infiltration device. Soldiers
who have used Claymore mines in combat respond to the colorful
green ceramic flask in an entirely different way than that of a
civilian. While a soldier who understands the deadly power of the
mine may find its conversion to a benign drinking vessel amusing,
Dang’s mine/vessel is also educational as it can serve as a
conversation starter across the military-civilian divide. Both Tool
and Dang have been trained as ceramists and work in the
traditions of the San Francisco Bay Area Funk Art Movement:
work made from clay holds an elevated position; everyday and
found objects are incorporated into completed work; pieces are
often (inappropriately) humorous; and audience engagement is
typically a part of the making process. Both men are secondgeneration artists working in this tradition and what they so
brilliantly add to the Funk Art mix are biting and humorous social
commentary regarding issues of war in the 21st century.
Iris Madelyn is a photographer who explores themes of
personal identity in her seven disjointed self-portraits titled
© The Journal of Military Experience

(un)clothed and in her right mind (2012). Her piece is filled with
messages that convey how the externals of the military uniform–
festooned with insignias of rank and status–wrap up and protect
the individuality of the person who has worn it as a “second skin”
for many years. Madelyn created this work to help her sort
through issues of self-definition when the wearing of that uniform
was no more. In her photos the stark realism of her uniform,
medals, boot, flag, and parts of her body suggest that either in or
out of uniform one must take great care in crafting one’s personal
identity.
Michael Dooley is also a photographer delving into personal
issues related to his military service. The three photographs
included in the exhibition–Friends, Frustration, and Subtlety–
deal with dark and troubling themes, but are also about navigating
post-military service reintegration. Militarily trained to recognize
the possibility of death, Dooley explores the ways in which survival
and the return to the civilian world require a new way of thinking
about life. How does one find friends again, what paths must be
followed to find sustaining and satisfying employment, and what
outlets are most helpful in dealing with inner demons? Dooley
uses photography and writing to help mitigate anxiety and
cynicism. Themes of transformation and letting go are also at play
in the sculptural work by Giuseppe Pellicano. Masked Memories is
a pulp paper translation—the pulp is from military uniforms—of
an actual gas mask. This art piece changes a dangerous but
protective object into an aesthetic memory. Pellicano also pays
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homage to the gun he carried while in service. Bye My Darling
was created, exhibited, and then burned.
Like Iris Madelyn, Michael Dooley, and Giuseppe Pellicano,
Erica Slone’s An Unfit Effect (2010) examines her personal
experience in the military, but with an additional agenda of
scrutinizing issues of social, political, and religious power as they
are expressed within military contexts. As a lesbian woman who
served under the Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell policy, Slone, through her
multi-media installation, investigates the validity of the policy and
its historical roots in conservative religious convictions. This piece,
filled with combat boots, a pair of red patent leather high heel
shoes, broken doors, a step ladder, and sand, is a compelling
conversation starter regarding gender issues and the military.

Gallery installation photo – Courtesy of Giuseppe Pellicano

Aaron Hughes, who co-organized the exhibition with
Giuseppe Pellicano, regards his artwork as a testimonial of his
deployment. Hughes has noted his preconceived notions of how
the world worked were thrown into disarray with his military
service. Art making has acquired a spiritual dimension and he uses

© The Journal of Military Experience

art as a tool to confront dehumanization, militarism, and
occupation.
Road Stop and I Remember Standing There… are two of the
paintings from Hughes’ Tourist Photographs Series. These large 4
x 4 foot realistic oil studies capture how truly awkward American
service members–whom Hughes regards as tourists–appear while
stationed in a Middle Eastern country–Iraq–for which they have
almost no understanding of the culture, people, or politics.
Taken as a whole, the eight warrior-artists represented in this
exhibition use the arts to provide glimpses of their particular
military experiences. Their work is for fellow comrades who know
the drill, but also for civilians where the intent is to educate and
enlighten. While some themes are universal–reintegration after
military service, and issues of trauma sparked by combat
experiences–the forms of expression–Funk Art influenced ceramic
pieces, digital photographs, and mixed media installations–are
entirely 21st century interpretations. But even the paper making
pieces–portraits and sculpture from combat uniforms–created in
a medium that can be traced to antiquity, tell 21st-century stories
of the wars fought by today’s young American men and women.
Art making is known to relieve stress and anxiety–and warriors
have used the arts to deal with trauma as far back as the wars in
ancient Greece. These eight contemporary warriors–all members
of the Warrior Art Group–have found solace and expression in
time-honored arts traditions.
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The Artists and Their Works
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Drew Cameron (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Drew Cameron

Drew Cameron is a hand papermaker, printer, and book artist
based in San Francisco. He earned an undergraduate degree in
Forestry from the University of Vermont and served in the U.S.
Army from 2000-2006. His love for paper works began as a teen
but was rekindled at the Green Door Studio Artist Collective in
Burlington, Vermont, where he became the managing director
from 2006-10. Drew co-founded the Combat Paper Project in
2007 and has maintained direction of the project since its
inception. His current and ongoing work is with Combat Paper
and as a partner in Shotwell Paper Mill in San Francisco, where he
is practicing and teaching the art and craft of hand papermaking
and encouraging others to do the same.
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Portraits

‡

Drew Cameron (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Drew Cameron

I began to write and create visual art as I was separating from
the military in 2006. Since then I have been on a tireless pursuit
to not only investigate my role and responsibilities in the military
and warfare but to also provide a creative space for others to do
the same.
Description:
In the summer of 2012 I was invited by W.A. Ehren Tool to
attend his two-week residency at the Craft and Folk Art Museum
in his hometown of Los Angeles. The show, Production or
Destruction, was a retrospective with a site-specific construction
of 1500 new cups. During his stay Ehren set up his ceramic wheel
on the street in front of the building and created new work and
© The Journal of Military Experience

engaged with whoever came through. For my part, I spent a threeday weekend with my portable paper mill creating paper with
patrons of the museum. His father, David Tool, a retired U.S.
Army Colonel, an academic
affiliated with University of
Southern California and a
cultural translator to China had
recently returned to Los Angeles
and was available for the
duration of his son’s residency.
Because of the fortuitous timing
and because of my growing
collaborations with Ehren–this
began when I relocated to the
A blend of fibers from uniforms
worn by father and son in two
different wars. Courtesy of Drew
Cameron

Bay Area–we planned to create
paper from a blend of his and his
father’s uniforms. David had been

an infantry platoon leader in the Army in Vietnam and Ehren had
served as a Marine Corps Military Police officer in Saudi Arabia
and Iraq during Desert Storm.
The olive drab jungle fatigues and desert camouflage uniforms
were deconstructed and cut into small attentive pieces by Ehren
and David, and then mixed together. Unlike most Combat Paper
recipes, David’s 100% cotton Vietnam uniforms blended with
Ehren’s 50% cotton and 50% nylon cammies, required no
additional stabilizing fibers. Over the course of the weekend David
and Ehren created nearly one hundred 9 x 12 inch sheets of paper.
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I asked if I could have a small batch of the unused fibers to create
a portrait of them. They graciously agreed.
Since 2007 I have worked with hundreds of veterans, directly
facilitating the creation of paper from their particular uniforms.
For good reason many people are interested in a batch that is
specifically their blend of fiber. Yet the opportunity to blend their
fibers with those of others is always presented at the workshops, as
the intent is to add to a growing lineage of fibers from military
uniforms. In addition to the opportunity to blend their fibers with
those of others, another thing regularly occurs at the workshops.
At some point participants offer the remaining un-pulped
uniforms for future workshops. This growing collection of little
bags of uniforms–halfway cut apart, a waiting liberation into
paper–has come to represent another phenomenon for me, the
histories of the people who wore those uniforms as well as the
narratives of the fibers. The
military uniform itself carries an
awesome potential for other kinds
of investigation.
For many years the Combat
Paper workshop process was the
liberation of rag to create paper
and the embellishment of the
paper with images and text. More
recently I have become interested
in all of the stories embedded

David Tool and Ehren Tool cutting
their uniforms. Courtesy of Drew
Cameron
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within the fibers. I have struggled for an appropriate way in which
to illustrate the variety of stories within the fibers and to find a
universal format that would allow equal footing for the viewer and
for the participant-creator. I found the inspiration I was seeking in
working with David and Ehren Tool.
Coming home from war is a difficult thing. There is often much
to account for as a survivor. A new language must be developed in
order to express the magnitude and variety of the collective effect.
Papermaking has become my language and Combat Paper my
form of expression–sharing stories and creating fiber from the
remnants of war. The communal and alchemical paper making
process inspires temporal conversations woven with remnants and
threads of tangential memories. Countless times during these
passing moments I have had the honor of hearing “a story never
before told.” In the wake of a story first unveiled, how can one
veteran help carry forward the story of another?
Creating fiber from the remnants of war and doing it within a
group sharing process took on new meaning when I worked with
the Tools, two generations of war fighters, and myself, the most
recently returned. From the batch of their unused fibers I created
a sheet that represents a proper homage of the two of them–father
and son. There are five portraits now: W.A. Ehren Tool with his
father David Tool, Trent Albee, Sammy Villarreal, David
Drakulich, and Anthony Sgroi (his is an American flag).
The portraits are just beginning. For now they are larger than
usual and carry the tone and geography of the uniform used in the
work. They are from individuals I have directly worked with and
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taught how to pulp their uniforms. It is a way for me to offer
something back for their offerings─a reciprocity and strength for
their story to again be told. It has taken me five years to be
comfortable with a large sheet of blank paper hanging on the wall.
It is some of the paper that I am most proud of, and I plan to make
many more.
22 December 2012
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Portraits – W.A. Ehren Tool and David Tool digital
image courtesy Drew Cameron

The fibers for this sheet of paper came from a workshop with
David and Ehren Tool in Los Angeles, California, from uniforms
they wore while deployed in Vietnam and Desert Storm.
Wall Label Text:
W.A. Ehren Tool
When I told my WWII Marine Veteran grandfather I had joined
the Marines he laughed and then he said..."They are going to take
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your soul." Two years later I was in Kuwait wearing this uniform.
One morning the sky to the north was black. As the day went on
the blackness got closer until we were in the blackness. None of us
knew what was happening. I honestly had the thought that this
might really be the end of the world. That I would die in this
blackness. It really looked like evil manifest in the physical world.
I felt that if I died there I would not be able to escape that evil even
in death. It was not the end of the world, for me. All of the
vehicles and uniforms that were in the oil fires were stained. I
don't think I lost my soul in the war but I think my soul is stained.
David Tool
Beyond patriotism, beyond why governments say they are facing
combat, to find inner peace then and afterwards, it is essential that
soldiers find within and for themselves deeply personal missions
or social/ethical beliefs for which they are willing to make this
potential sacrifice of life or limb.
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Portrait – Sammy Villereal; digital image courtesy
Drew Cameron

The fibers for this sheet of paper came from a workshop with
Sammy in Fullerton, California, using the uniforms that he has
described.
Wall Label Text:
Sammy Villarreal
I used a uniform from when I first entered the Marines in the
1990’s and one I wore just before I got out 11 years and 8 months
later. When people ask me why I got out, I say that I would be a
Marine until the day came when I wasn’t entirely proud to wear
the uniform…
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Portrait – David J. Drakulich; digital image courtesy
Drew Cameron

The fibers for this sheet of paper came from David’s military
uniforms, provided by his parents at a workshop in Reno.
Wall Label Text:
David J. Drakulich
David proudly joined the U.S. Army in 2004 after attending
Truckee Meadows Community College for two semesters. He
served as a forward observer, rifleman, and parachutist and was
awarded the Bronze Star for his heroic efforts and sacrifice.
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David enjoyed snowboarding as well as listening to rock-and-roll
while smoking a pipe or good cigar with his father. He was to
complete his third and final tour in May of 2008, and then he
looked forward to returning to school in the fall to pursue art.
He died for his country in Afghanistan on January 9th, 2008.
To commemorate David’s passion for art, his parents, Tina and
Joe, created the David J. Drakulich Memorial Art Foundation for
Freedom of Expression. The DJD Art Foundation built the
Veteran Artist Project, which hosts workshops at the Reno VA
Hospital. They also procured a grant to form a Combat Paper Mill
in Reno, Nevada where they will host ongoing workshops and
programming for veterans and their families.
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Portrait – Trent Albee; digital image courtesy
Drew Cameron

The fibers for this sheet of paper came from a workshop with
Trent in Marshalltown, Iowa, and are from a uniform he wore
while deployed in Cuba.
Wall Label Text:
Trent Albee
Land was confining, tense, and merciless
I went underwater to stay sane
My escape was at the depths of the ocean floor
It was my abyss of solitude and peace
MA2 Trent Albee (Guard)
Guantanamo Bay, Cuba
Oct 2009 – Oct 2010
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Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Courtesy North Central College

Giuseppe Pellicano is a United States Veteran who served in
Germany, California, and Kosovo from 2000 to 2004. He
completed a B.A. in Studio Arts at North Central College in 2012,
and is currently in the MFA Program at Northern Illinois
University. Pellicano has exhibited his work in various shows and
galleries, including the Prak-sis Gallery and Jackson Junge
Gallery, both in Chicago. He has also presented work in Jen
Deveroux's Animal Royal Fashion Show, and in an installation at
the Scottsdale Museum of Contemporary Art in Arizona, where he
partnered with Ordi and Ali. He was selected to show War Pigs at
the National Conference of Undergraduate Research at Weber
State University in Ogden, Utah.
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The Grenade Series

‡

Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)
The Grenade Series are photographic illustrations of the effects
of Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder on soldiers and their families.
The grenade symbolizes attempts to reintegrate into civilian life. It
was chosen for its three uses that can be mirrored in those who
suffer from PTSD.
Grenades are used for attack whether in self-defense or
offense; they are used to signal for help and also to provide cover.
Soldiers who suffer from PTSD often become defensive and lash
out due to increased anxiety, they may also seek help to find
consolation, or in many cases they hide their suffering and detach.
It is important to understand their struggles and recognize the
battles they continue to face when returning home from conflicts.
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Tea Time

‡

Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Digital Photography (2012), 18 X 28 in., Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

Description:
Tea Time represents a soldier’s attempt at re-familiarizing him
or herself as the father/mother figure within the family. The
simple task of playing “tea time” with one’s daughter is
challenging as the experiences of conflicts never fade. Although
the soldier may be present in this pleasurable engagement, his or
her mind is still terrorized and the memories remain.
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Oh Happy Day

‡

Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Digital Photography (2012), 18 X 28 in., Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

Description:
Oh Happy Day provides a glimpse of the desperation of the
other half in coping with the soldier’s disability. The stress and
hardships spouses or loved ones often contend with impact their
own mental and physical health. They can feel helpless in
providing support and understanding to their returning soldier or
they are unintentionally abused and suffer alongside them.
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Masked Memories (Combat Paper)

‡

Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Cast Combat Paper (2012), 11 X 18 X 8 in., From the Combat Paper Project
Exhibitions Collection, Washington, DC, digital image courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

Description:
Masked Memories was created from a mold of a gas mask and
paper pulp made from the uniforms of combat veterans. The
uniforms possess the memories of war and trauma, and the mask
represents the concealment of the veterans’ emotions and
experiences.
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My interest in sculpture stems from my experiences as a
soldier. These experiences lead me to search for passionate and
creative means of exploring my emotions and beliefs in politics,
religion, and psychological distress. I am in agreement with many
artists who feel art is not meant to fix problems, but to make
others aware that they exist. This awareness may lead to change
or at the very least comfort and understanding through
conversation.
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Bye My Darling

‡

Giuseppe Pellicano (U.S. Army)

Steel and Aluminum (2012), 26 X 8 in., Courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano

Description:
Bye My Darling is homage to the weapon I carried while in
service. Surrounding the base of the sculpture were photographs of
the sculpture’s cremation. Viewers were invited to take them. The
piece was set afire as a symbol of bidding my weapon farewell. I will
never be able to hold, aim, or fire it again, but the memories remain.
This work was inspired by Living without Nikki, a poem written by
Drew Cameron.
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W. A. Ehren Tool (U.S. Marine Corps)

Courtesy W. A. Ehren Tool

W. A. Ehren Tool is a third-generation soldier who served as a
Marine in the Gulf War in 1991 during Desert Shield and Desert
Storm. His work as a ceramist is heavily influenced by his military
service. When he left the Corps in 1994, Tool studied drawing, and
then later earned a BFA from the University of Southern California
in 2000 and an MFA from the University of California at Berkeley
in 2005. Through the production of clay cups decorated with press
molds of military medals or bomb, and images of war and violence
he seeks to raise awareness and generate conversations about war.
His cups are often assembled, broken or intact, into installations
or are used in videos. He then gives them away, often mailing
them to corporate and political leaders. A United States Artists
Berman Bloch Fellow, he now works and teaches at UC Berkeley.
Tool also lives in Berkeley with his wife and son.
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209 of Thousands

‡

W. A. Ehren Tool (U.S. Marine Corps)

Stoneware Cups (2012), 48 X 25 X 5 in., 11 rows of 209 cups, Photo Courtesy G. Pellicano

Description:
The cups are made to remind people about issues of war and
violence. They are the only useful scale to talk about such issues.
Face to face and hand to hand–share a beverage–and talk about
war and violence.
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Stoneware Cups (2012), 48 X 25 X 5 in., 11 rows of 209 cups, Photo Courtesy G. Pellicano

Description:
Since my experience in the Marine Corps, I have been wary of
the gap between stated goals and actual outcomes. I am most
comfortable with the statement “I just make cups.” I’d like to trust
that my work speaks for itself, now and over the next five hundred
thousand to one million years. Peace is the only adequate war
memorial. All other war memorials are failures at best and are
usually lies that glorify war. I am compelled to make work that
talks about the strange places where military and civilian cultures
collude and collide. Since 2001 I have made and given away more
than 14,100 cups. I believe the cup is the appropriate scale to talk
about war. The cups go into the world hand-to-hand, one story at a
time.
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Thomas Dang (U.S. Marine Corps)

Courtesy Thomas Dang

Thomas Dang was born in 1983 in Glendale, California. He
received his Master of Arts in Art and is currently working on his
Master of Science in Microbiology at California State University,
Northridge (CSUN). Thomas has been a Graduate Assistant in
both Ceramics and Microbiology, assisting professors in delivering
curriculum and maintaining facilities. He is also a United States
Marine who served in Operation Iraqi Freedom and is Head
Instructor at Rifkin Professional Karate Center. Thomas is an
emerging artist who has exhibited his work in many solo and
group shows at California State University, Northridge, and at
venues throughout Southern California.
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CLAYmore Flask

‡

Thomas Dang (U.S. Marine Corps)

Porcelain, Slip Cast (June 2012), 5 1/2 X 7 X 1 1 1/2 in., Courtesy T. Dang
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Description:
During my two combat tours in Iraq I was confronted with and
involved in many hostile engagements. Through these struggles a
compelling camaraderie ignited between the combat veterans with
whom I served. The purpose of my work is to allow for veterans
and the community to engage in a dialogue around issues of
warfare and to connect visually with the actions our young men
and women have faced overseas. By doing so, we continue to keep
alive and to honor those who have paid the ultimate sacrifice in
the line of duty.
The CLAYmore Flask is a commentary on the history and use
of the Claymore mine, and represents the sacrifices of combat
veterans who have a history of using the mine on the battle field.
This piece, where the function has been altered–from mine to
flask–offers an opportunity for a dialogue of shared war stories
among comrades. By conflating the purpose of the object,
comrades can recall the harsh existence of overseas battlefields,
but also the moments when therapeutic recollections of home
occurred while sipping a canteen cup of horrible coffee. These
small respites assisted in maintaining peace of mind. Presenting
this artwork on the home front allows for veterans and the
community to engage in the dialogue, to visually connect with the
actions our men and women face overseas, and to keep alive and
to honor the stories of those who have paid the ultimate sacrifice
in the line of duty.
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Grenade Range 1 / Grenade Range 2

‡

Thomas Dang (U.S. Marine Corps)

Porcelain slip cast (June, 2012), 13 x 13 x 1 3/4 inches, from the collections of Thomas
Dang, Glendale, CA, digital images courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano
Digital images courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano
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Description:
The Grenade Range was created as a performance piece at
California State University, Northridge. The finished work depicts
the experiences and sacrifices of combat veterans. The purpose of
these pieces is to allow non-military artists to experience the
Grenade Range through performance demonstrations.
Following training periods of strict instruction and safety
briefs on how to use grenades on the range, casted grenades are
thrown onto target plates, allowing non-military artists to
experience a military practice. The Grenade Range performances
inspire engaging dialogue and allow the community to connect
visually with specific military operations.
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Iris Madelyn (U.S. Marine Corps)

Courtesy Iris Madelyn

Iris Madelyn is a writer, an artist, and an activist. She holds a
Bachelor of Arts degree in Communication, Media and Theater
with a minor concentration in Social Justice from Northeastern
Illinois University. Much of her creative work takes on a social
justice perspective especially in her activism for veterans’ rights.
Since transitioning out of the Marine Corps, Iris has utilized the
arts as a way to examine her military experience, to deconstruct
issues of identity, to expressively share traumatic experiences, and
to heal from trauma. Iris’s publications include poetry with
Warrior Writers and creative writing in an upcoming anthology of
the Shotwell Paper Mill in San Francisco. Iris has also performed
some of her work in venues throughout Chicago.
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(un)clothed and in her right mind

‡

Iris Madelyn (U.S. Marine Corps)

7 Digital Images Stretched on Canvas (Jan. 2012), 12 X 16 X 1/5 in., Courtesy Iris Madelyn,
on loan to the National Veterans Art Museum, Chicago, IL
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Description:
(un)clothed and in her right mind came conceptually from a
Bible story in the New Testament where a man had been freed
from demons. As the townspeople came to see him, they found the
man sitting with Jesus, “clothed and in his right mind.” His
clothed condition was verification of his sanity and wholeness, and
the people found him fit.
That garments confirm our fitness is not a new idea. Clichés
like judging a book by its cover or dressing for success ensure
awareness of how we are externally perceived. Military garb, with
its adornments and indicators of rank, status, and prestige, is no
exception. What I found interesting is the idea that to disrobe
from acceptable garments, to question adornments and the
prestige with which they are associated, is to seem insane and
unwell. In this series of self-portraits, I am challenging that idea
and am claiming that, perhaps, the demons exist when we
unquestioningly don the garments of uniformity and of social
acceptability.
In the military so much of my identity was based on rank and
status. While my rank and uniformity protected me from
appearing weak and objectionable, at the same time my
status created an identity acknowledged only by symbols and
insignias. After living out of uniform for a few years, I began to feel
unknowable even to myself. In stripping away the symbols with
which I identified, I found myself bare and vulnerable. But this
same vulnerability allowed me to begin to see who I was outside
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the context of symbols without assuming defeat. Through this
series of self-portraits I am trying to understand what frames
identity, and I am learning to recreate my own.
The disjointedness of the images reflects the times I felt
disjointed and disconnected from myself. My identity is partially
connected to my military experience, to my gender, age, and
ethnicity, and to the intersection of all these identity markers.
Through the camera lens I am intentionally disconnecting to find a
different perspective from which to examine my garments, my
adornments, my skin, and my self, in order to verify my own
fitness of mind and to confirm that I, too, have been freed from
demons.
We all have stories, memories, joys and pains. These stories
are all connected to each other, to the earth, and to the soul of the
earth. Poetry and art help me to remember this connection and to
remember that life is sacred. We can connect to each other and to
the Source and create the world we want to live in. These stories
and memories have the potential to seep out of our pores and
destroy us, but they have an even more powerful potential to heal
us if we only will indulge it their magic.
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Michael Dooley (U.S. Army)

Courtesy Michael Dooley

Michael Dooley jumped into photography after receiving his
B.A. in Journalism from North Central College in June 2012. It is
my desire to create a space for the viewer to think beyond what
they know, to accept and question the unknown, or to challenge
what they accept.
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Friends

‡

Michael Dooley (U.S. Army)

Digital print (2012), from the collections of Michael Dooley, Naperville, IL, and
DeCillis Collection, De Anza College, Cupertino, CA, digital image courtesy Michael Dooley

Description:
The roller coaster is over and the last leaf has fallen. I feel like
a walking dead man because I have prepared myself to die, though
I have lived. I bide my time to be reacquainted with my old
friends.
A soldier meets many people and accepts many things over
their career. As they walk down the path of conflict and war, they
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become intimate friends with the only certainty of life. I believe
that once a person has internalized this, it can be liberating and
horrifying.
Liberation is found by understanding one’s own mortality and
a heightened appreciation for every moment. Horror lies in the
inevitability of life’s outcome and the futility of effort.
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Frustration

‡

Michael Dooley (U.S. Army)

Digital Print (2012), Courtesy of Michael Dooley

Description:
Frustration is representative of how some service members
feel trying to find employment after returning to civilian life. If
pan handling works for some, then maybe we can panhandle for a
job too.
This idea came to me in 2008 while trying to find employment
after being Honorably Discharged from the military. I had applied
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at a variety of shopping centers, tool stores, and gas stations but
got the impression no one wanted to offer me a position, even
though they were hiring.
At the time I lived in the city of Chicago, and it is hard to get on
or off the highways without seeing someone panhandling. So the
idea came to me that I should stand out there in my uniform and
ask for a job, and not your change.
Now let me make this clear: I did have a GED. Prior to military
service I was a systems analyst in an IT department. It was my sole
responsibility as a part of my job to manage my company’s servers
coast-to-coast. I have been working in the information technology
sector since I was about 19 years old. I say that because I feel there
are people who would dismiss me and say I have no real work
experience. Or they might think that being in the military means I
couldn’t hack it in the real world. That is not the case!
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Subtlety

‡

Michael Dooley (U.S. Army)

Digital print (2013), from the collections of Michael Dooley, Naperville, IL, and
DeCillis Collection, De Anza College, Cupertino, CA, digital image courtesy Michael Dooley

Description:
Pitter patter goes the blood splatter.// Don’t gawk or balk, but
appreciate the great art that is life at its crescendo. // It’s not that I
want, // It’s…. that I have to. // Logic says did you talk to a
professional? // I couldn’t dare, it is too permanent in its success
// …. official records and all. // The legion of “what ifs” // … what
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if “it” worked ? // … what if I wanted to continue government
work or help others in some official capacity? // … what if it
failed? // … as ruined as my current state. // Opening my mouth
would be as much a downfall as silently suffering. // I wanted
friends… // I wanted to be accepted … // unconditionally … … //
in the outside world; but we are mad men trapped in tiny boxes
stumbling and fumbling … eternally solar eclipsed. // I have
entirely too much empathy and love; and I am disgusted with what
I believe must happen, as selfish as it may seem, for myself. “Live
your life,” right? Well I did, and now it’s not mine.
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Erica Slone (U.S. Air Force)

Erica Slone, with Michael Dooley, Thomas Dang, Giuseppe Pellicano, and
W. A. Ehren Tool, in the gallery at NCC. Courtesy of G. Pellicano

Erica Slone grew up in rural Ohio and joined the Air Force in
2002 to expand her horizons and to create a better life. During her
military career she attained the rank of staff sergeant and served
three deployments in Iraq, the last as a police officer at a detention
facility. As a lesbian woman serving under the Don’t Ask, Don’t
Tell policy, she eventually had misgivings about the value of war,
the grating aspects of personal secrecy, and her place in life. She
separated from the military in 2008 and entered the art program
at Ohio State University. Her transition from the military to
civilian campus life was difficult and challenging. Concerned about
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the lack of support for returning veterans and the limited
understanding regarding military service and our nation’s wars,
Slone became involved with the newly developed Veterans
Learning Community at OSU. In 2010 she received a grant
through the University’s Urban Art Space to co-curate an
exhibition, Visualizing Experiences of War (VIEW). Through the
creation of new artwork by collaborative teams of veterans and
artists, the exhibit helped broaden civilian understanding of the
stories of those who had served during the Iraq and Afghanistan
wars. The narratives of Slone’s own military experiences have
emerged through the process of writing and sculpting and through
her relationships with other veteran artists. Slone was the curator
for the 2012 Overlooked/Looked Over exhibit at the National
Veterans Art Museum. She received her Bachelor of Fine Arts
degree with an emphasis in sculpture in 2012.
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An Unfit Effect

‡

Erica Slone (U.S. Air Force)

Mixed media installation (2010) – with two details
From the collections of the National Veterans Art Museum, Chicago, IL
Gallery installation photos; digital images courtesy Giuseppe Pellicano
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Description:
My art critiques national and cultural justifications of dividing
people through visual testimony. In my work, I reconstruct my
personal experiences as an investigation of social, political, and
religious power structures. Engaging subjects such as the Iraq
War, military culture, veterans’ care, and gay and women’s rights,
my work combines both familiar visual representations and a
personal vocabulary of symbols, into multi-layered pieces.
An Unfit Effect conflates the religion-based mentality behind
the controversial issues of homosexuals serving under Don’t Ask,
Don’t Tell, the concerns of women in combat, and the problems
behind historical conflicts in the Middle East. Is religion a valid
justification of these seemingly social absurdities? Do these
policies have other merits? Do the severe consequences that
directly affect only a few, provide reason enough to rethink how
we conduct business?
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Aaron Hughes (U.S. Army National Guard)

Courtesy Aaron Hughes

In 2003 Hughes supported combat operations by transporting
supplies from camps and ports in Kuwait to Iraq. After three
extensions, totaling one year, three months, and seven days, his
Company redeployed to North Riverside, Illinois, on July 24,
2004. Hughes returned to the University of Illinois to study
painting. He began to use art as a tool to confront issues of
militarism and occupation, later receiving an MFA in Art Theory
and Practice from Northwestern University in 2009. He has been
involved with many veteran/arts projects, including Warrior
Writers, Combat Paper, Drawing for Peace, Operation First
Casualty, Winter Soldier, the Demilitarized University, the Field
Organizing Program, Operation Recovery, and the IN WAR
exhibition series at the National Veterans Art Museum. (PS:
Aaron Loves birds!)
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Road Stop

‡

Aaron Hughes (U.S. Army National Guard)

Oil on Panel (2006), 4 X 4 ft., Courtesy Aaron Hughes

Description:
The Tourist Photographs are a series of 4 x 4 feet oil paintings
which interpret the posture assumed by American service
members (tourists) in the surreal space of the Iraq War.
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I Remember Standing There…

‡
Aaron Hughes (U.S. Army National Guard)

Oil on Panel (2006), 4 X 4 ft., Courtesy Aaron Hughes
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Installation Text:
I remember standing there
Dust covered, dust in my teeth, the smell of heat
That Humvee was fucked
Crippled
Pieces of its body hanging off like burnt cracking flesh
The P.O.C. said three of his guys died when it got hit
I was holding the little Mag-light that belonged to one of them. I
thought about keeping that charred Mag-light with holes burnt
right through the whole damn thing.
It could be cool to show people how fucking crazy this whole shit
was
But I started thinking about the kid you know
Damn flashlight was probably in his pocket
Holes right through him too.
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The P.O.C. was getting pissed
Said those were good soldiers in that Humvee and we shouldn’t
fuck with the remains.
I guess it was remains in a way.
I guess it seemed like that humvee was a corpse waiting to get
buried.
Damn we would pose in front of the most fucked up shit
I remember standing there thinking this proves I was in the shit
I’m a hero you know
That’s what they told me, you know I’m a fucking hero for
standing in front of that clump of death.
Three kids just like me, blown, burnt, smashed, shot, bled to
death.
Fuck’m though.
They’re just a part of the whole damn spectacle.
They died heroes you know. I got the photo to prove it
They burnt to death for us you know.
Fuck, I wonder what it’s like to have a hole burning through your
skin.
Description:
I am an artist, organizer, and Iraq War veteran, who seeks out
moments of beauty, poetry, and connection, in order to construct
new languages and meanings out of personal and collective
traumas. I use these new languages and meanings to create
projects that attempt to de-construct systems of dehumanization
and oppression.
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Iraq Triptych

‡

Aaron Hughes (U.S. Army National Guard)
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Collage on Panel (2006), 16 X 7 1/2 ft., Courtesy Aaron Hughes
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