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Introduction 

 

Before Their Stories Are Lost  

here are moments in the life of a nation that shape its character 
forever. 
Some are remembered in history books. Others are etched into 

monuments of granite and bronze. Still others are marked only by a 
folded flag, a weathered photograph, a pair of worn combat boots 
tucked away in a closet, or an old veteran who quietly stares into the 
distance when a certain song is played or the sound of a helicopter 
passes overhead. 

History remembers battles. God remembers people. This book is about 
the people. 

It is about ordinary Americans who, when their nation called, answered 
without demanding guarantees, applause, or certainty that they would 
ever return. They came from farms and factories, crowded cities and 
forgotten mining towns, universities and machine shops, Native 
reservations and immigrant families who had only recently become 
citizens of the country they would soon defend. They represented every 
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political persuasion, every socioeconomic background, and every 
personality imaginable. Some were barely old enough to shave. Others 
left behind spouses and children. Yet each raised a hand and swore an 
oath that liberty was worth defending, even if the cost proved to be 
their own life. 

That oath matters. It has always mattered. It will always matter. 

Throughout our nation's history, generations of Americans have stood 
in places most of us will never see. They crossed beaches under enemy 
fire, flew into hostile skies, patrolled jungles, silently cruises beneath 
dangerous seas, endured deserts and frozen mountains, and answered 
calls that history demanded of them. Most never considered themselves 
extraordinary. They simply believed someone had to go. And so they 
went. 

Some came home carrying medals. Others came home carrying 
memories. Many carried both. 

Some returned physically wounded. Others came home with wounds 
that could not be seen. Their wars did not always end when the aircraft 
landed, or the ship returned to port. For many, another battle had only 
begun, one fought in silence against grief, guilt, nightmares, moral 
injury, addiction, broken relationships, and the haunting question every 
warrior eventually asks: Why did I come home when others did not? 

Those stories deserve to be told, not because veterans seek sympathy 
or applause, but because memory matters. A nation that forgets those 
who defended it slowly forgets the virtues that made it worth 
defending: courage, duty, sacrifice, loyalty, humility, and service before 
self. 
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This book was born around tables at the Jasper Club. On the surface it 
is a room filled with aging veterans sharing coffee, laughter, and stories. 
Stay long enough, however, and the room changes. An eighty-year-old 
man becomes nineteen again. He remembers the smell of diesel fuel 
aboard a submarine, the heat of Vietnam, the dust of Iraq, the 
mountains of Afghanistan, the endless gray of the North Atlantic, or 
the unbearable silence after the shooting stopped. These are not simply 
stories. They are living history, and living history disappears one funeral 
at a time. 

As a psychologist and as a former Army officer, we have come to believe 
that beneath every uniform lives a human soul: capable of extraordinary 
courage, profound suffering, remarkable resilience, and enduring hope. 
Every one of those souls has a story worthy of being remembered. 

The stories you are about to encounter are as varied as the men and 
women who lived them. Some will inspire you beyond words. Some will 
leave you sitting quietly, perhaps with tears in your eyes, trying to 
comprehend burdens that those of us who have lived in peacetime can 
scarcely imagine. Others are marked by folded flags, empty chairs 
around family tables, decades of silent nightmares, and memories that 
refuse to loosen their grip. 

Yet if you spend any time around veterans, police officers, firefighters, 
you will quickly discover something that may surprise you. They laugh. 
Some of the stories you are about to read are so wonderfully outrageous 
that you will find yourself laughing until your sides hurt. Their humor 
does not minimize suffering; it survives suffering. Laugh with them. 
They would much rather hear your laughter than your pity. 
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Within these pages you will encounter courage and fear, sorrow and 
gratitude, heartbreak and hope, despair and resilience. More than 
anything else, it is my hope that these stories help my fellow veterans, 
police officers, firefighters, medics, and military families feel heard, 
understood, and remembered. No one should have to carry these 
burdens entirely alone. 

And to you, dear reader, thank you for caring enough to open these 
pages. Thank you for slowing down long enough to listen. Perhaps the 
veteran whose story touches you is someone you deeply love, or perhaps 
it is someone you have never met. What matters is that you cared 
enough to listen. 

Our only request is this. Reach out to a veteran. Reach out to a first 
responder. Offer your presence, your respect, your gratitude, and your 
willingness to listen without judgment. If they know they are safe, 
respected, and genuinely cared for, they will talk. Perhaps not today. 
Perhaps not tomorrow. But when trust has found a home, they will talk, 
and what they entrust to you will be far more than a war story. They 
will entrust you with a piece of their soul. 

As you read these pages, perhaps you will whisper a quiet prayer for 
these men and women and their families. If prayer is not part of your 
tradition, simply pause for a moment and offer a sincere thought of 
gratitude, love, and appreciation. Maybe that is all you can do. But all 
you can do is great. It is certainly better than doing nothing. 

So, before another voice is lost, before another flag is folded, and before 
another chair at the Jasper Club remains forever empty, let us listen. 
Let us remember. Let us honor these quiet warriors by preserving, with 
humility and gratitude, the stories they have entrusted to us. For 
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history records battles, but nations are ultimately remembered by the 
character of the men and women who answered when duty called. 

Before we begin, we would like to share one final thought. 

Many of the men and women whose stories fill these pages returned 
home carrying invisible wounds. Some found healing through faith, 
family, purpose, and time. Others have quietly struggled with 
memories, grief, anxiety, depression, PTSD, moral injury, addiction, or 
the lingering effects of trauma. If you recognize yourself, or someone 
you love, in these stories, we want you to know there is hope. 

After these personal accounts, we have included a second section that 
is very different in style but deeply connected in purpose. Drawing upon 
more than four decades of Jeff being a military and clinical psychologist, 
we introduce the NeuroFaith® Model, a neuroscience-informed and 
spiritually grounded framework for understanding trauma, resilience, 
and restoration. It is offered not as the only path to healing, nor as a 
substitute for professional care, but as a practical and hopeful guide for 
those seeking to better understand the remarkable capacity of the 
human brain, nervous system, heart, relationships, and spirit to heal. 

If you are doing well, we hope you will simply enjoy the stories that 
follow and carry a deeper appreciation for the extraordinary men and 
women who have served our nation and communities. But if these pages 
awaken something within you, or someone you love, we invite you to 
continue into the second part of this book. Our hope is that the stories 
you are about to read will inspire you, and that the pages that follow 
may offer understanding, encouragement, and, above all, hope. 

So, dear friends... let's begin.  
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Part I: The Calls That 
Never End 
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²ƘŜƴ 5ǳǘȅ /ŀƭƭǎΧ!Ǝŀƛƴ - SGT Jack Marion 

The first time, courage is often fueled by youthful confidence. 
The second time, it is sustained by conviction.  

A Word From Jeff  
ome men answer their nation's call once. 
Others answer it twice. 
Jack Marion had already served his country with honor during the 

Cold War. He had earned the right to leave military life behind, build a 
career, raise a family, and enjoy the peace he had helped preserve. No one 
expected him to put the uniform on again. 

Then came September 11, 2001. 

While most Americans watched history unfold on television, Jack faced a 
deeply personal question. After more than twenty years away from active 
duty, would he answer his nation's call once more? 

He did. 

S 
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What followed was not the adventure of a young soldier eager to prove 
himself, but the deliberate choice of an experienced warrior who fully 
understood the cost of war. He knew what military service demanded. He 
knew the risks. He knew that some of those who deployed beside him 
would never come home. 

He went anyway. 

As I read Jack's story, I was struck less by the firefights than by the man 
behind them. Again and again, his focus was never on personal recognition. 
It was on protecting the soldiers, medics, and friends entrusted to his care. 
That quiet commitment became the defining theme of his service and, I 
believe, the reason his story deserves to be remembered. 

What follows is Jack's story, told largely in his own words. 

A Boy Who Became a Soldier 
If someone had told me at seventeen years old that the Army would 
become one of the defining influences of my life, I probably would have 
laughed. My story doesn't begin with some dramatic act of courage or a 
lifelong dream of becoming a soldier. It begins with a teenager who simply 
didn't want to go to school. 

I wasn't a troublemaker, and I certainly wasn't headed down the road of 
drugs or alcohol. Like a lot of young men, I thought I already had life 
figured out. My parents finally reached the point where they gave me a 
choice that changed my life forever: stay in school or join the Army. 

I chose the Army. 

Within twenty -four hours I was wondering if I had made the biggest 
mistake of my life. 
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After a red-eye flight and a long bus ride through a Missouri snowstorm, I 
arrived at Fort Leonard Wood exhausted, hungry, freezing, and 
completely out of my element. Before I even knew what was happening, I 
stepped squarely onto my drill sergeant's highly polished boot. It wasn't 
exactly the first impression I had hoped to make. 

Things only got worse. 

A few weeks later, during the infamous gas chamber exercise, my gas mask 
had a broken seal. My eyes and lungs immediately felt like they were on 
fire. I couldn't breathe, couldn't speak, and did the only thing my panicked 
seventeen-year-old brain could think of. 

I ran. 

Unfortunately, I knocked my drill sergeant's gas mask loose on the way 
out. Looking back, it's funny. At the time, I was convinced my military 
career was over before it had really begun. From that point forward, if 
there were extra latrines to clean, potatoes to peel, or miserable details to 
assign, I somehow always seemed to be the lucky winner. 

What I didn't understand then was that the Army wasn't trying to punish 
me. 

It was changing me. 

Discipline slowly replaced impulsiveness. Responsibility replaced youthful 
overconfidence. I discovered that leadership isn't handed to you and 
respect isn't demanded. Both are earned, usually through hardship. Every 
difficult day chipped away at the arrogance of youth and replaced it with 
something far more valuable. 
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After basic training came Infantry School, Jump School, and eventually 
Germany during the height of the Cold War. We trained constantly with 
our NATO allies, preparing for the possibility of a Soviet invasion that 
thankfully never came. Along the way I attended Sniper School, completed 
specialized training with several allied nations, and eventually earned 
promotion to sergeant after finishing my GED and the Sergeant's 
Academy. 

One experience left a lasting impression on me. After being selected 
Brigade Soldier of the Quarter, I was awarded a trip through Checkpoint 
Charlie into East Berlin. Standing on the communist side of the wall, 
seeing the gray buildings, guarded expressions, and atmosphere of 
oppression, reminded me why so many nations had stood together during 
the Cold War. Freedom wasn't something I took for granted after that. 

By the time I eventually left active duty, married, and began building a 
civilian life, I believed my military career had come to an honorable 
conclusion. I folded away my uniforms, hung up my boots, and assumed 
that chapter of my life had closed forever. 

I was wrong. 

More than twenty years later, history knocked on my door once again. 

When America called after September 11, I found myself facing a decision 
I never expected to make. 

I had already served my country once. 

The question was whether I was willing to do it again. 
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My Country Needs Me  
There are moments in history that divide our lives into before and after. 
For my parents' generation, it was Pearl Harbor. For mine, it was 
September 11, 2001. 

Like millions of Americans, I watched the attacks unfold in disbelief. In a 
matter of hours, the sense of security we had taken for granted 
disappeared, replaced by grief, anger, and the sobering realization that 
freedom always carries a price. For many Americans, those attacks 
awakened patriotism. For me, they awakened something that had been 
quietly waiting beneath the surface for more than two decades. 

Duty. 

I had already served my country. I had completed my active-duty career 
during the Cold War, built a civilian life, raised a family, and believed my 
years in uniform were behind me. No one expected me to return to 
military service, and no one would have questioned my decision if I had 
remained home. I had already fulfilled my obligation. 

Yet I couldn't ignore the feeling that experienced soldiers were needed 
once again. I understood exactly what military service demanded. I was 
no longer the seventeen-year-old who had joined the Army looking for 
direction. I had lived enough life to understand sacrifice, loss, and 
responsibility. Perhaps because I understood those things more clearly, I 
also knew I couldn't simply watch others answer the call while I remained 
safely behind. 

So I volunteered. 

Joining Bravo Company, 1st Battalion, 184th Infantry, I quickly discovered 
that I was now one of the older soldiers in the unit. Most of the men 
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around me were young 
enough to be my sons. They 
were strong, motivated, and 
eager to prove themselves, 
while I found myself 
drawing upon experiences 
that stretched back to 
another era of military 
service. The equipment had 

changed. The tactics had evolved. But one thing remained exactly the 
same. Soldiers still depended upon one another, and trust still had to be 
earned. 

That opportunity came sooner than I expected. 

Our mission in northern Iraq centered on convoy security, escorting long 
lines of supply trucks along roads that had become ideal hunting grounds 
for insurgents. Every bridge, every pile of debris, every abandoned vehicle 
carried the possibility of hiding an improvised explosive device. You 
learned very quickly that routine did not exist in combat. Every mission 
demanded complete attention because the enemy only had to be right 
once. 

During one convoy outside Kirkuk, an improvised explosive device 
detonated beneath our vehicle with tremendous force. The explosion 
lifted our Humvee off the ground, slammed it back onto the roadway, 
and left us momentarily stunned inside a cloud of smoke, dust, and 
shattered pavement. My ears were ringing, my head was pounding, and 
before I could fully gather my thoughts, rounds began striking around us. 

Training immediately replaced confusion. 
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I checked my crew, confirmed that everyone was still capable of fighting, 
and realized the attackers were moving aggressively toward the convoy. 
Remaining in formation would have allowed them to dictate the battle. 
Instead, I made the decision to break formation and drive directly at the 
attacking vehicles while our gunners engaged them. Another gun truck 
immediately joined us, and together we pushed into the attack until 
supporting helicopters arrived overhead. What had begun as a carefully 
planned ambush quickly became a retreat for the enemy because they 
had not expected an aggressive counterattack. 

Only after the firefight ended did I discover that I had suffered a 
concussion during the explosion. Like so many soldiers, I had been too 
focused on everyone else to recognize my own injuries. After several days 
of observation, I returned to duty, expecting nothing more than another 
convoy assignment. Instead, my commander asked me to help develop 
training based on the tactics we had used during the ambush. The 
maneuver eventually became known as "Angry Bull," and years later I 
would see versions of those same tactics incorporated into Army 
training. That remains one of the quiet satisfactions of my career, not 
because my name was attached to it, but because better training has the 
potential to save lives. 

Combat, however, has a way of reminding you that every lesson is 
written at a cost. 

Not long afterward, another convoy came under attack after one of our 
gun trucks struck an IED. As we moved forward to recover the disabled 
vehicle, we immediately came under heavy enemy fire. I found myself on 
the ground, returning fire while helping coordinate the recovery of our 
truck and the defense of the convoy. During the chaos, civilian truck 
driver Brian Westin deliberately maneuvered his vehicle between me and 
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the incoming rounds, shielding my position and giving us precious time 
to regain control of the fight. His courage that day has never left me. 
Military service teaches us that heroism wears many uniforms, and 
sometimes none at all. 

The emotional cost of war became painfully real when I returned from 
leave and learned that First Lieutenant Patrick "Bags" Bagley, First 
Sergeant Steve Trester, and Specialist Alex Zonio had all been killed. 
Losing friends has a way of changing the way you view every mission that 
follows. You realize with painful clarity that surviving today's firefight 
offers no guarantees about tomorrow's. 

By then I had long since stopped worrying about proving myself. 

My mission had become much simpler. 

Lead well. Protect my soldiers. Bring as many people home as possible. 

Everything else had become secondary. 

The Measure of a Soldier  
By the time I deployed to Afghanistan, I no longer viewed military service 
through the eyes of the young private who had joined the Army decades 
earlier. Iraq had stripped away any remaining illusions about combat. I 
had seen what explosions could do, buried friends I deeply respected, and 
learned that every mission carried the possibility that someone might not 
return. Whatever youthful desire I once had to prove myself had long 
since disappeared. My purpose had become much simpler. 

Protect the people beside me. 

That purpose followed me to the mountains of Afghanistan. 
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Our mission often involved securing landing zones for medical evacuation 
helicopters and protecting the combat medics who willingly flew into 
some of the most dangerous places imaginable. They were extraordinary 
young men and women. While the rest of us focused on suppressing 
enemy fire, they focused on saving lives. They never asked whether the 
wounded soldier lying before them was easy to reach or whether the fight 
was still raging. They simply went to work. Watching their courage gave 
me an even deeper appreciation for what service really means. 

On one mission, we established a blocking position while helicopters 
attempted to evacuate wounded personnel from a hot landing zone. 
Enemy fighters were still actively engaging the aircraft, and as I scanned 
the hillside, I spotted an insurgent preparing to fire an RPG toward one 
of the helicopters. There wasn't time to hesitate. We engaged before he 
could launch the rocket, eliminating the immediate threat and allowing 
the evacuation to continue. It was one of countless reminders that in 
combat, decisions are often measured in seconds, while their 
consequences can last a lifetime. 

What I remember most about Afghanistan, however, isn't the firefights. 

It's the people. 

One of our young combat medics, Katrina Sanchez, worked under 
conditions that would have tested the resolve of anyone. She treated 
devastating injuries with remarkable calm while rounds cracked overhead 
and helicopters came and went carrying the wounded. Like every medic 
I served beside, she placed herself in danger for people she had often 
never met. 

One day she smiled at me and said, "You're our guardian angel." 
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I laughed and told her I wasn't anybody's angel. 

But I also told her that as long as I was standing there, I would do 
everything in my power to make sure she got home. 

That wasn't bravado. 

It was a promise. 

When my deployment came to an end, Katrina hugged me goodbye and 
quietly repeated those same words. 

"You really were our guardian angel." 

I have received commendations during my career that I deeply 
appreciate, but I cannot think of any recognition that has meant more to 
me than hearing those words from someone whose life I had simply tried 
to protect. 

Looking back now, I realize that military service changed me in ways I 
never anticipated. The Army taught me discipline as a teenager, 
leadership as a young sergeant, and courage under fire as an older soldier. 
But perhaps its greatest lesson was that leadership has very little to do 
with rank and everything to do with responsibility. The people under 
your care become more important than your own comfort, your own 
ambitions, and sometimes even your own safety. 

Coming home wasn't as easy as I expected. 

Like many veterans, I discovered that leaving the battlefield is not the 
same as leaving the war. There were days when I struggled with 
memories, with the loss of friends, and with questions that don't have 
easy answers. Learning that some of those brothers later lost their battles 
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to suicide was heartbreaking. Those wounds don't show up on an X-ray, 
but they are every bit as real. 

What ultimately pulled me forward wasn't another deployment or 
another medal. 

It was family. 

It was rediscovering the simple joy of watching my nieces and nephews 
laugh their way through Disneyland, reminding me that life is still filled 
with beauty worth protecting. It was realizing that the greatest victories 
are often found not on a battlefield, but around a dinner table, in a 
church pew, or in the quiet moments we share with the people we love. 

People sometimes ask why I went back after twenty years away from the 
Army. The answer has never changed. 

I didn't go back because I was looking for adventure. 

I didn't go back because I missed war. 

I certainly didn't go back because I wanted recognition. 

I went back because I believed my country needed experienced soldiers, 
and I believed I still had something to offer. I had already served once, 
and no one expected me to answer the call again. But there are moments 
in life when comfort must give way to conviction, and I knew I could not 
ask younger men and women to shoulder a burden that I was still capable 
of helping carry. 

Looking back across both of my military careers, I don't measure my 
service by schools attended, badges earned, or medals received. I measure 
it by the people who came home. If I had any gift to offer, it was simply 
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this: to stand between danger and those entrusted to my care for as long 
as God gave me the strength to do so. 

I answered when duty called as a seventeen-year-old kid who thought he 
had life figured out. 

More than twenty years later, I answered when duty called again, 
knowing exactly what it might cost. 

I have never regretted either decision. 

If my story leaves any legacy at 
all, I hope it is this: courage is 
not measured by how eagerly 
we run toward battle, but by 
our willingness to stand beside 
others when they need us 
most. Military service 
eventually ends, but a life of 
service never really does. Once 
you have learned to place the 
welfare of others above your 
own, that calling stays with 
you for the rest of your life. 

That, more than anything else, 
is what the Army gave me. 

And for that, I will always be grateful. 
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Wounded in War, Still Serving Through His Wounds - Sergeant Johnnie Griffiths 

A Word From Jeff  
ome men tell you about their courage. Other men require 
someone else to tell you because they would never speak that 
way about themselves. 

Sergeant Johnnie Griffiths belongs to the latter group. 

Johnnie is the leader of the Jasper Veterans and First Responders 
Association, and I have been deeply honored that he asked me to stand 
alongside him in helping chair this extraordinary group. He is soft-
spoken, gracious, and unfailingly respectful. He carries himself with the 
quiet dignity of a man who has endured much but has never allowed 
suffering to make him bitter. 

Johnnie is also, I must say, one handsome older gentleman. He has 
become something of a Prescott institution, often dressed in clothing 
reminiscent of the Civil War era or the Old West. He volunteers at the 
historic Palace Saloon, where he sometimes appears to have stepped 
out of another century to embody the finest traditions of the American 

S 
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West. Yet there is nothing theatrical about the character beneath those 
clothes. The honor, courtesy, and strength are entirely his own. 

He is also a gifted operatic singer whose voice has brought comfort and 
ƋƳǤǚƋǝļǯƋƾƳḧǯƾḧżǸƳŦǝļƧǤḱḧưŦưƾǝƋļƧḧǤŦǝȐƋŚŦǤḱḧȐŦǯŦǝļƳǤẄḧŽļǯƆŦǝƋƳŽǤḱḧļƳŠḧ
patriotic community events. When Johnnie sings, he does more than 
perform. He gives something of himself to the people listening. His 
voice carries sorrow, faith, love of country, and reverence for those who 
served. 

Johnnie is Native American, and he has generously shared with me some 
of the wisdom, beauty, and spiritual depth of his heritage. What he has 
taught me speaks directly to my soul. His understanding of honor, the 
sacredness of life, respect for those who came before us, and our 
responsibility to one another feels beautifully aligned with the deepest 
convictions of my own faith. 

:ŦƳŦļǯƆḧ {ƾƆƳƳƋŦẄǤḧ ȑļǝưǯƆḱḧ ưǸǤƋŚḱḧ ƆǸưƾǝḱḧ ļƳŠḧ ¹ƧŠḧ ĉŦǤǯḧ ŚƆļǝưḱḧ
however, is the story of a nineteen-year-old soldier who arrived in 
Vietnam during one of the most violent periods of the war. He was 
badly wounded in combat, received the Purple Heart, and was also 
awarded the Bronze Star Medal. The physical wounds followed him 
home, as did injuries that could not be seen. Even now, he lives with 
pain and with memories that time cannot entirely erase. 

Johnnie could have allowed those wounds to close him off from the 
world. He could have surrendered to bitterness, anger, or despair, and 
no one who understood what he had endured would have judged him 
for struggling beneath their weight. Instead, he turned his wounds 
toward service. He became a man who notices the forgotten, honors 
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the fallen, comforts grieving families, and reminds veterans that their 
lives and sacrifices still matter. 

Those of us who have never been to war must approach stories like 
{ƾƆƳƳƋŦẄǤḧȑƋǯƆḧƆǸưƋƧƋǯȗḰḧéƆƋǤḧƋǤḧƳƾǯḧļƳḧļǯǯŦưǚǯḧǯƾḧŚǝŦļǯŦḧļḧƆƋŦǝļǝŚƆȗḧƾżḧ
suffering or suggest that veterans possess some moral superiority over 
those who did not serve. It is simply an acknowledgment that certain 
experiences cannot be fully understood from the outside. 

We can read about combat, study its history, watch films, and listen 
carefully to those who were there. We can feel compassion and allow 
their stories to move us deeply. But we cannot entirely comprehend 
what it means to hear rounds passing close enough to kill us, to watch 
men beside us fall, or to feel a bullet enter our own body while 
wondering whether our next breath will be our last. 

What we can do is listen. We can resist the temptation to rush veterans 
past their pain or insist that they should be over something because it 
happened decades ago. We can recognize that visible strength and 
invisible suffering can exist within the same person. We can make room 
for their stories without judgment and without turning away when 
those stories become difficult to hear. 

The wounds beneath the surface are among the reasons I feel called to 
work with veterans and preserve their stories. Too many returned from 
war to a society that expected them to resume ordinary life without 
acknowledging that they had experienced something profoundly 
outside the ordinary. If the wound could not be seen, it was often 
ignored. If the veteran remained functional, people assumed he had 
recovered. 
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These stories deserve to be preserved not because war should be 
glorified, but because sacrifice should not be forgotten. Veterans 
deserve to be known as whole human beings rather than reduced to 
uniforms, medals, diagnoses, or wounds. 

The rest of this story belongs to Johnnie. 

Going to Dragon Mountain  
If you can imagine the thoughts that go through a nineteen-year-old 
ǤƾƧŠƋŦǝẄǤḧưƋƳŠḱḧȗƾǸḧưļȗḧřŦŽƋƳḧǯƾḧǸƳŠŦǝǤǯļƳŠḧȑƆļǯḧkḧżŦƧǯḧȑƆŦƳḧkḧƧŦļǝƳŦŠḧ
that I was going to Dragon Mountain. 

I arrived in Vietnam in January 1968. I was nineteen years old, far from 
home, and entering a world for which no young man could ever be fully 
prepared. I had received military training. I knew how to carry my 
weapon, follow orders, and function as part of a unit. But knowing the 
mechanics of soldiering was not the same as knowing what war would 
ask of me. 

Dragon Mountain was the name American soldiers gave to Núi Hàm 
ØǅƳŽḱḧļḧǚǝƾưƋƳŦƳǯḧưƾǸƳǯļƋƳḧƳŦļǝḧÕƧŦƋƢǸḧƋƳḧǯƆŦḧ;ŦƳǯǝļƧḧfƋŽƆƧļƳŠǤḧƾżḧ
South Vietnam. Camp Enari, the large base camp of the 4th Infantry 
Division, stood near its base. Highway 14 connected Pleiku with Kon 
Tum to the north and other strategically important areas of the 
highlands. 

The Central Highlands were rugged and contested. Mountains, jungle, 
rolling terrain, and red earth shaped the landscape. The region lay near 
infiltration routes used by North Vietnamese forces moving personnel 
and supplies through the border areas. Pleiku and Kon Tum were 
therefore more than names on a military map. They were strategically 
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important places in a war being fought across some of the most difficult 
terrain imaginable. 

When I arrived, the Tet Offensive was about to erupt across South 
Vietnam. Beginning at the end of January 1968, Communist forces 
launched coordinated attacks against cities, military installations, 
provincial capitals, and outposts throughout the country. The offensive 
ǝŦļŚƆŦŠḧżǝƾưḧßļƋŽƾƳḧļƳŠḧfǸūḧǯƾḧǯƆŦḧ;ŦƳǯǝļƧḧfƋŽƆƧļƳŠǤḰḧÕƧŦƋƢǸḱḧ~ƾƳḧ
Tum, and the surrounding bases were caught in that storm. 

For the soldiers already there, and for young replacements arriving in 
Vietnam, the war suddenly seemed to be everywhere. My unit, like so 
many others, experienced frequent contact with the enemy. There was 
no clean boundary separating safety from danger. A road could appear 
quiet until the shooting began. A tree line could conceal nothing or an 
entire enemy force. A hillside could be merely a hillside in one moment 
and a killing ground in the next. 

The uncertainty was constant. You learned to study the terrain and 
listen for changes in the sounds around you. You watched the men 
beside you because sometimes their reactions told you something 
before you fully understood it yourself. You carried your equipment, 
followed the mission, and tried not to dwell upon what might be 
waiting beyond the next rise. 

We were young, but the war did not care how young we were. 

When the Fire Began  
During one operation in the Central Highlands, our unit encountered a 
large enemy force. We came under heavy fire, and the situation 
deteriorated quickly. The volume of fire made remaining where we were 
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increasingly dangerous, so we began trying to move toward higher 
ground on the mountain. 

Moving uphill under fire is difficult enough. Trying to do it while 
staying low enough to avoid becoming a target is something else 
entirely. We could not simply stand and run toward the mountain. We 
had to make ourselves as small as possible, pressing against the earth 
and crawling forward while rounds moved through the air around us. 

I was low-crawling, pulling myself along close to the ground. In that 
position, every foot of progress requires effort. Your weapon and 
equipment drag with you. Dirt works its way into your clothes and 
against your skin. Your field of vision narrows to whatever lies 
immediately ahead, yet some part of your mind remains aware of the 
firing around you and the vulnerability of your own body. 

There is no heroic posture in a moment like that. You are not thinking 
about medals or how the story may someday be told. You are trying to 
remain with your unit, reach better ground, protect the men beside 
you, and survive the next few seconds. 

Combat is not cinematic. There is no music beneath it, no narrator 
explaining what is happening, and no assurance that courage will be 
rewarded with survival. There is noise, confusion, dirt, terror, and the 
terrible awareness that someone who was alive beside you moments 
earlier may suddenly be wounded or dead. 

The men around you are not abstractions. They are the men with whom 
you have trained, eaten, joked, complained, and shared whatever small 
comforts could be found. You know their voices and the way they laugh. 
You know who has a wife waiting at home, who carries pictures of his 
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children, and who is still young enough that his mother writes every 
week. 

Then, in a matter of seconds, one of those men can be gone. 

The fighting does not stop to let you absorb it. Duty does not pause for 
terror or grief. Even while frightened, soldiers continue returning fire, 
moving toward better ground, tending the wounded, and watching over 
one another because someone beside them is depending upon them. 

Then I felt the impact. 

The round struck me in the chest with such force that it felt as if 
someone had swung a thousand-pound sledgehammer into my body. 
One moment I was crawling toward the mountain, and the next my 
body had been violently stopped by something I could not see. 

A bullet does more than pierce flesh. Its force shocks the body, 
ƾȐŦǝȑƆŦƧưǤḧǯƆŦḧǤŦƳǤŦǤḱḧļƳŠḧƋƳǯŦǝǝǸǚǯǤḧǯƆŦḧưƋƳŠẄǤḧļřƋƧƋǯȗḧǯƾḧǸƳŠŦǝǤǯļƳŠḧ
what has happened. For a moment, there is impact before there is 
comprehension. The body knows it has been struck before the mind can 
find the words. 

I had been shot. 

I was nineteen years old, wounded in the chest, and lying beneath 
enemy fire. At nineteen, most young men are only beginning to imagine 
the lives they might build. In that moment, the future I assumed would 
be mine suddenly narrowed to whether I would survive the next few 
minutes. 

You wonder whether the wound is fatal. You wonder how much blood 
you are losing and whether anyone can reach you. Thoughts of home 
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and family collide with the immediate demands of staying alive. 
Somewhere beneath the terror is the recognition that you may be dying 
far from everyone who has ever loved you. 

The world did not stop because I was wounded. The firing continued. 
My fellow soldiers remained exposed and continued doing their duty. 
Some were wounded, and some would not leave the mountain alive. 
Whatever fear any of us felt could not suspend our responsibilities. War 
offered no protected space in which to absorb what was happening. 

Somewhere amid that chaos, men recognized that I needed to be 
evacuated. They protected me, tended to me, and called for a medevac 
helicopter. 

Someone Was Coming for Me  
The sound of a helicopter approaching a battlefield can mean many 
things. It can carry soldiers into danger, bring ammunition and supplies, 
or provide fire support. To a wounded soldier lying on the ground, 
however, the sound of a medevac helicopter means something 
altogether different. 

It means someone is coming for you. 

The pilots and crews who flew those missions entered places from 
which everyone else was trying to escape. They exposed themselves to 
enemy fire so that wounded men they did not know might have a chance 
to live. Their courage was not abstract. It descended through the noise 
toward men whose lives depended upon their willingness to come. 

Within approximately thirty minutes, I was aboard a helicopter and 
being flown to the 71st Evacuation Hospital at Pleiku. Thirty minutes 
may not sound like a long time, but time changes when you have been 
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wounded. Each minute stretches beyond its ordinary measure because 
you do not know how badly you have been injured, whether the 
bleeding can be controlled, or whether you will still be alive when the 
helicopter reaches the hospital. 

Being lifted away brought relief, but it also meant leaving my brothers 
behind. They remained on the mountain, still fighting, still exposed, and 
still facing whatever the next moment would bring. That knowledge 
became part of what I carried with me. 

Survival in war is never entirely solitary. Men shield you, carry you, 
treat you, and fly into danger to retrieve you. Surgeons and nurses labor 
to keep you alive. Your survival is built upon the courage and sacrifice 
of people whose names may never appear beside yours on a medal. 

The Round Pinned to My Arm  
At the 71st Evacuation Hospital, the medical personnel went to work. 
Army hospitals in Vietnam treated casualties arriving directly from 
combat, often with little warning and under enormous pressure. 
Surgeons, nurses, medics, technicians, and support personnel faced 
wounds that most people could scarcely imagine. They worked quickly 
because the wounded did not have the luxury of time. 

Before surgery, I made one request of the doctor. 

ẁkżḧȗƾǸḧǯļƢŦḧǯƆŦḧǝƾǸƳŠḧƾǸǯḱḧŚƾǸƧŠḧȗƾǸḧǚƧŦļǤŦḧǤļȐŦḧƋǯḧżƾǝḧưŦḷḧkḧȑļƳǯḧǯƾḧ
ǯļƢŦḧƋǯḧƆƾưŦḰẂ 

I cannot say with certainty why that mattered so much to me in the 
moment. Perhaps I needed something tangible, some physical proof 
that the event had happened and that I had survived it. The bullet had 
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entered my body with enough force to end my life. If I lived, I wanted 
to take it home. 

The following morning, I awoke and found the round pinned to my arm. 
There it was, the piece of metal that had struck me like a sledgehammer, 
removed from my body and fastened where I could see it. I could hold 
it. I could take it home. It had entered me as an instrument of death, 
but now it had become evidence that death had not won. 

I was grateful simply to be alive. 

Later, my commanding officer, the executive officer, and the first 
sergeant came to me and presented me with the Purple Heart. My 
service would also be recognized with the ARCOM with V Device. I 
received those honors with gratitude, but I never believed that I had 
been the only courageous man on that mountain. 

I had been surrounded by soldiers doing their duty under fire. Some 
protected me, treated me, called for evacuation, or carried me to safety. 
Others continued fighting after I had been removed. Many performed 
acts of courage that never resulted in a medal or public recognition. 

The Purple Heart bore my name, but my survival belonged to many 
people. 

The Wounds No One Could See 
The helicopter carried me away from the battlefield, but no helicopter 
could carry me completely away from what happened there. 

The physical wound was visible. It could be examined, treated, 
bandaged, and entered into a medical record. People could see it and 
therefore understand that something had happened to me. 
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The wounds beneath it were different. 

When soldiers returned to garrison, and eventually returned home, the 
expectation was often simple: the danger was over, so we should get 
over it. If no wound could be seen, we were assumed to be fine. If the 
body had healed sufficiently for a man to walk, work, and function, 
people naturally concluded that the war had ended for him. 

For many of us, however, the war continued in places no one else could 
see. 

Combat can remain embedded within the body long after the 
battlefield has fallen silent. The mind may know that the war is over, 
yet the body continues listening for danger. A sudden noise can bring 
back the crack of gunfire. A helicopter can return a man to the moment 
he was lifted from the battlefield. A smell, face, or unexpected 
movement can open a memory that has remained beneath the surface 
for years. 

The body braces before the mind knows why. Sleep can become another 
battlefield. Some veterans relive what happened through nightmares or 
memories that arrive without invitation. Others experience a numbness 
they cannot explain or carry guilt because they survived when friends 
did not. 

In our generation, men were not always given language for those 
experiences. We were expected to be strong, remain silent, and move 
forward. The message was often unmistakable: you made it home, so 
you should be grateful. Do not dwell upon it. Do not burden others with 
it. Get over it. 
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Many of us did our best to comply. We went to work, raised families, 
served our communities, and kept our memories behind doors that 
rarely opened. Some appeared entirely successful while fighting battles 
inside themselves that even the people closest to them could not see. 

I carried both kinds of wounds. I lived with the physical consequences 
of being shot, but I also carried the memories of that mountain, the 
terror of believing I might die, and the knowledge that some of my 
brothers did not return. 

I could not change what had happened, but I still had a choice about 
what I would do with it. 

Why I Continued to Serve  
I did not continue serving because the wounds disappeared. I continued 
serving through them. 

Over time, I came to understand that the round pinned to my arm 
represented more than survival. Surviving created a responsibility. I had 
returned home when many others did not, and I had been given years 
that were denied to friends and fellow soldiers. 

I could not live those years for them, but I could live in a way that 
honored them. 

That conviction eventually led me to begin Veterans Honoring Veterans 
and to continue serving through the Jasper Veterans and First 
Responders Association. The uniform may change and active duty may 
end, but the obligation to stand beside one another does not disappear. 

Veterans need more than ceremonies and words of appreciation. They 
need community. They need people who understand that some wounds 
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remain hidden. They need someone willing to sit beside them without 
judgment, honor what they endured, and remind them that they still 
have purpose. 

That is the person I have tried to become. 

My work has involved fundraising, organizing events, building 
relationships within the community, honoring veterans, and helping 
ensure that those who served are not forgotten. It has also meant 
standing beside families during times of grief and remembering those 
whose service and sacrifice might otherwise disappear from public 
memory. 

I know what it means to be wounded and carried from the battlefield. I 
know what it means for other people to come for me. 

Now I try to come for others. 

When I sit beside a wounded veteran, honor a fallen service member, 
sing at a funeral, or comfort a grieving family, I am not offering 
sympathy from a safe distance. I am reaching through my own wounds 
toward the wounds of another. 

The pain has not always left me. The memories have not disappeared. 
The scars remain, both those that can be seen and those carried within. 
But they have given me a deeper understanding of what another veteran 
may be carrying beneath the surface. 

I cannot bring back the men who did not return. I cannot undo what 
happened on the mountain or restore the years taken from so many 
families. What I can do is remember them. I can speak their names, 
honor their service, preserve their stories, and stand beside the veterans 
who came home carrying burdens they were never meant to carry alone. 
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The nineteen-year-old soldier crawling toward higher ground could not 
have imagined the life that still waited for him. I could not have known 
the veterans I would someday encourage, the families I would comfort, 
the songs I would sing, or the community that would come to mean so 
much to me. 

I knew only that I had been struck in the chest, that men had come for 
me, and that I had survived. 

The round pinned to my arm became proof of that survival. The life I 
have lived since then became its purpose. 

There are medals that can be pinned upon a uniform, and there are 
honors revealed only through the way a person chooses to live. I remain 
grateful for the Purple Heart and the Bronze Star Medal, but the 
greatest way I can honor those awards is to continue serving the men 
and women whose sacrifices they represent. 

I was wounded in war, but my service did not end there. I came home 
carrying wounds that others could see and wounds they could not. 
Those wounds became part of the reason I chose to stand beside other 
veterans. 

I am still serving, not because I escaped the wounds of war, but through 
them. 
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More than a Soldier - Major Al Johnson 

Everybody Needs a Hero 
verybody needs a hero. Mine was MAJ Al 
Johnson. Let me explain. It was 1992, and I 
had been activated for deployment to 

Somalia with the 62nd Medical Group. At the time, 
I was a pediatric psychologist, most of my Army 
career spent safely within the walls of medical 
centers. I knew very little about the realities of 
soldiering in combat environments. I had 
volunteered to go imagining something much closer 
to a humanitarian mission, picturing myself handing out candy bars to 
children and helping from the relative safety of a medical role. I truly had no 
idea what I was walking into. Somalia was not an abstraction. It was violence, 
instability, starvation, and fear. And almost immediately I realized I was 
profoundly unprepared for the realities surrounding us. 

E 
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Then Came Al 
éƆŦƳḧŚļưŦḧ ƧḰḧ¬ {ḧ Ƨḧ{ƾƆƳǤƾƳḰḧ ḧǤƾƧŠƋŦǝẄǤḧǤƾƧŠƋŦǝḧƋƳḧŦȐŦǝȗḧǤŦƳǤŦḧƾżḧǯƆŦḧȑƾǝŠḰḧ
He was steeped in experience, calm under pressure, sharp as a tack, and full 
of the kind of quiet wisdom that immediately steadied everyone around him. 
Somehow, whether through instinct, compassion, or sheer mercy, he decided 
to take me under his wing. And from the moment he did, my entire 
experience of Somalia changed. 

Our first firefight happened 
not long after we landed. I 
honestly barely understood 
what was happening around 
me. I was not a warfighter by 
temperament or training, and I 
joke that I was probably more 

at risk of accidentally shooting myself with my Beretta than defending anyone 
effectively. But while chaos erupted around us and incoming fire cut through 
the confusion, Al ran back through danger itself to retrieve my flak jacket and 
helmet. He tossed them into my hands with complete calmness and simply 
said, ẁfŦǝŦḱḧǚǸǯḧǯƆŦǤŦḧƾƳḰẂ 

That moment stayed with me for the rest of my life because Al was doing 
something much larger than protecting me physically. In the middle of 
uncertainty and fear, he became an anchor. He regulated the emotional 
climate around him. I still laugh when I tell people that my biggest military 
accomplishment was a perfect 10.0 dive underneath a table during our first 
firefight, but beneath the humor is something deeply true. Al was the reason 
I remained intact. Body, mind, and spirit. 
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Following His Lead  
From that point forward, I followed Al 
like a shadow. When Al looked calm, I 
relaxed. When Al became cautious, I 
stopped in my tracks. He taught me 
how to read an environment, how to 
notice subtle shifts that signaled 
danger, and how to steady my nervous system when adrenaline threatened to 
take over. 

One afternoon I heard a strange snapping sound pass near my head and barely 
ǝŦļŚǯŦŠḧǯƾḧƋǯḰḧ ƧḧǯǸǝƳŦŠḧǯƾȑļǝŠḧưŦḧļƳŠḧļǤƢŦŠḱḧẁAƋŠḧȗƾǸḧƆŦļǝḧǯƆļǯḷẂḧkḧŚļǤǸļƧƧȗḧ
ļƳǤȑŦǝŦŠḱḧẁďŦļƆḰẂḧéƆŦƳḧƆŦḧƧƾƾƢŦŠḧŠƋǝŦŚǯƧȗḧļǯḧưŦḧļƳŠḧǤļƋŠḱḧẁ{ŦżżḱḧǯƆļǯḧȑļǤḧļḧ
round that barely missed uǤḰẂḧéƆļǯḧȑļǤḧ ƧḰḧ¯ŦȐŦǝḧǯƆŦļǯǝƋŚļƧḰḧ¯ŦȐŦǝḧŠǝļưļǯƋŚḰḧ
Just deeply grounded in reality. He never minimized danger, but he also never 
surrendered to panic. That combination created an extraordinary sense of 
safety around him, even in profoundly unsafe places. 

Mogadishu  
Our unit eventually occupied 
a once beautiful university in 
Mogadishu. Somalia had 
been stripped almost 
completely bare. There was 
no electricity, no running 
water, no glass in the 
windows, and no wires remaining on the utility poles. Even the ceramic caps 
had been torn from the telephone lines. People bathed openly in the streets. 
Cardboard and tin structures lined the roads. Everywhere you looked there 
were signs of collapse, desperation, poverty, and fear. 
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Warlords like General Aidid controlled enormous portions of the region while 
children starved and humanitarian aid moved under constant threat of 
violence. The smell of despair lingered almost everywhere we went. Yet even 
inside that darkness, Al somehow maintained his humanity. He carried 
himself with steadiness, humor, intelligence, and quiet dignity. He never lost 
his center, and because he did not lose it, many of us around him were able to 
hold onto ours as well. 

The Flight Home  
I remember our flight home vividly. We boarded a massive C-5 Galaxy simply 
grateful to be alive, but not long into the flight we encountered turbulence 
unlike anything I had ever experienced. And I am the son of a pilot. I have 
endured more than a few white-knuckle flights in my life. But this was 
different. Even the flight crew looked visibly unsettled. 

éƆļǯḧƋǤḧȑƆŦƳḧ ƧḧǜǸƋŦǯƧȗḧǯǸǝƳŦŠḧǯƾȑļǝŠḧưŦḧļƳŠḧļǤƢŦŠḱḧẁ{ŦżżḱḧŠƾḧȗƾǸḧǚǝļȗḷḧkżḧǤƾḱḧ
ƳƾȑḧȑƾǸƧŠḧřŦḧļḧŽƾƾŠḧǯƋưŦḰẂḧ ƳŠḧǤƾ we prayed together with very few words 
and a great deal of faith. That moment captured something essential about 
Al. Even under pressure, he remained grounded, practical, and spiritually 
centered. As always, I followed his lead. 

A Friendship Beyond War  
After Somalia, our friendship only deepened. Al was brilliant. Truly brilliant. 
He read constantly, thought deeply, and could move seamlessly between 
conversations about military strategy, quantum mechanics, philosophy, 
theology, psychology, or the deeper questions surrounding the human soul. 
But what made him extraordinary was not simply his intelligence. It was his 
humility. He carried immense knowledge without arrogance. 
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He loved his wife Marty deeply, and he absolutely lit up whenever he spoke 
about his son, JJ. Over the years he became my sounding board for clinical 
cases, my guide through military culture, and one of my closest companions 
in intellectual and spiritual life. I genuinely believed there would be many more 
years together, many more late-night conversations, many more cups of 
ŚƾżżŦŦḱḧļƳŠḧưļƳȗḧưƾǝŦḧẁŠƾȑƳƧƾļŠǤẂḧļřƾǸǯḧƧƋżŦḱḧǤǸżżŦǝƋƳŽḱḧưŦļƳƋƳŽḱḧżļƋǯƆḱḧļƳŠḧ
the human condition. But those years would not come on this side of eternity. 

ßƋƳŚŦḧ ƧẄǤḧǚļǤǤƋƳŽḱḧkḧƆļȐŦḧƆļŠḧǯƆŦḧǚǝƋȐƋƧŦŽŦḧƾżḧŽŦǯǯƋƳŽḧǯƾḧƢƳƾȑḧ{{ḱḧȑƆƾḧƋǤḧƋƳḧ
many ways a living tribute to his father. The resemblance is uncanny. The 
same warmth. The same grounded presence. The same thoughtful cadence 
and spirit. Talking with JJ often feels like hearing echoes of Al himself still 
walking beside me. 

Until We Meet Again  
So, I write this with both gratitude and sorrow. I miss my buddy. I miss my hero. And I 
thank God for the strange divine mercy that brought us together in the middle of a war 
zone. 

Al, as you fly through heaven, I suspect you have already figured everything out up there 
within the first week. You probably already know everybody and have already found 
the best coffee. And when my time finally comes, I know you will be there waiting to give 
me the skinny, just like always. 

¦ɜɽɆɖ ɽɃȰɜⱷ Ȱɜɑɢε ɽɃȰ Ȧɢɛɯȗɜε Ɇɜ EɢȬ ɶ ɔɆɜȽȬɢɛꜜ ºɢʀ ɜȰήȰɳ ȬɆȬ ɛȰȰɽ ȗ ɶɽɳȗɜȽȰɳꜜ 

With deep love, 

Your buddy forever, 

Jeff  
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No Complaints - The Battle of Bu Dop - LTC Bill Hunt 

 
n November 1967, the war in Vietnam was intensifying along the 
Cambodian border. Bu Dop was an isolated Special Forces camp in a 
region of rubber plantations, dense jungle, and enemy infiltration 

routes. Its proximity to Cambodia made the area strategically important 
and exceptionally dangerous. Enemy forces could move through the 
surrounding countryside, strike an outpost, and then withdraw toward 
the border. 

Shortly after midnight on November 29, Viet Cong forces attacked the 
nearby Bo Duc District headquarters. Mortar fire prevented South 
Vietnamese forces at Bu Dop from reinforcing the compound. By that 
afternoon, the United States Army had begun moving additional forces 
into the area. 

The 1st Battalion, 28th Infantry Regiment, known as the Black Lions, was 
flown from Quan Loi to Bu Dop. With them came Battery A, 2nd 
Battalion, 33rd Artillery, equipped with 105mm howitzers. Together, the 

I 



Jeffrey E. Hansen, PH.D. and Johnnie Griffiths 

44 

infantry and artillery established a defensive position near the 
northwestern end of the small airstrip. 

I was serving as the battery executive officer. 

As the battery XO, I was responsible for helping ensure that the guns, 
ammunition, equipment, and men were ready to fulfill our mission. The 
infantry formed a protective perimeter around us while our howitzers 
provided fire support. It was an arrangement familiar to artillerymen in 
Vietnam. The infantry protected the guns, and the guns protected the 
infantry. 

A 105mm howitzer is ordinarily used to fire indirectly at an enemy miles 
away. The gun crews may never see the soldiers against whom they are 
firing. Coordinates are calculated, elevations are established, and rounds 
are sent high into the air toward targets identified by forward observers. 

That was how the guns were intended to be used. 

On the night of November 29, everything changed. 

ßƆƾǝǯƧȗḧļżǯŦǝḧǯŦƳḧƾẄŚƧƾŚƢḱḧĈƋŦǯḧ;ƾƳŽḧưƾǝǯļǝḧǝƾǸƳŠǤḧļƳŠḧᵷᵸᵸưưḧǝƾŚƢŦǯǤḧ
began falling upon our position. One of the rockets struck a bunker 
directly, killing the four men inside. In a matter of moments, the darkness 
was filled with explosions, small-arms fire, shouted commands, and the 
cries of wounded men. 

Then the bombardment lifted, and the ground assault began. 

Hundreds of enemy soldiers emerged from the rubber trees on the 
eastern side of the runway. They had only about two hundred meters of 
open ground to cross before reaching us. The infantry surrounding our 
battery opened fire, but the enemy continued advancing. Portions of the 
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infantry perimeter were overrun, and the battle moved frighteningly 
close to the guns. 

There are moments when the mind cannot take in the entirety of what 
is happening. The noise alone becomes almost physical. Rockets and 
mortars explode around you. Tracer rounds cut through the darkness. 
Men shout over the firing. Some are wounded. Some are dying. Yet 
decisions still must be made, and they must be made immediately. 

Our howitzers could no longer function only as distant artillery pieces. 
The enemy was directly in front of us. 

We lowered the barrels. 

The crews turned the 105s toward the attacking forces and began firing 
directly into them. At that distance, the howitzers were being used 
almost like enormous rifles. There was no unseen target miles away and 
no forward observer adjusting rounds from a distant position. The enemy 
was coming toward us across the open ground, and our crews could see 
where the guns had to be directed. 

For the next several hours, I helped direct the fire of our howitzers as the 
attack continued. 

I wish I could say that I felt fearless, but that would not be an honest 
description of combat. Fear does not disappear because a man wears an 
ƾżżƋŚŦǝẄǤḧƋƳǤƋŽƳƋļḧƾǝḧƆļǤḧŽǝļŠǸļǯŦŠḧżǝƾưḧĉŦǤǯḧÕƾƋƳǯḰḧ;ƾǸǝļŽŦḧƋǤḧƳƾǯḧǯƆŦḧ
absence of terror. Sometimes courage is simply the ability to keep 
functioning while terror is all around you. 

That night, there was no time to ask myself whether I was being 
courageous. Men were depending upon the decisions being made. The 
guns had to continue firing. The crews needed direction. Ammunition 
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had to be moved and kept available. The wounded needed help. The 
position had to be defended. 

I had a job to do, and I kept doing it. 

Much of what carried me through came from training and discipline. 
ĉŦǤǯḧÕƾƋƳǯḧƆļŠḧǯļǸŽƆǯḧưŦḧǯƆļǯḧļƳḧƾżżƋŚŦǝẄǤḧǝŦǤǚƾƳǤƋřƋƧƋǯȗḧŠƾŦǤḧƳƾǯḧŦƳŠḧ
when circumstances become dangerous. The Army had taught me to 
trust my training, my fellow soldiers, and the men operating the guns. 
Repetition had taught each crew member how to perform his task until 
essential actions became almost instinctive. 

Training gave us something firm upon which to stand when the world 
around us descended into chaos. 

Until Bu Dop, I did not truly know how I would respond under those 
circumstances. I suppose no one can know with certainty until the 
moment arrives. We may imagine ourselves acting bravely, but 
imagination is very different from hearing rounds strike around us and 
knowing that lives depend upon our ability to remain steady. 

 When that moment came for me, the training held. 

 The artillery crews continued firing. The infantry fought to hold and 
recover the perimeter. Helicopter gunships arrived overhead and 
encountered heavy antiaircraft fire. They located enemy mortar 
positions nearby and attacked them. F-100 fighter-bombers then struck 
the enemy-held woods with bombs and cannon fire. 

 Gradually, the assault began to falter. The surviving attackers withdrew 
toward the forest, and by approximately half past midnight, most of the 
firing had stopped. 
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 The official history records seven Americans killed and eleven wounded 
in the engagement. The enemy left thirty-one bodies behind. Prisoners 
later reported that additional Viet Cong forces had been positioned 
nearby, prepared to exploit any breakthrough. Had the perimeter 
collapsed completely, the outcome could have been far worse. 

 Numbers, however, can never convey what a battle costs. A casualty 
figure cannot tell a family who the man was, what made him laugh, what 
dreams he carried, or what he might have become. It cannot describe the 
empty place left at a family table or the years someone else would spend 
wondering why a husband, father, son, or brother never came home. 

For my actions at Bu Dop, I was awarded the Bronze Star Medal with the 
ẁĈẂḧŠŦȐƋŚŦḧżƾǝḧȐļƧƾǝḰḧkḧļŚŚŦǚǯŦŠḧƋǯḧȑƋǯƆḧŽǝļǯƋǯǸŠŦḧļƳŠḧǝŦǤǚŦŚǯḱḧřǸǯḧkḧƆļȐŦḧ
never regarded the medal as mine alone. 

I was surrounded by men who continued performing their duties under 
terrible conditions. Many displayed courage equal to or greater than my 
own. Some were wounded. Others gave everything they had. 

I have often felt that many of them deserved such recognition before me. 

I was doing the job the Army had trained me to do. I was an officer 
entrusted with responsibility for men and guns, and when the position 
came under attack, I remained at my post. I was fortunate enough to 
survive without physical injury. Not everyone received that blessing. 

About one-third of my West Point classmates were wounded or killed in 
Vietnam. That knowledge has never left me. We had trained together, 
studied together, endured the demands of the Academy together, and 
prepared ourselves to serve our country. We were young men looking 
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toward futures we naturally assumed would be ours. For many, those 
futures ended in Vietnam or were permanently altered there. 

Now, many decades later, the memories of that night remain. Time has 
softened some details, but it has not erased the faces, the sounds, or the 
awareness of how quickly a life can end. Those moments remain seared 
into my soul, not because I wish to remember the terror, but because I 
cannot forget the men who stood within it. 

As I have grown older, I have felt less pride in having survived than 
gratitude, accompanied by a deeper compassion for those who did not. I 
was given the privilege of returning home, continuing to serve the Army, 
having a meaningful career, and living a wonderful life. Others who were 
every bit as worthy were denied those years. 

I do not know why I was spared. That is a question for which I have never 
found an adequate answer. I can only receive the life I was given with 
humility and attempt to live it honorably. 

I survived Bu Dop without physical injury, but no one passes through an 
experience like that entirely untouched. No academy, classroom, drill, or 
field exercise can prepare a person for the horrors of battle. Training may 
teach us how to function amid the chaos, but it cannot shield us from 
what we see, hear, and carry afterward. 

The wounds of war are not always visible. They can embed themselves 
deeply within the body and nervous system, remaining long after the 
battlefield has fallen silent. A sound, a face, or an unexpected memory 
can carry a person back across decades. Time moves forward, but some 
experiences remain present within us. 

Yet even amid those scars, we retain a choice. 
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We can capitulate to what happened and allow it to define the remainder 
of our lives, or we can lean into life with renewed purpose. We can 
continue serving, help carry the burdens of others, and strive to become 
better people because of what our comrades endured. 

After retiring from the Army at the rank of lieutenant colonel, I felt a 
continuing need to serve outside the uniform. Leaving military service 
did not release me from the values it had placed within me or from the 
responsibility I felt toward those who never came home. In some 
measure, I wanted to live for them. I wanted to carry forward the 
meaning of their valor and make a difference so that what we 
experienced, and what they sacrificed, would not be in vain. 

I do not claim to bear their wounds as they bore them. Their suffering 
belonged to them and to the families who loved them. But I can 
remember them. I can honor them through the way I live. I can allow 
their courage to call something better out of me. 

Were it not for my comrades and what we endured together, I would 
have been a lesser man. 

Becoming better was not automatic. It was a choice I had to make 
repeatedly. I chose to live by what I had been taught about duty, 
integrity, courage, and service. I chose to keep leaning toward others 
rather than retreating into myself. 

The Bronze Star bears my name, but the valor belongs to many. Some 
received medals. Some received wounds. Some received neither 
recognition nor the opportunity to return home. Many men and women 
have carried their own memories of war quietly, asking for no praise and 
receiving little understanding from those who were not there. 
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Perhaps the most meaningful way I can accept that medal is by 
continuing to serve. Its value is not found in displaying it, but in 
attempting to live in a manner worthy of the men who stood beside me. 
Their lives have challenged me to be more compassionate, more faithful, 
and more willing to use whatever years I have been given for the good of 
others. 

My story is only one among countless stories of service and sacrifice. 
Across generations, valiant men and women have stepped forward when 
their country called. They have served in jungles, deserts, mountains, 
cities, oceans, and skies. Some returned home bearing visible wounds. 
Others carried injuries hidden within their bodies and souls. Some never 
returned at all. 

Their valor must not be forgotten. 

To honor them is not merely to remember how they suffered or how they 
died. It is also to remember why they served, how they lived, and what 
their sacrifice asks of those who remain. It calls us to live with courage, 
gratitude, compassion, and an enduring willingness to serve one another. 

I was blessed to survive, to continue serving the Army, to retire as a 
lieutenant colonel, and to have a wonderful career and life. I carry 
profound gratitude for all of it, along with an enduring responsibility to 
remember those who were not given the same years. 

Their stories remain part of mine. Their sacrifice continues to shape the 
man I strive to be. 

The medal may carry my name, but I carry them. 

No complaints. 
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When Danger Found Us - The Forward Observer - LTC Bill Hunt 

 

ombat does not always announce itself. It does not necessarily 
give a man time to prepare his thoughts, gather his courage, or 
decide how he intends to respond. 

Sometimes a soldier deliberately moves toward danger because the 
mission requires it. More often, he is simply doing his job when danger 
finds him. One moment, the circumstances appear familiar and 
manageable. The next, everything has changed, and the possibility of 
death is no longer theoretical. 

You do not always choose the test. Sometimes the test chooses you. 

Only then do you begin to discover what your training has built, what 
your faith can sustain, and what you are made of. 

During my service in Vietnam, one of my responsibilities was to fly as a 
forward observer in a small, two-seat Cessna. The aircraft was slow, 
light, and designed for observation rather than protection. It allowed 
us to see the battlefield from above, but that visibility came at a cost. 
If we could see what was happening on the ground, the enemy could 
also see us. 

C 
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People who have never served in that role may not fully understand 
what was expected of a forward observer. Artillery can strike targets 
miles away, but the crews operating the guns often cannot see those 
targets. They depend upon someone positioned closer to the fighting 
to become their eyes. 

The forward observer must identify potential enemy positions, 
understand the terrain, determine accurate coordinates, distinguish 
friendly troops from enemy forces, and communicate clearly with the 
artillery crews. When rounds are fired, he watches where they land and 
directs the necessary corrections. He may move the next round left or 
right, farther out or closer in, until the artillery is properly placed upon 
the target. 

Those decisions must be made accurately. A mistake can endanger 
friendly soldiers or civilians. Hesitation can leave troops without the 
fire support they desperately need. The observer must remain aware of 
the larger battlefield while concentrating upon details that can be 
difficult to see from the air. The work demands technical knowledge, 
spatial judgment, disciplined communication, and an ability to think 
clearly while exposed to danger. It also requires the observer to go 
where the enemy may be. 

That is the paradox of the mission. You fly out looking for dangers that 
you hope are not there. You search tree lines, trails, clearings, villages, 
and changes in the landscape. You look for movement that does not 
belong, positions that are too carefully concealed, and signs that 
something dangerous is waiting below. 

Then, sometimes, you find it. 
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The small observation aircraft used in Vietnam could operate from 
short or unimproved airstrips and remain over an area for extended 
periods. Those qualities made them valuable, but they were also slow 
and vulnerable. They generally flew low enough for an observer to study 
the terrain and identify activity on the ground. That same altitude 
placed the aircraft within range of rifles and other small arms. 

There was little separating the men inside from the rounds fired 
beneath them. The aircraft carried none of the protection people might 
associate with a modern combat airplane. It was not fast enough to 
escape danger instantly, nor armored heavily enough to absorb 
sustained gunfire 

Forward observers understood that vulnerability every time they 
climbed aboard. 

Many men who flew observation missions did not return. Some aircraft 
disappeared into jungle or difficult terrain. Others were brought down 
řȗḧŽǝƾǸƳŠḧżƋǝŦḰḧéƆŦḧƾřǤŦǝȐŦǝẄǤḧǯļǤƢḧȑļǤḧƋƳŠƋǤǚŦƳǤļřƧŦḱḧřǸǯḧƋǯḧȑļǤḧƳŦȐŦǝḧ
safe. To see the battlefield clearly, he had to accept the possibility that 
the battlefield would see him. 

On this particular mission, I was seated in the two-seat Cessna while 
the pilot flew the aircraft. I was carrying out my responsibility as a 
forward observer, watching the terrain below and remaining alert to 
whatever might reveal itself. 

At first, it was another mission. Then danger found us. 

A number of rounds were fired upward from the ground and tore 
through the cockpit. There was no gradual transition and no 
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opportunity to prepare ourselves emotionally. In an instant, we went 
from observing the terrain to being under direct fire. 

The pilot was struck in the knee. 

Inside such a small aircraft, there is nowhere to retreat. There is no 
bunker, trench, or substantial armor behind which to take cover. You 
are suspended in the sky while someone below is trying to bring you 
down. The cockpit that only moments earlier had been a place from 
which to observe the battlefield had suddenly become the center of 
it.  The rounds had found us. The pilot was wounded. The aircraft was 
damaged, and we were still in the air. 

There are moments when fear becomes immediate and physical. The 
mind understands in an instant that life has become terribly fragile. A 
few inches can determine whether a round passes beside you or through 
ȗƾǸḰḧ ḧǤưļƧƧḧŚƆļƳŽŦḧƋƳḧǯƆŦḧǚƋƧƾǯẄǤḧŚƾƳŠƋǯƋƾƳḧŚļƳḧŠetermine whether the 
aircraft remains in the sky or falls toward the ground. 

Yet even in that moment, there were responsibilities that could not be 
abandoned. The pilot had to keep flying. I had to remain present and 
continue doing whatever the situation required.  

Panic would not stop the bleeding, control the aircraft, or bring us 
home. Fear was real, but it could not be allowed to take command. 

The pilot remained at the controls despite the wound to his knee. I have 
always regarded what he did with profound respect. He did not 
surrender to the pain or terror of the moment. He continued flying the 
damaged aircraft and was eventually able to bring us down safely. 

We survived. 



When Duty Called 

55 

I came through the incident without physical injury, but survival does 
not mean that an experience leaves no mark. There are things the body 
remembers long after the mind has attempted to place them in the past. 
The sound of rounds striking an aircraft, the realization that the pilot 
beside you has been hit, and the knowledge that you are suspended 
between the sky and the earth can remain embedded within a person. 

No academy, classroom, or drill can fully prepare a soldier for that 
moment. 

West Point can teach discipline, duty, leadership, and the 
responsibilities of an officer. Military schools can teach procedures, 
communication, navigation, tactics, and the technical demands of 
directing artillery. Training can be repeated until necessary actions 
become almost instinctive. 

All of it matters. Without that preparation, men may be overwhelmed 
when circumstances deteriorate. But training cannot reproduce the 
moment when rounds suddenly tear through the cockpit. 

It cannot tell a man with certainty how he will respond when the pilot 
beside him is wounded and the aircraft might not remain in the sky. It 
cannot remove fear or guarantee courage. It can prepare the mind and 
body, but the final question remains unanswered until the test arrives. 

A soldier never completely knows what he will do until he is tested. 

I did not know beforehand how I would respond. I could hope that the 
discipline, education, and training would hold. I could believe that I 
would remain capable of doing my job. But belief is not the same as 
experience. 

That day, the test chose me.  
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I discovered that I could remain present. I did not lose my ability to 
function. I did not shrink from what was happening or surrender my 
responsibilities to panic. I do not say that to praise myself. I did what I 
had been trained to do, just as the pilot did what he had been trained 
to do. His courage and discipline brought the aircraft safely to the 
ground. My responsibility was to remain steady beside him. 

Neither of us accomplished that by strength alone. 

I believe God was watching over my shoulder. I cannot describe 
precisely how His presence operated within those moments, nor can I 
explain why we survived when so many other worthy men did not. I 
only know that I was not alone. 

My training mattered. The discipline instilled through West Point and 
the Army mattered. The example of the men with whom I served 
mattered. But I cannot take full credit for whatever courage I displayed. 
God had been forming something within me long before the danger 
arrived, and when it found me, He helped me stand within it. 

Perhaps that is part of what faith means in combat. It does not 
guarantee that a man will never be afraid. It does not promise that every 
aircraft will land or that every soldier will return home. Faith does not 
make us invulnerable. 

It gives us Someone beyond ourselves upon whom to lean when our own 
strength is insufficient. 

That experience revealed something about who I was, but it also 
reminded me that character is never formed in isolation. Whatever 
steadiness I possessed had been built through the sacrifices of teachers, 
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commanders, classmates, fellow soldiers, and family. It had been shaped 
through discipline, correction, failure, repetition, and faith. 

When the moment came, all of those influences were present with me 
in that cockpit. 

About one-third of my West Point classmates were either wounded or 
killed in Vietnam. Every time I reflect upon my own survival, I 
remember that others faced their moment of testing and paid a far 
greater price. Many demonstrated courage that was never fully 
recognized. Some performed their duties magnificently and still did not 
come home. 

Survival is not proof of greater courage or virtue. Sometimes survival is 
simply a blessing for which no adequate explanation can be found. 

I was blessed to survive this mission and other dangerous situations. I 
was given the opportunity to continue serving the Army, eventually 
retire as a lieutenant colonel, and have a wonderful career and life. 

The years I received were denied to many others. 

That knowledge carries a responsibility. It calls me to live with gratitude 
rather than entitlement. It asks me to use the life I was spared to serve 
others and to honor those whose service ended too soon. 

The forward observer goes into uncertainty because others depend 
upon him to see clearly. He enters a place where he should not naturally 
want to be, looking for danger and hoping he does not find it. He 
accepts exposure because soldiers on the ground need his eyes, his 
judgment, and his willingness to remain present. 
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Sometimes the mission proceeds as expected. Sometimes rounds 
suddenly come through the cockpit. 

That is the nature of uncertainty, in combat and in life. We cannot 
control when the test will come or what form it will take. We can only 
prepare as faithfully as possible, develop the disciplines that will sustain 
us, and decide what we will trust when the moment arrives. 

When danger found me, I discovered that the training held. More 
importantly, I discovered that God held me. 

The pilot and I came safely to the ground. We survived and continued 
forward, carrying something from that cockpit that could never be 
entirely left behind. 

I learned that courage does not always begin with a choice to enter 
danger. Sometimes courage begins when danger enters an ordinary 
moment and leaves you no choice but to respond. The test finds you. 
Then, by training, discipline, faith, and grace, you find out what you 
are made of. 
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Forty-Five Minutes Away - The Amazing K-9 PartnerτSound Asleep - Chief Ron Levine 

eople often see police officers as calm, confident, and somehow 
untouched by fear. The uniform, badge, duty belt, and practiced 
voice create an image of certainty. An officer arrives, takes 

control, gives commands, and appears to know exactly what must happen 
next. 

Sometimes we do know. Sometimes training and experience provide a 
clear path through a difficult situation. 

Other times, beneath the uniform and controlled voice, there is a storm. 

An officer may be evaluating a dozen dangers simultaneously while trying 
not to reveal uncertainty. The person standing in front of us cannot be 
allowed to see hesitation. The public needs us to remain composed. 
Fellow officers depend upon us to make sound decisions. Yet inside, we 
may be asking questions for which there are no immediate answers. 

Does he intend to use that weapon? Is there someone else I cannot see? 
Is my position defensible? Can I reach cover in time? How long can I hold 
this? Where is my backup? 

Am I going to make it home? 

P 
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Courage in police work is not the absence of those questions. It is the 
ability to keep functioning while the questions remain unanswered. 

One night on Mount Hamilton, Deputy Dorothy Matuzek stood alone 
with two armed men in front of her and nearly forty-five minutes of 
unanswered questions between her and the nearest available deputy. 

Her K-9 partner, Barry, was approximately three feet away. 

Barry was sound asleep. 

A Quiet Beginning  
This particular midnight shift occurred in the early 1990s while I was 
working Los Altos Hills as unit 1B1. Anyone familiar with county patrol 
understands that being assigned to Los Altos Hills did not necessarily 
mean you would spend much of the night there. The county was large, 
units were limited, and calls had no respect for beat boundaries. 

I had a ride-along with me who was the Chief of Security Police at 
Onizuka Air Force Base. The night had begun slowly, so I took him on a 
tour of my beat. We drove up Page Mill Road toward Skyline Boulevard 
to see whether we might encounter drug or alcohol violations or perhaps 
ƋƳǯŦǝǝǸǚǯḧȑƆļǯḧȑŦḧǚƾƧƋǯŦƧȗḧǝŦżŦǝǝŦŠḧǯƾḧļǤḧļḧẁᵺᵷᵻḧ]ǝƋŦƳŠƧȗḱẂḧưŦļƳƋƳŽḧǚŦƾǚƧŦḧ
having sex in a parked car. 

It was ordinary police work on an ordinary night. Nothing suggested that 
within a short time we would be racing across the county toward an 
armed confrontation. 

Then the radio began rearranging the available resources. 
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A major-injury accident was reported at Prospect and Johnson. A vehicle 
had crashed through a fence and landed in a swimming pool. That call 
immediately consumed the Saratoga and Cupertino units. 

Realizing the valley was becoming uncovered, I turned south toward 
Highway 9. Shortly afterward, dispatch reported possible poachers on 
Mount Hamilton.  Deputy Dorothy Matuzek and her K-9 partner, Barry, 
were sent to investigate. A poaching complaint could involve anything 
from a misunderstanding to armed suspects who had no desire to 
encounter law enforcement. By definition, people suspected of poaching 
are likely to possess firearms, but no one yet knew precisely what 
Dorothy would find. 

She found two armed men. 

Then came the radio transmission that changed the atmosphere of the 
night. Dorothy was out with the subjects and needed backup. Two armed 
men. One deputy. One K-9. 

Dispatch began searching for an available unit. 

No One Was Available 
The accident involving the swimming pool had taken out two units. 
Other Eastside and Central deputies were handling an assault with a 
deadly weapon. South County was occupied as well. Dispatch contacted 
the San Jose Police Department, but its officers were committed to a 
homicide. The California Highway Patrol had no one available. 

Each response carried the same essential message. 

No one was coming. 

At least, no one was coming soon. 



Jeffrey E. Hansen, PH.D. and Johnnie Griffiths 

62 

Police radio traffic can sound remarkably calm during moments of great 
danger. Officers learn to communicate briefly and clearly. Dispatchers 
maintain controlled voices because panic transmitted over the radio 
helps no one. To someone casually listening, the exchange might not have 
sounded particularly dramatic. 

But every officer hearing it understood what those few words meant. 

Dorothy was alone on a mountain with two armed men. She had to 
watch their hands, maintain control of her weapon, issue commands, 
monitor her surroundings, and remain prepared for either subject to act. 
She did not know their intentions. She did not know whether they were 
merely frightened, considering escape, or waiting for an opportunity to 
turn their weapons against her. 

She also could not know how long she would remain alone. 

The men in front of her needed to see a calm and commanding deputy. 
They could not be allowed to see fatigue, uncertainty, or fear. Yet the 
absence of visible fear does not mean fear is absent. Behind the badge 
was a human being who understood that one sudden movement might 
require her to make a life-or-death decision. 

kḧŚļƳƳƾǯḧŚƧļƋưḧǯƾḧƢƳƾȑḧŦȐŦǝȗḧǯƆƾǸŽƆǯḧŽƾƋƳŽḧǯƆǝƾǸŽƆḧAƾǝƾǯƆȗẄǤḧưƋƳŠḰḧkḧ
do know what it is like to stand in a dangerous situation and wait for 
help. Time changes. Seconds become strangely elongated. Every 
movement appears significant. Your senses narrow and intensify at the 
same time. The weapon begins to feel heavier, but lowering it is not an 
option. 

You continue giving clear commands, even as your mind quietly asks the 
question officers rarely say aloud. 

Where the hell is everybody? 
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Start Moving  
By the time the sergeant directed dispatch to send me, I had already 
activated my emergency lights and begun moving. I had heard the 
situation developing, and I was not going to wait for someone to formally 
explain its seriousness. 

The problem was distance. 

From Skyline Boulevard, I had to reach Highway 9, descend toward 
Saratoga Avenue, continue to Interstate 280, take 680 to Alum Rock, and 
then begin the long climb up Mount Hamilton. Dorothy was not 
conveniently positioned near the bottom of the mountain. She was a 
considerable distance up its winding road. 

There are few things more agonizing for an officer than hearing that 
another officer needs help while knowing you are nowhere near them. 
You are coming as fast as you can, but geography remains indifferent to 
urgency. Every curve, intersection, and mile becomes something standing 
between you and a fellow officer who may have only seconds. 

My radio became the only connection between Dorothy and me. I 
listened for changes in her voice, sudden noises, an urgent transmission, 
or the unmistakable sound that would tell me the situation had 
deteriorated. 

Radio silence was both reassuring and terrifying. Silence meant no shots 
had been reported and no new request had been made. It also meant I 
had no idea what was happening during all those spaces between 
transmissions. 

Was Dorothy still in control? Were the men becoming impatient? Was 
one distracting her while the other considered moving? Could she reach 
cover? Was Barry prepared to deploy if she needed him? 
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At that point, I naturally assumed Barry was prepared. He was a trained 
police dog. His entire purpose was to become a rapidly deployable bundle 
of teeth, muscle, loyalty, and righteous indignation. 

I had no reason to suspect he was enjoying a lovely nap. 

Racing Toward the Mountain  
The roads leading to Mount Hamilton are difficult even under ordinary 
conditions. The mountain road is narrow and winding, with sharp turns, 
steep grades, and drop-offs that punish inattention. Driving it rapidly at 
night demanded complete concentration. 

My ride-along had probably expected an interesting tour of county law 
enforcement. Instead, he was sitting beside me as I drove hard enough to 
test the limits of the patrol car, the road, and perhaps his confidence in 
my judgment. 

I had to balance two competing responsibilities. I needed to reach 
Dorothy as quickly as possible, but becoming another emergency would 
not help her. An officer racing to assist someone else can feel an almost 
physical pull toward excessive speed. Training tells you to remain 
controlled. Loyalty tells you that every second matters. 

That is another internal storm the public rarely sees. An officer may 
appear calm behind the wheel while carrying the image of what could be 
happening ahead. We learn not to allow imagination to control us, but 
we are still human. We know how quickly an armed encounter can end. 
We know that an officer calling for assistance may not get another 
chance. 

I kept moving. 
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The route seemed endless. Highway 9. Saratoga Avenue. Interstate 280. 
Interstate 680. Alum Rock. Then the climb. 

Throughout it all, Dorothy continued holding those men at gunpoint. 

Five minutes passed, then ten. Fifteen became twenty. At some point, an 
officer waiting for backup must begin wondering whether anyone is truly 
coming. Dorothy knew intellectually that we would never abandon her, 
but knowledge does not make help arrive faster. She still had only the 
weapon in her hands, the training in her mind, and a K-9 partner she 
presumably believed was alert behind her. 

Her arms would have begun to burn. Her shoulders would tighten. Her 
hands might start to tremble from the strain, even while she fought to 
keep the muzzle steady. She could not stretch, relax, or look away. 

Her recent description of those minutes was wonderfully understated: 
ẁ¬ȗḧļǝưǤḧȑŦǝŦḧļřƾǸǯḧǯƾḧżļƧƧḧƾżżḰẂ 

That may sound humorous now. In the moment, it described a serious 
tactical problem. Physical exhaustion could interfere with her ability to 
respond if one of the men suddenly moved. She had to remain ready 
despite muscles that were approaching their limit. 

She kept standing there. 

Forty -Five Minutes  
It took approximately forty-five minutes for me to reach her. I later 
checked with County Communications because even I had difficulty 
believing the response had taken that long. 

For Dorothy, it must have felt far longer. 



Jeffrey E. Hansen, PH.D. and Johnnie Griffiths 

66 

By the time I reached her location, I had driven the patrol car hard 
enough that the brakes were nearly gone. The vehicle was a Dodge 
Diplomat, if memory serves, and I had to use the hillside to help bring it 
to a stop. 

I jumped out, drew my weapon, and ran toward her. 

Dorothy was still there. 

She was still standing. She was still holding the two men at gunpoint. 
Most importantly, she was still in control of the situation. 

The relief of seeing her alive was immediate, but there was no time to 
dwell upon it. The two subjects were still armed, and the incident was 
not over. I moved into position to give Dorothy the support she had been 
waiting nearly three-quarters of an hour to receive. 

As I passed her patrol car, I glanced toward the back seat, expecting to 
see Barry poised for action. I imagined him focused upon Dorothy, 
tracking the men through the screen, and waiting for the command that 
would unleash every ounce of his training. 

Instead, Barry was sound asleep. 

Not resting with one eye open. Not lying alert with his ears raised. Not 
conserving energy while monitoring the tactical situation. 

Asleep. 

There was Dorothy, arms burning, holding two armed suspects at 
gunpoint for forty-five minutes while her amazing K-9 partner enjoyed 
what appeared to be the most restful sleep of his career. 

I slapped the protective screen. 
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Barry exploded awake and began barking with tremendous enthusiasm. 
He sounded ferocious, committed, and deeply offended by the existence 
of the two men outside. Anyone arriving at that precise moment would 
have assumed he had spent the previous forty-five minutes straining 
against the door, desperate to protect his handler. 

Barry had apparently decided that punctuality was less important than 
making a strong entrance. 

His barking added a useful psychological advantage, and the two suspects 
were taken into custody without incident. Only after the weapons were 
secured and the danger had passed could the pressure begin to release. 

Dorothy had held the scene alone. I had finally arrived with backup. 

Barry had awakened in time to participate in the closing ceremony. 

What Nearly Happened  
It would be easy to tell this only as a funny story about a sleeping police 
dog. It is funny. The image of Barry snoozing peacefully while Dorothy 
fought to keep her arms from collapsing is almost too perfect. 

But the humor works because we know how differently the night could 
have ended. 

Dorothy was extraordinarily fortunate that the two armed men 
remained cooperative. If either had decided to flee, reach for a weapon, 
or challenge her position, she would have been forced to respond alone. 
Barry might have awakened quickly enough to help, or he might have 
required the same enthusiastic slap on the screen. 

Police officers often laugh after dangerous incidents because humor 
allows the body to release something it could not release during the 
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danger. While the threat is present, fear must be managed and pushed 
into the background. Commands must remain clear. Decisions must be 
made. Hands must stay steady. 

Afterward, laughter sometimes emerges from the same place the terror 
had occupied. 

The public may see an officer who remained calm and conclude that the 
officer was never afraid. The truth is more complicated. Officers feel 
fear, uncertainty, physical exhaustion, and the possibility of death. The 
uniform does not remove those reactions. Training helps us function 
through them. 

AƾǝƾǯƆȗẄǤḧŚƾǸǝļŽŦḧȑļǤḧƳƾǯḧǯƆļǯḧǤƆŦḧżŦƧǯḧƳƾḧżŦļǝḰḧfŦǝḧŚƾǸǝļŽŦḧȑļǤḧǯƆļǯḧ
whatever she felt did not prevent her from doing what had to be done. 
She maintained control, kept the subjects contained, and endured forty-
five minutes of uncertainty because surrendering control was not an 
option. 

That is courage as police officers often experience it. It is not loud or 
theatrical. It may look from the outside like a steady stance and a 
controlled voice. Inside, it can feel like a storm. 

The Meaning of Backup  
The story also captures something fundamental about the bond between 
officers. When an officer calls for help, we go. We may be across town, 
across the county, or on the wrong side of a mountain, but we go. 

Dorothy could not see me coming. She did not know where I was along 
that long route. She only knew that she had requested assistance and had 
to remain in control until someone arrived. 

I was forty-five minutes away, but I was coming. 
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There is something deeply human in that promise. It is the same promise 
soldiers, firefighters, and first responders make to one another. You will 
not stand alone if I can reach you. I may not arrive as quickly as either of 
us needs, but I will move toward you. 

My ride-along later asked whether my shifts were always like that. I do 
not remember precisely how I answered. Perhaps the honest answer 
would have been that most shifts were not, but any shift could be. 
Ordinary nights can change with a single radio transmission. 

What began as a quiet ride through Los Altos Hills became a lesson in 
isolation, duty, restraint, and the hidden emotional reality of police 
work. It demonstrated how quickly available resources can disappear and 
how much responsibility may suddenly rest upon one officer standing 
alone in the darkness. 

It also taught us something about Barry. 

Dorothy demonstrated discipline and courage. 

I drove forty-five minutes and sacrificed a perfectly good set of brakes. 

Barry slept through the emotional buildup, awakened for the finale, 
barked magnificently, and probably went home believing he had saved us 
all. 

That, too, is police work. 
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Major Hansen Earns a Perfect 10.0 Dive - MAJ Jeffrey E. Hansen 

From Hospital Hallways to Mogadishu  
here is an old saying that you should never laugh at someone else's 
misfortune because life has an uncanny way of inviting you to 
become the next chapter in the story. I learned that lesson in 1992. 

At the time, I was serving as a clinical psychologist at Madigan Army 
Medical Center. Like many medical professionals assigned to Army 
hospitals, I also held a PROFIS assignmentṕthe Professional Filler 
System. During peacetime we worked comfortably in hospitals. In 
wartime, however, we could be pulled from our clinics with very little 
notice and deployed wherever our specialty was needed. One day you were 
writing treatment plans. The next day you were packing a duffel bag for a 
war zone. 

A few days before my own deployment, I had been invited by Lieutenant 
Jim Masson to speak to the Family Practice residents at Bremerton Naval 
Hospital. When I asked where Jim was, someone replied, 'He deployed to 
Somalia yesterday.' I remember thinking, 'Boy... sucks to be him.' Those 

T 
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words would prove remarkably prophetic. When I returned to Madigan, 
my own deployment orders were waiting. 

Because the deployment came together so quickly, I received about thirty 
minutes of training on the 9mm Beretta before qualifying. Let's just say I 
had greater confidence in my handwriting than my marksmanship. 

Our C-5 landed in Mogadishu after dark. Instead of convoying immediately 
to the old university compound, we were told to remain on the flight line 
because the roads belonged to the ambushes after sunset. Sitting on that 
dark tarmac, every shadow seemed suspicious and every distant sound 
made you wonder what was waiting beyond the runway lights. It was my 
first realization that this was not an overseas assignment. This was war. 

Within days the .50-caliber machine guns erupted. Radios crackled with 
reports that the perimeter had been breached. Whether the report was 
true hardly mattered at the moment. Everyone believed it. I, however, was 
an Army psychologist whose weapon of choice had always been a pen. 

A Perfect 10.0 Dive  
Faced with the terrifying possibility that the perimeter had been overrun, 
I made what I still consider to be an exceptionally sound tactical decision. 

I dove. 

Not just any dive. This was an Olympic-caliber, full-commitment dive 
beneath the nearest table, immediately behind a female Army captain. If 
anyone knew what to do, I figured it probably wasn't me. 

As it turned out, the report was wrong. The firefight remained outside the 
wire, the confusion settled, and eventually life returned to normal. 
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Near the end of the deployment, I was summoned to Colonel Natkin's 
headquarters. Expecting perhaps a farewell or even a medal, I stood 
waiting while someone rolled out one of those enormous dot-matrix 
printers. The paper rattled through the tractor feed as everyone struggled 
to keep a straight face. 

Finally the banner emerged: 

 

The room erupted with laughter. Apparently, my athletic performance 
during Somalia's first major firefight had become legendary. I still have 
that banner tucked inside my scrapbook. Every time I see it, I smile. 

War teaches profound lessons about courage, sacrifice, and loss. But every 
now and then it also reminds us that we are gloriously human. Sometimes 
the healthiest thing we can do with a frightening memory is laughṕnot 
because the danger wasn't real, but because we survived long enough to 
tell the story. 

And if you're going to dive under a table, you might as well earn a perfect 
ten. 
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A Quiet Healer - CPT Michael Daily, Ph.D. 

 

 first met Captain Michael Daily during one of the most formative 
seasons of my professional life. We were both interns in clinical 
psychology at Silas B. Hays Army Community Hospital at Fort Ord, 

California. I was the brand new intern, freshly graduated from the 
University of Arkansas, newly commissioned as an Army captain, still 
trying to figure out how to wear the uniform properly and navigate 
military customs and courtesies. Michael was one year ahead of me. He 
was completing his internship just as I was beginning mine, and our 
paths overlapped for only a couple of weeks. 

During those few weeks, Michael and I developed an easy friendship. 
Perhaps it was because we shared a common Christian faith. Perhaps 
he simply sensed something in me that resonated with him. I would like 
to think he recognized that I was trying to become something more 
than the stereotypical, detached psychologist that so many graduate 
programs seemed to produce. Whatever the reason, Michael chose to 
share parts of his life with me that he rarely discussed, and looking back 
now, I count that as one of the great privileges of my early career. 

I 
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Even before I knew his story, there was something unmistakably 
different about him. Michael possessed a calm confidence that 
immediately put people at ease. He was thoughtful without being 
pretentious, intelligent without making anyone feel small, and carried 
himself with a quiet humility that drew people toward him. His smile 
came easily, his laugh was genuine, and there was a warmth about him 
that reflected the deep Christian faith anchoring his life. By every 
measure he was an outstanding intern. His supervisors respected him, 
his colleagues admired him, and his patients connected with him in a 
way that was difficult to explain but impossible to miss. 

One small habit captured Michael's approach to therapy better than 
any professional credential ever could. Every time he met with a 
patient, he quietly slipped off his shoes. Think about that for a moment. 
Here was an Army captain, dressed in full military uniform, conducting 
psychotherapy in his stocking feet. He never explained it, never made a 
point of it, and never invited anyone else to do the same. Yet before 
long, many of his patients quietly removed their own shoes as well. It 
was his unspoken way of saying, 'This is a safe place. Rank matters far 
less than people. I want you to be comfortable.' 

At the time, I simply assumed he possessed extraordinary clinical 
instincts. It would be years before I understood that those instincts had 
been forged in unimaginable suffering. 

Vietnam  
Long before he became an Army psychologist, Michael had served in 
Vietnam. Like many of the men whose stories fill these pages, he 
witnessed horrors that few civilians could ever comprehend. He never 
burdened me with every detail of his combat experience, but there was 
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one battle he described that has remained with me for more than forty 
years. 

Michael was serving as a platoon sergeant when his unit came under 
intense enemy fire in the jungle. I no longer remember whether it was 
an ambush or another type of engagement. What I have never forgotten 
is that Michael was gravely wounded. As the firefight continued around 
him, a medevac helicopter somehow managed to reach the unit and 
evacuate the wounded. 

Years later, Michael still remembered the smell inside that helicopter. 
He described a mixture of blood, burned flesh, sweat, fear, and death 
unlike anything he had ever experienced before or since. It was a smell 
that remained with him for the rest of his life. 

His injuries were so severe that he was not expected to survive. For 
weeks he remained hospitalized while physicians fought to save his life. 
Against extraordinary odds, they did. 

As soon as he was physically able, Michael wanted to return to his 
platoon. His concern was never about himself. His thoughts 
immediately turned to his men. He loved them, felt responsible for 
them, and believed his place was beside them. Then he received the 
devastating news that his platoon had been wiped out. Michael survived 
because he had been evacuated. The men he loved did not, and that 
burden became one he carried for the rest of his life. 

PTSD and Redemption  
As Michael shared his story with me, it became abundantly clear that 
PTSD had followed him home from Vietnam. He knew it, and he called 
it by its name. Long before our country truly understood combat 
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trauma, Michael was living with its relentless consequences. The 
nightmares, the night terrors, the intrusive memories, the survivor's 
guilt, and the profound grief became constant companions. Like so 
many veterans of his generation, alcohol became both a refuge and 
eventually a prison, temporarily numbing the pain while quietly 
tightening its grip around his life. 

Michael desperately wanted to recover. He entered rehabilitation 
programs repeatedly, hoping each one would finally free him from 
alcoholism. Eventually, after countless attempts, he was told that those 
treating him no longer believed they had anything left to offer.  

Yet that was not the end of Michael's story. Somewhere in the depths 
of despair he encountered Jesus Christ in a way that fundamentally 
transformed his life. His redemption was profound. The broken soldier 
became a compassionate healer. The man enslaved by alcohol found 
genuine freedom. He rediscovered hope, purpose, joy, and the God who 
had never abandoned him. 

Against extraordinary odds, Michael decided he wanted to serve again 
in a different capacity. He returned to school, excelled academically, 
earned his doctorate in clinical psychology, accepted a commission as 
an Army psychologist, and eventually became one of the finest military 
psychologists I have ever known. 

The Battle That Continued  
Following his internship, Michael was assigned to Berlin, Germany, 
during the height of the Cold War. Once again, he distinguished himself 
as one of the Army's finest psychologists in Europe. Although his faith 
had profoundly restored his life, PTSD had never been fully treated. 
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Spiritual redemption transformed his heart, but the neurological 
wounds of war continued to live beneath the surface. 

Gradually the nightmares returned. Sleep became more difficult. The 
intrusive memories resurfaced, and alcohol slowly found its way back 
into his life. By then, Michael had a beautiful wife and two wonderful 
children whom he loved deeply, yet the invisible wounds of Vietnam 
slowly overwhelmed him once again. 

To the Army's credit, they medically retired Michael with dignity, 
preserved his retirement and benefits, and offered him a position with 
the Department of Veterans Affairs. For several more years he 
continued serving those who had served our nation. 

His Final Battle  
Michael was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer, and the disease 
progressed with heartbreaking speed. I have often wondered whether 
Agent Orange contributed to his illness. I cannot know that with 
certainty, nor can I know whether years of alcoholism played a role. 

The world lost an exceptional healer. The Army lost a gifted 
psychologist. His family lost a devoted husband and father, and I lost a 
Christian brother whom I deeply loved. Long before I devoted decades 
to studying trauma, resilience, neuroscience, and eventually developing 
NeuroFaith®, Michael Daili had already become one of my greatest 
teachers. He taught me that behind every diagnosis is a human being 
whose story deserves to be heard, that courage and brokenness often 
coexist, and that redemption is real even when life remains painfully 
imperfect. 
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One Final Smile  
There is one final postscript that always makes me smile. 

Somewhere along the way, without ever consciously deciding to, I 
started taking my shoes off during therapy sessions. I honestly don't 
remember making that decision. One day I simply looked down and 
thought, 'Well, would you look at that...I've become Michael Daili.' 

Every now and then a new patient glances down at my bare feet with a 
puzzled expression. A few minutes later they quietly kick off their own 
shoes and settle into the chair. I just smile to myself because Michael 
would have gotten a real kick out of that. 

So, my dear friend, if you're somehow watching from the grandstands 
of heaven, you'll be pleased to know your little barefoot therapy 
tradition is still alive and well. Thanks, Michael. You taught me far more 
than psychology. You taught me what it means to heal, what it means 
to serve, and what it means to love people well. 

And yes...I still take my shoes off. 

The tradition lives on. 
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Grief and Loss - Compassion in War - SGT Marc L. Negus 

very veteran whose story fills these pages answered the same 
call, but no two journeys were alike. Some found themselves in 
battles that became part of military history. Others served with 

little public recognition, returning home to families who knew almost 
nothing about what they had experienced. The passage of time has a 
way of convincing good men that their stories are ordinary. I have found 
the opposite to be true. 

When Marc Negus first shared his memoir with me, he apologized for 
it. He insisted that the stories in this book were more remarkable than 
his own and questioned whether his experiences deserved a place 
among them. That response did not surprise me in the least. During my 
years working alongside soldiers, I have discovered that genuine 
humility is one of the hallmarks of quiet professionals. Those who have 
served honorably seldom advertise what they have done. They simply 
carry it with them. 

Marc wasn't trying to impress anyone. Good soldiers never do. 

E 
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He wrote his memoir for a reason that had nothing to do with 
recognition. After losing his parents and grandparents, he realized that 
the stories of their lives had largely disappeared with them. They had 
always believed they had lived ordinary lives, yet once they were gone, 
he understood how much wisdom, sacrifice, humor, and history had 
vanished as well. He decided his own children and grandchildren 
deserved something different. He wanted them to know where he had 
been, what he had seen, and what military service had meant to him. 
His memoir is refreshingly free of politics and self-promotion. It is 
simply the recollection of an infantry sergeant who served his country, 
loved the men beside him, and remembered the moments that shaped 
his life. 

As I read his manuscript, I was struck by the fact that the memories 
which stayed with him were not necessarily the ones most people would 
expect. They were deeply human moments. One involved a grieving 
mother whose grace has never left him. Another centered on an Army 
medic whose determination refused to surrender a young life. Those 
experiences reveal far more about Marc than any list of assignments, 
badges, or promotions ever could. 

Answering the Call  
I grew up in Iowa City surrounded by a loving family and every 
opportunity a young man could reasonably hope for. Like many boys of 
my generation, I watched the Vietnam War unfold on the evening news 
while trying to imagine what my own future might look like. Some of 
my classmates talked about college, some about careers, and others 
about the growing protests against the war. The country seemed 
increasingly divided, but I found myself thinking less about politics than 
about responsibility. 
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When I was seventeen, I wanted to enlist in the Marine Corps with one 
of my closest friends. My parents would not give their permission. They 
wanted me to attend the University of Iowa, as generations of our 
family had done before me. We eventually reached a compromise. I 
would complete two years of college, and if I still believed military 
service was where I belonged, they would support my decision. It was a 
fair agreement, and I kept my end of it. 

Those two years passed quickly, but they did not change my conviction. 
I still believed I should serve. I knew I could remain in school with my 
student deferment, yet I also knew that thousands of other young 
Americans were being drafted. Many of them had wives, children, or 
responsibilities far greater than my own. I could never know whether 
my decision would spare someone else from going, but I believed that 
if I volunteered willingly, perhaps another family might remain 
together. That thought gave me a quiet sense of purpose. I wasn't 
looking for adventure or recognition. I simply believed it was the right 
thing to do. 

On August 2, 1970, I boarded a bus for Des Moines and enlisted in the 
United States Army. I volunteered for Airborne School, 
Noncommissioned Officer School, and service in Vietnam. Looking 
back now, I suspect my recruiter wondered whether I fully understood 
what I was asking for. At the time, I simply believed I was following the 
path I had already chosen in my heart. 

The Army wasted no time introducing us to a world entirely different 
from the one we had left behind. Basic Training demanded discipline in 
every detail. Beds had to be made with perfect hospital corners. Rifles 
had to be spotless. Boots had to shine. Every movement, every 
inspection, and every correction reinforced the lesson that details 
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mattered because lives would someday depend upon them. Advanced 
Infantry Training built upon that foundation, replacing civilian habits 
with the mindset of an infantry soldier. 

Like every young man preparing for war, I assumed the most important 
lessons would come from learning to shoot, maneuver, and survive in 
combat. I would eventually learn that some of the Army's greatest 
lessons had nothing to do with weapons at all. 

A Mother's Grace  
Our training company supplied soldiers whenever military funeral 
honors were needed. Seven riflemen and six pallbearers were assigned 
to each detail, and we practiced relentlessly until every movement 
became second nature. Folding the American flag properly required 
precision and teamwork. Presenting it to a grieving family allowed no 
room for mistakes. We understood that whatever else happened during 
the ceremony, we owed that family absolute excellence. 

Before long we received our first assignment. A young soldier, probably 
about our own age, had been killed in Vietnam. 

We drove nearly two hours to a small Baptist church in a town where it 
seemed everyone knew everyone else. The sanctuary was filled with 
family members, classmates, neighbors, teachers, and lifelong friends. 
Our detail sat quietly together while the congregation mourned behind 
us. I remember feeling the weight of their sorrow and realizing that 
every casualty reported on the evening news represented a family whose 
lives had been changed forever. 

After the service we carried the casket to the cemetery. We stretched 
the American flag across it, rendered our final honors, and stood at 



When Duty Called 

83 

attention as the rifle salute echoed across the quiet cemetery. Then the 
bugler played Taps. I had heard that familiar melody before, but never 
in a setting like this. Standing beside the grave of a young soldier my 
own age gave those notes a meaning they had never held before. 

When the ceremony ended, the young soldier's mother walked slowly 
toward our burial detail. 

She stopped in front of each one of us. 

She embraced every one of us. 

Then she thanked us for honoring her son. 

More than fifty years have passed, and I have never forgotten that 
moment. In the midst of unimaginable grief, she somehow found the 
grace to think of us, a group of young soldiers who would soon be 
leaving for the same war that had taken her boy. Her kindness humbled 
me then, and it still humbles me today. Long before I ever entered 
combat, that remarkable woman taught me that courage is not always 
found on a battlefield. Sometimes it is found in the quiet dignity of a 
broken heart. 

Looking back, I realize that funeral detail was one of the first truly 
profound lessons the Army ever gave me. 

The Boy We Saved 
Soon afterward my orders arrived, and I left the familiarity of home for 
Southeast Asia. After processing through Cam Ranh Bay, I continued 
to Chu Lai and eventually joined A Company, 4th Battalion, 3rd Infantry 
Regiment of the Americal Division. Like every new arrival, I stepped 
into a world that was both unfamiliar and immediately demanding. The 
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men I met were no longer polished recruits from training bases back 
home. Their uniforms were faded, their boots were worn, and their 
faces reflected months of living under conditions few people back home 
could imagine. They welcomed the new replacements without 
ceremony because there was work to do, and in Vietnam competence 
mattered far more than appearances. 

Life settled into the demanding rhythm of the infantry. Patrols, 
ambushes, perimeter security, and long marches beneath heavy 
rucksacks became our daily routine. Every trail, every tree line, and 
every village demanded respect because danger could appear without 
warning. We depended on one another completely. Trust was not 
merely a virtue in combat; it was essential to survival. 

Among the men I admired most was our medic, Doc Beatty. He 
possessed a quiet confidence that reassured everyone around him. 
Whether treating routine illnesses or life-threatening wounds, he 
approached every casualty with calm determination. I watched him care 
for soldiers under circumstances that would have overwhelmed most 
people, and I never saw him hesitate when someone needed his help. 

One day a group of frightened Vietnamese villagers came running 
toward our position carrying a small boy whose body was limp and 
lifeless. They had done everything they knew to do, but the child had 
drowned. 

Without hesitation, Doc Beatty went to work. 

He directed me to help him as he began mouth-to-mouth resuscitation 
while I assisted with chest compressions. Minute after minute passed 
with no response. Most people would probably have concluded there 
was nothing more that could be done, but Doc refused to quit. His 
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focus never wavered. He simply continued working with the quiet 
determination that had become part of who he was. 

Then, almost unbelievably, the little boy began to respond. 

Color slowly returned to his face. 

He took a breath. 

Before our eyes, life returned where only moments before there had 
seemed to be none. 

Watching that child come back to life remains one of the most 
unforgettable moments of my military service. In a war remembered for 
death and destruction, I witnessed something altogether different. I 
witnessed compassion overcoming despair. I witnessed a medic whose 
commitment to another human being would not allow him to give up, 
even when hope appeared to be slipping away. 

Years later, when people ask what I remember most about Vietnam, my 
mind does not immediately return to patrols or firefights. I remember 
a grieving mother whose grace left an indelible mark on a young soldier. 
I remember Doc Beatty kneeling beside a lifeless child, refusing to 
surrender while there was still the slightest possibility of saving him. 

Those moments reminded me that even in the darkest places, humanity 
endures. They are the memories I most wanted my children and 
grandchildren to know because, more than anything else, they reflect 
the kind of men I was privileged to serve beside and the lessons they 
quietly taught me along the way. 
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The Quiet Warrior - Sergeant Gregory W. Hansen, USMC 

A Father Watches His Son Become a Warrior  
ven though I had asked Gregg to write this chapter himself, 
weeks passed with very little response. That did not surprise me 
in the least. If you know Gregg, you know he has never been 

comfortable talking about himself. Marines seldom are. The finest 
among them rarely volunteer their accomplishments, and Gregg has 
always believed that actions speak louder than words. He has never 
needed recognition to validate his service. He simply did what he 
believed was his duty, came home, and quietly went on with his life. 

So I decided to tell his story myself. 

Perhaps that is exactly the way it should be. 

After all, I have had the extraordinary privilege of watching his life 
unfold from the day he was born. I watched him grow into a young man. 
I watched him earn the title of United States Marine. I watched him 

E 
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leave for Iraq, and like every military parent, I spent countless nights 
praying that God would bring him safely home again. 

When he returned, however, I discovered what so many families of 
combat veterans eventually learn. The war did not come home in 
stories. It came home mostly in silence. 

I never sat Gregg down and asked him to tell me about Fallujah. I never 
asked how many firefights he had been in, whether he had been afraid, 
or what images still visited him in the quiet hours of the night. Some 
experiences are simply too sacred to interrogate. Combat changes 
people in ways those of us who have never been there can never fully 
understand, and I came to appreciate that a Marine has earned the right 
to decide what he shares and what he carries in silence. 

Over the years, though, something beautiful happened. 

Gregg and I began taking long motorcycle trips together. Sometimes we 
would ride south through the Arizona desert toward Bisbee in 
temperatures that most people would consider unbearable. The 
thermometer might read 118 degrees, yet somehow, wearing our cooling 
vests, drinking water constantly, and trusting our machines, we would 
settle into the rhythm of the ride. Other times we would point our 
motorcycles toward Colorado, climbing into cool mountain air, crossing 
high passes, and winding our way over the Million Dollar Highway with 
snow still lingering on distant peaks. Those rides became more than 
vacations. They became time set apart, just a father and his son sharing 
miles of open road with our Cardo communicators connecting our 
helmets. There is something about riding together that removes all 
pretense. The miles have a way of slowing life down. Conversation 
comes easily, and silence is never uncomfortable. 
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That is where Iraq found its voice. 

Not in one long conversation. Not in chronological order. Never as 
stories intended to impress anyone. A memory would surface while we 
were fueling our bikes in some forgotten little town. Another would 
emerge as we carved through mountain curves or watched the desert 
stretch endlessly toward the horizon. Sometimes twenty miles would 
pass without a word, and then Gregg would quietly say something that 
opened a small window into a world I could never completely 
understand. He never dramatized what he had experienced. He never 
embellished it. He simply shared a piece of it, almost in passing, and 
then we would ride on. 

Over the years, those fragments became something much larger. Like 
pieces of a mosaic, they slowly formed a portrait, not simply of a Marine 
who had served his country with honor, but of the remarkable man that 
experience had shaped him into. This chapter is not merely the story of 
Gregg's deployment to Iraq. It is the story of a son who became a 
warrior, and of a father who was privileged enough to hear that story 
one sacred mile at a time. 

Choosing the Marine Corps  
Gregg graduated from high school at eighteen, still searching for the 
direction his life would take. His mother and I made one thing very 
clear. Staying home without purpose simply was not an option. 
Whether it was college, military service, or another worthwhile pursuit, 
he needed to move forward and begin building his life. 

As the summer unfolded, I watched him become increasingly 
thoughtful. He wasn't drifting. He was searching. One afternoon he 
walked through our front door beside a Marine gunnery sergeant 
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wearing the unmistakable Marine Corps dress blues. I can still picture 
the two of them standing together in our living room. Gregg listened 
carefully, asked thoughtful questions, and then quietly made one of the 
most important decisions of his life. He raised his right hand and 
committed himself to the United States Marine Corps. 

As proud as I was, I also understood what that commitment could 
someday require. Every parent whose child enters military service 
carries two emotions that exist side by side. One is overwhelming pride. 
The other is the quiet realization that your son or daughter may 
someday be asked to give more than you ever hoped they would have to 
give. 

Forged in Boot Camp  
Marine Corps boot camp transformed Gregg. Like every Marine before 
him, he endured exhaustion, relentless discipline, physical hardship, and 
moments of genuine self-doubt. Somewhere during those thirteen 
weeks, the carefree young man who had left home became someone 
entirely different. 

When we attended his graduation, I struggled to describe what I was 
seeing. The young man standing before us looked like my son, but there 
was a steadiness in his eyes and a confidence in his bearing that simply 
had not existed before. The Marine Corps had not merely trained him. 
It had forged him. 

His grandfather stood there that day beaming with pride. It would be 
the last time Gregg would ever see him. Not long afterward, my father 
was tragically killed in an accident. Before Gregg left for Marine 
Combat Training, however, Grandpa handed him a short letter 
containing one sentence that has echoed through our family ever since. 
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"Wear your responsibility well." 

Looking back now, I cannot imagine wiser words or a better description 
of the way Gregg has lived his life. 

Marine Combat Training  
When Leah and I arrived to bring Gregg home after Marine Combat 
Training, one of his fellow Marines carried his sea bags because Gregg 
could barely manage them himself. As he walked toward the car, we 
noticed he was limping. 

"What happened?" I asked. 

He smiled. 

"Don't ask." 

That was all he would say. 

It wasn't until later that we learned the truth. Somewhere during 
Marine Combat Training, Gregg had broken his foot. Reporting the 
injury would almost certainly have meant being recycled and starting 
much of the training over again. That wasn't an option in his mind. Like 
countless Marines before him, he simply kept going. 

He finished the training on a broken foot. 

Only afterward did he spend several weeks in a cast while helping his 
Marine recruiter back home before reporting to artillery school at Fort 
Sill, Oklahoma. Even there, no allowances were made. If anything, the 
instructors expected even more from him. Pain was simply another 
obstacle to overcome, and Gregg accepted it without complaint. 
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Looking back, I realize that was one of the first moments I saw the 
transformation that the Marine Corps had produced. The boy who had 
left home months earlier would have looked for a way around the 
obstacle. The Marine simply shouldered the burden and kept moving. 

Orders for Iraq  
Eventually, the orders every Marine knows may come finally arrived. 

Fallujah. 

For military families a deployment is unlike any other experience. Until 
that moment, war is something you see on television or read about in 
the newspaper. Once your son receives his orders, it suddenly becomes 
deeply personal. The places you've only heard about now become the 
places where your child will live, fight, and perhaps die. Leah and I 
experienced the same mixture of emotions shared by thousands of 
military parents before us. We were immensely proud that Gregg had 
earned the privilege of serving with his fellow Marines, yet beneath that 
pride rested the quiet anxiety that only a parent can fully understand. 

Gregg never pretended to be fearless, nor did he seek reassurance. He 
simply prepared himself for the mission ahead, said his goodbyes, and 
boarded the aircraft with the quiet confidence that had become part of 
who he was. Watching him leave was one of the hardest moments of 
our lives. As parents, we could do nothing more than pray, trust the 
men serving beside him, and place him in God's hands. 

Years later, I realized something else about that deployment. Gregg 
rarely spoke about Iraq after he returned home. Like many combat 
veterans, he did not come home wanting to relive the experience. 
Instead, the stories emerged slowly over the years as we rode our 
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motorcycles together through Arizona and Colorado. Somewhere along 
a winding mountain road or while sitting over lunch in a small town, 
another memory would quietly surface. Never with bravado. Never to 
impress anyone. Simply one Marine sharing a piece of his experience 
with his father. 

One story has remained with me more than any other. Gregg had been 
scheduled to give a briefing one morning, but at the last minute he was 
assigned elsewhere and another Marine delivered the briefing in his 
place. Later that same day, a suicide bomber killed that Marine. Gregg 
never dwelled on why circumstances unfolded the way they did. He 
simply carried that memory, as so many veterans carry memories of 
friends whose lives ended while theirs continued. Survivor's guilt is 
rarely spoken aloud, but it is often carried for a lifetime. 

Years later, while we were riding together across the Arizona desert, 
Gregg quietly said something I have never forgotten. 

"Dad, the smell of death is bad." 

There was nothing I could say. There are some realities of war that 
cannot be adequately described, and there are some burdens that only 
those who have stood in combat will ever fully understand. 

Accepting Death  
On another motorcycle trip, I finally asked Gregg a question that had 
lingered in my mind for years. "How did you function every day 
knowing that any patrol could be your last?" 

He thought about it for a moment before answering. 

"There came a point," he said, "when I accepted that I might die." 
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It was not a statement 
of despair, nor was it 
spoken dramatically. It 
was simply the truth. 
Somewhere in the 
midst of constant 
danger, Gregg stopped 
fighting the uncertainty 

that surrounded him. Once he accepted that death was a real 
possibility, he found that fear no longer controlled him. Instead of 
spending each day worrying about whether he would survive, he 
devoted his attention to the mission before him and to the Marines who 
depended upon him. 

As both a psychologist and a father, I have reflected on those words 
many times. There is a profound psychological truth hidden within 
them. We often suffer most while trying to control what cannot be 
controlled. Gregg discovered, under the harshest imaginable 
circumstances, that peace sometimes comes not from certainty but 
from acceptance. That lesson came at an extraordinary cost, but it 
became one of the defining moments of his character. 

Reading the Cues 
Among all the stories Gregg has shared with me, one stands above the 
rest because it reveals the kind of Marine, and the kind of man, he 
became. 
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During one operation, Gregg 
encountered an Iraqi man under 
circumstances where a split-second 
decision would determine whether he 
lived or died. Every instinct developed 
through months of combat urged 
immediate action. Gregg raised his 
rifle and prepared to fire. In that 
instant, however, something caused 
him to pause. He looked carefully at 
the man's face, his posture, and the 
fear in his eyes. What he saw did not fit the profile of someone 
preparing an attack. He saw terror, not hatred. 

Years later, I asked him what caused him to lower his weapon. 

His answer was simple. 

"I read the cues, Dad." 

He had learned to distinguish between a frightened civilian and a 
determined enemy. That moment of judgment spared an innocent life. 

As I have reflected on that decision, I have come to believe it required 
every bit as much courage as pulling the trigger would have required. 
The easy decision in combat is not always the right one. Gregg 
possessed the discipline to pause, the wisdom to assess what he was 
seeing, and the moral courage to act with restraint when restraint was 
warranted. 

When people thank veterans for their service, they often think only of 
bravery under fire. I think of moments like this. I think of a young 



When Duty Called 

95 

Marine carrying unimaginable responsibility, making life-and-death 
decisions in fractions of a second, and somehow returning home with 
both his courage and his humanity intact. That, more than anything 
else, is the son who came home to us. 

ϚDad, ÍŀĢ ÅşĢřř ŧķ @ĢÿƏŀ ńƇ 9ÿĞϛ 
One of the snippets that has stayed with me more than any other came 
years after Gregg returned home. We were riding together, somewhere 
out on a lonely Arizona highway, the kind of road where the miles slip 
by almost unnoticed. We had been talking about ordinary things when, 
almost matter-of-factly, he said, "Dad... the smell of death is bad." 

Then he was quiet again. 

I never asked him what memory he was reliving at that moment. I didn't 
ask whether he was thinking about the Humvee that was destroyed by 
an improvised explosive device, barely missing members of his unit. I 
didn't ask whether his thoughts had drifted back to the morning he had 
been scheduled to conduct a briefing, only to be called away at the last 
minute. Another young Marine stepped in to take his place. An Iraqi 
suicide bomber entered the briefing and detonated his explosives, 
killing the Marines inside. Nor did I ask whether he was remembering 
the Marine who was murdered after an insurgent slipped through the 
perimeter and shot him in the back of the head, prompting Gregg's 
fellow Marines to pursue the killer until justice was done. 

Perhaps it was one of those memories. 

Perhaps it was all of them. 

Or perhaps it was something he never spoke of at all. 
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I have come to understand that combat veterans often do not carry 
individual memories as neatly separated chapters. They carry the 
cumulative weight of months spent living in a world where death is 
never far away, where every patrol could be your last, where every 
unfamiliar face must be assessed in an instant, and where the loss of 
friends becomes another burden quietly added to the pack they already 
carry. 

That one simple sentence told me everything I needed to know. 

"Dad... the smell of death is bad." 

As a psychologist, I have spent a lifetime listening to people describe 
trauma. As a father, I heard something altogether different. I heard a 
young Marine trying, in seven simple words, to give me the smallest 
glimpse into a world that no father ever wants his son to know. No 
young man should have to become familiar with the smell of death. Yet 
that is exactly what our nation asks of those who stand between us and 
those who would do us harm. 

When we thank our veterans for their service, this is part of what we 
are thanking them for. Not simply their courage under fire, but their 
willingness to carry home memories that most of us will never have to 
bear. 
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The Scream I Never Forgot - Firefighter Craig Stevensen 

A Word From Jeff  
ome calls end when the sirens fall silent. Others continue for 
decades. The story you are about to read is not simply about a 
tragic accident involving a teenage boy. It is about the invisible 

wounds carried home by a young probationary firefighter, and how one 
heartbreaking afternoon awakened a grief he never realized he had been 
carrying since childhood. 

A Young Firefighter  
I began my career with the Tacoma Fire Department in 1995. Like every 
new firefighter, I had just completed the Tower, the recruit academy 
where you learn the mechanics of the profession. You learn how to pull 
hose, force doors, climb ladders, stabilize patients, and work as part of 
a crew. What you cannot learn in the Tower is what it feels like to stand 
in the middle of another family's worst day. No academy can prepare 
you for that. 

S 
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After graduation I was assigned to Station 9, and suddenly I found 
myself living under a microscope. Every probationary firefighter 
understands that feeling. You're the "probie." You arrive first, leave 
last, clean everything, ask very few questions, and spend every shift 
trying to prove that you deserve to wear the uniform. The senior 
firefighters aren't trying to make your life miserable. They're trying to 
decide whether they can trust you when everything is on the line. 
Someday they may have to trust you with their own lives, so every 
decision, every mistake, and every reaction matters. 

I wanted desperately to belong. I wanted these seasoned firefighters to 
know they could depend on me. Like every young firefighter, I wanted 
to earn my place at the table and prove that when the tones dropped, I 
would do my job. 

It didn't take long before that opportunity came. 

It was early in the fall of 1995 when we were dispatched to Wilson High 
School for an Advanced Life Support response. As we pulled out of the 
station, I remember the familiar rush of adrenaline that accompanies 
every emergency call. You never know exactly what is waiting for you, 
only that someone, somewhere, is having a day they will never forget. 

When we arrived, the scene was strangely quiet. 

A group of teenagers had been doing donuts in a pickup truck in the 
school parking lot. In a matter of seconds, youthful fun had turned into 
irreversible tragedy. One of the boys had been thrown from the truck. 
By the time we arrived, he was already dead. 

That reality didn't change our response. 
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Firefighters and paramedics don't have the luxury of standing back and 
processing what they are seeing. We move. We assess. We care for the 
patient. We care for the family. We do what needs to be done because 
that is what we have been trained to do, even when our hearts are trying 
to catch up with our hands. 

As the crew continued working, I climbed into the driver's seat of the 
medic unit. Just before we pulled away, a motorcycle officer eased 
alongside us to ask where we were headed. After hearing our 
destination, he accelerated away to begin clearing traffic. As he pulled 
out, his motorcycle drifted dangerously close to our rig, and for one 
brief moment I thought he was going to lose control and crash. He 
recovered almost instantly and sped away, but I remember taking a deep 
breath. Before we had even left the scene, my nervous system was 
already running at full throttle. 

The drive to Tacoma General wasn't long, but I remember every minute 
of it. I couldn't see what was happening behind me, only hear it. The 
quiet voices of the paramedics. Equipment being moved. Short, calm 
commands. Every sound reminded me that only a few feet behind my 
seat, life, death, and profound human suffering were occupying the 
same small space. 

When we arrived, family members were already gathering. 

The Sound of a Mother's Grief  
Then his mother learned that her son was gone. 

There are moments in life that become permanently etched into the 
soul. For me, this was one of them. 

I can still hear her. 
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It wasn't simply crying. It wasn't ordinary grief. It was the sound of a 
mother whose heart had been shattered in an instant. There are no 
words adequate enough to describe that sound. It seemed to pass 
through every emotional defense I possessed. Until that afternoon, 
tragedy had always belonged to someone else. Standing there, listening 
to her, I realized that every emergency call is someone's entire world 
coming apart. 

Thirty years have passed, and I still hear that scream. 

People often believe first responders become hardened to suffering. We 
don't. We simply become very good at functioning in the middle of it. 
We learn to compartmentalize because another call may come before 
we've had time to absorb the last one. We tell ourselves we did 
everything we could. We remind ourselves that we didn't cause what 
happened. Those thoughts aren't cold or uncaring. They're survival. 
They're the mind's attempt to protect itself from carrying more than it 
believes it can bear. 

But sometimes the walls don't hold. 

On the drive back to Station 9, the adrenaline finally began to wear off. 
The image of that young man stayed with me. More than that, the 
sound of his mother's grief echoed in my mind. Somewhere between 
the hospital and the station, I found myself fighting back tears. By the 
time I parked the fire engine, I couldn't fight them anymore. 

I hadn't driven the medic unit to the hospital. I was assigned to the fire 
engine as the third firefighter, and I drove the engine because the 
engineer was in the back of the medic unit helping the paramedics. 
Once everyone had finished at the hospital, we climbed back aboard the 
engine and returned to Station 9. 
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I was a young probationary firefighter, not a medic. But instead of 
simply trying to put the call behind me, I climbed into the medic unit, 
cleaned the equipment, restocked what needed to be replaced, and 
quietly waited for the next alarm, carrying something inside me that I 
didn't yet have words to describe. 

There was no critical incident stress debriefing in those days. No one 
sat us down and asked how we were doing. No one explained that 
traumatic experiences have a way of lodging themselves deep within the 
nervous system. You cleaned the equipment, grabbed another cup of 
coffee, and waited for the next alarm. That was simply the culture. You 
did your job, pushed your emotions aside, and prepared for whatever 
came next. 

I thought I had left that day behind. 

I hadn't. 

Looking back now, I understand that something much deeper had 
happened. The death of that young man had awakened another loss, 
one that had been quietly waiting for years. 

The Boy on the Lake 
For years I never understood why that call at Wilson High School 
affected me so profoundly. I had seen death before. Like every 
firefighter, I would eventually witness more tragedy than I ever 
imagined possible. Fatal fires, horrific automobile accidents, suicides, 
drownings, medical emergencies, and the endless parade of human 
suffering became part of the profession I had chosen. So why did this 
one stay with me? Why did one mother's scream continue echoing in 
my mind long after so many other memories had faded? 
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The answer, I would discover many years later, had nothing to do with 
Wilson High School alone. 

When I was thirteen years old, I lost my best friend, Joel. We lived near 
a lake outside of Bellingham and spent nearly every day together. Like 
most boys that age, we believed life would always be the way it was. 
We fished together, explored together, laughed together, and dreamed 
together. We were inseparable. 

The last time I saw Joel alive, he was climbing into a small skiff on the 
lake. There was nothing remarkable about the moment. It was simply 
another day, another adventure, another memory in the making. 
Neither of us could have imagined it would be the last time we would 
ever speak. 

Later they found his body. 

I remember standing at his open-casket funeral trying to make sense of 
something that no thirteen-year-old boy is equipped to understand. 
Adults did the best they knew how in those days, but no one pulled me 
aside to ask what I was feeling. No one explained grief. No one talked 
about trauma. Counseling simply wasn't something people did. You 
cried if you had to, then you got on with life. That was the expectation, 
and so I did what most young boys would have done. I buried the pain 
as deeply as I could and convinced myself that I had moved on. 

Life, however, has a way of reminding us that buried pain is not the 
same as healed pain. 

When Yesterday Lives Inside Today  
It would take me decades to understand what had happened inside me 
that afternoon at Wilson High School. At the time, I thought I was 
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reacting to the death of a teenage boy and the unimaginable grief of his 
mother. Looking back now, I realize I was reacting to much more than 
that. Her loss reached back through time and quietly touched my own. 
Without realizing it, I wasn't carrying one tragedy that day. I was 
carrying two. 

That is one of the mysteries of trauma. We often believe that painful 
experiences simply fade with time, but they don't always disappear. 
Sometimes they wait patiently beneath the surface until another loss, 
another sound, another image, or another moment awakens what has 
been sleeping for years. Yesterday quietly begins living inside today. 

For me, it was the sound of that mother's grief. It broke through walls 
I didn't even know I had built. It reopened the grief of a thirteen-year-
old boy who had never really been given permission to mourn his best 
friend. I couldn't have explained that in 1995. In fact, I didn't 
understand it for many years. I only knew that something inside me had 
changed. 

As my career unfolded, I began seeing that I wasn't alone. Many of the 
firefighters, police officers, combat veterans, and emergency medical 
personnel I came to know carried similar stories. They weren't broken 
because they had been affected by what they had seen. They were 
human. They had repeatedly walked into moments most people spend 
their lives hoping never to witness. The remarkable thing wasn't that 
those experiences left scars. The remarkable thing was that they 
continued answering the next call. 

Years later, the fire service began introducing critical incident stress 
debriefings, something that simply didn't exist when I was a young 
probationary firefighter. Looking back, I wish someone had sat down 
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with me after that call. I wish someone had looked me in the eye and 
said, "Craig, what you're feeling is normal. The fact that you can't stop 
hearing that mother's scream doesn't mean you're weak. It means 
you're human." Instead, I climbed back into the medic unit, cleaned the 
equipment, waited for the next alarm, and quietly carried that day with 
me for years. Like so many first responders of my generation, I mistook 
silence for strength. 

It has taken me a lifetime to understand that the deepest wounds are 
often the invisible ones. Burns heal. Broken bones mend. Bruises fade. 
But there are some injuries that settle quietly into the nervous system, 
shaping the way we experience the world without our ever realizing it. 
Looking back, I can now see that the greatest casualty of that day 
wasn't simply the young man who lost his life. A part of me changed 
that afternoon as well. I became more guarded in my closest 
relationships, not because I loved less, but because somewhere deep 
inside I had learned that the people you love can disappear in an instant. 
Fear has a way of disguising itself as self-protection. 

If there is hope in my story, it isn't because I finally forgot that day. I 
never did. I can still hear that mother's scream as clearly as if it 
happened yesterday. The hope is that I finally came to understand why 
it stayed with me. Once I understood that Wilson High School had 
awakened the grief of a thirteen-year-old boy standing beside the 
casket of his best friend, everything began to make sense. The memories 
didn't disappear, but they no longer frightened me. They became part 
of my story rather than the authors of it. Perhaps that is what healing 
really is. Not forgetting what happened, but discovering that even our 
deepest wounds need not have the final word. 
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The Yellow Footprints - SGT Ron Fore, USMC 

here are certain moments in life that divide everything into a 
before and an after. For every Marine, that moment begins with 
a pair of painted yellow footprints at Marine Corps Recruit 

Depot, San Diego. They may seem insignificant to anyone outside the 
Corps, but for those of us who have stood on them, they represent the 
place where civilian life ends and the forging of a Marine begins. 

My journey started in October 1966 while I was attending Riverside City 
College. After only a month, one of my classes was canceled, dropping me 
below the twelve units required to remain a full-time student. Two weeks 
later my student deferment disappeared, and my draft classification 
changed to 1-A. Not long after that, Uncle Sam informed me it was time 
to serve. 

Rather than wait to be drafted, I walked into the Marine recruiting office 
and asked if it was too late to join. The recruiter looked at me, smiled, and 
simply said, "Right this way." On November 9, 1966, I signed a three-year 

T 
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enlistment. At the time I had no idea that one decision would shape the 
rest of my life. 

I still remember arriving at the Los Angeles Induction Center on December 
27. We were divided into two groups, one standing before an Army 
sergeant and the other before a Marine sergeant. After counting heads, 
the Marine sergeant had ten men transferred from the Army line into ours. 
One of the young men asked why he was being moved. 

"Because you're being drafted into the Marines." 

"I'm not going into the Marines," he protested. 

"You don't have a choice." 

The young man began to cry. Then something remarkable happened. 
Another draftee stepped forward and said, "Sergeant, I'll go." 

"You don't have to." 

"But I want to be a Marine." 

The Marine sergeant looked at him for a moment before saying, "You're 
in. Get this sniveling piece of shit out of my group." 

I've often wondered what became of those two young men. Vietnam had 
a way of writing endings none of us could predict. 

From Los Angeles we rode a bus to San Diego, where another Marine 
Corps bus waited to take us to the recruit depot. As we climbed aboard, 
the corporal driving the bus greeted us with a grin. 

"Welcome to San Diego. These are the last nice words you'll hear for the 
next nine weeks." 
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He wasn't exaggerating. 

When we arrived at Marine Corps Recruit Depot, the gate guards waved 
us through, and the bus rolled to a stop. Two drill instructors wearing 
Smokey Bear hats stood waiting outside. One of them climbed aboard, 
looked over a busload of frightened young recruits, and roared, "Get off 
my damn Marine Corps bus! You're not Marines!" 

We stumbled off the bus and onto those famous yellow footprints. 

Standing there, trying to imitate the position of attention while two drill 
instructors prowled up and down the ranks correcting every mistake, I 
remember thinking, Oh my God...what have I done? 

That was the last time I thought like a civilian. 

From that moment forward, we didn't walk anywhere unless we were 
marching. We ran. We marched. We carried sea bags stuffed with gear 
over our heads. We learned Marine Corps history, rifle marksmanship, 
bayonet fighting, hand-to-hand combat, fire team tactics, and obstacle 
courses. Every mistake was corrected instantly and usually at full volume. 
The only thing the drill instructors took their time with was making sure 
our boots fit correctly, because sore feet would stop a Marine long before 
a lack of motivation. 

People often think boot camp was designed simply to make us physically 
tough. Looking back, I don't think that was its greatest purpose. It was 
designed to teach discipline, accountability, and the understanding that 
one man's failure became everyone's burden. That lesson was repeated 
every single day until it became part of who we were. 

There was one recruit named Private Collon who seemed almost incapable 
of doing anything right. His long blond hair immediately drew the 
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attention of Staff Sergeant Jordan, who looked him over and barked, "We 
have a girl in my platoon! Are you a girl, Private?" Poor Collon couldn't 
seem to stay out of trouble. Somehow, despite every mistake imaginable, 
he managed to survive boot camp. 

Another recruit, Private Gibbon, had a habit of showing up late from 
chow. Every time he was late, the entire platoon paid the price. We ran 
until our legs burned because one man couldn't get his act together. After 
the second time, I'd had enough. When he went into the head, I followed 
him. Words were exchanged, punches were thrown, and when it was over, 
he wasn't late anymore. 

The next morning Staff Sergeant Jordan looked at Gibbon's swollen face. 

"What happened to your face?" 

"Sir, I ran into a bunk on the way to the head, Sir." 

Then he looked at my knuckles. 

"What happened to your hand, Fore?" 

"Sir...it ran into a bunk on the way to the head, Sir." 

He knew exactly what had happened. After formation he called me into 
his office. I expected to be chewed out or worse. Instead, he looked at me 
and said, "Good job. Collon is hopeless, but you took care of Gibbon. Now 
somebody needs to take care of Dunly." 

I walked out of that office wondering if I had just been given another 
assignment. Fortunately for me, before anything happened, some of the 
platoon gave Dunly what Marines called a blanket party. By the next 
morning he had bruises under his eye and a whole new attitude. He 



When Duty Called 

109 

straightened out, became a solid Marine, and by graduation we were 
actually friends. 

Boot camp had a way of teaching lessons that didn't require many words. 

The rifle range at Camp Pendleton became another proving ground. If you 
couldn't qualify with the M-14 at five hundred yards using iron sights, you 
didn't move forward. There were no shortcuts and no lowered standards. 
Recruits who failed simply stayed behind until they earned the 
qualification. Somehow even Collon managed to qualify. 

By graduation, something had changed in all of us. We stood a little 
straighter, carried ourselves differently, and understood that wearing the 
Eagle, Globe, and Anchor was not a privilege handed to us but a title 
earned through sweat, discipline, and perseverance. The frightened young 
men who had first stepped onto those yellow footprints no longer existed. 

What none of us understood was that boot camp had only been preparing 
us for something far more difficult. When I arrived in Hoi An, Vietnam, I 
couldn't believe who I found there. 

Private Collon. 

Even in Vietnam he remained unforgettable. One night he fell asleep while 
standing watch in a bunker with his finger on the trigger. Suddenly several 
rounds ripped across the ceiling. I woke instantly, grabbed the .45 I always 
kept under my pillow, chambered a round, and was ready to fire until 
someone yelled, "Don't shoot! Don't shoot!" Collon had accidentally fired 
six rounds because he had fallen asleep on watch. A short time later he 
transferred to a unit at Khe Sanh, just before the Tet Offensive. 
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On March 31, 1968, I was wounded in combat. Eventually I found myself 
recovering at San Diego Naval Hospital before being assigned to Casualty 
Company back at Marine Corps Recruit Depot. 

One day I was walking across the base wearing my dress greens, my 
campaign ribbons, and my Purple Heart when I saw a familiar face walking 
toward me. 

It was now Gunnery Sergeant Jordan. 

He recognized me immediately. 

"Corporal Fore." 

He looked me over, smiled that same smile I'd seen years earlier, and said, 
"The one thing I didn't teach you was how to duck fast enough." 

It was classic Marine Corps humor, but beneath the joke was something 
much deeper. Years earlier he had watched a frightened recruit step off a 
bus wondering what he had gotten himself into. Now he was looking at a 
wounded combat Marine who had carried the lessons of boot camp into 
the crucible of Vietnam. 

Looking back after all these years, I realize my service did not begin in 
Vietnam. It began the moment my boots landed on those yellow footprints 
in San Diego. That was where discipline replaced hesitation, where 
accountability became a way of life, where strangers became brothers, and 
where boys began the difficult journey of becoming Marines. Vietnam 
would test everything that boot camp had taught us, but the forging began 
long before the first shot was fired. It began on those yellow footprints, 
where generations of Marines have taken their first steps into a life of 
duty, sacrifice, and service. 
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Tarawa Three Trips Through Hell - PVT Kenzie Reinier 

A Word From Jeff  
here are some stories that belong in history books. 
There are others that belong around the family dinner table. 
This story belongs in both. 

Long before I became a psychologist, long before I began listening 
professionally to stories of trauma, resilience, and healing, I simply 
knew him as Uncle Kenzie. He wasn't a war hero to me. He was the 
gentle man who married my beloved Aunt Eileen, one of the finest 
women I have ever known. Together they embodied a generation whose 
lives were marked not by self-promotion but by quiet service, 
unwavering faith, deep love of country, and remarkable humility. 

Only as I grew older did I begin to understand who Uncle Kenzie had 
been before I knew him. Before he became my uncle, he was an 
eighteen-year-old Marine who climbed into an amphibious tractor on 
the beaches of Tarawa, one of the bloodiest battlefields of the Second 
World War. He made three trips into that inferno, was gravely 

T 
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wounded, left for dead, and somehow survived. Like so many men of 
his generation, he seldom spoke about it. He simply came home, built a 
life, loved his family, and carried the memories quietly. 

As a psychologist, I have spent much of my life helping people 
understand that stories have the power to heal. As a nephew, I have 
learned that stories also have the power to preserve. Every time we tell 
the story of someone who sacrificed for others, we refuse to allow time 
to erase them. We remind ourselves that freedom has never been free 
and that ordinary men and women are capable of extraordinary 
courage. 

This chapter is my small way of saying thank you. 

Thank you, Uncle Kenzie. 

May your story continue to inspire generations yet unborn. 

Paradise Lost  
There are places on earth so breathtakingly beautiful that it seems 
almost impossible to imagine they have ever known violence. Their 
turquoise waters shimmer beneath brilliant tropical skies. Palm trees 
sway gently in warm ocean breezes. White coral beaches seem 
untouched by time, inviting visitors to believe they have stumbled upon 
paradise itself. 

Tarawa is one of those places. 

If you were to stand there today, it would be difficult to reconcile the 
serenity before your eyes with the unimaginable violence that once 
consumed this tiny Pacific atoll. Children laugh where artillery once 
thundered. Fishing boats drift across waters that were once stained 
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crimson. Nature has quietly reclaimed what mankind tried so 
desperately to destroy, yet beneath that peaceful beauty lies hallowed 
ground. Every grain of coral sand seems to whisper the stories of young 
men who never returned home. 

History has a way of doing that. Time softens the scars visible to our 
eyes, but it rarely erases the scars carried in memory. 

Following Pearl Harbor, the Pacific Ocean became the largest 
battlefield the world had ever known. Under Admiral Chester Nimitz, 
the United States adopted an ambitious strategy known as island 
hopping, capturing strategically important islands that would steadily 
move Allied forces closer to Japan. Tarawa, though barely two miles 
long and less than half a mile wide, became one of those crucial 
steppingstones. Whoever controlled it controlled the gateway to the 
Marshall Islands and another advance toward the Japanese homeland. 

The Japanese understood its importance every bit as well. Months 
before the invasion they transformed the island into one of the most 
heavily fortified positions in the Pacific. Concrete bunkers, artillery, 
machine-gun nests, and interconnected trenches covered nearly every 
approach. Rear Admiral Keiji Shibasaki reportedly boasted that it would 
take one million Americans one hundred years to capture Tarawa. 
Considering what awaited the Marines, it hardly sounded like an empty 
boast. 

Before dawn on November 20, 1943, the horizon came alive with 
American warships stretching as far as the eye could see. Thousands of 
young Marines waited aboard those ships, checking rifles, reading 
letters from home, saying quiet prayers, and wondering what lay ahead. 
Most were barely more than boys. Few could have imagined that within 
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hours they would find themselves in one of the bloodiest amphibious 
assaults in Marine Corps history. 

As the naval bombardment lifted and the landing craft moved toward 
shore, everything began to unravel. The tides proved lower than 
expected, leaving hundreds of Higgins boats stranded on the coral reef. 
Marines climbed into chest-deep water and began the agonizing 
journey toward the beaches under devastating machine-gun, mortar, 
and artillery fire. Many never reached dry land. Others watched friends 
fall beside them yet continued forward because there was nowhere else 
to go. 

For seventy-six hours the battle raged. More than one thousand 
Americans were killed, over two thousand wounded, and nearly every 
Japanese defender died where he stood. Victory was measured not in 
miles but in yards. Every advance across that tiny island seemed to 
demand another life. 

Yet Tarawa accomplished something far greater than the capture of a 
small Pacific atoll. The lessons learned there, purchased at such an 
extraordinary cost, transformed future amphibious warfare and 
undoubtedly saved thousands of American lives during the campaigns 
that followed. 

History often remembers battles because of famous generals. 

I believe Tarawa should be remembered for another reason. 

It should be remembered because ordinary young Americans answered 
when duty called. They came from farms, factories, neighborhoods, and 
small towns across America. They had no idea historians would one day 
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write about them. They simply knew their country had asked them to 
go. 

Among those young Marines was an eighteen-year-old private named 
Kenzie Rainier. 

Before the day was over, he would make three trips into one of the 
deadliest battlefields of World War II, and the wounds he carried away 
from Tarawa would remain with him for the rest of his life. 

An Eighteen - Year-Old Marine  
Private Kenzie Rainier was only eighteen years old. 

The older I become, the more that number lingers in my mind. At 
eighteen, most young men are standing at the threshold of life, 
dreaming about the future rather than wondering whether they will 
survive the day. They think about careers, marriage, children, and all 
the ordinary milestones that make up a lifetime. War interrupts those 
dreams with startling cruelty, asking extraordinary things of ordinary 
young men before they have lived long enough to understand the full 
value of what they are risking. 

Kenzie was one of those young men. 

He served as the driver of an amphibious tractor, affectionately known 
by the Marines as an Alligator. Designed to carry troops from ship to 
shore, these tracked vehicles suddenly became indispensable when the 
Higgins boats ran aground on the coral reef surrounding Tarawa. While 
other landing craft were stranded hundreds of yards offshore, the 
Alligators continued forward, carrying Marines directly into a storm of 
machine-gun fire, artillery, and exploding mortar rounds. Every trip to 
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the beach required extraordinary courage. Kenzie made that journey 
three times. 

On his third run, the battle caught up with him. 

Enemy fire tore into his lung and shattered his arm. Amid the chaos, 
fellow Marines believed he had died. With so many wounded and so few 
medical personnel, those thought beyond saving were moved aside 
while corpsmen fought desperately to save others. Then someone 
noticed the slightest movement. A careful second look, a faint sign of 
life, and history changed for one young Marine. Sometimes a lifetime 
hangs on nothing more than another human being refusing to give up. 

Emergency medicine in 1943 bore little resemblance to the sophisticated 
trauma care we know today. According to family accounts, Kenzie's 
wounds were taped, and someone handed him a Lucky Strike cigarette 
before he was evacuated. Crude as it sounds today, it was enough. He 
survived. 

His recovery carried him first to a military hospital in Hawaii, then to 
Colorado Springs, and eventually to California, where he trained other 
amphibious tractor drivers preparing for battles still to come. His 
combat days were over, but his service continued. 

Some wounds healed. 

Others never completely left him. 

Fragments of shrapnel remained embedded in his lungs for the rest of 
his life. Years later, physicians examining chest X-rays were astonished 
by how much metal remained inside him. Kenzie simply accepted it. 
There was no bitterness, no anger, and no desire to define himself by 
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what had happened at Tarawa. Like so many veterans of his generation, 
he quietly carried his burdens and moved forward. 

As both a nephew and a psychologist, I often find myself reflecting on 
that generation. Today we understand that trauma leaves wounds far 
deeper than those visible on an X-ray. Yet men like Kenzie possessed 
neither the vocabulary nor the cultural permission to speak openly 
about such things. They returned home, married, raised families, 
worked hard, loved their country, and quietly carried memories that 
most of us can scarcely imagine. 

Kenzie married my beloved Aunt Eileen, one of the finest women I have 
ever known. Together they built a remarkable life grounded in faith, 
humility, family, and love of country. He never defined himself by his 
wounds, but by the life he built after them. Looking back, I believe that 
may have been his greatest victory. 

Only decades later, during reunions of the Second Marine Division, did 
the stories begin to emerge. Surrounded by men who had walked the 
same beaches and buried the same friends, Kenzie finally spoke about 
Tarawa. There was little complaining and even less self-pity. There was 
simply understanding. Looking back after a lifetime in psychology, I 
cannot help but believe those reunions became a quiet form of healing. 
Long before anyone spoke of PTSD or trauma groups, these old Marines 
had already discovered something profound: that stories shared among 
those who truly understand somehow become lighter to carry. 

Their Stories Are Our Inheritance  
I never knew the frightened eighteen-year-old Marine who climbed into 
that Alligator three separate times on the beaches of Tarawa. By the 
time I entered the family, the war had been over for decades. I simply 
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knew him as Uncle Kenzie, a gentle, soft-spoken man whose quiet 
confidence reflected someone who had already faced the worst life 
could offer. Had I met him in a grocery store, I would never have 
guessed that pieces of Tarawa still rested inside his lungs or that fellow 
Marines had once left him for dead. 

That, perhaps, was the hallmark of what has often been called the 
Greatest Generation. They rarely spoke of heroism or introduced 
themselves by recounting battles won or medals earned. They simply 
came home, built families, worked hard, loved their country, and 
quietly built the America my generation inherited. They understood 
sacrifice as something one simply did, not something one advertised. 

Uncle Kenzie's greatest blessing, however, was not merely surviving 
Tarawa. It was marrying my Aunt Eileen, one of the finest women I 
have ever known. She has been a mentor throughout my life, a woman 
of uncommon grace, unwavering faith, and quiet strength. Watching 
the two of them together taught me that courage is not confined to 
battlefields. Sometimes it is found in a faithful marriage, in keeping 
promises, and in quietly loving another person through the ordinary 
challenges of life. 

Kenzie passed away in 2003 at the age of seventy-nine in the Veterans 
Administration Hospital in Louisville, Kentucky. Like so many veterans 
of his generation, he slipped quietly from this world with little public 
recognition. Yet every time one of those old warriors passed, it seemed 
that another priceless chapter of American history disappeared with 
them. 

I often think about the reunions of the Second Marine Division. Those 
aging Marines gathered year after year, not to glorify war, but to 
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remember, to laugh, to grieve, and to honor those who never returned. 
Long before anyone spoke about PTSD or trauma groups, they had 
already discovered something profoundly about healing: that stories 
shared among those who truly understand become easier to carry. 

That realization became one of the inspirations for writing this book. 

As noted earlier in this book, after the loss of one of our own veterans 
in the Jasper Club, I looked around the room and realized I was 
surrounded by extraordinary men whose stories might disappear 
forever unless someone took the time to preserve them. Every veteran 
represented a living library. Every funeral risked the loss of another 
chapter in our nation's story. 

This book is my small attempt to preserve those voices before they fall 
silent. It is my way of thanking men like Uncle Kenzie, who answered 
when duty called, carried burdens few of us can fully comprehend, and 
then quietly returned home to build lives marked by humility, faith, and 
service. 

As I think about Uncle Kenzie today, I realize that I inherited far more 
than family memories. I inherited an example. He taught me that 
courage is measured less by fearlessness than by faithfulness, and that 
love of country is demonstrated not by words, but by sacrifice. 

That is why his story matters. 

That is why Tarawa matters. 

And that is why we must continue telling these stories. Long after a life 
has ended, a story can continue shaping the hearts of generations yet 
unborn. Uncle Kenzie's story is one of those stories. It deserves to be 
remembered.
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Major Hansen Engages in a Major Rock Fight - MAJ Jeffrey E. Hansen 

Expectations Meet Reality  
n 1992, I received orders to deploy to Mogadishu, Somalia. I was 
pulled from Madigan Army Medical Center to serve with the 62nd 
Medical Group under the leadership of Colonel Natkin. Our 

mission was to assess the medical threats facing our troops, particularly 
the psychological toll of combat. Alongside physicians, veterinarians, 
medics, and other specialists, we deployed to identify combat stress 
casualties and help keep our soldiers healthy enough to continue the 
mission. 

Like many who had never experienced combat, I carried with me a 
rather naive picture of what the deployment would be. I imagined a 
humanitarian operation in which I would hand candy bars and cookies 
to smiling Somali children. I had even packed treats for just such an 
occasion. 

Reality has a way of dismantling romantic ideas in a hurry. 

I 
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The Marines had already secured the university where we established 
our operations. It had once been a beautiful campus of distinctive round 
buildings, but by the time we arrived, it had been stripped bare. The 
windows were gone. The electrical wiring had vanished. The telephone 
poles stood empty. There was no running water, no electricity, and, 
initially, no showers. The candy bars melted in the African heat, and 
the cookies became late-night snacks for hungry soldiers. It also became 
abundantly clear that this was not a peaceful humanitarian mission. 
Gunfire and firefights became part of the daily soundtrack. 

The Daily Bombardment  
As an Army psychologist, my assigned weapon was a 9mm Beretta. I 
often joked that I posed a greater threat to myself with that pistol than 
I did to the enemy. I was far more comfortable carrying a clipboard than 
a sidearm. 

Determined to maintain some sense of normalcy, I continued my daily 
runs around the perimeter of our compound. Every day, I passed one 
particular stretch where a group of Somalis greeted me with rocks 
instead of smiles. Day after day, the rocks came sailing through the air. 
Some landed nearby. Others whizzed close enough to encourage a 
ǤƧƋŽƆǯƧȗḧżļǤǯŦǝḧǚļŚŦḰḧ]ƾǝǯǸƳļǯŦƧȗḱḧŦƋǯƆŦǝḧǯƆŦƋǝḧļƋưḧȑļǤḧǯŦǝǝƋřƧŦḧƾǝḧ^ƾŠẄǤḧ
providence was exceptional, because not one ever found its mark. 

After enduring this daily bombardment for what seemed like forever, I 
finally reached a profound military conclusion. 

Enough. 
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Operation Rock Storm  
The next morning, I prepared accordingly. Before leaving for my run, I 
stuffed every pocket of my workout shorts with rocks. Big ones. Little 
ones. Flat ones. Round ones. Sharp ones. If it looked throwable, it 
became part of my carefully assembled arsenal. 

As I approached the familiar ambush site, I did not wait for the first 
volley. 

I fired first.  

Rocks flew in every conceivable direction as I emptied my pockets with 
all the enthusiasm of a thoroughly fed-up Army major. The startled 
looks on their faces were worth every ounce of extra weight I had 
carried. They scattered in every direction, undoubtedly wondering 
what had happened to the harmless American who usually just sprinted 
through their daily assault. 

The remarkable part is that it worked. From that day forward, not 
another rock was thrown at me for the remainder of my deployment. 
Apparently, news traveled quickly through that neighborhood. 

Somewhere in Mogadishu, I like to imagine the story was retold for 
ȗŦļǝǤḲḧẁ:ŦḧŚļǝŦżǸƧḧƾżḧǯƆļǯḧŚǝļȡȗḧ ưŦǝƋŚļƳḧưļƞƾǝḰḧ]ƾǝŽŦǯḧǯƆŦḧǚƋǤǯƾƧḰḧéƆŦḧ
ŠļƳŽŦǝƾǸǤḧƾƳŦḧƋǤḧǯƆŦḧŽǸȗḧȑƋǯƆḧǯƆŦḧǝƾŚƢǤḰẂ 

War teaches you many lessons. Some are profound. Others are 
ridiculous. I learned about trauma, courage, and sacrifice in Somalia. I 
also learned that, under the right circumstances, an Army psychologist 
with a pocketful of rocks can be surprisingly persuasive. 
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Greater Love - The Young Men Who Flew Toward the Gunfire - CW4 Jim Hodges 

A Word From Jeff  
here are stories that teach us about war, and there are stories 
that teach us about the human spirit. Jim Hodges' story is both. 

When I first met Jim, I did not simply meet a Vietnam veteran. 
I met one of those quiet men whose life had been forever shaped by 
extraordinary responsibility at an age when most young men are still 
trying to discover who they are. Jim was one of thousands of Army 
helicopter pilots who climbed into the cockpit of a Huey during the 
Vietnam War, carrying not only the weight of a million-dollar aircraft 
but the lives of American soldiers who depended upon him. 

As a psychologist, I have spent much of my professional life studying 
courage, trauma, resilience, and the remarkable capacity of ordinary 
people to do extraordinary things. Again and again, I return to the 
words of Jesus in John 15:13: 
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