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    This book is dedicated to all the Rangers

    who have given their lives for others.


    



    Most recently, we lost Zau Seng, our Kachin medic and cameraman, who was killed in an attack by the combined Turk and Free Syrian Army (FSA, Turkish proxy) forces in Syria on November 3, 2019, while on a relief mission. Zau Seng was a Kachin Ranger who served fourteen years with us in Burma, Iraq, and Syria. Along with being one of our top FBR leaders, he helped raise Sahale, Suu, and Peter and was a brother to all of us.


    



    Before his last mission to Syria, he said, “I want to go back and help, just as others have helped me. I want to help tell the story with my camera and put a light on the people.” We miss Zau greatly, and he leaves behind a young wife and a daughter who turned one year old on the day he was killed. The world is poorer for his loss, but we will continue his legacy of love, joy, courage, and service. We believe the things of the world are fatal but not final. We will see him again with Jesus in what the tribal people of Burma call the “undiscovered land.” One day, we will all discover this land and enter the same new life Zau has now. Until then, we are here to love, to serve, to stand against evil, and to add to the beauty of the world.


    



    Thank you, Zau Seng and all Rangers who have gone before us, for showing us how.
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    Author’s Note



    The battle of Mosul, which lasted from October 2016 to July 2017, brought to a point all the lessons we have learned in over twenty years of Free Burma Ranger service in Burma, Sudan, Kurdistan, Iraq, and Syria. Old lessons about love, courage, commitment, practical service, and faith were reinforced under fire while new lessons, relationships, and battlefields taught us new ways to live, serve, forgive, and love.


    The Free Burma Rangers (FBR) was founded by me and my wife Karen, along with ethnic leaders in Burma, in 1997 in response to a Burma Army offensive that displaced over five hundred thousand people. Since then, it has grown to include many different ethnic groups across Burma and the world. FBR is made up of Christians, Buddhists, Muslims, animists, Yezidis, agnostics, and atheists. We are not a religious organization, yet we are all united in the mission of bringing help, hope, and love to people of all faiths and ethnicities in conflict areas, shining a light on the actions of oppressors, standing with the oppressed, and supporting leaders and organizations committed to liberty, justice, and reconciliation. We believe love is the most powerful force in the world and try to serve others in love.


    FBR is not a militia and most of our team members are unarmed. Our role is to give humanitarian help and get the news out in those conflict areas where we are called to go. We are not an attacking force, but we abide by this rule: an FBR member cannot leave someone who is in danger or run away if the people they are with cannot run away. Each individual decides whether or not to use weapons for protection, but cannot abandon anyone, no matter how dangerous the situation is.


    We have over ninety relief teams in Burma, with each team composed of four to six people, as well as teams in Iraq and Syria. I am a follower of Jesus, and I have felt Him change my heart and help me do what, for me at least, would otherwise be impossible. I am thankful to all who have helped us by their love, actions, support, and prayers.

  


  [image: ]


  
    Introduction



    Mosul: June 2, 2017, 3 p.m.


    Wreathed in smoke and dust, the tank raced forward, tracks screaming, jet turbine engine whining, main gun blasting, coaxial machine gun firing, and ISIS shooting back. We ran behind, past the bodies of men, women, and children as the tank zigzagged around them. Bullets smashed into the tank and ricocheted by us; others crackled in from the side, narrowly missing. An ISIS rocket-propelled grenade crashed to our left. Running with our team, I was also trying to make myself heard on my phone as I called for a smokescreen from the American battle commander.


    War is loud. That’s one way it’s different than the movies. Another way is you can die. I was feeling both differences, running behind the revving Abrams tank as it blasted away at a gutted three-story hospital just two hundred meters from us, where hundreds of heavily armed ISIS fighters overwatched the road, firing at anything that moved. At the moment, my team and I were the only things moving, and machine gun and sniper rounds screamed by all around us as we sheltered behind the roaring tank. Layers of noise, from the high-pitched scream of bullets one meter away to the deep concussive explosions of air strikes five hundred meters away to the roar of the tank’s engine and guns, along with heat, smoke, and dust, enveloped us under the merciless June sun.


    The Iraqis had been trying to cross this road for a week; it was littered with Iraqi military vehicles destroyed by ISIS fire from the hospital. A few days before, the unit we were with was reinforced by another Iraqi battalion, which was immediately decimated: twenty-two soldiers were shot in one attempted movement across this thoroughfare. Our team helped recover the wounded that day, sprinting into the open under fire and dragging them back to safety. ISIS had repulsed every attempt by the Iraqi Army to cross this road. But now, five of us had crossed it, running behind a lone Iraqi tank toward ISIS lines, and were stopped on the other side, looking straight at the hospital just two football field lengths away.


    All around us were the dead, more than fifty bodies strewn across the road in the graceless poses of desperation. An old man slouched, killed in his wheelchair; the young man who had been pushing him crumpled on the ground behind. Two young girls, maybe eight and ten years old, looked as if they’d been flung like dice to the ground by a giant hand; one of them was missing the top of her head. An old woman who’d carried a bundle was curled up beside it, dead in the middle of the street. A young man was sprawled full length, one arm stretched forward as if reaching for something just out of his grasp. His other hand reached back toward a young boy fallen at his side. And on and on.


    I could die here today. Easy.


    Just fifteen meters from my team and me was a concrete wall, bullet-riddled but still standing. Behind it was a soft drink factory that air strikes had reduced to a mangled mess of rebar and massive, broken concrete slabs. At the base of the wall were more bodies. But there was also life: two wounded men lay beside each other, sheltered by the wall from the relentless ISIS fire coming from the hospital. They waved feebly at us. A young girl who wore a pink shirt and pigtails sat next to a fallen, lifeless woman, probably her mother, hiding under her black hijab and peeking out; the ribbons in her pigtails fluttered in the hot breeze. Any move those survivors made away from the wall would expose them to the ISIS sharpshooters. Behind them was ISIS territory; in front of them, the safety of Iraqi Army lines. Between, one hundred and fifty meters of corpse-strewn street—and us.


    And we were there to save them, these two men and one girl. It was June 2, 2017, the ninth month of the battle to retake Mosul from ISIS. We had been present on nearly every front of this fight. My team, family, and I had treated the wounded and helped care for thousands of fleeing civilians with the Kurds as ISIS was pushed out of Kurdistan. Then our team had embedded with the Iraqi Army. We met and partnered with the 36th Mechanized Brigade, 9th Armored Division, and followed them as the front line circled the east side of the city, moving south to north, from Sharazad to Tel Kayf and Al Rashidiya, through the fall of 2016 and into 2017.


    It was a new dawn when we crossed the Tigris River south of Mosul and the front moved to the west side of the river and city. With the Iraqis, we pushed through to Badush and thought we might keep moving west to Tal Afar, but the fighting in the old part of Mosul proved to be more difficult than anticipated, so—still embedded with the 36th—we moved in to support the attack on the northwest side of the city. We gave food to thousands of hungry and desperate civilians escaping the fighting. We treated hundreds of wounded soldiers and civilians.


    We lost friends. Men I had eaten with, laughed with, fought alongside, and prayed with were shot down next to me. I couldn’t save them. Children died in our arms, and the wailing of their grieving parents echoed in my heart as I thought of my own kids: Sahale, sixteen; Suuzanne, fourteen; and Peter, eleven. They were here too, just behind the front lines with my wife Karen and others on our team, helping with food and clothing distributions, or at the casualty collection points the Iraqi Army set up to give immediate help to wounded soldiers and civilians, and with kids’ programs when we were able.


    I thought of them now as I scanned the fifteen meters of unprotected ground between where I stood behind the tank and where those we were here to rescue sheltered at the base of the wall. There was so much destruction. So many people we couldn’t save. So much death. Yet here, in front of us, was a chance to beat death. This was why we—me, my family, and my team—were here: because every life counts. The life of that little girl is just as valuable as my life, or those of my family’s. They will understand, I thought. If I die trying to save this little girl, my wife and kids will understand.


    We had turned onto this exposed street just as U.S. Army artillery had dropped several 155mm smoke canisters in front of the hospital. The ensuing cloud mostly blocked the view of our progress from the ISIS fighters inside. I had been on the phone with the Americans all day to help coordinate this. Now the cloud was dissipating, and we were taking more fire. We were protected from small-arms fire by the tank, but ISIS was also firing RPGs, antitank rounds, and mortars. We needed more smoke.


    I got back on the phone with the Americans, shouting to be heard above the noise of the tank and incoming ISIS fire. “Sorry I’m yelling. It’s loud here! The smoke was awesome, but it’s dissipating, and we need more! If we don’t have it now there are kids who are gonna die. The tank’s gonna get blown up. We’re all gonna die! How much longer before you get more smoke?” The battle captain told me ten minutes, and eight minutes later, a new barrage of smoke came. It was beautiful. The moment was now.


    I turned to my team: Sky Barkley, a former U.S. Marine, had been volunteering with us for eight months, first in Burma and now here; Ephraim Mattos, a former U.S. Navy SEAL we had first met in Thailand three months earlier and who later joined us in Mosul; Mahmood, a Syrian refugee we first met at a church in Erbil, then again when he was selling ice cream at the mall there, was helping us as a translator; and Monkey, one of the original Rangers and now one of our leaders, an ethnic Karen (pronounced ka-REN) from Burma, who was also a cameraman and chaplain. I put my hands on Sky’s and Ephraim’s shoulders, pulling them in, and shouted, “OK, this is what I’m gonna do. You guys give me cover, I’m gonna run.” It was a simple plan.


    What I thought was, There’s no way I’m gonna live through this.


    Sometimes you do something and you think, “I might get hurt, but I have a chance.” This wasn’t one of those times. This was, “You’re not going to get hurt. You’re going to get killed.” But I looked at the little girl by the wall and thought, What would I want for my kids? And I prayed and said to myself, “It’s now or never.” I prayed again, “Jesus, help me,” and took off at a run.


    Bullets cracked by my head. The tank’s main gun and coaxial machine gun were firing to my left. Sky and Ephraim had stepped out from behind the tank and were giving covering fire behind me. ISIS bullets ricocheted off the wall to my right and hit at my feet. I ran by a young boy in a blue soccer jersey where he lay twisted around on his back, lifeless eyes pointed at the sky. I reached the girl, where she sat clinging to her dead mother, surrounded by crumpled bodies. My eyes locked on hers, which were fixed on me in blank terror. I shouted, “I’m here to help you!” and grabbed her arm, but she hung on tightly to her mother. I yanked at her, hard, pulling her away, and tucked her under my right arm; then I turned at a run and headed back to the tank.


    And then I went down, down in the dirt and broken pavement. It happened so fast that I didn’t fully realize what had happened, but also in slow motion so that, as I tumbled with this little girl in my arm who I wasn’t going to let go of, I thought, ruefully, Sorry. Sorry, little girl. If I was younger, a better athlete, I could twist and move so you wouldn’t be hurt. I could save you pain. I’m sorry. Eight meters from the tank, we slammed, face-first, hard, to the ground.


    a


    “We must take sides. Neutrality helps the oppressor, never the victim. Silence encourages the tormentor, never the tormented. Sometimes we must interfere. When human lives are endangered, when human dignity is in jeopardy, national borders and sensitivities become irrelevant. Wherever men and women are persecuted…that place must—at that moment—become the center of the universe.”


    —Elie Wiesel, Nobel Peace Prize acceptance speech1


    War is not a natural disaster; it is man-made, and there are always sides. To provide relief in war means you have to work with or through one of the sides. Entering a conflict zone to help puts you in the domain of one of the factions. The ability to provide humanitarian relief is dependent on one of those factions and there is no neutral space in combat.


    Insisting on neutrality will only aid the oppressor or whoever is in control.


    ISIS did not offer an option of neutrality—you were either for or against them. The humanitarian community was challenged. How do we help people when no one’s playing by the rules? One report analyzing the difficulties of the humanitarian response in the Battle of Mosul, by researchers at Johns Hopkins University, said (italics mine), “…this response took place not only within the highly charged geopolitical landscape of Iraq, but also within the context of a rapidly shifting global environment for humanitarian actors. In the past three years, nearly 1,000 health workers have been killed in conflict settings, at times deliberately, an alarming figure that has raised serious questions about whether traditional notions of humanitarian action remain tenable.”2 Humanitarian aid cannot always be effectively founded on the principle of neutrality.


    This is not new and has always been the case. While I was working in Burma, a U.S. government official once said to me, “You should not be with the armed ethnic groups, or at the front lines in Burma. That is not the humanitarian way. When we were in Bosnia, we had a clear separation. A U.S. battalion provided security on the hill above while we distributed food in the valley below.”


    I replied, “That is good. Please send that U.S. battalion to stop the Burma Army from attacking the Karen, and we all will gladly provide humanitarian assistance in safety.” There are many approaches to take when we are faced with humanitarian needs in war zones. But any role taken is dependent on one military or the other to make access and relief work possible.


    Under international humanitarian law, combatants have a responsibility and duty to allow humanitarian access to vulnerable civilian populations—but, as noted in the Johns Hopkins report above, many combatants do not do this. This is for a variety of reasons: in combat, military forces usually are completely engaged and have a limited mission, capacity, or, sometimes, desire to provide humanitarian relief. In some cases, combatants actively target humanitarian workers.


    This is true of all the areas we have worked: humanitarian organizations are targeted, and individuals providing relief are at risk of death, injury, or capture. War is deadly and unpredictable, especially on the front lines, so most relief organizations try to stay away from these fronts. They have certain lines they will not cross, including being armed or going to the front lines. This is partly to fulfill their duty to care for staff who are not trained for front-line environments or because there are liability concerns. They do life-giving and lifesaving work and serve a crucial role, but not at the front.


    This means that, in war, there is a gap between the front lines and the humanitarian relief available to those in need. Fully recognizing the moral and physical dangers and desiring to always act in love, FBR serves in these humanitarian gaps.


    The gap between the front lines and the nearest humanitarian relief can extend from a few blocks to one hundred miles or more. In the Battle of Mosul, as in most battles, humanitarian organizations were generally not at the front lines. This was due to the mortal danger present at the front, security protocols, the complex, ever-shifting environment, and the personalities, specialized training, equipment, and relationships needed to provide assistance at any front line. This meant civilians who required medical treatment, food, shelter, or transport had to escape one of the sides—here, ISIS—and pass on foot or be carried through to the other side, to the Iraqi military lines.


    In Syria, we saw that sometimes the gap between the front lines and the nearest relief was over one hundred miles of desert. While we were on a relief mission in Africa, in the Nuba Mountains of Sudan, where the Sudanese government attacked daily, there were hundreds of miles of desert people had to cross to get help. In Burma, the longest civil war in the world rages on at seventy years at this writing as a relentless government, through the military, attacks and attempts to block assistance to displaced people at the front lines. Relief often takes arduous days of walking, and the medical wings of armed groups, if they exist, have limited capacity.


    It is important to recognize that whether there is assistance or not, people will do their best to help themselves. Often, as is the case in Burma, families and villagers have only each other to rely on when they are attacked. Their tenacity, foresight, teamwork, love, courage, generosity, and resilience are the main reasons they survive.


    Each individual and organization must decide what their role is in helping these people and what lines they will not cross. Any choice made incurs a cost. For those who will not work at the front lines or defend others, this means people they could have helped will suffer and die. For those who decide to go into this gap, this means they risk their lives and risk becoming part of the conflict in bad ways. There are no simple solutions, and both choices are fraught with moral, and mortal, danger. The response to every conflict, relief mission, and action must be weighed. For us, that means seeking advice and having discussion about the best ways to meet needs as well as honesty about our motives—and it means prayer, asking God what to do. Finally, our actions must always be motivated by love.


    In our work at FBR, we have found we cannot be neutral, but the principle of impartiality is less negotiable: we help all we can as impartially as possible. FBR attempts to be impartial as we provide humanitarian assistance. We want to help all who are suffering if we can. At times we have treated, fed, prayed for, and shown love to wounded Burmese soldiers as well as to ISIS members who were captured or who surrendered. We provide aid equally to all who need it, regardless of religion, ethnicity, gender, age, or affiliation.


    FBR feels called to help those at the front lines and in the humanitarian gaps. This puts us in danger and sometimes face-to-face with those who want to kill us. We are realistic about this and don’t enter danger naively, nor do we add to the burdens of the front-line soldiers. Rather, we are particularly equipped for this kind of operation due to our years of experience on the front lines.


    When face-to-face with those who would kill us or those we are trying to help, FBR or anyone who serves in this dangerous gap must decide if they will try to defend themselves or others when they or the people they are helping are attacked. This does not mean we are a paramilitary force; rather, some of our members have the ability and competency to defend themselves and others. Whether or not one is armed is up to the individual, and if arms are chosen, they are strictly for defense. In carrying out the mission of helping the people and getting the news out at the front lines, FBR has a rule: you cannot run if the people cannot run. Knowing we must stay and help those in need no matter the danger, we do not lightly go on any mission. We pray, listen, and go in love.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE



    The Making of a Ranger



    “We are a warrior people…but what we really need is God.”


    —U Saw Lu, Wa foreign minister


    “Mir·a·cle: a surprising and welcome event that is not explicable by natural or scientific laws and is therefore considered to be the work of a divine agency.”3


    This is a story of undeserved miracles. Some of them were immediate: moments when I knew I should be dead, like when a fight had just happened, and I realized afterward, almost with surprise, that I was still alive, somehow, despite statistics and physics that would predict a different outcome. Some of them I’m still in the middle of—these are the kind where you look back and see the many small things that led you to this exact point and prepared you for it, even though in the moment, none of it seemed to make sense. Sometimes, I feel like the player called off the bench in a close football game—as I am going in to score, I fumble the ball as I fall across the goal line. But, when all seems lost, the ball bounces back into my arms—touchdown! Wow, not what I deserve and nothing I can take credit for. Just this: God did not give up on me.


    I was born on September 29, 1960, in Fort Worth, Texas, to Allan and Joan Eubank, just months before they followed God’s call to Thailand and an adventure to which they would dedicate the rest of their lives and which would inevitably shape mine. They were both children of the American West, Texans, with foundational values of freedom and independence, and were part of that “greatest generation” who knew nothing in life comes easy but expected that hard work would yield success. They believed in duty, responsibility, and integrity. More than this, they were followers of Jesus. They pursued their faith like everything else: seriously, thoughtfully, humbly, with love, exuberance, and the determination to follow it through all its implications.


    Dad graduated from Texas A&M in Geological Engineering in 1951 and served in the Army as Captain CO (commanding officer) of a combat engineer company in the Korean War. Mom was an up-and-coming Broadway and Hollywood star. They met in Korea while he was deployed and she was on tour with the USO (an organization founded in 1941 to provide live entertainment to members of the U.S. Military). As soon as he saw her, Dad knew she was the one he would marry. He offered her a tour of the base, and she talked him into letting her drive the Jeep, promptly sliding it into a ditch. Dad was in love, and they stayed in touch off and on as Dad left the military after the war for the oil business and Mom’s career progressed.


    But neither their relationship nor their careers was their driving force as they tried to figure out what it meant to put their faith in God first. Dad felt he was to be a missionary and pragmatically decided he’d be most valuable if he could first earn a million dollars in the oil business. In the Texas of the ’50s with a geological engineering degree under his belt, and a lot of determination, it seemed to be more a question of when than if he’d make his fortune. But after a few years of working for various oil companies, he felt God give him Matthew 6:33: “But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness.” It felt like God was telling him, “I trust other people with a million dollars, but not you.” He needed to put God first, and God would take care of him. Dad left the oil business and started seminary at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth, with an invitation to do missions work in Thailand.


    Mom had gradually lost touch with him as her growing career took her all over the world and his career in the oil business took him in a different direction. She was the lead in Oklahoma, Plain and Fancy, and Carousel and was named by Theater World as one of the top ten “promising personalities” on Broadway. But she too was wondering if she was headed in the direction God had planned for her. Always learning, seeking, she traveled from show to show with books like Kierkegaard’s Fear and Trembling—not normal starlet reading material. She was on contract with Richard Rodgers of Rodgers and Hammerstein when they performed in Fort Worth, where Dad was in seminary. He came to every show, and she was surprised to find that the oil man had switched courses and was on the path to full-time mission work. Dad’s new path now aligned with the direction her questions were sending her.


    They married in December of 1959. I was born nine months later, and just a few months after that, they were off to Thailand. They settled down in a little village called Sam Yaek to help the local Thai Christians and share the love Jesus gave them. I was their firstborn, and three girls, Ruthanne, Laurie, and Suwannee, followed. In Sam Yaek, we ran around with the village kids, learning Thai as our first language. My sisters and I were very close, and to this day, they encourage and inspire me.


    Sometimes I went with Dad on his jungle treks to remote villages. By the time I was five, he had taught me how to shoot a rifle, swim, and ride horses, and I was always riding, hunting, or playing army. I became a child of the outdoors and loved the freedom, wildness, and challenge I found there with a love that would never leave me.


    There were no schools where we were, so, when I was seven years old, I left my parents and sisters and went to boarding school in Chiang Mai, which was five hundred kilometers north. Homesickness was my first sharp sorrow; it was also when I had my first personal experience with Jesus. On that day, I was sick with dengue fever. When you’re sick, it can weaken you in other ways, too, so I was also really lonely. My parents were far away, and I was alone in a boarding house dorm room, feeling terrible. I decided to pray. I knew about Jesus; my parents were missionaries and prayed all the time. I knew He was supposed to help you when you needed it. So I prayed to Him. It was one of my first acts of faith, and it was an act of desperation.


    I said, “Jesus, Mom and Dad believe in you, but they aren’t here. If you’re real, help me.” Instantly, I felt the room become lighter, and I felt love. I knew it was Him. He heard my prayer and came. God is love. He came to help me, and I felt that love. That was my first experience of Jesus, and it came to me when I was alone and desperate. I went home for Christmas that year, and when Dad gave an altar call in church on Sunday, I walked forward and he baptized me soon after.


    Though my first experience of faith was love, I prided myself on never surrendering in anything, and the easiest way to measure that was physical competition. I became fiercely competitive and, to further that, fiercely disciplined. Dad started running with me when I was seven, and I soon began my own self-designed workouts, mostly consisting of push-ups, pull-ups, and running. I loved to fight and would not give up. I wasn’t big, but I would not stop. In fact, this is how I met my best friend, now also my brother-in-law, Pete Dawson.
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    He started at Chiang Mai International School when I was in eighth grade; he was the new kid and bigger than me. But I was the undisputed tough guy at school—though maybe I just loved fighting more than anyone else. Either way, I was going to fight this guy and keep my title. Other kids egged us on all day, but I didn’t need any extra motivation. When the time came, I decided to take an advantage—surprise. I walked up to him in an open area of the schoolyard. We both knew what was going to happen. He smirked and started trash-talking: “I hear you think you’re tough….” I didn’t talk. I punched him as hard as I could, first in the throat, then an uppercut to the stomach. Before he could do anything, I slid behind him, got my arms around his neck and started choking him for all I was worth.


    Most of my fights ended right there. As I expected, Pete went down to his knees, and I was confident—but then he came back up. Whoa. I knew he was for real then, and I had a battle on my hands. He started slamming me as hard as he could against the hardest, sharpest things he could find, which were the concrete pillars of the school. It was a matter of if he could seriously hurt me before I made him pass out. I kept choking him, and he kept slamming me into the pillars. Before either of us won, teachers came rushing over and broke us up.


    We were best friends from that day on. He would join me in early morning workouts and wrestling matches. Pete was a better athlete than me and could push me, compete with me, and still be my friend. Our competition never went beyond the specific event and we helped each other prepare for the challenges of the future. By then, my parents and sisters had moved to Chiang Mai, where Dad and Mom taught at a seminary.


    Thailand was like the Wild West in those days. I could ride my horse to school and would go hunting in the hills surrounding Chiang Mai for days at a time. Pete and I hunted with Dad and the local tribesmen that lived in those hills, most of whom were Lahu or Karen. We learned how to track, hunt, and live in the jungle. My sisters and I raised horses, baby monkeys, leopards, and a bear. Being each other’s best playmates, we were a tight-knit team.


    We all traveled with my dad on evangelism trips to tribal villages in the jungle, far from modern development. I joined the Boy Scouts and Dad volunteered as scoutmaster. With Dad in charge, my life was harder as I had to pass every test and badge at a higher level to ensure there was no favoritism. But I also got special attention, meaning not just more punishment but more personal time, learning knots and other skills from my dad, who was a master.


    At the same time, the Vietnam War was raging next door to Thailand. This gave extra scope and motivation to our training—I was determined to get in the fight as soon as possible. It also gave rise to unique opportunities; our Scout troop had volunteers from U.S. Special Forces and the CIA who helped train us and provided aircraft for resupply on jungle treks. One of the CIA men was Bob Brewer, who jumped into combat in World War II with the 101st Airborne and was depicted in an episode of Band of Brothers. He was shot in the throat in Eindhoven, Holland, during Operation Market Garden (depicted in the movie A Bridge Too Far). He survived when he was rescued by Dutch Boy Scouts and hidden from the Nazis. He promised then to always help the Boy Scouts.


    We also had help from Harold, Gordon, and Bill Young, a pioneering missionary family from Burma who had survived the Japanese there in World War II and grew up to be famous hunters and conservationists. They helped start the modern conservation movement in Thailand and the Chiang Mai Zoo, where I did my Eagle Scout project. Along with Bob Brewer, Gordon and Bill worked with the U.S. and Thai governments against communist forces in the region. They were heroes to me, as they were masters of the jungle and spoke multiple tribal languages while loving God and people. Gordon wrote wonderful books, among them Tracks of an Intruder and Journey from Banna. Both are classics of adventure and life. The Morse family, also from Burma, taught us how to live in the jungle and serve God.


    Chiang Mai had no high school yet, so eventually I was off to boarding school again, this time at the International School of Bangkok (ISB). Bangkok was a big city. There were more rules and less wildness. On weekends, after we finished our homework, Pete and I would roam Bangkok’s streets, looking for the wild side: disturbances, thugs, anyone we could find an excuse to fight. We’d sometimes run ten miles through the hot, sticky nights, up and down luridly lit streets, touring the places everyone else tried to avoid, hoping to catch criminals in the act—but mostly looking for a fight. I was becoming an educated punk.


    I also played sports, and it wasn’t just a game to me; it was war. ISB didn’t have football, so basketball was my favorite. I ran a full-court press the entire game.


    As I went through high school, I was self-sufficient, lettered in sports, got top grades, and kept pushing myself physically. I didn’t get into drugs and alcohol. Pete and I got drunk only once, after we won the Thai national high school basketball championship. We celebrated our win with a full bottle of whiskey each, punched each other in the face a few times, laughed a lot, and woke up feeling terrible. After that, I could not stand even the smell of whiskey for years, but my love of sports and competition only grew.


    All this was to prepare me for what I really wanted to do: go to war as an American soldier, to fight for freedom and for the ideals of my country and to be in what I thought would be the greatest adventure. Combat presented the ultimate challenge. As I graduated from ISB, this was where I next turned my steps.


    I always felt a need for God, but He was a sort of background entity who needed to be addressed occasionally. My prayers were usually something like, “Dear God, please bless me and this thing I want to do.” I never thought of asking God what He might want me to do, as if it could be different.


    I received a full ROTC scholarship to Texas A&M, following in the footsteps of my father and grandfather (Louis Charles Eubank, class of 1922). The Corps of Cadets at A&M was a hard and excellent training ground for future officers, and it was brutal. In addition to a full class load, we freshmen cadets, or “fish,” were at the mercy of the upperclassmen, who could make us do basically whatever they wanted—clean their shoes, run around campus for three hours, or even stand naked in the hallway late into the night while upperclassmen beat us with ax handles. Although it was officially against all A&M rules, hazing got physical and violent. By my senior year, I found myself in the rare role of trying to introduce some perspective into the situation. I was the brigade commander and we got rid of the ax-handle beatings. We enforced push-ups as punishment rather than beatings—those also hurt but made you stronger. A&M prepared me well for future challenges.


    I went in with a clear goal: to be an officer and ultimately join the Army Special Forces. I saw no point in doing anything unless I could be part of the best. There were a few options: Army Special Forces, Army Rangers, Navy SEALs, and Marine Force Recon, but the Army Special Forces had the behind-the-lines work with indigenous people I wanted to do the most. Only one time do I remember a doubt about my trajectory and that was during a summer break while in Chiang Mai for a visit home. At a prayer meeting at our house, my mind turned to God for the first time in a while, and the question suddenly came: “What if this isn’t God’s will for me?”


     


    [image: ]


     


    I hadn’t thought of that. I only talked to God when I was desperate, and I hadn’t been desperate since I was about seven years old. But the thought that He might have a different idea for my life suddenly felt like a punch in the gut. When was the last time I asked God what He wanted me to do, rather than informing Him of my plans? I remembered the stories of how He called Mom and Dad away right at the beginning of promising careers. My military career was right on that same brink.


    At this meeting I prayed and said, “God, thank you for letting me join the Army and get my paratrooper wings as a cadet. I give all this up and will be a missionary if you want me to.” I immediately felt God’s presence come with reassurance. Another missionary who was there standing next to me, put his hand on my shoulder and told me God gave him these words for me: “Keep doing what I have called you to do. I’m preparing you for future service. Something will happen that will crush you, but you will not be broken. And, my son, you will know it is me when I’m speaking to you.”


    Wow! What a confirmation, and not just from my own head. I was cleared for full speed ahead in the army.


    By the time I was twenty-two, I had my first command of a platoon of forty men in Panama. I competed in and won several endurance events while in Panama, which helped me get noticed by commanding officers; I was chosen to be the scout platoon leader. I tried out and was selected to the 75th Ranger Regiment and led Ranger units for three years in the 2nd Ranger Battalion, based out of Fort Lewis in Washington State. I then tried out for the Special Forces, and after selection and the qualification course, I was assigned as an A-team detachment commander.
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    I had always loved climbing—I took “getting to the top” literally as well as figuratively and climbed everything I could in Thailand; on family trips to Europe, I veered off of our hikes and got lost in cliffs but figured out how to scale them. In Central America, I climbed when the Army allowed me time. Then, being stationed in western Washington at the base of the Cascades gave ample opportunity to become a mountaineer. Between missions, while most of my men rested, partied, or hung out with their girlfriends or families, I climbed mountains. In cargo holds of C-130s, as we flew back from deployments, I’d plan my next climb, hunched over a topographic map, plotting routes by flashlight. At that point, most of my men would stop making eye contact with me, not wanting to be roped into a stateside Eubank torture tour immediately after finishing a U.S. Army-sponsored one.
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    I was still single, and in all these challenges and adventures, it seemed there was always something missing. I would stand on top of mountains, gazing with wonder at the beauty, feeling the wind, but knowing something was missing. I was alone. I had always prided myself on being independent, but I finally realized I didn’t want to go through life alone. So, to fulfill my next life goal, I found, pursued, and married a beautiful girl, confident that relationships were another arena where determination and toughness would be enough to succeed.


    I was wrong, and our marriage ended within three years. I was devastated, by the failure as much as anything else. I had been faithful to her and thought I treated her well. What else could I have done? Eventually, I realized what was wrong was me. I consistently put myself first, then her, and Jesus after that. I was wrong even to marry her with that attitude.


    But I learned another lesson too—my feeling of incompleteness wasn’t something any person could fix; God and His way were the only things that would help me feel complete. I always believed but also always seemed to hold some of myself back from Him. I believed, but I was not yet ready to really commit. I had a self-sufficient confidence that blinded me to my own weaknesses. I have always hated the idea of surrender and would never surrender. Whether in sports, climbing, or as a soldier, surrender was not an idea I would tolerate. But as I looked back at my life, I realized that I had surrendered many times: to selfishness, pride, and sin. It took failure in my life to see that I had surrendered many times to bad things and had not surrendered enough to good things—and had not fully surrendered to God. I had it backwards.
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    After the divorce was finalized, in shame and despair, I got on my knees, closed my eyes, and said, “Jesus, I am sorry. Show me the truth of this.” Right away, I saw an image of the world with a small man (me) standing on it. There was the blue of the atmosphere and past that, the black of outer space. From that blackness, a jagged crack like a thunderbolt rent a chasm through the blue of the atmosphere, through the little man, through the earth and out the other side. The name of that chasm was divorce. Wow. Divorce was that big, that terrible. Just as angels sing when people come to the love of Jesus, maybe they cry when we divorce. Tears rolled down my face as I asked for forgiveness. I remembered the words of the missionary who had prayed for me: “Something will happen that will crush you, but you will not be broken.” I was not broken. I could still love. A new love grew inside me for my ex-wife, and I prayed for her. Even if our marriage was over, we didn’t have to be overcome by hate. (Years later, she asked me to baptize her children from her new marriage. It felt like a Christian soap opera, but we had reconciled, and I thanked her and God for that.)


    As I worked through this failure and loss, my career progressed. And, undeservedly, I also met another girl, Karen Huesby. She was a special education teacher in Seattle, not far from where I was stationed at Fort Lewis. She was small, blond, a nonstop smiler and laugher, a radiant one like my mom, and also up for all the Eubank torture tours. Our first date was a challenging and technical climb up Mt. Shuksan in the North Cascades. The name “Karen” means “pure one,” and she lived up to it. She had never dated and hated violence. A soldier was the last kind of guy she planned to marry. I pursued her with the same determination with which I did everything.


    In the middle of spending all the time I could with Karen, exercising all the patience and faith I could muster, God also gave me another choice, this time about my vocation: I could stay in the Army, this time putting God first, or I could get out and, also putting God first, see what happened. I decided to leave. I was at the ten-year mark and left the Army as a major. At the time of my resignation from active duty, I was a captain slated for promotion to major, which I received while in the reserves. I enrolled at Fuller Theological Seminary in Pasadena, California.
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    Now a seminary student, I continued trying to date Karen, pretty unsuccessfully. She still lived and worked in Seattle, but I was far away in Pasadena. In March of 1993, during spring break of my first year, I visited her in Seattle to see if our relationship was going anywhere. We had broken up in the fall, but then I visited her at Christmas, and we had started dating again. Now I wanted to see if she was really serious. We were at her apartment, and the discussion wasn’t going well for me when a phone rang. Her roommate answered and said, “I think it was for you, Dave, but the line cut out.”


    I told Karen, “I’m not going to answer any phone calls. The only person I’ll talk to is my dad.” Dad was in Thailand and for him to call America would be a once-in-twenty-years event. “Unless it’s my dad, have your roommate take a message, and I’ll call them back.”


    About two minutes later, the phone rang again. Karen’s roommate said, “Dave, it’s your dad calling from Thailand.”


    “What?” I couldn’t believe it. I picked up the phone and said, “Dad, what’s going on?”
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    He told me about a visit he had from a Wa tribal leader from Burma who’d come to Chiang Mai, hoping to lead his people away from the drug trade and dependence on China. The leader saw my Green Beret picture and asked about me. Dad told him I was a soldier but was now preparing to be a missionary. The leader said, “We need him. We are a warrior people and the people will respect a soldier. But what we really need is God.”


    There on the phone, my dad said, “Dave, I think it’s the leading of the Holy Spirit. You’ll have to pray yourself, though, and see.”


    Right at that moment, I agreed with him. It was like a light suddenly came on and lit up my next step. I went back to the room and told Karen, “I’m going to Burma. I love you, and I’d like you to go with me as my wife. But I’ll also understand if you don’t feel like you want to marry me and don’t want to do something like this. But I’ve got to go. That’s how it is.” This didn’t seem to produce a sudden change of mind in her, so I thought, This is the end of our relationship. I’ll have to do some classic missionary thing, leave everything and go alone into Burma. I took it as a challenge from God. I thought, This is a test. I’m going to choose God first. I packed up, ready to go back to school at Fuller and with Burma and the Wa now looming solidly in my future.
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    CHAPTER TWO



    A Different Kind of Missionary



    “Then you will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”


    —John 8:32


    Karen was working as a teacher, and as my spring break was coming to an end, hers was just starting. She had planned to spend the time with her parents, who lived in California not far from where I was going to school. Despite our uncertain relationship, she decided to ride down with me to visit her parents as I returned to school.


    On the drive, we had a good time talking about what was going on at Fuller, and I sensed a change in her mood. She seemed lighter, playful, and maybe even romantic. What’s going on? I thought this was all over.


    In California, we stopped at Carmel to visit an Army friend of mine, John Nash, who had been my team sniper and communications sergeant in Special Forces. He wasn’t home when we got there, at about eight o’clock at night, so I said, “Let’s get some food, and I’ll take you down to this beautiful beach I know about.”


    It’s a little white-sand beach off the tourist path, and when we arrived, we were the only ones there. We started talking about our future again. By now, she was sitting on my lap, and I looked in her eyes and said again, “You know, I have to go, and I would like to marry you.”


    This time, the answer was different. She said, “Well, I don’t want you to go alone, and I don’t want you to go without me. And I don’t want to be here without you.”


    “Okay,” I replied. “Now I know what you don’t want. What do you want? Will you marry me?”


    “Yes,” she said. Wow. No fireworks exploded behind us, and it felt like a negotiation for a used car (me), but it felt right too. We were married on the beach in Malibu just a few months later, on June 5, as our respective school years ended. We left one week later for Thailand, Burma, and the Wa.


    We spent the summer in Burma, then returned to California where I continued with seminary. We spent summers in Burma for the next two years until, in December 1995, I finished seminary and was ordained. We formally moved to Thailand in March of 1996 to start our mission work. We had evangelism projects for the Wa. We supported a Wa hostel in northern Thailand and a Karen hostel in southern Thailand. We had outreaches in the jungles in central Thailand and did a little bit of cross-border work into Burma, where a military dictatorship was waging war against the many smaller ethnic groups who lived along the border.


    It didn’t take long before I started to get restless. One day, about four months after moving back to Thailand, I went for a run. Discontent was running through my head. I don’t think this missionary work is really for me. Everything we’re doing is good. I can write a good letter about it, and it needs to be done. The people we help appreciate it and need it, but it’s just not for me. I thought of the quote I heard somewhere: “Don’t ask what the world needs, ask what makes you come alive. Because what the world needs is people who have come alive.”4


    I was not coming alive.


    The doubts flooded in. I shouldn’t be a missionary. It was a nice, pious idea to serve God in a way I thought was the ultimate way. I thought maybe I’d be a little more spiritual, a little more holy by doing this for God.


    I told myself maybe it was a false piety, trying to be good for God. Maybe I should go back to being a soldier. I knew how to do that. I could do it well, and now I could do it a lot better than before. This time, I’d put God first, my troops second, and me last. Before, sometimes I reversed that order. I’d do a lot better now as a soldier, and I could serve God that way. It was very naive and silly of me, thinking I could be a missionary.


    I completed the run and was walking to the front gate of our property. I had basically decided to go back to the army and was feeling pretty motivated. Man, I’m going to go back and be a soldier.


    As I walked up to the gate, more questions came. I knew it couldn’t be that easy. I realized it was really about trusting God. Did God lead us here or not? Is God real or not? I stopped my questions right there.


    I’d been through that battle before, and it went nowhere, except to God. I had felt God’s love; that was a reality I knew from experience, not reasoning. For me, God existed. So, if God exists, I have to trust Him. If I trust Him, then I have to be able to praise God. If I say I trust God but can’t be really thankful, I don’t really trust Him.


    I went through the gate, forcing myself to praise God. At the same time, another voice in my head was saying, What kind of psychobabble is this, forcing myself to thank God? With all these voices, I felt a little crazy, but no one could hear me, no one was around, so I forced myself: “Praise you, Lord.” Every time a doubt came, I ignored it and said, “Thank you, God.” When a feeling of being in the wrong place came, I said, “Thank you, Lord.” I kept thanking God as I walked up to the house.


    Within about an hour, I felt good. Man, I said to myself, I feel great! I don’t understand it, but I feel great and do trust God for everything. That same day, my sister Laurie called with a new mission in mind.


    “Dave,” she said. “Let’s go to Burma and visit Aung San Suu Kyi. She’s just been released from house arrest.” Laurie is my younger sister and we have a lot in common. A star athlete all through high school, she and I shared many adventures growing up, and later, she married my best friend, Pete Dawson, now a naval submarine officer. She became a champion for justice, and the government of Thailand’s neighbor, Burma, was shamelessly brutal and oppressive. She wanted to get involved.


    In 1987–1988, university students in Rangoon, the capital city, took to the streets to protest the government. The generals in power ruthlessly and brutally suppressed the protests, gunning down unarmed protestors and jailing their leaders. This was caught on camera and images of slender, bookish Burmese youths in blood-stained school uniforms went all over the world.


    Western indignation resulted in sanctions and widespread calls for free and fair elections. In an effort to salvage their reputation and economic future, the generals, somewhat naively, held elections. Showing up to lead a victorious campaign for the opposition was someone they did not expect and had no idea how to handle: a slim, idealistic, Oxford-educated woman, Aung San Suu Kyi, the daughter of Aung San, the Burmese hero who had led the country out from the hated rule of the British. The protests had broken out while she was visiting her ailing mother in Rangoon, and she had elected to stay and help—even though she had a husband and two small sons back in Oxford.
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    Aung San Suu Kyi and her party, the National League for Democracy, won the election in a landslide. Rather than recognizing the results, the generals placed her under house arrest. In 1991, while imprisoned, she received the Nobel Peace Prize, an award that likely saved her life, though it did not win her freedom. The Orwellian status quo was more or less maintained in the country. Even so, constant political machinations signaled the uncertainty and violence just below the surface.


    Now, in 1996, she was released, and Laurie wanted to visit her. Unfortunately, I had been blacklisted by the Burma government after my visits to the Wa area during seminary. The Burma Army warned me, not once but three times, that they would “take care of me” if I ever came back. A visa didn’t seem likely, and should I get one, I figured they’d arrest me on arrival. Flying brazenly into Rangoon seemed like poking the giant in the eye.


    We applied and were both awarded visas. Wow. The next risk was a bit bigger: arrest on arrival. Were we playing into their hands or was this God-willed? After a prayer on the beach at Hua Hin with Mom, Dad, and Karen, we felt “Go.” Laurie left her two children, Sarah and Dave, with Karen, and we boarded a plane for Rangoon.


    We were not arrested on arrival. Perhaps we overestimated the intelligence capacity of the Burmese military; perhaps we were on God’s mission. While Suu Kyi was ostensibly “released” from house arrest, she still had very few freedoms. She couldn’t actually leave her house, but she could speak to the people from her front gate on Saturdays and Sundays. We went to listen to her one day, along with the thousands of people who came regularly.


    What impressed me that day was she was joking and laughing and had a radiant smile, as if everything was wonderful. How could she be so gracious and loving? Many of her friends and supporters were in prison or had been tortured, killed, or forced into exile. The people were oppressed and the whole country was in disarray. How could she be so full of love and lacking in bitterness? I looked around, my eyes shining. I thought, This is wonderful. I’m looking at the process of a revolution led by a remarkably brave and loving lady.


    While thinking that, I turned and looked back at University Avenue, the street behind me. Military intelligence agents lined the street, and a couple of army trucks were parked there, likely full of machine guns in case the people got out of hand. City traffic went by beyond that, cars and buses full of people going about their daily lives—their eyes were not shining; rather, they were wide and full of fear. I felt these people were thinking, “What is Aung San Suu Kyi doing? Is she going to get us in trouble? I wish she’d be quiet.”


    This suddenly depressed me—although most people in Burma wanted change, they were too afraid, or too apathetic, to do anything about it. Even if Aung San Suu Kyi could lead the country to freedom, they would expect her to perform miracles within one or two years. If everything wasn’t perfect, they’d blame her. I looked back at her. How could she give up her family, her freedom, her security, everything, to live in this constrained environment under house arrest? How could she do it for so many people who wouldn’t even help her? I realized it must be because of love. She’s like a mother who will always give love, and her best, to her son or her daughter, regardless their behavior. Because of love like that, Aung San Suu Kyi is able to keep going. Because she knows no matter what the people think, what they need is freedom. No matter what the people are willing to sacrifice, what they need is love and justice. And she’s going to do her best to lead them there.


    I was determined to meet her. I returned later to her gate, but she had been shuffled back inside the house and away from the people. As I looked around, a little man appeared and asked who I was. I introduced myself and told him I wanted to meet Aung San Suu Kyi. It turned out he was her cousin and had lost his previous job because of it, but now he was helping her. He gave me a phone number, and I returned to the hotel where Laurie was.


    We stood together over the hotel phone. I dialed the number; I was sure it would be bugged and doubtful the call would go through. A woman’s voice came on the line, “Hello?”


    I said, “Hello. My name is David.” As soon as the words were out, the line began to scream with static. I stopped talking, and the line went silent. She spoke and the static came again. When she stopped, it stopped. Someone was jamming our conversation. I hung up the phone. What a stupid thing to do, phoning when I knew the phones were bugged by military intelligence.


    I looked at Laurie, and we prayed again, “Lord, please forgive us if our only reason to come here was adventure or self-aggrandizement or thinking we could play some important role in the freedom movement in Burma. Please forgive us, but we don’t know what else to do. We felt we were supposed to come here, so we’re going to call her again, Lord. If you want this to happen, we ask that you open the phone lines and let me speak to her. If we don’t, if we’re blocked, okay. We’ll know we didn’t come here to meet her.” Laurie and I prayed this in Jesus’s name, and I called again. This time, it worked: the voice came through clear as a bell, and we made an appointment for the next morning.


    Laurie had to return to Thailand that day, unfortunately, but the next morning, I showed up at Aung San Suu Kyi’s front gate, presented my passport, and was ushered into her meeting room. We had a one-on-one meeting for a full hour. I brought a Bible, the one I received at ordination, and gave it to her. I said, “I don’t mean to be pushing a Bible on you, but this book has meant a lot to me and it’s a story about God’s relationship with humans and humans’ relationship with God, and humans’ relationships to one another. And it’s helped me a lot, and I think there’s good to be found here, true things.”


    She said, “The Bible. I read it every day. ‘You will know the truth and the truth will set you free.’—that’s my favorite verse. Thank you.”


    I also gave her my Special Forces crest, which is crossed arrows inside a scroll, and at the bottom it says, “De Oppresso Liber” (“Free the Oppressed”). And she said, “Oh, the things of war are sometimes beautiful.”


    I told her I really believed in “Free the Oppressed.” She told me the country needed unity—between the Burmans and the Burmans, between the ethnic nationalities and the Burmans, and between the ethnic nationalities themselves. Burma is a country with over one hundred ethnic groups, which comprise 40–50 percent of the population and had suffered under the Burman ethnic majority since the end of World War II. She said the Burman majority had oppressed the ethnics in the past, they oppressed them in the present, and they would oppress them in the future. “That’s our nature. But I know it’s wrong. And I know it’s wrong not because I’m a wonderful person, but because my mother taught me that all people are God’s children. All people are the same. And so, we must strive to unite our country. This is one way you can help.”


    That motivated me. I didn’t know how I would help, but I was ready.


    Then I talked about prayer, and she said, “Yes, we need prayer. Please tell the pastors, here in Burma particularly, to pray for us and don’t be afraid. They used to come to my house all the time, but now they’re too afraid. Remind them, ‘Perfect love casts out fear.’ Please pray for us also.”


    As I got ready to leave, I remembered Elizabeth Elliot’s words: “Obedience unto death.” I said, “Aung San Suu Kyi, I can’t do much, but I offer you everything I have, all one hundred and fifty pounds of me. It’s not much, but I will be obedient unto the Lord until death.”


    “Oh, don’t die,” she said.


    Despite my declaration, I agreed with that sentiment and said, with complete sincerity, “I don’t plan to.” Then I thanked her and left.


    I returned to Thailand with a new sense of mission, a mission I liked: walk all around trying to help the ethnics unify and get people to pray for Burma. I thanked God for this. Then I started trying to figure out what that actually looked like. A Thai friend, Dr. Saisaree, who was also a friend of Suu Kyi’s, suggested starting a “Day of Prayer for Burma.” I thought it was a wonderful idea, so we did it—and it continues to this day.


    I spent the next few months with Wright Dee, a Karen evangelist and former Karen National Union leader Dad had introduced me to. I wanted to organize a meeting among all the ethnic nationalities’ leadership to hammer out a unified vision and goals.


    By January 1997, seven months after my meeting with Suu Kyi, we were able to organize a meeting that included thirteen of the major ethnic minority groups in Burma. It was to last for a week. But just as the meetings were starting, I became sick, diagnosed with malaria and typhus at the same time. I asked God for strength and we moved forward with the meetings according to plan.
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    The meetings were held just inside the Burma border, in Mae Tha Ra Hta. The ethnic representatives stayed together in bamboo houses and there was real unity; they visited together after hours in their houses, continuing discussions and sharing stories, smoking cheroots, and chewing betel nut. We started each meeting with prayer. It was a silent prayer, as there were Christian, Buddhist, and animist leaders present. We said, “Take one minute, you can pray to God. If you’re an atheist and don’t believe in any God, then it’s a minute to reflect and think about something outside your own situation, or your own tribe.” Each night, I visited every group and prayed with them. The sickness wiped me out, and, weak and feverish, I had to stop between each house and pray for strength to make it to the next one.


    Eventually, they reached various agreements, including agreeing to support Aung San Suu Kyi. This was important and a surprise because Aung San Suu Kyi, before anything else, is a Burman. The ethnics don’t trust Burmans after all the abuse they’ve suffered. For them to say they publicly supported her as the leader of Burma was an enormous compromise for many, but a wonderful thing. After it was all over, one of the Buddhist delegates from the Pa-Oh tribe came to me and said, “Your God won. Your God was here. That is why everything was peaceful and in harmony and worked. We can feel the spirit and the power.” My old Special Forces teammate, John Nash, who was out of the army and working as a freelance journalist, visited the meeting and wrote up the story for the Bangkok Post.


    Working with these different ethnic groups, all of which were oppressed and attacked by the Burma Army, I learned more about the suffering of their people, many of whom were displaced inside their own homeland by the Burma Army. Just two weeks later, this suffering spilled over into Thailand, and my mission shifted once again—but it didn’t just shift, it tightened and coalesced into something new, something it seemed my whole life had been preparing me for.


    At the end of January, two weeks after the meetings, the Burma Army launched a major offensive right up to the Thai-Burma border, displacing more than five hundred thousand Karen, Karenni, and Shan people, killing many, and burning hundreds of villages. Multiple divisions of the Burma Army, along with twenty thousand prisoner porters carrying ammunition and supplies, swept the small ethnic forces before them.


    The ethnic resistance armies were beaten back and dispersed in the face of that onslaught. Burma’s military junta was heavily supported by the Chinese, who didn’t want a democracy on their southern flank. They gave the Burma dictators weapons, ammunition, and military intelligence support. The Burma Army numbered over three hundred thousand men, while if you combined all the ethnic resistance armies, you might come up with fourteen thousand. The Wa were an exception—they had over twenty thousand soldiers—but they were also in a ceasefire with the Burma Army.


    This offensive took place in an area where the ethnic resistance was only about eight thousand men spread over one thousand miles, taking on a few hundred thousand Burma Army soldiers. The ethnics were losing.


    I had just finished meeting with the leaders of these people; they had shared their fears and their hopes with me. I saw how hard they worked to help their people, how willing and able they were to try to reach peaceful solutions. Now their people were being chased from their villages, slaughtered in their homeland. Refugees were streaming across the border, and the Burma Army was even crossing into Thailand to attack them. I had to act.
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    I went south from Chiang Mai to a small border town named Bueng Klung, where there was a hostel we supported. I wanted to see what was happening there and how they’d been affected by the fighting. It was night when I got to Bueng Klung. The village was abandoned, and at the hostel, the only person I found was one kid I knew was an orphan, about twelve years old. I decided to stay at the hostel with him.


    The hostel was two hundred meters from the Burma border and had a small mountain topped by a big rock outcropping jutting up about one hundred meters between it and the border. The Burma Army was just on the other side of the mountain. Their proximity wasn’t conducive to relaxation. I was restless. While trying to sleep, I heard a rustling and scraping noise, then a sound like someone clearing his throat and grunting. I was feeling a little tense, but it seemed unlikely a unit of the Burma Army was stealthily sneaking up, making those noises.


    But there was something there. I did not have a gun, but I had a machete. I don’t want to die lying on my back. If it’s the Burma Army, I’ll just make a run for it. If I can’t get away, I guess I’ll use this machete and then make a run for it. I pulled the blade and carefully crept out of the abandoned hostel. There was almost a full moon, and I stayed in the shadow of the building. I looked hard into the moonlit shadows, machete at the ready; I wasn’t feeling too heroic.


    I heard the noise again. It was coming from a pigpen nearby. I hunched over, readied my machete, and slowly moved forward. What was it? I saw the last thing I expected: a pig someone forgot to let out. I smiled to myself, let the pig out, and went back to the hostel, where I rested a little easier for the rest of the night.
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With Aung San Suu Kyi in her
home in Rangoon, 1996.
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Me, jumping into Thailand with the Thai Special
Forces, 1992.
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My mom, Joan, sings with the team and our girls for IDPs in Shan State, 2011.
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Dad rides out on an elephant,
accompanied by Nay Kaw, FBR
team leader, and Karen soldier, Tha
Da Der, Karen State, 2012.
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A&M Hall of Hc in 2019; my family and Dad
it.
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Victims of a Burma Army massacre. Dooplaya, Karen State, 2002.

Eh Ywa Paw (“Flower Who Loves God"), nine-year-old girl shot by
Burma Army after they killed her father and grandmother, Karen
State, 2006.






