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“[I]t is required of a man that he should share the
passion and action of his time, at peril of being
judged not to have lived.”

—OLIVER WENDELL HOLMES, JR.

     MEMORIAL DAY, MAY 30, 1884
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An Open Letter to America’s Veterans

AMERICA SENDS THE flower of its youth abroad to fight its wars. Because of that, America’s military is always staffed with the stoutest, finest, most courageous people in the country. If as soldiers we are not that way when we enter the military, the military makes us that way by the time we get out. In the end, the military is still made up of everyday people like you and me. As such, most of us have no special skills to cope with the challenges wartime military service presents. Regular life simply cannot prepare a person for the brutish sensory overload of combat.

Coming back from military service in a time of war, we may be wounded in ways that don’t show to the world at large. Some of the deepest wounds we suffer may be inflicted without leaving so much as a scratch. No matter what you are feeling when you come home, no matter how crazy you feel inside, know that you are not mentally ill. As combat veterans, we have been through some of the most traumatic life experiences possible. War is as close to hell on earth as anything ever could be. That does make us different from our loved ones back home. War marks us all, some more deeply than others.

As veterans, we have paid a price to serve our country. We have suffered. And we may suffer for a lifetime. The soldier never gets to choose his or her war. The wars choose us, and not all are just. I believe the emotional casualties of the misguided wars may be the hardest of all to bear.

The soldier’s lot is to be exposed to traumatic, life-threatening events—happenings that take us to places no bodies, minds, or souls should ever visit. It is a journey to the dark places of life—terror, fear, pain, death, wounding, loss, grief, despair, and hopelessness. We have been traumatized physically, mentally, emotionally, and spiritually. Some of us cope with exposure to hell better than others. Some are able to think of their combat experiences as but unpleasant vignettes in a long and wonderful life. It is not to those veterans I am speaking. I love them, but I am not afraid for them.

I am speaking to the rest of my brothers and sisters, those who find themselves trapped in the misery of memories as I was for so long.

For them, I am afraid.

To those veterans I say, you are not alone.

Many of us have been overwhelmed by war. Many of us have been unable to cope on our own with what has happened to us or with what we have done. Many of us have been left hopeless, lost, and confused about ourselves and our lives in ways we never thought possible.

That does not make us victims.

It makes us veterans.

As veterans of war, we are vulnerable to the memories of those experiences for the rest of our lives. Movies, the nightly news, the death of a loved one, even simple stress can serve as a trigger that reminds us of the hell we were once in. Just that remembrance can sometimes be enough to undo all the buckles we used to put ourselves back together when we got home.

Our bodies, minds, and spirits react automatically to these memory triggers. They feel the hurts and fear and horror anew each time. The curse of the soldier is that he never forgets.

Having once felt mortal danger and pure terror, our bodies prepare for it again. That helped us survive on the battlefield. However, what saved us on the battlefield doesn’t work very well back here at home. It is impossible to forget our experiences in the military. But it is possible to deal with them positively. It is possible to take control of them.

That’s what I’ve had to do.

I’ve found in my own life that I had to exude positive energy into the world in order not to be overwhelmed with sadness and grief over what I have lost. My body, my soul, my spirit, and my belief in life itself were stolen from me by the disaster of the Vietnam War. I found solace in attempting to “turn my pain into somebody else’s gain” by immersing myself in politics and public service. In particular, I devoted myself to helping my fellow veterans and disabled friends heal. This was a great help to me in my life. But when I lost my reelection bid for the U.S. Senate in 2002, my life fell apart. The staff that had helped me politically and physically so I could keep on running with no legs was gone. The pleasure of having a job worth doing and the money to keep me afloat were gone.

My relationships began to crumble, especially the one with my fiancée.

I went down in my life in every way it is possible to go down. Massive depression took over. I went down with a grief over my losses that I had never known before. I went down thinking that God was not for me anymore. I no longer wanted to live. With the start of the Iraq War, my own post-traumatic stress disorder came roaring back nearly 40 years after I was in combat. I never saw it coming. Thoughts of war and death simply consumed me. I thought I was past that.

It taught me that none of us are ever past it. But all of us can get past it enough to be happy.

When I went down, my sense of safety, organization, structure, and stability collapsed. My anxiety went sky-high. My brain chemicals, which had helped me stay hopeful and optimistic, dropped through the floor. My brain stopped working. My mind, which I had counted on all my life to pull me through and help clarify challenges, fell into despair. My spirit dropped like a rock as all hope I had for a good life went away. I was totally wounded and wiped out—hopeless and overwhelmed. Just like I had been on that April day in 1968 when the grenade ripped off my legs and my right arm. Emotionally, spiritually, physically, and mentally, I was bleeding and dying. I wound up at Walter Reed Army Medical Center almost 40 years after I had been treated there the first time. This time around, I was in search of being put back together again in my mind, heart, and soul. When I was there the first time, the doctors didn’t really treat our hearts and minds, just our broken bodies. Post-traumatic stress disorder didn’t officially exist. Neither did counseling for it. What a world of difference several decades make!

Recovery is possible. There are people who can help.

Through weekly counseling, medication for anxiety and depression, and weekly attendance at a spiritual Twelve Step recovery group, I began to heal. My personal recovery and renewal have taken years. I still talk to my PTSD counselor at Walter Reed occasionally when I need to do so. I still take a low dose of antianxiety and antidepression medication. I still stay in touch with my brothers in my Tuesday night Twelve Step group at the “last house on the block.” As a brother in that group, I lean on my fellow attendees, especially my fellow veterans, and feed off their experience, strength, and hope.

Which is why I am writing this open letter especially to those who have suffered what Shakespeare referred to as “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” by getting blown up, shot up, or otherwise wounded in the service of our country. For me, the physical wounds were the first to heal and the easiest to deal with. It is not easy to run for political office or try to run forward in life with no legs. But I’ve been able to do it. The mental and emotional wounds—and a whole suite of spiritual wounds—have been far more difficult to overcome. They are the most subtle of all, and the hardest to heal. From time to time, I am overwhelmed by the sense of meaninglessness I feel regarding the Vietnam War, in which I was a young participant, and the Iraq War Resolution, which I voted for as a U.S. senator. To keep my sanity, I must not dwell on my part in those disastrous episodes in American history. I try not to blame myself too much. I work on my own recovery and renewal knowing that I can’t help anyone else unless I get, as Hemingway put it after his war, “strong at the broken places.”

I try to get enough sleep so my mind can regenerate. I exercise. I still walk with no legs, putting my stumps on pillows and sliding across the floor to get my aerobic workouts. Occasionally I do sit-ups and push-ups and curls with weights. I stay in touch with the members of my group and read literature like the Bible, which guides my prayer and meditation and helps me remember that God is with me, not against me. I work on my physical, spiritual, and mental recovery and renewal every day.

Recovery is possible from even the most grievous wounds of war, politics, and life. But we veterans remain painfully aware of our experiences. As my trauma counselor tells me, it is fine to look in the rearview mirror from time to time to see where you’ve been, but it is much more important to look through the windshield to see where you want to go. We can’t let where we’ve been dominate and control where we are headed. Otherwise, we live an upside-down life.

In addition to trying to muster the courage and the faith to move forward each day, I try to remember that I am blessed to have the grace of God and the help of friends to point the way and help me along my path.

I wish you the same.

Max Cleland      
Atlanta, Georgia
2009                    
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The Charge of the Light Brigade

AT THE MOMENT Lyndon Johnson appeared on television to announce that he was dropping out of the presidential race and wanted to end the war he had started, I was preparing to board a chopper headed into battle.

I was scared out of my mind.

While Johnson’s speech was heard at dinnertime on the last day of March back in the States, over in Vietnam we heard him live on the radio the morning of April Fools’ Day. For soldiers about to risk everything in battle, the timing couldn’t have been more dismal. We felt as if we were being abandoned on the battlefield. Everyone was left wondering if we were to be the last soldiers to die in a war our commander in chief had just bowed out of.

I was flabbergasted. President Johnson was my guy. He had received my first-ever vote for president in 1964. I volunteered for Vietnam because I believed in what he was doing there. Now, all of a sudden, the president I heard on the radio no longer sounded like he had faith in the mission. I didn’t know what to make of it.

Everybody on the ground in Vietnam knew things were not going well for the United States in the early part of 1968. In a stunning strategic blunder, the U.S. commanders had been caught off-guard by the Tet offensive—a massive surprise attack by the North Vietnamese army involving more than 100,000 troops. Vietcong forces sacrificed themselves by the thousands in February and killed more than 500 Americans in a single week, the highest total of the war. Tet revealed the North Vietnamese to be resurgent despite all statements to the contrary by President Johnson and his cabinet. Still, I don’t think anyone fighting in Vietnam expected him to call for an end to the war.

With the president’s words of defeat ringing in my ears, I was one of more than 15,000 soldiers about to lift off as part of Operation Pegasus, a rescue mission named after the winged horse of mythical legend. My unit, the First Air Cavalry Division, was the U.S. Army’s flying horse—the only all-helicopter unit in Vietnam. Everything we did, we did out of choppers. Our job was to rescue 5,000 marines who had been pinned down for several months by 20,000 North Vietnamese army soldiers at a place called Khe Sanh. It was to be the biggest battle of the war.

No one was sure if we would be able to rescue the marines. The North Vietnamese were digging tunnels all over the place and popping up within 100 yards of the base to snipe our guys. Mortars and rockets had been falling on the Khe Sanh base day and night since January, and the place was in danger of being overrun at any moment. Supply planes trying to land took so much fire that many of them were forced to pull up without ever touching down on the runway. The plight of the troops pinned down in that faraway jungle was front-page news back in the States, and it was a major embarrassment to Johnson and his war team.

One of the North Vietnamese divisions hemming in the marines was the famed 325th C Division, which had helped defeat the French at Dien Bien Phu in 1954. That bloody battle essentially ended the French Indochina War. The French defeat there was so profound and unexpected that it broke the will of the French people and turned the nation against the war and the long colonial occupation of Vietnam. With American media reporting on the soldiers trapped at Khe Sanh and already drawing parallels to the French experience, the Johnson administration was worried that a similar defeat would turn public opinion against its war. Under his orders, the American military put all its chips on the table in order to break the siege, with Johnson reportedly telling the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “I don’t want no damn Dien Bien Phu.”

I could see Khe Sanh was shaping up to be one of the largest and most important battles of the war. It was also my last chance to see major combat. I had just received my discharge orders and would be going home in a matter of weeks. Up to that point, my tour in Vietnam had been relatively uneventful. I had been through mortar attacks and light shelling, but nothing like what the marines were facing at Khe Sanh. That was part of why I volunteered for the mission. As a captain in charge of setting up radio relay stations and handling the logistical communication traffic for the 1st Cav, I didn’t want to ship home from the war of my generation without having faced down the enemy and my own fears. I wanted to be tested. Men my age were getting killed every day. I had seen the stacks of shiny aluminum caskets at our air bases. I couldn’t escape the feeling that I had to do my part, that it was my duty to volunteer. I wanted to lead men, but didn’t see how I could send soldiers into combat unless I was brave enough to fight when it was my turn.

A few weeks before the massive rescue mission was set to launch, I asked to speak to my battalion commander. When I told him I wanted to go in as the signal officer for an infantry battalion being air-assaulted into Khe Sanh, he looked at me like I was nuts. Then he asked me if I was trying to get a Purple Heart. “You know they kill people out there,” he said.

I wasn’t fazed. Not right then anyway. I was a six-foot-two army paratrooper—tall, tan, and tantalizing. I’d jumped out of airplanes. I was trained to fight. I wanted to be tested under fire to see what I was made of.

But as the days before the battle slipped by, my courage failed. My bravado vanished. I began to dwell on what might happen, namely my own death. I started breaking out in cold sweats. I was flat-out scared.

I began to wonder why the hell I had volunteered for such a crazy mission. It was only after I insisted on going that I learned what a bare-bones force we were taking in. Soldiers from the First Air Cav were to be dropped on strategic hilltops and other spots to support a larger ground force moving in toward the base on land. The problem was that all our landing areas were well within reach of enemy weapons. That meant we were going in against entrenched guns, literally the same thing faced by the doomed soldiers in Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade,” with “Cannon to right of them / Cannon to left of them / Cannon in front of them.” A soldier facing heavy artillery fire has no one to shoot at, because the big guns are so far away. There is but one thing to do: hunker down and hope nothing lands on you. That is what I would be doing with my men after our helicopter dropped us off, hunkering down and hoping for the best.

Before the war, I had read Street Without Joy and Hell in a Very Small Place, both by Bernard Fall, the great historian of the French Indochina War, and both about the battle of Dien Bien Phu. The books described in painstaking detail the mistakes of the French military in that war, including underestimating their Vietnamese enemy. I knew all of that history, and I knew I had just signed up for a battle that would be very much like the one Tennyson’s poem described from the Crimean War. In this case, I would play one of the British soldiers sent to do or die, sent “Into the jaws of Death / Into the mouth of Hell.”

With those thoughts swirling in my mind, the mission itself began to seem close to suicide. Before I volunteered, I was on the verge of going home in one piece. I had my orders. I had done my time. Why had I volunteered for a battle I didn’t need to fight? I started feeling like I wanted out. With my tail between my legs, I went to the battalion commander and tried to back out by telling him I’d had a change of heart. He wouldn’t let me off the hook. My orders stood. When I expressed my fears to an army major friend of mine, he said, “Congratulations on being normal. Just keep your mind on your job and you’ll do fine.” He told me that being afraid didn’t mean I was a coward. Courage, he said, was doing what you had to do in the face of your fear.

That bucked me up some, and I pulled myself together. But then Johnson pulled the rug out from under every soldier he had put in harm’s way.

We loaded up the day after his speech, hundreds of choppers strong, and lifted off toward Khe Sanh. We spent the night at a staging area called Landing Zone Stud, near a Vietnamese village named Ca Lu. The morning of April 3, 1968, we touched down in hills about a mile east of the Khe Sanh perimeter. The B-52s had done their job in prepping the landing zone. The hillsides were barren and burned, pockmarked with hundreds of massive craters. The devastation stretched all the way down the hill we were on to the bottom of the valley where the marine base was located. Instantly I understood why the jungle had been cleared—to take away as many hiding places as possible from the North Vietnamese. I wondered what had been there before we created this bleak moonscape. Villages? Trees? What would be there after we were gone?

I led my small signal unit into a deep bomb crater next to the landing site because there was nowhere else to hide. There were no trees, no bushes—nothing. It was 20 feet across and about 20 feet deep, and it still reeked of burned explosives. We set up our radio equipment and waited. Nothing happened all day and into the night. The night of April 4, as I was writing a letter to a friend by flashlight at the bottom of the bomb crater, I heard the distinctive whistle of what I later learned was a Russian-made rocket. Incoming! The battle was on. Rocket after rocket pounded down around us. The explosions sent thudding shivers through the ground. I could hear the cries of soldiers who had been hit around me. I clutched my M-16 tight as an old, battle-hardened sergeant screamed, “Take care of the wounded! Prepare for a ground attack!” My rifle trembled in my hands and I cursed myself for being stupid enough to ask for this mission. Then I heard a new round of shelling. I watched bright yellow flashes bloom like dandelions against black velvet as our shells pounded back at North Vietnamese positions miles across the valley. The two sides bombed the hell out of each other that night.

As gray shards of first light spread over the valley, I saw that four men in our battalion were dead. Their bodies had been laid in a row. My eyes fell upon one of the dead men. The splintered shafts of his shinbones protruded from the gore of his legs.

I found a telegram that had been dropped on the ground by a newsman. It read, “MLK story front page news. Khe Sanh relief not headline anymore.” It was April 4. Martin Luther King Jr. had just been assassinated. Within the blink of an eye, pulling America’s chestnuts out of the fire at Khe Sanh didn’t seem to matter much anymore.

Four days later, with 200 men in my division dead and thousands of rounds of artillery spent, the siege was broken. It was April 8, 1968. A giant golden sun rose above the horizon and tinted the puffy clouds pink. We had done what we came to do. The 5,000 marines were rescued. And I had faced down the demons of my fear. I had found new courage. In another month, I’d be stateside, my tour of duty over, my heart battle-tested forever.

Blinking into the brightening sun, I heard someone call my name. It was Major Maury Cralle. He was on the battalion staff and asked me to send a radio unit back to the division base camp at Ca Lu to upgrade our communications capabilities and set up a radio-relay site for the battalion in preparation for its move into the Khe Sanh perimeter. My team and I loaded up a couple of generators, some radios, antennas, and the rest of our gear and took off for Landing Zone Stud. There was a new soldier on the chopper. I had never met him before. It was a short, uneventful hop to the base. I was the last man off the chopper, and ran in a low crouch until I was clear of the whirling blades. As the chopper lifted off, I saw the grenade. It was on the ground where I had landed. I thought it had fallen off my web gear. Slinging my M-16 behind my back with my left hand, I reached over to pick it up.

Just as I was about to touch it, there was a white flash and a massive explosion. I was hurtling through the air. The blast rattled every part of me, and then I slammed back into the earth. I could feel my eyes pressing deeper into their sockets in my skull. For a moment I couldn’t see. The boom of the explosion echoed in my ears and drowned out all other sounds.

My eyes came back first. I was on my back and looked up and saw the sky. Then I looked toward my right hand. There was nothing there. It was gone. My shirtsleeve was shredded, the tattered end sopped in blood. A splinter of bone jutted from where my arm had been. Using my left hand, I felt my head. My steel pot helmet had been blown off, but my face and head seemed intact. I reached between my legs and felt for my sex life. Everything was still there. My flak jacket had protected my torso and groin. Using my left hand to push myself up, I tried to stand, but I couldn’t. Something was badly wrong with my legs. Looking down, I saw that I had no right leg below my thigh. The left leg was there, but my combat boot was askew, sitting almost next to my knee at an impossible angle. My green fatigue pants were smoking and soaked in blood.

Then I felt nothing but pain all over my body. There was the smell of burned meat, like a steak scorched black. It was my flesh. I started fading, like I was falling backward, dropping down a shaft into the earth beneath me. My ears were still ringing. My body was on fire. I tried to call out to the guys who had been on the chopper with me for help, but my voice was just a hiss, lost in my throat. I couldn’t yell. My windpipe had been ripped open.

Somebody came toward me and told me to hold on. My crew had apparently jumped for cover when the grenade went off, thinking it was a rocket attack. Someone I didn’t recognize was making a tourniquet out of a belt and tying off my leg. My pants were being cut off me. I heard people calling for medics. Soldiers surrounded me now, their faces pale and scared, their eyes shifting away from mine. I knew the look. It had been on my face at Khe Sanh when I looked at the dead. It was a look that said, Thank God, that’s not me. Someone was wrapping a T-shirt around my arm stump. Waves of pain coursed through me. A navy medic showed up. I kept thinking, Oh, God! Why me?

A medevac chopper came and lifted me to the division aid station. I was put on a table and medics began to work on me quickly. A medic gave me a shot of morphine. I looked up at him and hissed, “Am I going to make it?”

“You just might,” he said in almost a casual way, as if a coin would be flipped and one side said “live” and the other side said “die.” I fought to stay conscious.

I shouted out through my hissing, “Look me up in twenty years . . . ,” my voice trailing off to nothingness.

I was bleeding to death.

My heart raced and I felt the life ebb out of me with each beat. My skin was on fire and waves of pain throbbed through my body. It had been less than an hour since the grenade went off. I was close to passing out. I fought against it. I fought with everything I had to stay awake. I knew if I collapsed into unconsciousness, I would never make it back. I don’t want to die here, I thought over and over. I faded in and out of consciousness as they carried me into the operating room and could barely breathe through my slashed windpipe. Five doctors rushed toward me and began working as soon as I was set down on the surgical table. Someone was putting the gas breather over my mouth and nose. Other hands were holding the gash in my throat open.

I could feel the anesthesia coming on.

“Please save my left leg if you can,” I whispered.

“We’ll do all we can,” was the last thing I heard as I drifted into the ether. I couldn’t help wondering how many legs and arms I had given away in such a short period of time.
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Beginnings

I WAS BORN on the night of the first total blackout in the city of Atlanta’s history, August 24, 1942. In the wake of Pearl Harbor, the city fathers had come to believe an air assault on Atlanta was imminent and they wanted to be ready for it. The blackout was a dry run, complete with air-raid sirens and small planes dropping sacks of flour on top of airstrips and hospitals as make-believe bombs. So it was that little Max Cleland came into the world, a war baby born into a city pretending not to exist.

With the nation at war, my father, two of his brothers, and both my mother’s brothers joined the military to fight Hitler and the Japanese. My daddy joined the navy. That meant my mother went to work and I was left in the care of my grandmother. Like a generation of war babies, I wasn’t even talking when my father left home. Stories from my mother and grandmother brought him to life for me while he was gone, but in reality, I was too young when he left to even remember him.

He came home December 8, 1945. I was three and a half. I can still remember the magic of the night I saw my father, and how happy my mother was when she woke me up out of bed shouting, “Daddy’s home! Daddy’s home!” I ran on my little legs and jumped into my father’s arms for what seemed to me to be the first time ever. He pulled me up to his chest and hugged me and kissed me and stared at me for a long while. In the way of gifts, he brought me a pack of crackers and a little red wagon that I pulled around for years. He was still in his navy uniform, and I remember the long strips of battle ribbons on his chest. They were striped and colored and I kept picking at them while he held me because I thought they were Dentyne chewing gum.

After the war, Daddy moved us out to Lithonia, Georgia, a little village about 30 miles from Atlanta near the farm where he had grown up. The village was founded in 1856 by early settlers who had worked in granite quarries before launching out for the West. The hills outside Atlanta contain massive granite deposits, and the famously sturdy, hardworking Scotch-Irish set up shop right away. Several quarries were opened around my hometown. My father’s first paying job was carrying tools for a team of masons at one of the quarries, earning 50 cents a day. He worked hard all his life, but never again in the quarries after that first job. I think early exposure to the rough work of cleaving great stones from the hard earth was one of the primary reasons he spent the rest of his life as a salesman.

We lived on Main Street, just a few blocks from Lithonia’s tiny downtown, in a house purchased with a GI Bill home loan. It took Daddy eight years to pay off the mortgage. I couldn’t have had better parents, or a more perfect Leave It to Beaver upbringing. My mother, Juanita, was a lovely, slender brunette. She came from a family where everyone, the men and the women, were tall and a pleasure to look at, with beautiful arms and legs. She was a natural athlete, playing on her high school basketball team even in the midst of the Great Depression. Shortly after I was born, right after Daddy shipped out to Pearl Harbor for his World War II navy service, she went to work as a secretary for the Standard Oil Company. I still don’t think I’ve ever known anyone who answered the phone more exquisitely. Her family was a little more sophisticated than my father’s, and she was raised to have great articulation and diction, to “speak like a lady,” as they used to say.

During my elementary school years, my father’s mother stayed at home with me while both my parents worked. When I turned 13, my mother announced she was giving up her job. She told her boss she was “going home to raise my son.”

Both my parents were reared on farms during the Great Depression, and that experience colored how they lived their lives, saved their money, and saw the world.

My father was, by his own description, the “number one plowboy” in his family, one of those desperately poor Depression-era families with seven brothers and sisters. He went to a one-room schoolhouse until fifth grade, the only schooling he ever had. Daddy was part of a generation whose education was cut short by the poverty of the Depression and a life of full-time work that began before adolescence. He never got to play ball as a child, and even as an adult didn’t understand the rules of games like baseball or basketball. The rules he learned as a kid had more to do with bare survival: Work hard, take care of your family, and save your money.

By the time he was eight, my father was up feeding the family mule at 4:00 a.m. every day. Even at that tender age, he was tasked with plowing the family’s sugarcane field with the mule, or hitching it to the big grinder mill that my grandfather used to crush the cane into sorghum syrup. That was the family’s only cash crop, sorghum syrup, plus one bale of cotton a year. When the cotton came in, my grandfather would take Daddy to town with him to sell it. Each year, my father would get “a wienie, a pack of crackers, and some new shoes.”

That wasn’t my life. My father made sure we never wanted for anything. When I was a toddler, he worked 12-hour days driving as a route man for the Atlanta Linen Service. After the war, he traveled the state selling automobile polish out of the trunk of his car. He was one of the last of the great traveling salesmen of the postwar era and didn’t retire until he turned 80. As a child, all that was asked of me was that I do well in school, take piano lessons, and go to church.

There was a lot of going to church. My mother was a Methodist, and Daddy was a Baptist. For me, that meant that most Sundays I got the best—or worst—of both worlds. First would come a few hours of Sunday school at the Lithonia Methodist Church, where Mother and I were members. Then the whole family would pack up and drive to the Turner Hill Road Baptist Church in the country, where Daddy was a member. I got a double dose of the Good Word every weekend.

The two churches and their competing visions of the Lord could not have been more different.

The Methodist church was in downtown Lithonia, a magnificent edifice made of hand-laid granite stone with a huge bell on top. Beautiful stained-glass windows glowed against the granite walls and made the building look almost like a Gothic cathedral. The service was predictable, structured, and focused, with printed bulletins outlining the theme of the service each Sunday, a giant organ that sounded like heaven itself, and a big choir in matching robes. The minister hardly ever raised his voice and always spoke reverently of God’s love.

Turner Hill Baptist had a thundering country preacher delivering promises of hellfire and damnation for all. Adding to the sense of hell, the old clapboard church had no air-conditioning. If you were thirsty and wanted a drink of water, you had to drink from the “common cup,” a big aluminum dipper that served everybody—rich and poor alike—from the church well. The church sat on a red clay dirt road in the midst of farmland where my daddy had grown up, and was the classic little brown church in the vale—except it was white. When summer came, it was revival time. That meant “dinner on the grounds.” The women of the church would lay out a spread of collards, ham, fried chicken, black-eyed peas, cornbread, creamed corn, pies, cakes, and all the other high points of fine country cooking. The food we took home from the revivals lasted for days.

I didn’t mind church so much back then, because it was one of the only things going on in our little town that qualified as live entertainment in the late ’40s and early ’50s.

Then came television. That changed everything for me.

In 1950, my father paid $50 for our first television. It was a 12-inch Sylvania black-and-white TV with a rabbit-ear antenna that sat on top of the console. This was just a few months after I saw television for the first time while visiting family friends. I remember when they turned the TV on, I could hear the vacuum tubes crackling inside as they warmed up. They told me the cobwebs and bugs that had collected inside the cabinet were burning up. I sat right in front of the TV and watched a glowing pinprick in the center of the screen get bigger and bigger. Then suddenly the dot swelled and blossomed into a moving picture. It was the Lone Ranger! That was the very first thing I ever saw on TV, and from that moment on, the Lone Ranger became my personal hero.

Television was a true wonder and made anything seem possible— rockets, spacemen, the future! It was literally my window to the world, connecting me to life outside Lithonia. I was hooked on it instantly. I became part of the first TV generation, a true baby boomer. Milton Berle, I Love Lucy, Woody Woodpecker, Bugs Bunny, Sid Caesar, Jackie Gleason, Roy Rogers, Gunsmoke, Hopalong Cassidy—I watched them all. But I still loved the Lone Ranger best.

For some reason the image, the character, the persona of the Lone Ranger stuck with me. I was an only child. The Lone Ranger was alone too, except for Tonto, his Kemo Sabe, his “trusty scout.” I was fascinated by his mask and the silver bullets he shot, “never to kill, but to wound.” As a young boy, I would put myself to sleep “returning to the days of yesteryear” and pretending that I was the Lone Ranger. I named my first dog Ranger. I had Lone Ranger saddlebags on my bike and wore my cap guns everywhere. The Lone Ranger’s ethic of hard work and fighting for peace and justice became my ethic. That was how I thought you measured up as a man.

Years later, as an adult, I got a chance to meet Clayton Moore, the man behind the Lone Ranger’s mask. It was a magical moment for me, more powerful in a way than meeting the presidents I’ve known. Like the Willie Nelson song says, “My heroes have always been cowboys,” and Clayton was the best of them all. We spent several hours together shortly before he died, and I loved it. The silver bullet he gave me is one of my prized possessions.

That show shaped my entire life.

But it wasn’t long before the boob tube gave me a gift of more lasting import than even my Lone Ranger–inspired morals.

Summers in Georgia are brutal. We had no air-conditioning. Playing outside under the big pecan tree in my backyard became my favorite way of cooling off. One day, I came into the house to rest from playing and turned on the TV. I saw the most amazing thing. A group of people were parading, shouting, wearing funny hats, and waving placards with names on them. It looked like a big party, and it was. It was the Democratic Party at the 1952 Democratic National Convention. I had never seen anything like it. The name “Russell” was written on a lot of the placards. I knew he was from Georgia and that people called him “Senator.” Watching television, I figured out he was running for president. Wow! There was a Georgia connection to all the stuff I was seeing on the magic TV!

How cool!

Dick Russell’s boomlet for the presidency did not last long, but it connected with me that somehow folks in Georgia were tied into something big. I watched the rest of the convention as Adlai Stevenson became the Democrats’ nominee for president in 1952.

The parading and hollering in the convention hall got really fierce, and I could see people pumping signs with his name on them in an increasingly vigorous way as they tooted horns and danced in the aisles. That was where I wanted to be. It seemed like a grand old time.

In my family, we were die-hard Democrats. The gospel according to my parents held that FDR saved the nation from a Depression caused by Republicans. My father did two stints in FDR’s Civilian Conservation Corps during the Depression, one of thousands of people whose lives were resurrected with such projects. FDR’s picture still hangs in our family home, the only president my parents ever saw fit to honor on our walls.

The Democrats on TV were campaigning and celebrating, so I decided I should campaign and celebrate too. With nothing but time on my hands that hot summer, I convinced the girl next door, Julie Davidson, to campaign with me. We took pecan sticks from the yard as our sign poles, made posters with the cardboard out of my daddy’s shirts that came home from the cleaners, and wrote “Adlai Stevenson for president” on them with my mother’s lipstick. Though I lived on Main Street in Lithonia, the busiest street in town, I seldom saw a car in those days. Ten or fifteen minutes might go by with no traffic. When the occasional car did come down the street, Julie and I would run alongside, whooping it up and hollering, “Stevenson for president!” We jumped around and danced on the sidewalk, waving our little pecan-stick placards and pumping them up and down just like the people on TV. Cars honked and people smiled and waved. It was great fun. I realized for the first time that I liked campaigning.

That was the summer before fifth grade. By then, I could play piano pretty well, but I hated it. I begged my mother to let me switch instruments. I had been seduced by the gorgeous sound of the trumpet. After much prodding, she agreed, and since I could already read music, I was playing pretty well in a matter of weeks. Word got to the director of the Lithonia High School band, and he recruited me right out of fifth grade.

I was a 10-year-old thrown in with all these high school juniors and seniors. I remember my first practice with all those giant kids. I was the last-chair trumpet in this long line of trumpet players. The band director asked the first-trumpet how to finger a certain note, but he didn’t know. The director went on down the line. None of the other trumpet players ahead of me knew how to finger it either. While they were being questioned, I peeked in my “Beginning Trumpet” book, which I still had because, unlike all the high school players, I had only started playing a few months before. Nobody saw me sneak a peek into the book and find the note. I ended up the only trumpet player, a mere 10 years old, who could tell the band director how to make the note. I was one of his favorites from then on and he made me a permanent part of the high school band right then, at my first practice.

The next year, when I was in sixth grade, the band went to the state competition and came in third, not bad for a small-town band playing against everybody else in Georgia. But that was not how the bandleader felt. He was new to the high school and was so displeased with third place that he actually went to the principal and tried to resign. The principal talked him into staying, but the director swore that if the band didn’t come in first place the next year, he would quit. He even delivered his ultimatum to the band. He worked our butts off for all of my seventh-grade year trying to win that first-place award, drilling us over and over. It was the first real hard coaching I ever had and I still remember it, even more than all the yelling from my sports coaches. He was so insistent on perfection that I found it rubbing off on me. He kept telling us we could be first, so we should be first. Nothing else would do.

The state finals came around again at the end of my seventh-grade year. By this time, we had a great band. We went to the competition and blew the doors off the auditorium. We won a “Superior” rating against schools from all over the state. I remember going home with the little blue medal they gave each of us still in its paperboard box. I put it on the mantel and stood back and looked at it. First place. Number one. Superior. It meant we were the best there was. I was the best I could be. I liked that feeling, the feeling of winning. Oh yeah, I thought. There are going to be a lot more of those up there on the mantel before long. I’m going to be the best at whatever I do.

As seventh grade drew to a close, it was time for that great American institution, the school trip to Washington, D.C. Tired kids in T-shirts, confused parents, and lonely bus drivers trying to pick through the iconic monuments in the nation’s capital—those scenes are repeated every spring and summer in Washington to this day. That school trip was the first time I ever set foot in the capital city. My seventh-grade teacher, Mrs. Craven, had rigorously prepared us for the adventure. In our schoolroom, we had little figurines of all the presidents that we studied, and we had memorized their names—even if we had had no instruction as to what they actually stood for.

For me and most of my class, this would be the first time we had ever been “North.” We had one boy in our class who was born in Pennsylvania. We nicknamed him “Yankee.” That’s how we felt about Northerners. This was in the 1950s, and going “up North” was like going to a foreign country. It was exciting. Even the lectures Mrs. Craven gave us before the trip were spellbinding. She told our class that we might even see black men dating white women—an unimaginable breach of ethics in the South at that time. And she told us that one of the trains we would be riding on would go 80 miles an hour—faster than anyone in the class had ever traveled before!

My mother came along on the trip, and one particular moment in Washington with her still stands out for me. At the base of the Lincoln Memorial, you can stand and look east at the long expanse across the Reflecting Pool to the Washington Monument. In the distance, beyond the Washington Monument, you can see the U.S. Capitol sitting on the highest point in the city. For some reason, my mother and I were both captivated by that view. I loved it. I was mesmerized by it, as apparently was she. We were so seduced that we failed to notice that Mrs. Craven, my classmates, and our tour bus had disappeared without us. They were headed to Arlington Cemetery, our next destination. No one noticed we were missing until much later that afternoon. Eventually, hours later, someone figured it out and the bus came back for us. We were teased endlessly, but it was worth it. I have always treasured the memory of that afternoon spent lost and alone looking at the Capitol with my mother.
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