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Foreword


My breath caught in my throat. As we approached the highway overpass, hundreds of flags fluttered in the breeze, larger ones rippling from wooden dowels, the smaller versions fastened into the weave of the chain-link fencing. Living overseas, this was our family’s first visit back to America after the terrorist attacks of September 11th and we were nervous, uncertain of exactly what to expect and how we would feel. This was our generation’s Pearl Harbor and the first time most of the people I knew had experienced anything like it.


Like the rest of the world, we had witnessed all of the horrible events on television from London, and as a reporter, my husband Bob had headed for Pakistan to report the story just hours after the planes hit the towers. Here we were, months later, back on our native soil, and I was overwhelmed at the magnificent sight that greeted us minutes after leaving the airport. Tears filled my eyes.


My deep love for my country and everything those flags represented hit me like a punch to the gut. In the immediate aftermath of the attacks I had felt so proud to be an American, even as I grieved. Here was my first, in-person display back home of how our country had knitted itself together to stand tall after such a personal and devastating loss.


The flags on the overpass were more than just symbols to me; they represented the essence of America in all its many facets: proud, undaunted, united and defiantly free. They might try to hurt us, to bring us to our knees, but we will always rise again, ready to uphold the freedoms our founding fathers fought for at the birth of our nation.


Bob would go on to cover the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan for the next five years, embedding with the military, losing journalist friends, and finally being critically wounded by a roadside bomb while reporting from Iraq. Bob began his recovery in the military hospital with the love and strength of family and friends. That experience — getting to know the many brave military men and women who saved his life, and their families — showed us a side of America that we hadn’t known. It’s a side of America that is well represented in this new collection of stories from Chicken Soup for the Soul, with dozens of fascinating and inspiring stories about active duty service members, their families, and veterans.


America is a vast and magnificent patchwork quilt of people, landscapes, experiences and beliefs, from sea to shining sea. And being an American means different things to each of us. That’s the reason the stories in Chicken Soup for the Soul: The Spirit of America are such a wonderful representation of our country’s inner and outer beauty. They are written by people from all walks of life and from every corner of our nation.


Author Amy Newmark has compiled 101 jewel-like examples of what makes America great. The book is a reminder that a country isn’t just made up of ideals, but of people. And these stories are a cross-section of voices from the folks who make, and have made, this country the greatest nation on earth, exploring some of our hardest times as a country, some of our proudest memories, and the everyday moments of American life.


There is David Hull’s touching story, “American Boots,” about the black work boots his great-grandfather bought when he first emigrated from Germany. David keeps them by his door to remind himself to keep moving forward “one little step at time,” the words his great-grandfather used to describe the way that he “made it” in America.


Some of the stories made me cry, especially the ones that involved a simple human kindness. Elizabeth Atwater’s piece about the soldier’s wife and newborn son who were stuck on a shutdown highway, unable to meet him at the airport for his short furlough, was one I’ll never forget. A truck driver managed to convince a traffic-helicopter crew to land by the side of the highway and airlift the mother and baby to the airport in time, a great example of American ingenuity and compassion.


Enjoying our freedoms in America is a little bit like breathing. We don’t regularly think about our right to speak our minds, to gather, to believe in a religion and to choose our own leaders. Most of us take these things for granted. But without them, we would not be the great country that we are today.


So it’s inevitable when you talk about America that there would be a number of stories that deal with military families, legacy of service and reminders of the incredible Americans who wear the uniform every single day. I often think about the fact that my husband Bob is alive today, back to us as a father, husband and broadcast journalist due to the amazing actions and unflinching bravery of the soldiers and medics in his battalion. When the roadside bomb exploded near his tank, they did not hesitate to put someone else’s life before their own. It was one of the many reasons our family chose to take our story and give back, starting a charity that would help veterans on the home front receive every opportunity that Bob had to heal.


It never ceases to move me when I think about the willingness of our service members to volunteer to go to areas of conflict and war so that the rest of us can make that choice. When they serve their country, they serve us as well. Many of the stories laced throughout the book are stirring reminders that the freedom we hold so dear in this country is not free.


One of the sadder legacies of war was our inability to understand the plight and needs of so many Vietnam veterans when they transitioned back to the home front. Renae MacLachlan’s stirring account of watching a General salute a down-on-his-luck Vietnam-era Medal of Honor recipient made me think about what it really means to be a hero.


Catherine Ancewicz’s story about witnessing an “Honor Flight,” a wonderful program that flies World War II, Korean War and Vietnam veterans to Washington, D.C. to see the monuments, touched me because it was an unexpected moment in a reunion trip that ended up having the greatest meaning for her and her girlfriend.


There are many ways to serve your country and they don’t all involve wearing a uniform. I loved Susan Mathis’s story about jury duty. She describes what most of us do when we get our summons — we grumble and talk about getting out of it. But Susan ends up serving, and to her surprise, she takes pride in being part of our country’s judicial system and in serving her community. There is a lesson for all of us in that!


I loved the entire first chapter about the “red, white, and blue.” Returning to America after September 11th, the sight of so many American flags reminded me how important our symbol of national pride is. Teacher Linda O’Connell’s story about how she had her middle school students write their feelings on red and white strips of paper on September 11th, to create their own large American flag on the cafeteria bulletin board, shows the power of the flag for expressing our patriotism.


Pride and patriotism in our country is a little bit like a pilot light in a stove. It’s always on, ever ready, but sometimes it needs a spark to make it catch and flare. This book is the match that will help you reignite your own passion for our nation. The people you meet in these pages, and the tales they tell, will remind you of your own stories about what our nation means to you, and why we are the most fortunate people in the world — Americans.


~Lee Woodruff
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The Red, White, and Blue


We identify the flag with almost everything we hold dear on earth, peace, security, liberty, our family, our friends, our home… But when we look at our flag and behold it emblazoned with all our rights we must remember that it is equally a symbol of our duties. Every glory that we associate with it is the result of duty done.


~President Calvin Coolidge
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Flying the Perfect Flag


Ev’ry heart beats true ‘neath the Red, White and Blue.


~George M. Cohan


“I’m ashamed to fly this flag,” I told my husband. “It’s faded and frayed. It’s time to retire it.”


He agreed. That worn-out flag had flown in front of our house every day for years. We displayed the stars and stripes because we love our country, because my dad, my husband, and three of my brothers served in the military, and because one of those brothers died in the mountains of North Vietnam.


“I’ll just run out and buy another flag,” I told my husband. Little did I know that I was at the beginning of a long and frustrating hunt for the perfect replacement.


I had a list of requirements for our new flag. None of the ones I saw measured up. Some were too flimsy. I knew they wouldn’t fly gracefully in the wind. Others were cheaply made. I knew they wouldn’t make it through one hot Southern California summer before they faded. And I wanted an American flag that was actually made in America.


I’d been looking for a flag for weeks and I was getting desperate. I’d visited all of the nearby stores without finding one that pleased me, so I drove a few extra miles to a shop that specialized in them. Most of their flags were ones that mark the seasons with pictures of bunnies or Santa Claus, or invited you to “Come in and Whine a Bit.” Even their most expensive American flags didn’t meet my high standards.


I thought about ordering one online, but I wanted to rub the material between my fingers. Was I becoming obsessive?


My search ended in my local warehouse store a few weeks before the Fourth of July. A display of American flags caught my eye. They were made of heavy material, each star and stripe individually sewn. The fabric felt crisp, thick and heavy in my hands. A gleaming flagpole that we could attach to our front porch railing was included. And right on the label was a notice: “Certified: Made in USA” I put the flag in my cart immediately and headed for the cash registers.


It seemed as if everyone had decided to check out at once. Carts were piled up as if there had been an accident on the shopping cart freeway. It was hot and it sounded as if every child in the building had decided to have a meltdown at the same time.


“It will take me forever to get out of here,” I thought. My head and my back ached as I leaned on my cart. I considered putting the flag back and going home, but I’d finally found one I liked and I wasn’t about to quit now.


“Let me pay for that,” said a man.


“Are you talking to me?” I responded.


“Yes. I’d like to buy that flag for you.”


“I can pay for it myself,” I said.


“No, let me, please.”


“I said no!”


What was going on here? Did I look as if I couldn’t pay for my own flag? Was this some sort of clever way for a total stranger to get my credit card number? If he paid for my flag, would he hit me up for a favor? I was boxed in by all the shopping carts and couldn’t get away from him. Should I call security?


“It just makes me happy to see someone flying the flag,” he said.


And then I had a hunch: “Are you a veteran?” I asked.


“Yes. My name is Brian and I was in the first Iraq War.” Tears came to his eyes. “I’m sorry. It was a long time ago, but it’s still hard. That’s my family over there in that checkout line.”


Shame washed over me. When had I become so suspicious and distrustful?


I realized that it was easy for me to give, but I didn’t want to receive. I didn’t want anyone to think I needed anything. There was an icy block of pride where my heart should have been.


I gave Brian a hug and whispered in his ear: “I lost a brother in Vietnam. I will pray that God heals any pain you may still carry. And yes, I’d be honored to fly a flag that you bought for me.”


Brian smiled, hugged me back, paid for my flag with his own credit card and left with his family.


The gift given to me by one of our country’s heroes flies from my front porch as I write this. The stars and stripes gleam in the sunlight, and the flag floats in the air in the slightest breath of wind.


It is, indeed, the perfect flag.


~Josephine Fitzpatrick
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Old Glory Flies Again


Unity is strength… when there is teamwork and collaboration, wonderful things can be achieved.


~Matti Stepanek


My colleague Norris Kyles and I had been running on a steady diet of fast food and fear for almost a week, ever since May 18, 2013, when several rounds of monster tornadoes struck central Oklahoma. Moore, Oklahoma took the brunt of the storms, but many of the surrounding communities were severely damaged, too.


Norris and I worked as journalists at KFOR-TV, the NBC affiliate in Oklahoma City. He worked as a photographer; I worked as a reporter and anchor. During the endless days of breaking news, we’d both encountered things no one should ever see.


More than two-dozen people died from the storms, and hundreds more were hurt. Once the storms passed, many people had nothing left. Others tried to salvage what little of their lives they could still find. Hopelessness, anger, and despair were easy. Optimism, positivity, and resilience were not.


Indeed, as Norris and I approached Memorial Day, neither one of us felt very good. People across the country would go on trips, attend barbecues, and usher in the summer that upcoming weekend, but not us. The time for rest and relaxation would come much later. We had people who needed us. We had stories to tell. And we had a job to do.


That Friday found us doing it in the small town of Bethel Acres, Oklahoma.


“What are you thinking?” Norris asked me, as he parked the car on what remained of a road that once led into a tiny subdivision. Storm debris, downed trees, piles of bricks, trash, and ripped up memories had replaced most of the homes. That morning, management at KFOR sent us to Bethel Acres in an effort to widen the TV station’s coverage and make sure we didn’t leave out some of the smaller communities.


Norris turned off the car. “Who do you think we should interview?”


“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess we’ll just pick one.”


Over the last week both of us had filed more “local family tries to rebuild” stories than we could count. Every day, and every story, had started to bleed into the next. So many people needed help. We could have told stories for a month and never told them all.


I scanned the neighborhood for someone who looked interesting and might put a different spin on all the sadness. “We need some…”


And then I saw him.


Alan Burch walked right in front of our car at that moment, dressed in his U.S. Air Force battle dress uniform. He was sweaty and tired, but he had a determined look on his face. More than that, he clutched an American flag to his chest.


“What’s that about?” I said to Norris. “Let’s talk to that guy.”


Norris grabbed his video camera from the back of our news car, and I took the microphone. We stopped Alan, and he told us that he’d found the flag wrapped around what remained of a neighborhood tree. He didn’t know who owned it, but he also didn’t care. Despite enduring massive winds and tremendous pressure, the flag only had a few small holes. He took that as a sign.


“I had the fire department get their ladder out,” Alan told me. “We pulled it out of the tree and folded it, and now I’m just looking for a place to hoist it up.”


But this neighborhood in Bethel Acres didn’t have standing homes, much less standing flagpoles. The mission looked bleak.


Alan didn’t care.


“This flag means a lot to me, being a member of the U.S. Air Force,” Alan said. He went on to tell us he wouldn’t rest until he found a place to hang Old Glory. “It’s a symbol of this community rising up and getting away from this tragedy.”


For the next fifteen minutes or so, Norris and I followed Alan around the neighborhood as he searched for someone or something that would help him complete his effort. A small group of onlookers had joined him, all of them determined to see that flag fly again. Norris and I concentrated on getting as much sound and video as we could; we didn’t have to tell each other that we’d found our story for the day.


When Alan asked David Meeks for help, the journey took another turn.


“We couldn’t not help him. We couldn’t say no. We couldn’t turn our heads,” David told me.


David and some of his fellow volunteers from Bread of Life Humanitarian Effort drove to Oklahoma from Paducah, Kentucky in the hours after the first round of devastating storms. The group had no idea what they’d find, or how they’d help, but that didn’t matter. People needed them, and they wouldn’t leave their fellow Americans behind.


“We don’t let little things stop us from helping out,” David said. “We’re blessed to be able to do it.”


In Bethel Acres, the volunteers put their skills to work, spearheading the effort to clean up what Mother Nature hadn’t taken away. They had tools, generators, food, water, and skills. Most of all, they had hope.


The team from Bread of Life found a broken chain-link fence pole and straightened out the metal with cinder blocks. As the small crowd of grieving and downtrodden people watched, David and his team drilled two holes in the pole and cut two large swaths of chicken wire. They wrapped the wire through the holes and threaded the flag on to it. Then, with Alan’s help, they jammed the pole into the ground and raised the flag in the middle of the storm-swept neighborhood.


By then, almost everyone around the community had paused to watch them raise it. Trash pickup, hammering, sawing, and sorting could wait. Many people cried once the flag flew again — including Norris and me. It was a moment of unity and strength at a critical time for all of us.


“Do y’all know what they just did? They took a fence pole and made a flagpole in like ten minutes,” said onlooker Benjamin Jones as we gathered the final elements of our story. “I’ve never seen anyone do something like that in my life. Watching them join together and raise the flag like that, it made me proud to be with them. It made me proud to be an American.”


I couldn’t have agreed more. At that moment, we were all Oklahomans. We were all Americans. And we were all going to get through tough times together.


~Sara Celi
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The Soul of Independence Day


In childhood the daylight always fails too soon — except when there are going to be fireworks; and then the sun dawdles intolerably on the threshold like a tedious guest.


~Jan Struther


My son Nicholas is autistic. He is very sensitive to noise, so we avoided Independence Day celebrations throughout his early years. It wasn’t just about the fireworks, but the full scope of chaos, crowds, waiting, and the traffic afterward.


I couldn’t escape the feeling that my son was missing out on something extraordinary, though. For me, July 4th brings to mind happy memories of growing up in California. My family would come over to gorge on potluck fare, set off fireworks, and then from the front yard watch the big aerial show at the high school a mile away.


I had talked to Nicholas about the reason for the holiday. The facts were the easy part for him. He can memorize anything. He knows all fifty states and their capitals, the major dates in our nation’s history, and even has the Presidents memorized by number. What I really wanted was for him to create his own beautiful memories of a day that meant so much to me.


Finally, when Nicholas was seven, my husband was able to take off the first week of July. We made the trip to my hometown so that Nicholas could fully experience Independence Day for the first time.


I kept thinking about the potluck and the fireworks. The big stuff. The climax of the day. My mom, though, knew to start with something even more important.


“Nicholas? Come here and get your sandals on,” she called.


He set down the road atlas he was studying and ran over. “What is it?”


“You’re going to help us put up the flag.”


That was a task I used to help with at that age, too. I always felt like a big kid, carrying out that flag on its pole, standing on tiptoes to place it in its bracket.


My mom helped Nicholas lift the flag to its berth. My dad made sure it was angled just right.


“Fifty stars. Thirteen stripes,” Nicholas said as he nodded in satisfaction. With him, everything came back to numbers. This was the kid who could recite every highway and exit number we had driven days before on our long drive from Arizona.


A few hours later, Nicholas went with my dad to buy a family pack of fireworks at a nearby fundraising stand. Evening came, and with it the potluck. Our numbers were few compared to the big celebrations of my youth — most of my aunts, uncles, and cousins are now scattered across the country — but one aunt and my grandma joined us. Nicholas’s sensory issues keep him from touching or trying most foods, but he was excited that his grandma had bought his favorite potato chips.


As darkness fell, we sat in our customary chairs at the front of the house. I reminded Nicholas that if everything became too much, he could go inside, but that wasn’t necessary. He wore his noise-canceling headphones and stared slack-jawed at the fireworks. Each blast of light illuminated the smile on his face.


“Wow,” he said.


I stared at him, living vicariously through his delight.


We haven’t been able to make it back to my parents’ house every 4th of July since then, but we try. To Nicholas, that is where the holiday belongs. He knows the route there, and the alternate routes, too. He knows his favorite potato chips await him. He knows that he goes with his grandpa to choose the fireworks to set off on the lawn. He also knows he has a very important job to do on Independence Day morning.


On our most recent visit, Nicholas was a lanky ten-year-old. I stood there with my camera, ready to preserve the moment. He was hesitant to smile for the camera — a precursor of the teenage years to come. However, when the flag came out, he couldn’t help but grin. My parents praised him as he set the pole at the right angle. Nicholas was tall enough to almost do it on his own. Morning light rippled along the flag and cast dancing shadows over Nicholas’s head and shoulders.


“There!” he said. “Now it’s the Fourth of July.” His eyes suddenly clouded with tears. “On July 5th, we drive 538 miles back to Arizona. I’m going to miss my grandparents.”


At that, he started to cry.


I gave him a tight hug. “I know. I’m going to miss them too, but we’re here now. It’s still July 4th. It’s a happy day.”


“Yes,” he said, wiping his eyes behind his glasses. “A very happy day.” The flag fluttered and ruffled his hair.


Nicholas could recite all the facts of our nation’s birth, but now he understood the soul of the 4th of July, too. It was about family, joy, and togetherness, all bound together by red, white, and blue.


~Beth Cato
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At The White House on 9/11


The red and white and starry blue is freedom’s shield and hope.


~John Philip Sousa


Our family had just purchased a restaurant with a full bar called The White House. I lived in a small apartment above the eatery and one Tuesday morning I was upstairs in the bathroom, showering and getting ready for another busy day at the restaurant, when there came a knock at my door. Since we didn’t open until dinnertime, no one had ever knocked on my bathroom door that early in the morning and even though I found it a little odd, I happily sang out, “Who is it?”


“It’s Paula,” came the reply from one of my favorite waitresses. “You’ve got to come downstairs and watch the news.”


“Umm, no I don’t,” I snapped back with doubt and suspicion. “I can’t even remember the last time I watched the news. I have a restaurant to run.”


“No, seriously,” said Paula sternly. “You have to come downstairs right now and watch the news.”


I threw on some clothes and shuffled down the back stairs.


I walked through the kitchen and as I headed for the bar, I saw Paula, my brother Dan and his wife Cindy standing with their eyes fixated on the television screen behind the counter. I could hear the steady drone of a newscast, but couldn’t quite make out what the anchorman was saying.


The four of us stood there in complete bewilderment watching the North Tower of the World Trade Center with smoke billowing from a gaping hole in the side. Then the unthinkable happened when a huge, fiery explosion ignited the second tower, showering burning debris into the air, on to the adjacent buildings and the streets below.


“Oh my God!” we all said in unison.


At that horrific moment, no one really knew exactly what had just transpired. The first plane initially appeared as though it might have been some kind of freak accident, but what about the second strike? As reports flooded the news channels, there were even more planes crashing, one into the Pentagon and another in a field somewhere in Pennsylvania. We were under attack; the United States of America was under assault by some unknown enemy.


We watched for hours. And we wondered what we should do. Should we open the restaurant? Or would that be disrespectful?


“I’m calling Patti,” I said as I darted behind the bar.


Patti owned a nearby coffee shop called The Pony Expresso, and they had already been open for hours, since long before these tragic events unfolded.


“I don’t think we should open,” I told Patti, “It just doesn’t seem right.”


“But you have to,” she replied. “You own a bar; people might want to come out and talk about all of this, and they may need to process what has just happened. You have a responsibility to the community.”


When she put it that way, we all agreed. We did open the restaurant on that horrible day, but no one came. Everyone was likely watching and re-watching the tragedy, as we all were.


As the afternoon wore on, we saw American flags flying at half-mast all over the country.


The flagpole! The empty flagpole that was in front of our restaurant. We had always said that we would fly the stars and stripes there, but the pulley at the top of the pole was jammed. In opening the restaurant just a few short weeks earlier, with everything else going on, we never got around to fixing it nor were we sure how to actually repair it since it was some thirty feet in the air.


Now we had to fix it. Right then. There would be a flag flying in front of The White House on this tragic day, no matter what.


So I raced to our local hardware store and purchased an American flag. I stopped by the fire station and begged a couple of firefighters to assist me with our dilemma. They agreed and followed me back to the restaurant in one of their ladder trucks.


Our own local, brave firefighters untangled the pulley at the top of the flagpole. I attached the stars and stripes to the chain, pulled the flag all the way to the large gold ball crowning the highest point on the pole, then slowly lowered it back down to half mast and tied it off.


~D.J. Sartell
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A Devotion to Duty


He who does his duty is a hero, whether anyone rewards him for it or not.


~George Failing


Tom Brokaw calls them “The Greatest Generation;” the men and women who came of age during the Great Depression and the Second World War and went on to build modern America.


But Baby Boomers like me didn’t think of the men who answered the call of their country in the 1940s as the greatest generation; we simply thought of them as our fathers.


What was it that compelled these young men to willingly line up to enter the line of fire to defeat ruthless enemies? Men like Harlon Block. Block is in what has been called the most famous photograph ever taken: the iconic shot of the six flag raisers on Mount Suribachi at Iwo Jima. In the photo, Block is at the base of the pole planting it in the ground. He enlisted in the United States Marine Corps with all of the senior members of his high school football team. Why? Many reasons — but one in particular — a steadfast devotion to duty.


These men were rugged, self-reliant, yet, surprisingly reticent. They rarely spoke of what happened “over there.” Seldom revealing and never broadcasting their individual roles or collective victories in this ugly war. This attitude is epitomized by John Bradley, also one of the six “flag raisers.” (He is the second man from the right in the flag raisers photo.)


Bradley’s son, James, author of Flags of Our Fathers, said this about his father in a speech commemorating the event in 2000 at the 55th anniversary of the Battle of Iwo Jima: “So there’s my dad in the tallest bronze monument in the world, but that’s about all we knew growing up. He wouldn’t talk about Iwo Jima; he would always change the subject…. My father had kept his heroism a secret from his wife, from his family, and his community for half a century.”


When our men came home from World War II they never looked back. Instead, they looked forward, to the future, and stuffed the memories of war so deep in the recesses of their minds that you couldn’t distinguish a hero from a non-participant. They turned their attention from raising flags to raising families and shaping a great nation.


My father was a member of “the greatest generation,” although he would scoff at that label. He too, volunteered to serve in the United States Marine Corps and his tour of duty included stints at Pearl Harbor shortly after the surprise attack, followed by brief stops at Guam, Saipan, Tinian, Eniwetok, and Kwajalein before engaging the enemy at Iwo Jima. He would fight on that tiny pork chop–shaped island until the flag was raised and victory secured.


So, what is it then that makes America great? Many things, but none more than an intense devotion to duty and a willingness to risk your life to keep others free. In his speech at the 55th anniversary of the Battle of Iwo Jima, Bradley struck this compelling comparison: “This was America’s Battle. What else can you call a battle that in one day had more casualties than two and a half months at Guadalcanal? Normandy was terrible, but at the end of one day, at the end of twenty-four hours, you and I could have had a tea party on the beaches of Normandy. It was completely safe. Boys died on the beaches of Iwo Jima — on the beaches — for two weeks.”


When the war ended in 1945, my father was honorably discharged and resumed his college education. He graduated with a bachelor’s degree in finance in 1947 from Northwestern University. In 1948, he married my mother and by 1950 would have the first of six children over a ten-year span. I was the third, and growing up in the 1960s I watched many television shows glorifying the war. Invariably, my siblings and I nagged my father to tell us about his role in this conflict . . He wouldn’t bite.


He dodged all our questions, including the ones that would have revealed his heroism. And he dismissed the Bronze Star we found buried in the bottom drawer of his dresser.


“They had a few left over after the war so they gave one to me as a souvenir,” he said. It wasn’t until I was an adult with children of my own that my then ninety-five-year-old grandmother set the record straight. Late one August evening, she dug out his letter of commendation for bravery in the line of duty at Iwo Jima. My father had nonchalantly enclosed it in a Christmas card he mailed her in 1945. He never mentioned the letter in the Christmas greeting he scrawled inside the card.


In 2008, at eighty-eight, he died after a five-year battle with Alzheimer’s. After all these years, I remained curious about the details behind the Bronze Star so, at my sister Mary’s urging, I picked up the phone and called a man who shared a foxhole with my father in Iwo Jima. His nickname was Ski and he was my father’s closest friend during the war. Ski would later stand up for my father at his wedding. Ski had met me only once when I was a kid so I wondered how this ninety-one-year-old man would respond to my phone call seven decades after the war. I had one advantage. I was named after my father.


Ski was delighted to hear from me and warmly answered my questions about my father with joy, gentleness and grace.


“How did my father feel about being in this war?” I began.


“He simply accepted it,” Ski replied. “He used to say, ‘There’s a war going on and we’re in it. That’s just the way it is.’ ”


“Did you have any close calls?”


“An enemy shell exploded on the edge of our foxhole late one night. For some reason the shrapnel exploded away from us. Had it exploded toward us we would have died together that night.”


“My father had a Bronze Star in his drawer. Can you tell me how he earned it?”


Ski paused. I waited for his answer. “We both earned one,” he said quietly. “And I don’t remember how we earned it exactly.”


“You don’t remember?”


“No, but it doesn’t matter.”


I pressed him. “Why doesn’t it matter?”


“Because at the time we both said we earned it for the same reason.”


“What reason?”


“We used to say, ‘we earned it for doing our jobs.’ We were there to do a job. We did it. The war ended and we came home. That’s it.”


This calling to serve is not reserved only for our fathers. Today, our sons and daughters still answer this call to serve their country to keep us safe and free.


It all begins with a personal devotion to duty: a duty that has made great men and women — and a great nation.


~James C. Magruder


[image: image]




[image: Images]


The Faces on the Mountain


Let us place there, carved high, as close to heaven as we can, the words of our leaders, their faces, to show posterity what manner of men they were.


~John Gutzon de la Mothe Borglum


We were on a road trip, taking our time and enjoying the incredible scenery in this country. It was kind of a National Parks road trip, staying a few days in each place. We had already been to the Grand Canyon, Zion and Bryce, and after making our way north we were now in South Dakota to check out the Badlands, the Black Hills and Mount Rushmore.


We were lucky to have a room in the historic Custer State Game Lodge, an old hotel in Custer Park that had served as the Summer White House for President Coolidge in 1927 and where President Eisenhower had stayed in 1953 when he was on a speaking trip. My husband and I had reserved the Eisenhower room, the very room the President had stayed in years ago!


We spent two days driving around the beautiful and diverse countryside and checking out the sites. We saw all kinds of wildlife too. Imagine driving down a small road in the park that is only wide enough for two cars to pass… carefully, and coming upon a herd of bison! That’s exactly what happened to us. And what does everyone tell you to do when that happens? Pull over! Bison rule the road! They are huge. And they don’t care if you have the right of way! They’re bigger than you are. They just watch you for a while and then, when they decide it’s time they amble on down the road. When they are a safe distance away, then, and only then, can you drive away… slowly.


The next day we had plans to visit Mount Rushmore. It was about an hour’s drive from our hotel — more time for us to take in the scenery. It was also July 4th. When we told the concierge at the hotel that we had plans to visit Mount Rushmore the next morning she advised us to get there as early as we could. They were expecting huge crowds for the holiday and, although it had been almost two years since the terrible tragedy of 9/11, the security, while always tight, would be even more restrictive.


My husband and I are not early morning people but on that clear and sunny Friday morning we were up at the crack of dawn. After breakfast in the hotel dining room we started out for Mount Rushmore. We knew when we were getting close because, even early in the morning, there were lots of cars on the road. The line of cars in front of us, and in back of us, grew heavier and longer as we approached the entrance to the park. Like a parade, the cars slowly snaked up the hill toward the parking structure.


But first you had to pass through the entrance gates. There were soldiers with rifles and bomb-sniffing dogs stationed at each gate. Each car was stopped. Each person had to produce a picture ID. While one soldier checked IDs and looked into and poked around the car, another soldier, along with a bomb-sniffing dog, walked slowly around the car and used mirrors on long poles to check underneath. It was a slow process but they were not taking any chances. Thank goodness for that.


After we were cleared through security, we drove into the parking structure, found a place to park and walked toward the entrance. You walk up the stairs and down the Avenue of the Flags. There are fifty-six flags flying, twenty-eight on either side of the path: fifty state flags, one district flag, three territory flags and two commonwealth flags, all representing the United States of America. It is a very colorful and impressive sight.


In the background you can see the heads of the four Presidents carved into the granite face of the mountain. Of course we had seen pictures of the carvings in books so we knew what to expect, but everyone who had seen it told us that seeing it in person would be an unforgettable experience. And it was. You can’t get the magnitude of the sculptures from a picture. It was beyond impressive and majestic.


We toured the Visitor’s Center, looked at the exhibits and watched the movie on the history of the carving of the mountain. And then it was time to really view the sculptures. We walked out into the crowd standing on the Grand View Terrace. Everyone was looking up in awe, standing still and quiet. Even the children who were there seemed to sense that this was something special and were silent.


As we looked at our fellow visitors, we noticed something unusual. Almost without exception, these people were wearing red, white, and blue. Some people wore shirts with the American flag and the words “Proud to Be an American” printed on them. It was such a spontaneous outpouring of patriotism.


And then it started. Quietly. Kind of like humming. At first I wasn’t sure I was really hearing it. Someone started singing “God Bless America.” Then more and more people joined in until practically everyone standing and viewing this American monument was singing. It sounded amazing. Lots of people had tears in their eyes. Lots of people had smiles on their faces.


We are strong. We are proud. We are Americans.


~Barbara LoMonaco


[image: image]




[image: Images]


Covering the Casket


Patriotism is not short, frenzied outbursts of emotion, but the tranquil and steady dedication of a lifetime.


~Adlai Stevenson


It took cancer more than three years to kill my father. You’d think that would have given the family enough time to plan all the details of his funeral. While his 6’1”, 200-pound frame withered away to nothing, while his cheeks grew hollow and his voice weak, while he shivered uncontrollably even in the middle of August, you’d have thought we would have asked him what he wanted covering his casket.


But maybe you don’t ask that question of a dying person. Because an answer is a confirmation of what you’re not talking about.


When Daddy finally died on a cold January afternoon, Mother added “pick out casket spray” to the list of things we needed to do before the funeral. “Roses will cost about $500,” she told me, wringing her hands. “Other kinds of flowers, a little less.”


“That’s a ridiculous waste of money,” I said. “Why do we need flowers? Daddy was a veteran. He should have an American flag covering his casket.”


“Oh, honey,” Mother said, “I’m not sure he would have wanted that. He never liked to talk about his time in the service.”


That wasn’t entirely true. Daddy loved to talk about almost anything, including the Army. He told us countless times about how, because he had a college degree, he was assigned to Officer Candidate School after he was drafted in 1951. But a paperwork snafu got him shipped to Korea as a Private in the infantry instead.


He bragged, in a teasing kind of way, about what a fine ping pong player he’d become over there. He showed us how Korean players stood far back from the table and the odd way they held the paddle, with fingers curved like claws around its face instead of gripping the handle the way American players did. If he got any medals while he was in the Army, I never saw them. But he proudly displayed the ping pong trophy he’d won.


He talked about the genuine jade earrings he bought in Korea for my mother and the set of real china dishes he bought for my grandmother.


He told us about the time he went more than two weeks without taking his boots off. His commanding officer had warned the men that it was so bitterly cold that exposed skin would be immediately frostbitten, which could lead to amputations.


But when confronted with the inevitable questions that all children, sooner or later, ask a parent who’s gone to war, Daddy was silent. “I don’t want to talk about it,” he would say in a tone of voice that my siblings and I knew meant the conversation was over.


As hundreds of mourners filed through our church’s fellowship hall to pay their respects the evening before we buried Daddy, I was proud that the ultimate symbol of patriotism, rather than a spray of red roses, was draped over his casket. I was proud that, following a brief graveside service on a gray Tennessee morning, the flag was folded just so and presented to my mother, “with thanks from a grateful nation.” I’m proud every time I pull out the photo album and see a handsome young soldier playfully saluting his buddy who was manning the camera.


~Jennie Ivey
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Alien Persuaded


America, for me, has been the pursuit and catching of happiness.


~Aurora Raigne


It wasn’t hard to get the point when I moved here. Patriotism was alive and well in this country. There were flags everywhere! Stars and stripes were mounted on brilliant white poles every few yards. Banks, schools, town halls, hospitals and office towers all made it clear I was in the United States of America. Every other house had a banner floating from its verandah. Most backyard gardens boasted at least one flag unfurling from a decorative post.


On the road it was like a party. Cars and vans, transport trucks and motorhomes displayed stars and stripes on license plates, bumper stickers, window decals and seat covers. Sailboats and surfboards proudly wore their badge of allegiance. Grandfathers wore T-shirts emblazoned with “proud to be American” while teeny teens on the beach wore stars and stripes bikinis.


Yes, it wasn’t hard to get the point. Patriotism was alive and well in this country. Whether there was agreement or disagreement on war or global warming or politics. It was more than apparent that the ordinary American citizen truly was proud to be a part of this great country and in his heart believed in freedom and the protection and expression of it.


It was love that brought me to this country: marriage proposal kind of love. I did not know one soul here besides my husband. I did not know a street name or where the library was located. The landscape, the climate, the people were all foreign to me and it seemed every second sentence I spoke had the words “back home” in it. I was living here bodily but I had not really moved in.


Time passed. I settled in and made friends. We traveled through thirty-three more states, collecting memories and friends. I witnessed the beauty from the snowy peaks of Utah and the breathtaking cliffs of the Grand Canyon to the tropical beaches of Siesta Key and the gushing streams through leafy trails in Tennessee. I saw the sagebrush in Arizona, the peach trees in Georgia, the lobster boats in Maine and caught the aroma of freshly baked bagels from a New York City deli. I dipped my toes in the Pacific Ocean, the Atlantic Ocean, the Gulf of Mexico, Lake Mead and Passamaquoddy Bay. I met a chef in Georgia, a musician in Texas, and a teacher in Pennsylvania. I fed the ducks in Lake Arrowhead, California and bought cheese in Vermont. I experienced the sights and sounds, aromas and tastes of America. I felt the mist of waterfalls, tasted salty breezes, and inhaled the scent of gardenias. I did all this while still clinging to my legal resident status.


I was eligible to apply for citizenship but something seemed to be holding me back. I was falling in love with this country but was I ready to fully commit to it? From time to time I would contemplate the process but then let it slide to the back burner again. A friend called one day with an invitation. Would we like to go to Orlando with her to celebrate the Fourth of July? The Orlando Philharmonic Orchestra was performing a concert titled “Liberty Soars” at the Hyatt Hotel atrium of the Orlando International Airport. I was a bit hesitant, reminding myself I wasn’t really an American. I heard her eagerness. “Come on. You’ll love the music.” So I agreed.


The seats filled up quickly and soon crowds were standing around the edges of the area. The Navy Color Guard brought solemnity to the occasion and the awarding of Medals of Honor to military personnel reminded us of the cost of freedom. As the orchestra played John Philip Sousa marches and other patriotic pieces the crowd sang heartily. A sea of flags waved constantly. Passengers from recently landed planes paused with their backpacks and suitcases to listen, watch and smile. Suddenly I found myself choked with tears. By the end of the next Sousa march, I knew I was going to make a decision. I did.


A little more than six months later I walked into the courthouse in West Palm Beach. I stood beside forty-six others from twenty-seven countries and took my Pledge of Allegiance. I walked out as a new United States citizen. What did I notice all the way home? Flags! Flags everywhere! It seems to me that patriotism, and devotion to freedom and liberty that’s worth fighting for, worth celebrating with fireworks, fanfare and famous orchestras, is the defining trait of the Spirit of America.


~Phyllis McKinley
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The Feelings Flag


Tell me and I forget. Teach me and I remember. Involve me and I learn.


~Benjamin Franklin


I stood in my living room and cringed at the sight of the plane hitting the first tower. I did not realize that the horror had only just begun. As I drove to school I listened intently to the reports. Then, I heard that another plane had crashed. I was as shocked, stunned and confused as every other adult in my school. No one was sure what was going on. Teachers were asking one another, “Did you hear about the plane crashes in New York? Is America under attack?”


It was like a punch in the gut, beyond our comprehension. Everyone felt winded, worried, and wounded.


My preschool classroom was on the lower level of an inner city middle school. What I remember most is the panicked youth in the hall changing classes who shouted at me as they passed my room, “America is at war!”


“Calm down,” I said. “Don’t jump to conclusions. Nobody knows for sure what’s going on. This does not mean war.”


They insisted they saw it on TV and that military jets were intercepting other planes.


I walked into my classroom and watched as my students went about their school day, unaware of the attacks. I knew they were okay. My aide was capable, so I left her in charge.


I felt compelled to do something patriotic to relieve the mounting tension and confusion the middle school students were feeling, although I was not in charge of any of them. I cut twelve-inch by two-inch red, white and blue construction paper strips, the kind kids use to make paper chains. I did not consult the principal or counselor. I acted on impulse and intruded on each classroom teacher. I asked each if I might have a moment, then I said, “Nobody knows exactly what is going on. We’ve all heard rumors and news reports. It’s a frightening time for all of us.”


I passed out strips of paper to the students and asked them to write what they were feeling at the moment. Any fears, any words — anything would be acceptable. Some asked about spelling, and some asked if they should sign it.


“If you want to,” I said.


I collected more than 200 strips and rolled them into loops; then I stapled them to the always-bare bulletin board in the cafeteria. I read an outpouring of emotional comments. “I am afraid.” “I want to kick their butts.” “Bomb them.” “Why did this happen?” “What now?” “I want to go home.”


I posted one after another, row after row, until an American flag took shape. Some of the comments were laced with misspelled words and profanity; some were smeared with tears. I did not censor. I stapled every single one. I stood back and gazed at our “feelings flag.”
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