Heartland Honor Flight

On November 7, 2023, my grandson’s high school had just finished celebrating those of us who are veterans. As I stood near a statue in the school’s entrance honoring a young veteran who had been a student there and lost his life in Afghanistan, I noticed a gentleman standing next to me wearing a bright blue T-shirt emblazoned with the words Heartland Honor Flight. I inquired as to whether he had taken part in the program. When he answered, “Yes.“ I admitted that I had been wanting to participate in an honor flight for a long time but had not been chosen. “I’m in charge of the program.” proclaimed another voice. “When would you like to go?”

Fast forward 3 months. Having completed the necessary paperwork, I was well on my way to realizing the dream of being part of an honor flight. For nearly 20 years in 129 cities throughout the US, participating veterans have been given the opportunity to visit monuments in Washington DC. Each must be accompanied by a guardian under the age of 70 and who is not your spouse. My daughter, a teacher, seemed the obvious choice and gladly took on the role. As for me, I promised to attend a couple of required meetings in the upcoming two months. Unique to the program was the time frame. We do visit several monuments, all in the same day. It is a long day of about 16 hours. But what a day! While I was fortunate to have made visits to Washington DC in my past, some of the veterans on this trip had not. For them, this trip was truly memorable.

For our May 1 trip, my daughter and I left home at 3:00 AM to meet up with the other 83 Veterans and an equal number of guardians at MCI airport in Kansas City. Even at that early hour, large trays of burritos, donuts, juice and coffee were available to nourish us as we started our journey. Everyone received a bottle of water as well, the first of many provided to us during the day. At 5:00, having been given color-coded hats and lanyards, we boarded a plane decorated in red, white and blue. As we pulled away from the gate, we were sent off with a water cannon salute. The three-hour American Air flight offered time to cat nap, chat with our seat partner or get caught up on a favorite book.

Arriving at Reagan Washington National airport, we received a hearty welcome from dozens of well-wishers who greeted us as we exited the plane. Included in the group was a friend of my daughter and me who took time that morning to be there. As we stepped out of the terminal, we were met by three buses with each of us assigned to a specific bus--- red, gold or blue to match our hats. It was clear that the volunteers were definitely going to do their best to keep track of us as the day went by. They assured us that they had not lost a veteran in the past and had no intentions of doing so today.

Beginning our journey, we passed the Jefferson Memorial and then the Capitol building in the distance. It soon became apparent just how we were going to be able to visit so many monuments in just one day. The answer, a cadre of nine policeman and Secret Service gentlemen on motorcycles snaking around traffic and blocking off intersections. We effortlessly made our way to our first stop, the World War II memorial where we took advantage of the open space to gather for our first group photo. 

With its spiraling water fountains and stately marble columns representing each of the states, this memorial was indeed impressive.  Many in our group sought out specific columns, namely Kansas and Missouri, as a background for their individual photos. We were treated to an honor guard presenting the United States flag and individual flags representing each of the branches of the military. As in all of our stops, school children greeted us shaking our hands and thanking us for our service. A heartwarming gesture! Clear blue skies and white fluffy clouds foretold that we would have perfect weather for our visit to our nation’s capital.

Our second stop was at the Vietnam Memorial, dedicated in 1982, where my daughter and I chose to first visit the women’s statue that was added in 1993. It depicts three nurses tending to a wounded soldier. The statue became a reality only after 10 years of constant petitioning of Congress to allow the statue to be built. Some members, at the time, opposed the monument claiming,”If we honor the nurses, we have to honor the canine and the equine corps as well.” We women were aligned with the horses and dogs! 

Those in our group who wanted to remember someone whose name is on the wall, first shared that name with the rest of the group. We then did some pencil rubbings of those names. I sought out Sharon Lane’s name, one of eight women listed on the Wall. She was killed at my hospital four months before I arrived when a rocket hit the hospital. As I searched for the correct panel, I was once again aware of the hushed tones used by those visiting Vietnam Wall.

We strolled past the Lincoln Memorial, still under renovation to make it accessible to wheelchair patients. Looking to the left, the peaceful waters of the mall reflected the majesty of the Washington monument. Some vets strolled to the nearby Korean memorial symbolized by larger- than-life sized soldiers wearing heavy coats, helmets and guns. Having viewed the Korean monument in the winter with a covering of snow, I opted to not go the extra steps, as my daughter was pushing my wheelchair. I preferred to remember it as I saw it some years ago, with a covering of snow making it more realistic to its time in history.

Arlington cemetery and the Tomb of the Unknown’s beckoned us. We stood quietly by at the changing of the guard. I was especially honored to be among four Veterans from our group who participated in the laying of a wreath. The changing of the guard goes on without end 24 hours a day, rain or shine. It is one of the most solemn ceremonies to honor those who died for their country. The amphitheater at Arlington provided another opportunity for a group photo of all of us who were part of this really unique experience.

From there it was on to the Marine Corps War MemoriaI also known as the Iwo Jima Memorial. I had not gotten very close to the monument on past visits, and it was quite impressive. Dedicated in 1954, it portrays six Marines raising the American flag on Mt Suribachi during World War II.

The Air Force Memorial was one that I had not visited before. It is among the youngest of the monuments having been constructed in 2006. It is located on a bit of a hill above the Pentagon. The three stainless steel spires slicing into the blue sky make it easy to picture the “bomb burst” maneuver. It also suggests that absent a fourth spire it depicts “the missing man” formation. We were told that, had it been erected prior to the assault on the Pentagon on September 11, 2001, the plane that was flown into the Pentagon, would have hit the spires of the Air Force Memorial thus preventing the direct assault on the Pentagon. It makes one ponder the power of timing.

Back on our buses, we approached the entrance to the Pentagon. This memorial, with its individual streams of water and bench like seats for reflection, evokes the feeling and tone of the Vietnam wall. Each of the individuals who was killed in the Pentagon attack that day is represented from the youngest, a three-year-old in the nursery, to a 71 year old man. The dates are all carved in the individual seats, providing a perfect way to quiet one’s mind and reflect on what we had seen.

We made our way back to the airport to catch our flight home and enjoy a box dinner. Little did we know that our adventure was not quite over as each of us was presented with a large envelope signifying the mail call that we anxiously awaited during our time in the military. Relatives, friends, even strangers, were encouraged to send a letter or card to the honor flight staff. One of the volunteers had sorted through all the mail to make certain that everyone on the plane got some pieces of mail. Lots of eyes welled up with tears as we read the good wishes the folks had sent us.

As the wheels of the plane touched down in Kansas City, we strolled off the plane to be greeted by musicians, banners, welcome home signs, bagpipers and hundreds of friends and family. For many of us it was the welcome home that we did not get over 50 years ago. It was truly amazing. A local TV station covered our return, seeking a few words from those of us who were tired but delighted. A month later we all gathered again for a reunion and sharing a video presentation of our trip. For us, it was indeed a dream come true.
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