A Different Perspective On Veterans Day

Ever wonder why a combat veteran will sit silently around the house yet when he gets down to the VFW Post, he becomes the master of ceremonies. My father was a decorated Marine pilot in the South Pacific during World War II, and everything I came to know about his military service, I learned from my mother. My dad never said a word about his time in the cockpit of his Grumman TBF Avenger. I did have the good fortune to see a couple pictures of him at a squadron reunion and he looked like the happiest guy on the planet. I didn’t understand.

Veterans Day is like a second Father’s Day. It gives you all the pats on the back and all the “welcome homes” from an extended national family. Extra flags are flown, parades march down Main Street, military songs are sung, and stories of sacrifice and heroism are told with flare and with passion. This is how the public celebrates you and all those who took the oath and wore the uniform. Veterans themselves, however, celebrate something else. They celebrate brotherhood. They celebrate a bond that was meticulously constructed in basic training and then fed and nurtured by exposure to routine, to privation, and to fear itself. When military training breaks you down and away from all your comfortable support systems and then when there seems to be nothing left but frustration and anger, they bond you to the guy who is on your right and to the one who is to your left, to the guy who is behind you and importantly to the one walking point in front of you. That drill instructor is introducing you to the basics of brotherhood.

Like never ending Christmas gifts, it is packaged and given to you every day from this point on. From the glorious history of your branch of service to the unit citations bestowed upon your division, your brigade, and even your company. The insignias on your uniform not only give you bragging rights, they form a fraternity that has bonds so strong that when you are ultimately laid to rest you are honored with their presence even after decades of separation. It is the mold that forms the warrior instinct and that makes you successful when faced with overwhelming odds, when faced with brutality outside of human understanding, and when faced with separation from the peace and comfort of our youth.

The addiction to this brotherhood comes when you are under fire and your human senses are stretched beyond anything you have ever experienced. Once you are thrust into that role, you are never completely released from it, even when you are discharged from your service obligations. And, that bond born out of survival, that addiction of brotherhood, looms over you like the third day of sobriety for an alcoholic. You crave that dependency, that fellowship, and even at times the need to step back into the conflict. The peace you are now experiencing is different from the peace you had before you raised your hand and took the oath. It is disturbing and comforting at the same time. It finds comfort hiding in your soul only to expose itself when it senses you need the advantage it provides. Brotherhood becomes your guardian angel.

History details this unique and extraordinary phenomena. Warriors returning home from battle needed another battlefield or arena to let those bound up emotions and energy out to play. Returning home to your roots, your family and your profession, was not a cure. The scars of war became the wounds of civilian routines. Counseling, medication, religion and even primary family love and support were not enough. 

Veteran organizations were the natural offspring. Following the Civil War, pockets of veterans defined by regimental assignment and geographical boundaries sprang up. Then in 1866 came the Grand Army of the Republic which was the first of these small groups organized on a national platform. The GAR became the mother of future veteran organizations we have with us today like the VFW and the American Legion. Organizations that fought and continue to fight for veteran’s rights and services.

Out of World War II came a unique brotherhood, the motorcycle organizations and clubs. Needing something more than health services and educational opportunities, these veterans sought a release for pent-up adrenaline and for the thrill of operating slightly outside of the civilian norms. This unique connection has been visible for years in the “Harley Davidson” culture and history, where Sturgis and Daytona Beach annually summon this thunderous brotherhood.

Vietnam brought something different. Even before they departed for Southeast Asia, they knew that most of the general population, particularly those the same age as these young inductees, were against the war. So these warriors departed, served, and returned to not only a non-supportive population, they returned to incrimination and discrimination, to slogans of hate and criminality. Brotherhood with other vets was the only oasis, but it was an amazingly strong bond. It endured for 30 years or so until the country finally recognized that those who served in Vietnam were not the same as those who manipulated the war in Washington, manipulated it in the press, and manipulated the general public into thinking that the death of 58,000 was worth a game of dominoes. Vietnam vets became and still remain the most visible and vocal of the combat veterans. Theirs is a brotherhood that has become as solid as The Wall that bears witness to their sacrifices.

My freedom flight left Vietnam on Christmas Day, 1970. The first family member I saw was my dad. He was at the airport. He never said a word to me, but when we separated from that hug, the tear in his eye told me what I needed to hear; “welcome home son and I know about the demons that came home with you.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]So, on Veterans Day, veterans appreciate the acknowledgement of their service and of their role in preserving a nation of democracy and freedom, however, inside all the halls of the VFW’s and American Legions, among the many military unit retiree gatherings, and in every bar where veterans gather to lift a beer together, they celebrate and toast their band of brothers; the one on their right, the one on their left, the one behind them, and the one who walked point and guided them from the front.

 
