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On March 24, 1958, Elvis Presley reported to 

his Memphis Draft Board office, raised his right 

hand, and took the Oath of Enlistment into the 

United States Armed Forces. He didn’t want to 

go into the Army and would have taken any rea-

sonable out he’d been offered, but he served 

anyhow and, he later admitted, was glad he 

did. In this respect, Elvis, for all his celebrity, 

resembles so many other American veterans 

who have told me over the years: “I wouldn’t 

want to do it again, but I wouldn’t trade the 

experience for anything.” That someone as big 

as Elvis could not only serve but grow from the 

experience testifies to the special place of mili-

tary veterans in our American life. Veterans Day 

is set aside to honor and celebrate those who 

served, but the dwindling number of Ameri-

cans in the military–the smallest proportionally 

since before Pearl Harbor–makes me question 

how long November 11 can hold a vital place on 

our national calendar. On the Veterans Break-

fast Club’s website, we state that our strategic 

vision is “to build a nation that understands and 

values the experiences of our military veter-

ans.” Achieving this vision is impossible with-

out veterans themselves sharing their stories 

of service for the education and inspiration of 

their fellow citizens. If you’re a veteran and ha-

ven’t yet joined us in-person or online, please 

do so and add your voice to our large and di-

verse collection of stories. If, like me, you’re not 

a veteran, then your participation in VBC pro-

grams is even more important. Veterans Day 

should be for all of us, story-listeners as well as 

storytellers. We need a nation of both.

Todd DePastino
Executive Director
(412) 623-9029
todd@veteransbreakfastclub.org
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IN-PERSON EVENTS
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For the latest 
event schedule, 
scan this QR code!

All in-person events begin at 8:30am and include breakfast for $15pp unless otherwise noted. 
RSVP to betty@veteransbreakfastclub.org or 412-623-9029.

Mike Cherock, President Founder and CEO of AE Works, Ltd. US Navy, 1989-1996

Mak Kelly, Vice President Property & Casualty Consultant, Henderson Brothers, Inc., United States Naval Academy (2010), US 
Marine Corps, 2010-2018

Glenn Flickinger Founder, The Alternative Board President, Flickinger & Consultants, LLC

H. Lamont Gourdine Managing Director, Victory Strategies, US Naval Academy, 1991-1995, US Navy, 1995-2019

Hughes Turner Philanthropist & Venture Capitalist, Retired, US Department of Veterans Affairs US Army, 1975-2004

Brad Washabaugh Retired VPP of RTI International, Retired US Marine Corps, 1976-2005

FRIDAY, October 20: FREE breakfast Town & Country Diner (177 US-130, Bordentown, NJ 08505)

WEDNESDAY, October 25: Christ Church at Grove Farm (249 Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

TUESDAY, October 31: Christ United Methodist Church (44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

SATURDAY, November 4: University of Pittsburgh-Greensburg (Hempfield Room, Chambers Hall, Greensburg, PA 15601) 
$5 breakfast

WEDNESDAY, November 8, 8am-12pm: FREE breakfast  VBC 15th Birthday Extravaganza with UPMC for Life, Rivers 
Casino Event Center (777 Casino Dr, Pittsburgh, PA 15212)

FRIDAY, November 17, 10am-12pm, FREE continental breakfast: Beulah Presbyterian Church (2500 McCrady Rd, Pitts-
burgh, PA  15235)

WEDNESDAY, November 29: Christ Church at Grove Farm (249 Duff Rd, Sewickley, PA 15143)

WEDNESDAY, December 6: Seven Oaks Country Club (132 Lisbon Rd, Beaver, 15009)

SATURDAY, December 16: Christ United Methodist Church (44 Highland Rd, Bethel Park, PA 15102)

VBC BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Todd DePastino, Executive Director

Shaun Hall, Director of Programming

Betty Karleski, Community Outreach & Communications

VBC STAFF



OCTOBER 16: 40th Anniversary of the Beirut Barracks Bombing, 1983 with 
Marines who were there, part 1.

OCTOBER 23: 40th Anniversary of the Beirut Barracks Bombing, 1983 with 
Marines who were there, part 2

OCTOBER 30: 40th Anniversary of the “Able Archer” Nuclear Scare with 
USAF Veteran and Author, Brian Morra 

NOVEMBER 6: WWII Montford Point Marine Theodore Britton, Jr.

NOVEMBER 13: The Casablanca Conference of 1943 with historian James 
Conroy

NOVEMBER 20: Getting Out of Saigon: How a 27-Year-Old Banker Saved 
113 Vietnamese Civilians with author Ralph White

NOVEMBER 27:  Guantanamo Bay Veterans

DECEMBER 4: Finding Mass Graves in Vietnam with Veteran and Expert 
Bob Connor

DECEMBER 11: Nam Sense: The 101st Airborne Division in Vietnam with 
Arthur Wiknik

DECEMBER 14: SPECIAL EVENT with Legendary Navy Veteran, Ocean-
ographer, and Underwater Archeologist, Robert Ballard, the Man Who 
Discovered the Titanic

DECEMBER 18:  Fighting with the Wehrmacht with WWII Veteran Wolfram 
Forster 

JANUARY 8: Everything You’ve Always Wanted to Know About the M-16 
Rifle with Veteran and Author Bob Orkand

RECENT ONLINE
EVENT HIGHLIGHTS
Watch at veteransbreakfastclub.org/past-events

ONLINE EVENTS
VBC Happy Hour features conversations with 
veterans about all things military, past and 
present. We’re live every Monday at 7pm ET 
on Zoom and simulcast to YouTube and Face-
book. See schedule and connect at 
veteransbreakfastclub.org/events.

Veterans of the Forgotten War
Narce Caliva (Army), Jack Keep (Navy)

NEWS: Donut Dollie and 25th Infantry Division 
Veteran Reunite After 53 Years

Back in May, former Vietnam Red Cross Donut Dollie Peggy Lynd Kelly got an unexpected blast from 
past on the National Mall in Washington, DC. Peggy was staffing the Red Cross booth at “Camp Leg-
acy” for the Welcome Home! Vietnam War Commemoration. A man walked into the tent and looked 
at the photos displayed. Peggy approached him and joked that he looked too young to be a Vietnam 
Veteran. Then, she noticed his 25th Infantry Division pin. 

The Veteran, Adib Sabree, pulled out a handful of fading color photos from his service at a firebase 
near Cu Chi in 1970. He shuffled one to the top and pointed at a woman in the picture. 

“Would anyone here know who this Donut Dollie was?” he asked.

“You’re looking at her!” replied Peggy. 

Back in 1970, Peggy had visited Adib’s firebase, and the two had this photo taken together. 

We talked with Peggy and Adib on our VBC Happy Hour Open Conversation program on July 31. You 
can watch them tell the story and talk about their service at veteransbreakfastclub.org/past-events.
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My 
Friend, 
Elvis
by Johnny Lang

Last June, we had the immense pleasure of hosting a VBC Happy Hour with the inimitable Johnny Lang, an Army vet-
eran who served with Elvis Presley and seemed to channel Elvis’s extraordinary energy. Johnny’s new book, My Army 
Days with Elvis: Friendship, Football & Follies, tells of hijinks and warm friendship with The King of Rock n’ Roll as the 
Cold War heated up in Europe. Johnny told us what Elvis was like, in private. Below he shares an adapted excerpt from 
his book, giving just a glimpse of the adventures he had with Elvis in Germany from 1958 to 1960. Contact Johnny for a 
signed copy of his book. He loves hearing from readers! Email him at 
myarmydayswithelvis@gmail.com.

F E A T U R E

Image: Elvis Presley poses for the camera during his military service at a US base in Germany (Wikimedia Commons)



first saw Elvis on the rifle range at Fort Hood in the spring of 
1958. I was in Basic Training. Everyone knew Elvis was, too. 

 “Johnny,” someone said, nodding his head in the King’s di-
rection, “there’s Elvis.”

“I’m not going to bother the guy,” I swore. “Everybody both-
ers him, and I’m not going to be one of those guys.”

The second time I saw Elvis was a few months later, aboard a 
troop train heading for New Jersey. We were all bound for a ship 
to take us to Germany.

On the train was a buddy, another GI named Charlie Hodge. 
Charlie was a singer in his own right, a tenor in a Gospel quar-
tet called “The Foggy River Boys.” Just a few years earlier, he’d 
gotten to know Elvis on the music circuit, when The Foggy Riv-
er Boys were bigger than Elvis. They reunited by chance in the 
Army at Fort Hood. Charlie would go 
on to become a member of Elvis’s 
entourage, the so-called “Memphis 
Mafia.”

“Johnny, come up and sit with us,” 
coaxed Charlie. “Elvis is two or three 
cars up. Let’s go see him.”

“I ain’t gonna bother that guy,” I re-
plied.

“Come on, Johnny, what’s it’s going 
to hurt? If he says no, we’ll leave.”

I relented.

We staggered through the com-
partments until I saw Elvis relaxing in 
his seat. 

I was instantly starstruck, para-
lyzed. I just stared at him like a dum-
my.

“Sit down, Chief,” Elvis said, smil-
ing. 

I sat and tried to play it cool. It didn’t work. 

Before I knew it, I was frantically search-
ing for a pen and asking for Elvis’s autograph. 
“Would you sign my sister’s picture, a picture 
for my mother, my grandmother?”

“Sure,” Elvis said, and he signed all of them.

We met again once aboard our ship, the 
USS General George M. Randall (AP-115), 
which was to take us on a ten-day journey to 
Bremerhaven, Germany.

“Come see me, Johnny,” said Elvis, 
and I told him I’d find him once we 
were at sea.

I did and spent a great ten days getting to know Elvis as a 
person, not the movie star and Rock n’ Roll icon. He was a great 
guy, kind, funny, and generous. We talked about movies a lot. 
He wanted to become a serious actor. His favorite actors were 
Marlon Brando and James Dean. 

“Hey, Johnny, go see if you can find me a piano,” he said one 
day.

I located a piano in a large empty compartment and led him 
to it. He sat down and started playing quietly. Then, the music 
started to build, and Elvis started getting into it. 

People heard the sound and wandered in. Elvis kept playing, 
oblivious to the growing crowd. I just sat back and watched the 
whole little impromptu performance. He played for fifteen or 
twenty minutes, then suddenly stopped and turned around. 

“Holy cow! I’m not supposed to be playing,” he joked.

Everybody clapped and cheered. It’s one of my greatest life 
memories.

Another night, I was on the deck way up high getting fresh air 
with the guys. It was pitch black, and I got spooked. “I’m going 
to go back downstairs,” I said. “If I fall off the ship, nobody is 
going to know.”

All of a sudden, Elvis appeared. 

“Hey, Babe,” I said. (I started calling Elvis “Babe” after Babe 
Ruth. Elvis was to music what Babe Ruth was to baseball, and 
they were both charismatic, larger-than-life figures).

“Here, Johnny, I got something for you,” Elvis said, bringing his 
hand from behind his back.

I didn’t want to take anything from him. Everyone wanted a 
piece of Elvis, and I didn’t want to be one of those guys.

“Take the damn thing,” Elvis insist-
ed. I relented.

It was a watch. Elvis had purchased 
it at the ship’s store for $72.50 (I 
checked). This was a small fortune 
at the time. Keep in mind, I was only 
making $78 a month. 

Elvis and I went our separate ways 
after the USS General George M. Ran-
dall docked at Bremerhaven. I went 
off with the 36th Armored Infantry 
Regiment to be a Reconnaissance 
Scout, while Elvis went to the 32nd 
Armor Regiment as a jeep driver.

“Come and see me anytime, John-
ny,” Elvis said when we parted.

***

I found Elvis again about a month 
later staying at the Hotel Villa 

Grunewald in Bad Nauheim, which was 
close to Ray Barracks.

“Hey, Elvis do you know this guy?” said 
the person who answered the door.

Elvis said, “Oh, yeah. Come on in, John-
ny.”

I came in and shook his hand. And, again, 
I was starstruck.

But Elvis broke the spell and made me 
feel right at home. He fixed me up an ice 
cream sundae. Imagine, the King of Rock-
n-Roll serving you an ice cream sundae!

After four months, Elvis and bud-
dies--Red West, Lamar Fike, and Char-
lie Hodge--got kicked out of the hotel. 

They kept breaking things, lighting off fireworks, and having 
water fights in the hallway. They were just like a bunch of kids.

I visited Elvis every weekend after he moved into his rent-
ed house in Bad Nauheim. I’d arrive after Saturday inspections 
around noon and stay until 10pm on Sunday so I could be back 
at base by midnight. 

Some days, I’d have to fight my way through throngs of fans 
to get in. They were all there hoping for a glimpse of Elvis.

I also went out with Elvis, which was always an adventure. 
Wherever we went, we had to sneak in to avoid the mob of fans. 
Once we were at the Army base movie theater watching either 
Jailhouse Rock or King Creole, I don’t recall.

We alerted the theater manager ahead of time, so he could 
usher us in after the lights went down. He sat us in the front row, 
and we watched the movie. 
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Elvis below, Johnny above, aboard the USS General 
George M. Randall, 1958

I

The watch that Elvis gave Johnny on the 
USS Randall, 1958



How strange that was: sitting and watching a movie next the 
guy who was starring in the movie. As we watched, Elvis told us 
about the other actors and what the filming was like.

Elvis had a signal. If he tapped you on the forehead, he want-
ed you to do something outrageous, make a scene. It was the 
kid in him. During the movie, I felt the tap. 

I threw my popcorn in the air. Popcorn flew everywhere, and 
people behind us yelled.

“What’s going on?!” 

Elvis laughed. That was his kind of humor.

Things quieted down, and we resumed watching the movie. 

Elvis broke the silence by saying loudly for everyone to hear, 
“This guy [meaning Elvis] can’t act and can’t sing. You call that 
acting? I can’t believe he’s on the screen!”

Someone shouted, “Would you 
mind shutting up down there? We’re 
trying to watch.” 

Elvis shouted back, “I’m telling you 
the guy can’t act. And he can’t sing 
either.”

The audience got riled up and start-
ed yelling at us again. Before things 
erupted, we left the theater. We al-
ways had to leave early anyhow, be-
fore the lights went up, to avoid Elvis 
being recognized. If we got caught, 
which we did sometimes, it was a 
madhouse. Hundreds of fans swarm-
ing.

The highlight of our weekend during 
the warm months was playing touch foot-
ball on Sunday. Elvis loved football. He was 
the quarterback, and I was the running back. 
Back then Elvis was slim and trim, about 6’ 
tall, 175 lbs. He had a damn good arm, too.

I was the fastest guy out there and the 
smallest. I always played in my socks be-
cause shoes slowed me down.

We wore black t-shirts as a sort of uni-
form. Other guys would challenge us from 
other bases or units and try to beat us. We 
didn’t lose many games.

“All right, here’s what we’re going to do,” 
said Elvis once in a huddle. “Johnny you’re 
going to run that way. I’m going to throw a 
pass and hit you in the flat.” 

Elvis hiked the ball, and I ran, and he 
threw the football way over my head like 
I was 6’9”, so I couldn’t get near the ball. I 
came back to the huddle.

He said, “You got a problem with your eyesight?”

“What the hell are you talking about? Man, I’m not 6’9”, I’m 5’ 
7”. You missed that throw by a mile.”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he said angrily. “Let’s get the 
next play.”

The next play, he threw lower, and I caught it.

Most of the time, we’d just call plays on the spot. We didn’t 
practice them. We’d just go to the field, and Elvis would make 
them up right there in the huddle.

Of course, there was always a crowd on hand to watch us play. 
On any given Sunday, we might have 100-200 people following 
us to the field, which was just a few blocks from his house.  

Once, before a game, Elvis and I were standing in the ves-
tibule about to leave. He carefully combed his hair, and then 
asked, “Johnny, do you think I’ll ever be bald?”

“No,” I told him. “I’ll be bald someday, but you will get uglier.” 

He just looked at me. “Let’s go play ball.”

***

Christmas, 1959. Presents stacked across the room to the ceil-
ing and in every corner. They came from all over the world.

Elvis loved Christmas, both giving and receiving presents. He 
gave me a Ronson lighter, which I kept or a souvenir. I read later 
that Elvis’s giving became more lavish and spontaneous through 
the years. That doesn’t surprise me because he thrilled at the 
sight of people receiving gifts.

New Year’s Eve 1959, Elvis threw a big party. During a fast song, 
I asked 14-year-old Priscilla Beaulieu 
to dance. She enjoyed dancing, and 
we were having a great time while 
Elvis was playing pool.

One of the guys came over to me.

“Elvis doesn’t want you dancing 
with Priscilla.” 

“What’s the problem?”

“I don’t know. I’m just doing my 
job,” he said.

“So the big dog’s worried about 
the little dog!” I replied.

Then, I looked over at Elvis by the 
pool table. He looked back. “Big Holly-
wood, guy,” I thought. “I got him go-
ing.”

Sometime later, just to bust my chops, 
Elvis said in front of the guys, “Hey, Johnny, 
I heard you’re a pretty good dancer.”

“Yeah, I’m OK, why?”

“Why don’t you dance for us here, right 
now?”

“I don’t think so,” I said. Everybody was 
laughing. 

We all used to tease each other quite a 
bit. Once in a while, the teasing would go 
too far. There were one or two times when 
Elvis did hurt my feelings. 

I remember on one occasion, I got up af-
ter being hurt and went into the kitchen by 
myself. Elvis came in and put his hands on 
my shoulders. “How are you doing, John-
ny?”

He squeezed my shoulders, and that was his way of apologiz-
ing to me. Because Elvis never apologized. 

***

One night I went to a bar by myself and started drinking big 
German beers. I’d been feeling homesick. Also, I had an ab-
scessed tooth. The only good thing was the extra stripe I’d got-
ten the week before. I finally made corporal. 

Besides me were three big German guys also drinking. 

“You know,” said the biggest one, in English, “all of these guys 
come over from America and they think they’re tough, they 
mess with our women, and we don’t need this kind of company 
in this country.” 

I didn’t react but asked the bartender for another beer.

The big German kept up his badmouthing of Americans. 

 8 vbc | FALL 2023

Elvis and Johnny on the sideline during a 
Sunday football game

PFC Johnny Lang, Infantry Scout
3rd Armored Division
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“Excuse me, sir,” I finally interjected. “I just want to say if it 
wasn’t for you f**** Germans, I wouldn’t be here in the first place, 
and I don’t appreciate your attitude towards America.” 

POW! I never saw it coming. A punch right in my abscessed 
tooth.

I got up to go after him. 

POW! again. 

Now I was down on the ground, and he kicked me in the ribs, 
cracking three of them. 

The only thing that saved me were two MPs on patrol. They 
stopped in the bar, grabbed me, gave me a tongue lashing, and 
took me to the hospital. 

My face looked like a truck hit it. When I got out, I went to see 
Elvis.

I tried to get Elvis to send his would-be Memphis Mafia to 
take care of my assailant. 

“I’m not doing that, Johnny,” said Elvis. “I’ve got enough prob-
lems without getting involved with yours too!” 

I didn’t get any sympathy from my company commander, ei-
ther. 

“I understand you got into a fight, Lang,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

“We’re taking away the stripe you just got.”

“Sir,” I protested, “it wasn’t my fault.”

“I don’t care whose fault it was, Private,” said the captain. 
“When you’re in this country, you’re a guest of the German peo-
ple. Therefore, you’re going to lose your stripe.”

I went into the Army as a Private, and came out as a Private.

Elvis went in as a Private, and he came out as Sergeant. I guess 
it’s all who you know, brother. 

At least that’s what I tell myself.

***

We were in combat training in Grafenwoehr, and Elvis was 
sick, stuck in the barracks on a shivering February day. I found 
him alone, lying in the bunk with the blanket scrunched down 
by his waist.

I sat on the edge of the bed and made small talk. 

“El, can I ask you a question?”

“Sure, Johnny.”

“All the people you know in the world, and all the fame you 
have, why are we friends?”

Elvis said, “I’ll tell you something, Johnny, you and I are friends 
because if I was a janitor, you’d still like me . . . and thank God, 
I’m not.” 

I got up and I took the blanket and pulled it up to his chin. 

“Babe, you take care of yourself.” 

I’ll never forget that.

***

The last day I saw Elvis was a sad one. I got there about noon. 
There was a bunch of guys all standing there in a sort of line, 
saying our goodbyes.

Elvis walked up to me and shook my hand. I tried holding back 
tears and couldn’t.

“I want to thank you for the two years in the Army,” I said. “You 
made my life real nice.” Tears streamed down my face.

“It’s all right, Johnny,” he said gently, “it was my pleasure.”

I didn’t join Elvis back at Graceland after the Army, as a few 
others, like Charlie Hodge, did. Instead, I returned home to 

Michigan, went back to work in the steel mill, and two years lat-
er met my wife. I’m happy the way my life turned out. I became 
a family man, was married for thirty years, had five kids, nine 
grandkids, and wouldn’t change a thing.

At twenty-two years old, I remember thinking to myself, “One 
day I’m going to tell my kids about this.” And boy, did I tell them, 
many times over. 

I’ve seen a lot of entertainers come and go over the last sixty 
years. Some are described as having “incredible talent” or “being 
gifted.” When I hear that, I just chuckle quietly to myself because 
I got a glimpse of the enormous talent my friend possessed.

I’m often asked what I remember most about the King. He 
had a great laugh, for sure, but an even greater heart. That’s why 
I loved the guy.

I’m now eighty-eight years old, and I still keep busy doing jan-
itorial work at Expert Machine Repair, Inc. in Roseville, Michigan. 

When I’m by myself in deep thought, pushing that broom 
around the shop floor, I often think back and reflect on my life. 
I think about my mom and dad, the joy of raising my children, 
how they’re raising my grandchildren, all my dear friends, and of 
course those memorable times with Elvis.

As far as my current job, well, Elvis once told me that he and I 
would be friends even if he was a janitor. Well, I’m proud to say 
we were friends, but I ended up being the janitor.

11am-12pm: VIETNAM THROUGH MY LENS
1st Infantry Division combat photographer Stu Richel

12pm-1pm: VETERANS AT WORK at FEDEX GROUND
FedEx Ground veterans from around the country share stories of service

1pm-12pm: HOLOCAUST SURVIVOR AND FRENCH RESISTANCE FIGHTER
Survivor Kurt Leuchter joins us to share his unforgettable story

2pm-3pm: THE WWII LOGBOOK PROJECT
Our friends Lars McKee from Sweden and Nick Devaux from St. Lucia 
update us with stories from their record-breaking logbook.

3pm-4pm: VETLANTA: ATLANTA’S VETERANS COMMUNITY
Lloyd Knight and Kevin Horgan talk with Atlanta veterans

4pm-5pm: VETERANS AT WORK at FEDEX GROUND
FedEx Ground veterans from around the country share stories of service

5pm-6pm: WWII SUBMARINE VETERAN JULIAN MOSES
Glenn Flickinger speaks with WWII veteran who fought undersea in the 
Pacific

6pm-7pm: THE SOLDIER’S TRUTH: ERNIE PYLE AND THE STORY OF 
WWII
Glenn Flickinger speaks with author David Chrisinger, who walked in 
Ernie Pyle’s footsteps and wrote about what he discovered

7pm-8pm: LIONESSES
Daria Sommers speaks with members of Team Lioness, the first women 
in combat in 2004

8pm-9pm: WWII VETERANS WITH SCOTT MASTERS
Canada’s Greatest History Teacher brings WWII veterans together to 
share stories

9pm-10pm: WALKING GUADALCANAL
Marine Dave Holland, leading expert on Guadalcanal, walks us through 
the battle site

10pm-11pm: NATIONAL VETERANS ART MUSEUM
NVAM Executive Director Giselle Futtrell gives us a tour of the muse-
um’s treasures

SPONSORED BY

November 11, 11AM-11PM
Vet-A-Thon is our annual Veterans Day 12-hour online 

conversation with veterans of different backgrounds, ages, and 
branches of service from around the country.

Join at veteransbreakfastclub.org/events





hree-hundred miles due west of Memphis, close to 
the Oklahoma border, stands a vintage Army bar-
racks with a barber pole fixed to its whitewashed 
clapboard. 

Inside is the room where the “Haircut Heard ‘Round 
the World” took place on March 26, 1958.

The Fort Chaffee Elvis Barbershop Museum preserves 
a moment in history that’s hard for us to imagine today, 
when respectable men can wear 
shaved heads, dreadlocks, or 
even ponytails with impunity. 
But in the 1950s, Elvis’s swoop 
of long hair on top and mod-
est sideburns down his cheeks 
caused scandal. High schools 
banned the hairstyle, newspaper 
editors condemned it, and stars 
like Bing Crosby urged Elvis to 
“take those sideburns off!”

And on March 26, 1958, the 
Army did just that. 

“Hair today, gone tomorrow,” 
quipped Elvis from his barber’s 
chair before 55 members of the 
press.

The moment was a footnote in 
history, but one laden with signif-
icance.

Elvis’s induction into the Army 
removed him from the public eye and changed the 
course of popular music. Elvis’s absence (and Buddy 
Holly’s death, Chuck Berry’s Mann Act arrest, Jerry Lee 
Lewis’s marriage scandal, and Little Richard’s conversion) 
created breathing room for new stars and sounds: Mo-
town, the Beach Boys, and, ultimately, the Beatles.

But Elvis’s induction into the Army also marked a key 
moment in the Cold War, which was a contest of culture 
as much as arms.

That the most famous man in the world had been 
forced to trade his gold lamé for olive drab was a star-
tling signal of the American commitment to containing 

Communism. 

And, unlike prior celebrities, Elvis wasn’t dispatched to 
Special Services to entertains troops. Rather, he was put 
in the 3rd Armored Division in Friedburg, Germany. That 
meant he was standing point in the Fulda Gap, the ex-
pected route of the Soviet invasion of Western Europe 
and ground zero of any future World War III. 

The Soviets were so astonished to see Elvis in uniform 
they thought it was a trick. East 
German Defense Minister Willi 
Stoph called Elvis a “means of se-
duction” intended to lure defec-
tors over the border. 

To counter the threat, the Com-
munists created a rival dance in 
1959, the Lipsi, which was some-
thing like a speedy waltz com-
bined with a rumba in 6/4 time. 
The point was to nip any Elvis-like 
gyrating in the bud by forcing 
dancers into male-led couples and 
away from solo dance floor antics. 
Official East German dance halls 
posted signs: 

DER TANZTEIL IST VERBOTEN 
(Dancing apart is forbidden)

The Lipsi was worse than a flop. 
It was openly mocked, and the 
Communist government’s fix-

ation with Elvis only heightened Rock n’ Roll’s allure to 
East German youths.

In Leipzig and 13 other East German cities, authorities 
jailed teenagers for shouting “Long live Elvis Presley!” as 
they danced in the streets.

None of this, of course, was intended or orchestrat-
ed by the United States. Elvis, along with 142,245 other 
American men in 1958, had simply gotten caught up in 
the Cold War Draft. 

Elvis had dutifully registered for the Selective Service 
11 days after his 18th birthday in January 1953, while the 
Draft was feeding battlelines in Korea.

Elvis Presley receiving his famous haircut at 
Fort Chaffee (AP)

F E A T U R E Elvis cleaning his new company’s sign at 
Ray Barracks, Friedberg, Germany, 1958

when elvis got drafted
by Todd DePastino

T
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With the signing of the Korean War Armistice Agree-
ment in July, conscription numbers plummeted, and it 
took the Memphis Draft Board until 1957 to contact Elvis. 

By that time, he was famous. He’d released three num-
ber one records, signed a major 
Hollywood movie deal, and was 
the most watched act in televi-
sion history. After he passed his 
pre-induction physical and was 
listed as 1-A, Elvis knew it was 
just a matter of time. 

Elvis dreaded the Army be-
cause he feared losing his fame. 
No one in 1957 knew that Rock n’ 
Roll was here to stay. Many con-
sidered it just another fad like the 
poodle skirt or 3-D movie. Singer 
Pat Boone recently admitted he 
thought Elvis would be a one-
hit wonder, going the way of 
The Chords (“Sh-boom”) and The 
Penguins (“Earth Angel”).

“I have no way of telling if my 
fame is fading,” Elvis said later in 
Germany. “You just don’t know. I 
hope the folks back home hav-
en’t forgotten me.”

An assignment in Special Ser-
vices would have kept Elvis in 
the spotlight. Instead of serv-
ing in the ranks, he’d have per-
formed for them, like Glenn Mill-
er and Mickey Rooney had in 
World War II.

It’s hard to believe, but the 
Army in 1957 didn’t think Elvis 
would be much of a draw among 
GIs. “Our studies indicate that his 
basic appeal is to young girls,” 
said an Army spokesman. 

The Navy showed a bit more 
wisdom and tried to lure Elvis 
into uniform with a promise to 
serve with his Memphis buddies, 
perform at naval installations, 
and enjoy his own priority hous-
ing.

But Elvis’s manager, the infamous Colonel Tom Park-
er, didn’t like the idea of Elvis singing on stage for Uncle 
Sam. Such performances would be free-of-charge and 
remain forever in the public domain, meaning no royal-
ties for the Colonel and his star client. 

The Colonel also knew any special treatment by the 
Pentagon would brand Elvis a coddled celebrity and only 
compound his intense unpopularity among those who 
disapproved of his rowdy music, leg-shaking perfor-
mances, and long-haired appearance. 

The best strategy, the Colonel told Elvis, was to profess 
a readiness to serve in any capacity.

“I’m not gonna ask for anything. I’ll do what they want 

me to do,” the 22-year-old told reporters in March 1957.

In the end, he did ask for one thing: a deferral of Basic 
Training for 60 days so he could finish the movie King 
Creole. For Elvis, Hollywood was a hedge against Rock n’ 

Roll. If the music did turn out to 
be a fad, his fame could contin-
ue on the silver screen.

Elvis created plenty of head-
aches for the Army, from the 
famous haircut in 1958 to his 
return from Germany in 1960. 
Every move Private Presley 
made had to be coordinated at 
the highest levels so the Army 
could enforce crowd control 
over swarming fans, reporters, 
and photographers. Elvis was 
bigger than any of his com-
manders or General Staff offi-
cers assigned to handle him.

After Basic Training and Ad-
vanced Armor Training at Fort 
Hood, Elvis shipped overseas 
as a Military Occupational Spe-
cialty (MOS) 133.60, Armor In-
telligence Specialist. He was 
what we’d call today a “Caval-
ry Scout” and drove a jeep for 
the 1st Medium Tank Battalion, 
32nd Armor, 3rd Armored Divi-
sion, at Ray Barracks, Germany.

His first assignment was to 
Company D, where he served 
as a jeep driver for the compa-
ny commander, Captain Rus-
sell. It didn’t last long. Russell 
learned he couldn’t go any-
where without being mobbed 
by German fans. 

The Army then transferred 
Elvis to Company C, where he 
drove for Reconnaissance Pla-
toon Sergeant Ira Jones. 

Back at Ray Barracks, guards 
kept watch 24/7 for girls trying 
to scale the fence and catch a 
glimpse of the famous singer. 

At the Army Post Office, clerks battled a fifteen-fold in-
crease in letters to the battalion from fans around the 
world.

But for the most part, the Army shielded Elvis from the 
public eye. For eighteen months, Elvis was out of sight. 
No performances, no recordings, no TV, and hardly any 
interviews. He’d fallen off the media radar.

Soon, the King of Rock n’ Roll settled into a routine like 
that of other soldiers. He woke at 5:45am and reported 
to duty at 7:00am. He took classes in map and compass 
reading. He washed his jeep and did calisthenics. He 
planted munitions and scouted for enemy mines. And he 
spent his Friday nights scrubbing latrines to be ready for 
Saturday inspections.

Sgt Elvis Presley briefs his reconnaissance team be-
fore moving out toward their objective as part of the 
Winter Shield war games in Bavaria, West Germany, 

1960 (National Archives)

The happiest man in the world says goodbye to 
Germany at his final press conference, March 1, 1960 

(National Archives)
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Army buddy Rex Mansfield says, “Elvis really tried hard 
to be just one of the boys.”

He participated in every training class, every field 
trip, and marched alongside us for hours. Most of us 
usually watched him from the corners of our eyes. 
We were very skeptical and expected Elvis to ask for 
and receive extra attention and favors. But I can hon-
estly say that from the very start, Elvis never asked 
for special treatment. 

As Elvis later put it:

When I came in the Army I was expecting a lot of 
kidding and so-called harassment from the other 
boys. People told me when I got in they would make 
it hard for me. But it was really just the opposite. 
When the fellows found out I was doing the same 
things they were—on guard detail, road marches, 
KP—they figured we’re all alike.

Still, no one would have mistaken Private Presley for a 
regular GI.

First, Elvis had dependents, including his grandmother 
and recently-widowed father, as well as members of his 
entourage. They followed him to Germany, which al-
lowed Elvis to live off base, first in a hotel, then in a large 
house where Johnny Lang would visit every weekend.

Second, as Johnny details, Elvis’s wealth and fame af-
forded hijinks and dalliances beyond the reach of other 
soldiers.

Nothing, however, but returning to Graceland could 
assuage Elvis’s homesickness. Throughout his 18-month 
tour, he was desperate to get back to stage and screen. 
He hoped the media blackout would be a temporary blip, 
and he’d come home the same old Elvis.

That’s not quite what happened. When Elvis landed at 
McGuire Air Force Base in New Jersey on March 3, 1960, 
he was a changed man, even if he couldn’t see it at the 
time. 

He’d met a special girl in Germany—the 14-year-old 
step-daughter of Air Force Captain Paul Beaulieu (and 
biological daughter of James E. Wagner, a Carnegie, 
Pennsylvania, native and Navy pilot, killed in a plane 
crash during World War II). Elvis and Priscilla would stay 
in touch and eventually marry in 1967.

Sergeant Presley (he’d gotten his stripes on February 
11) also returned home with a new drug habit. A fellow 
soldier had introduced Elvis to amphetamines as a way 
to gain energy and stay awake in the field. Elvis took to 
the stimulants immediately and found an Army pharma-
cist willing to prescribe them in large quantities. 

Elvis’s prescription drug addiction grew after his return 
home and would eventually lead to his early death in 1977 
at age 42.

But perhaps the most intriguing change was in Elvis’s 
music. It turns out, Elvis spent much free time in Germa-
ny singing at home, to himself, by himself. He sang to 
keep his voice in shape and expand his range, especially 
to reach and hold notes at the top of the register. He also 
kept up with trends in popular music and debated with 
his friends how much he should expand beyond Rocka-
billy, Country Western, and Gospel. He even made home 
recordings that covered a wider range of music than he 
had ever performed in public.

Elvis expert (and Air Force veteran) Alan Hanson writes 
that the King of Rock n’ Roll returned to civilian life a 
more mature and expansive artist. To his repertoire, Han-
son explains, “he added strong pop ballads, such as ‘Are 
You Lonesome Tonight?’ and ‘Can’t Help Falling in Love.’ 
Combine all that with the pop arias ‘It’s Now or Never’ 
and ‘Surrender,’ and it’s clear that Elvis returned to the 
music business in 1960 as a much more diverse vocalist 
than he had been before entering the army in 1958.”

Elvis’s stint in the Army also sent a powerful message 
about the dynamism of American culture in the Cold 
War. Where else but in the United States could a poor 
boy from Mississippi rise to fame and fortune, then dis-
appear into the Army in service to his country, only to 
return to the celebrity limelight?

In the end, the Army seems to have instilled a deeper 
self-confidence into what was, despite all appearances, 
a shy and awkward young man.

On March 1, 1960, on the eve of his departure for home, 
Elvis gave a farewell press conference in Germany.

“People were expecting me to mess up, to goof up in 
one way or another,” he said. “They thought I couldn’t 
take it and so forth, and I was determined to go to any 
limits to prove otherwise, not only to the people who 
were wondering, but to myself.” 

Elvis’s first movie and record after getting out the Army was 
G.I Blues, which received mixed reviews from critics, includ-
ing this from the New York Times: “Gone is that rock ‘n’ roll 

wriggle, that ludicrously lecherous leer, that precocious coun-
try-bumpkin image, that unruly mop of oily hair ... Elvis is now 

a fellow you can almost stand.”



F E A T U R E

by Daria Sommers
GROWING UP ON THE EDGE OF WAR
The VBC got to know writer and filmmaker Daria Som-
mers through her award-winning feature-length docu-
mentary Lioness, which tells the story of a group of fe-
male Army support soldiers who were part of the first 
program in American history to send women into direct 
ground combat. We screened the film and hosted a 
conversation with Daria and veterans from the original 
Lioness team on June 12, Women’s Veterans Day. Daria 
worked with the VBC’s Shaun Hall to create Lioness: The 
Origin Story Podcast series. Below, Daria tells her per-
sonal story of growing up in Southeast Asia during the 
Vietnam War. Her recently completed novel, Sawadika 
American Girl, is a fictional coming-of-age saga set in 
Bangkok, Thailand in 1968. See more of Daria’s work at 
dariasommers.com.

t was 1963 when Vietnam first tattooed itself into my 
memory. I was six years old. My siblings and I were 
seated on the living room sofa in our suburban New 
Jersey ranch house when my father, staring down at 
us, announced he was done being a town manager 

and had taken a job with the State Department. We’re 
moving to Saigon, he said. The capital of a country called 
Vietnam. He explained his new job at length. Not much 
registered except that we had to get lots of shots and 
Vietnam was as an underdeveloped country that needed 
America’s help.  “What’s underdeveloped?” I asked. 

“They don’t have the modern conveniences we have,” 
my father responded. 

“What about bathtubs? Do they have bathtubs? Will I 
be able to take bubble baths?”

“Don’t worry,” my mother placated. “It will all work out.” 

That was her answer to everything.

Whether it was the influence of National Geographic 
Magazine pictures or wacky Saturday morning cartoons, 
I’ll never know, but my wee brain concluded with pre-
cocious certainty that bathtubs in an ‘underdeveloped’ 
country must be made of mud. The image I conjured is 
as crisp today as it was back then. A reddish brown tub, 
dusty to the touch but remarkably solid. I don’t recall 
being upset about leaving New Jersey but the question 
of whether Vietnam’s mud bathtubs would turn my Mr. 

Bubble bubble bath brown or leave it white and fluffy 
troubled me endlessly.

Two months later, across the Pacific, my concerns 
evaporated. Our new house, a mansion compared to our 
New Jersey home, had six bedrooms, five bathrooms 
(four with shiny new ceramic bathtubs), a twenty-foot 
stocked fishpond, an outdoor aviary, extensive servants’ 
quarters, a spacious yard, and a large swimming pool 
shared with our landlord. 

It just wasn’t in Saigon. A last minute change of plan 
sent my father to Bangkok, Thailand. Another ‘underde-
veloped’ country near Vietnam that also needed Ameri-
ca’s help. That’s how my father described it. The switch 
didn’t seem to upset him. His nonchalance made me 
think the two countries were interchangeable. 

Years later, I learned about the tragic event that pre-
cipitated my father’s reassignment. I was fifteen and 
had begun to glimpse the bigger picture. How America’s 
presence in Thailand was feeding the war effort in Viet-
nam. How the policies that enabled my fantastical child-
hood were responsible for inflicting brutal devastation 
on a country for reasons that, in 1972, no one even both-
ered to pretend were true. But in 1963, that future wasn’t 
on anyone’s radar and would have been, in any case, well 
beyond my six-year-old grasp.

i
Daria’s Bangkok home, 1963 (Daria Sommers)

 14 vbc | FALL 2023



My early years in Bangkok were wonderous in their ex-
tremes. Despite the heat and language barrier, life was 
all-consuming. Each day opened up new dimensions of 
experience. In the cool of morning’s first light, monks 
stopped by for food. Water buffalo sometimes followed. 
The soft knocking of their wooden cowbells made for 
the kindest wakeup call. At Ruam Rudee, the Catholic 
Missionary school I attended, my new friends were from 
around the world: Japan, Pakistan, Egypt, Taiwan, Italy, 
Switzerland. 

One of my teachers was Sister Elizabeth, a French nun 
whose white habit hid all but her an-
cient, sweating face. Another teacher, 
Mrs. Mohan from Sri Lanka, mesmer-
ized me with her colorful saris. 

After school, I took ballet, horseback 
riding and piano lessons. My moth-
er had a dressmaker create clothes to 
our specifications. Anything I wanted. I 
learned to swim and play tennis at the 
Royal Bangkok Sports Club. We attend-
ed Sunday Mass in a Church that looked 
like a Buddhist temple. Afterwards, my 
parents packed us into our giant Plym-
outh station wagon to visit actual Bud-
dhist temples. 

During monsoon season, fish swam 
through our flooded kitchen. In dry 
season, I stayed off the grass because 
of pit vipers. After getting attacked by 
a swarm of red ants, I stayed away from 
bushes too. Once, walking home 
from a friend’s house, I froze. 
A long, thick snake I thought 
was a cobra was slowly slinking across 
the road. I was more fascinated than 
scared. 

Snakes were a fact of life. On holi-
days, my father invited the local snake 
charmer, an Indian man with a beam-
ing, nicotine-soaked smile to stop by. 
When he played his flute two, some-
times three, cobras rose up from wick-
er baskets. With their hoods open they 
swayed to his eerie music. 

I often accompanied my mother on 
her visits to Bangkok’s numerous mar-
kets. She liked the lesser-known 
places where few farangs (foreigners) 
ventured. The finds were better, so 
were the prices. At the Woeng Nak-
hon Khasem, popularly known as the “Thieves Market,” 
the stares directed our way were unpleasant reminders 
that as much as I loved living in Thailand and had begun 
to think of it as home, I was and would always be an out-
sider.

***

In 1965, my world changed. Overnight, our neighbor-
hood filled with so many American families that trick or 
treating on Halloween became worthwhile. 

Many were transplants from Saigon which was no lon-
ger safe for dependents. The others had fathers who 

worked for the US Mission, USAID, CIA, the military or as 
contract workers. The number of U.S. military personnel 
around town multiplied. So did the nightclubs, massage 
parlors and bargirls catering to American servicemen. 
Hotels welcoming GIs on R&R from Vietnam mush-
roomed in tandem: The Prince. The Florida. The Swan. 
The Honey. The Grace. The list went on. 

In a city dense with aromas, even I caught whiff of the 
darkness these changes signaled.

By 1966, adults talked more openly of the fighting in 
Vietnam. My father made a number of trips there. When 

I asked him about it, he didn’t mince 
words. 

“It’s more than a conflict,” he said. 
“American soldiers are fighting to stop 
the Communist North Vietnamese 
from taking over South Vietnam. It’s a 
war I think we can win. Even Thailand 
is under threat. I’ve got projects in the 
Northeast meant to counter the Pathet 
Lao insurgency along the Laotian bor-
der.” 

At ten, I’d learned to listen. My fa-
ther’s words were Gospel. 

Emboldened by his fervor, I wanted 
to meet those fighting this war. 

On Saturdays, I slipped away (easy 
to do since I was now one of six kids) 
and rode my bike to nearby R&R hotels. 
Standing at the entrance, I asked ran-

dom GIs to buy me a hamburger. 
Most laughed at the sight of me. 
But a few times, big brother types, 

indulged me. 

Danny and Coop are the guys I re-
member. They were returning from 
a sightseeing tour when I accosted 
them. The food was good, our conver-
sation light and teasing. 

Where are you from? No, you go first. 

What is Arkansas like? 

Do your parents know where you 
are? 

Yes, we go trick or treating here. Last 
year I dressed up as a clown. 

A clown? You like living in Bangkok? 

They refused to believe me when I 
said I never wanted to leave. They must 

have found me amusing because they ordered another 
round of French fries. But curiosity inevitably trampled 
my good sense, and I pointedly asked Danny, who’d 
mentioned being in the jungles, if he’d ever killed anyone. 

The table went silent. The mood changed. Coop put his 
arm around the back of my chair, leaned in close, sighed, 
and in a church whisper said, “That’s not a question you 
should ask. Ever.”  

I put down my half-eaten hamburger and stared at it 
in shame. 

Daria as Thai Dancer, 1964 (Daria Sommers)
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Halloween in Bangkok, 1965
 (Daria Sommers)



I had my answer, and it felt horrible.

***

In 1969, my father’s tour in Thailand ended. I was al-
most thirteen and heartbroken. Wherever we ended up 
next, it would never compare. Plus, I hated the idea of 
starting over.

After a few months in the States, the posting my fa-
ther wanted, Rio de Janeiro, was denied. Another last 
minute change. The Saigon desk wanted him for the 
Civil Operations and Rural Support (CORDS) program, 
a joint military-civilian effort to get rural populations to 
support the South Vietnamese government. “Pacify the 
peasants” was the idea. Because of the war, my father’s 
orders were non-negotiable. Vietnam or resign. As a civil 
servant with six children, he accepted the assignment.

That’s how, in 1972, at the age of 15, I ended up in Sai-
gon. 

My mom and us kids occupied another palatial house 
in Bangkok while my father took an apartment in Sai-
gon’s Red Light district. We looked 
forward to his monthly visits with 
Christmas-level excitement. His 
high-energy presence was the glue 
that held our divided world togeth-
er. When ‘safe weekends’ were de-
clared, my mom was only too hap-
py to ship one or two of us off to 
him. 

By now, I’d read all about the an-
ti-war movement. A poster on my 
wall said, ‘Make Love, Not War.’ I 
wore a string of raw hide around 
my forehead, covered my arms in 
Indian bangles and lined my eye 
lids with kohl. On the one hand, I 
was against the war. On the other, I 
believed in my father. Working with 
rural populations was his strength. 
If anyone could make a positive 
difference, it was him. He’d never 
doubted himself, so why should I? I 
didn’t see my position as a contradiction. It was how I 
made sense of my world.

There were only three passengers on my Saturday 
morning Air Vietnam flight to Saigon. During our de-
scent into Tan Son Nhut Airbase, I counted bomb craters. 
Taxiing up to the terminal, I scanned planes, helicopters, 
sandbags, barbed wire, and enormous guns hanging 
from shoulders of stern-faced soldiers. The charged at-
mosphere put me on edge. 

The sight of my father just outside the terminal – smil-
ing, waving, happy to see me – calmed me. He whisked 
me through security, and we were off. Brunch at the 
Continental Palace Hotel was followed by a drive into 
the countryside to tour an old lacquer factory. Somehow 
my father knew the owner. After watching the artisans at 
work, we were served refreshments and the owner gift-
ed me a wine and gold colored jewelry box. Aside from 
the candied gasoline smell, it was all weirdly normal. 

Then, on the drive back, we passed two dead bodies 
on the road. Young Vietnamese. They looked like boys. 

Neither of us said anything.

Before dinner at House of the Seven Beefs, we had 
drinks on my father’s balcony. I tried to keep my eye-roll-
ing to a minimum while he subjected me to yet another 
round of questions about school, grades, and my piano 
lessons. 

Then he went quiet. 

In the distance, smoky black plumes from dropped 
bombs curled up into the early evening sky. 

“How’s it all going?” I asked. He swirled the ice cubes in 
his scotch glass before emptying it. Minutes passed. His 
expression twisted into discord. I could feel him sinking. 

“Dad? Dad?” 

 “I don’t know if you remember,” he said in a monotone 
so subdued I had to move my chair closer to his, “but we 
almost came here in ’63. Dale, an old friend, was an early 
advisor here. Great guy. Brilliant, too. He convinced me 
to join USAID and come work for him. At the time, it all 
seemed possible. A month or so before we were to ar-

rive, he and his interpreter met with 
a village headman to discuss aid 
projects. Turned out to be a VC set-
up. They were both killed.”

The moment turned suddenly 
fragile. An old injury resurrected into 
a fresh wound. “That’s so sad,” I mur-
mured. 

“It’s more than sad,” my father 
added bitterly, shaking his head. 
“It’s a waste. This whole thing,” 
he continued, swatting his hand 
against the dirty pink sky, “is noth-
ing but a senseless, tragic waste. We 
shouldn’t be here. We never should 
have come.” 

We sat there until sunset. He with 
his anguish, me with mine. 

***

In the fall of 1975, five months after 
the Fall of Saigon, I started college. My father was sta-
tioned in the Philippines with my mom and younger sib-
lings in tow. 

Where are you from? became a question I hated. 

At first, I answered truthfully, even explaining my fa-
ther’s work. My eagerness to defend his honest desire to 
improve lives was naïve. I didn’t anticipate the backlash. 
More often than not, someone saw fit to condemn my 
father and by extension me. 

USAID was part of an immoral war. 
American advisors were fat cats living large. 
Nice that you had such a great time while so many 
people died. 

I understood where they were coming from but silently 
raged at how easily they denounced me and my family 
when they knew nothing about us. I started telling every-
one I was from New Jersey, sharing the truth with only 
my closest friends. Even then, I was selective about what
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Daria with father, Pattaya, Thailand, 
1973 (Daria Sommers)
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 I said. By the time graduation came, I’d become expert at 
circumventing certain facts of my childhood and some-
times my whole background. So much of what made me 
who I am was hidden away like contraband.

The evening I spent with my father on his Saigon bal-
cony, sequestered in the folds of my memory for so long, 
burst back into my consciousness in the spring of 2008 
through a chain of events I could never have predicted. 

***

After graduating college, I’d 
gone on to become a writer and 
filmmaker and by the 1990s, I was 
living in New York. 

I was there on 9/11 when the 
Twin Towers fell. I wanted noth-
ing more than to bring those be-
hind it to justice. 

But then, in the spring of 2003, 
like many Americans, especially 
those who’d lived through some 
version of the war in Vietnam, I 
found the invasion of Iraq more 
than unsettling.

So did my father. We followed 
the developments in Iraq ob-
sessively. The threat of a Viet-
nam-style quagmire shadowed 
our endless discussions. When 
I told him I was considering 
making a film about a group of 
Army women who were serving 
in combat in Iraq without for-
mal recognition and in defiance 
of DoD policy, he couldn’t have 
been more supportive. As my 
filmmaking colleague and I navi-
gated the uphill battle of funding 
and permissions to make it hap-
pen, my father’s belief in our ef-
forts was unflinching.

Lioness, our feature documen-
tary, received its US premiere at 
the 2008 Full Frame Documen-
tary Festival in Durham, North 
Carolina. The film focused on five 
women – Army support soldiers – 
who were attached to an all-male 
Marine combat unit to defuse 
tensions with Iraqi women and 
children during house to house 
searches. 

In 2004, with the rise of the insurgency, these women, 
without the proper training, ended up fighting in some of 
the bloodiest battles of the Iraq war. Left out of the me-
dia’s accounts, they returned home to a society that was 
both ignorant of the role they played and ill-equipped 
to give them the healthcare benefits and support they 
needed. While the film didn’t take a position on the Iraq 
war, it did reveal the disconnect between the boots-on-
the-ground reality in Iraq and the public’s perception 
back home.

I was buoyed by the film’s reception in the media and 
the big crowd at our Full Frame screening. But mostly I 
was thrilled that the Lioness women’s stories were finally 
receiving public acknowledgement. 

After a lively Q&A, a woman came up and took my hand. 
Her face red with emotion, her eyes teary, she thanked 
me for making the film. She explained that she had been 
an Army nurse in Vietnam assigned to a field hospital. 
Like the Lioness soldiers, she’d felt invisible when she re-
turned home. 

As she detailed her experience 
– a year of near daily trauma, 
working to save young men with 
mangled bodies and wounded 
psyches – her anguish was palpa-
ble. The film’s recognition of the 
Lioness women, she said, made 
her feel seen. I clasped her hands 
with both of mine. My voice 
cracked when I thanked her for 
her kind words.

That night I couldn’t sleep. 
Meeting that nurse, listening to 
her story, provoked something in 
me. My thoughts shuffled back 
and forth like a deck of cards, re-
turning me to that evening with 
my father in Saigon, to his an-
guish, to the sting of accusations 
at college, to that hidden part of 
me. Decades later, the hurt was 
still there, the guilt too. 

I replayed my answer to an 
audience member’s question of 
why I made this film. To make 
sure the Lioness soldiers’ stories 
were heard. True but on a deeper, 
personal level, making this film 
offered me a degree of catharsis, 
soothing my inability to reckon 
directly with my own story. 

After its national broadcast on 
PBS in 2009, Lioness screenings 
continued at women veterans’ 
events, military healthcare con-
ferences, VFW posts, VA hospi-
tals, veteran community centers, 
and educational centers around 
the country. Special screenings 
were also held on Capitol Hill 
and at DoD. The film served as 
an alarm bell for much-needed 

changes to healthcare services for women servicemem-
bers returning from Iraq and Afghanistan. This effort 
was spearheaded, in large part, by a network of women 
Vietnam veterans, most of them nurses, who, during the 
1980s and 1990s, began the fight for gender equity in the 
veterans’ community at large and at the VA in particular. 

I attended most of these screenings and, in the pro-
cess, got to know many of the women who’d served as 
nurses in Vietnam. Over conference dinners, late night 
drinks and car rides, they shared their individual experi-
ences with me and, without filtering myself, I started 

Film poster for Lioness

Lioness women addressing House Com-
mittee on Veterans’ Affairs, 2009 (Daria 

Sommers)



sharing the details of my life in Thailand, my father’s 
two tours in Vietnam and my time in Saigon with 
them. 

While my stories were inconsequential compared 
to theirs, simply being with them helped me feel like 
less of an outcast. My childhood wasn’t contraband. It 
was just my childhood. No one was judging.

By 2015, I had moved on to other projects and was 
surprised when I received an email from Diane Carl-
son Evans, founder of the Vietnam Women’s Memo-
rial, inviting me to speak at the National Vietnam 
Veterans Memorial, The Wall, on Veterans Day. I was 
overwhelmed by the honor, plagued by impostor 
syndrome, and immediately said yes. 

That November 11 was clear blue and crisply cool. 
With the names of those lost carved on The Wall be-
hind me and the faces of those who survived in front 
of me, I told my story. 

youtube.com/veteransbreakfastclub
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FALLEN THROUGH THE CRACKS: 
VIETNAM MACV-SOG VETERANS FIGHT FOR CARE AND RECOGNITION

Shannon Morgan (l) and Peggy Mikelonis (r) represent two 
generations of Army veterans. Shannon served as a Lioness 

in Afghanistan, and Peggy as an Army nurse in Vietnam. 
Peggy has been at the forefront of the network of women 
Vietnam Veterans supporting post-9/11 women veterans.

On our September 18 
VBC Happy Hour with 
Joshua Jacobs, Under 
Secretary of the VA for 
Benefits, VBC Member 
Karen Mihalic shared 
the troubling story 
of her husband Paul, 
who served two tours 
in Vietnam as a USAF 
Air Commando with 
MACV-SOG—“Mil itary 
Assistance Command, 
Vietnam-Studies and 
Observations Group.”

Don’t let the “Studies 
and Observations” name 
fool you: this wasn’t a 

group of professors on an ethnographic tour of Viet-
namese rain forests. 

Rather, the innocuous-sounding title was cover for a 
top-secret, all-volunteer, theatre-wide, unconvention-
al warfare force that took Air Commandos, Army Spe-
cial Forces, Navy SEALs, and Vietnamese counterparts 
across national borders, into enemy territory, and be-
yond the thresholds of official oversight. Their uniforms 
bore no name tags, rank, or insignia. Their weapons had 
no serial numbers. They flew into darkness at the tip of 
the spear. 

Virtually every SOG member was either killed or 
wounded.  Those who survived suffered the further in-
dignity of having their service disavowed by the Penta-
gon. It was not until the 1990s, when books and Congres-
sional testimony revealed the extent of SOG’s decade of 
operations in Southeast Asia, that the government final-
ly admitted to SOG’s existence.

Today, Paul Mihalic is no longer bound by the vow of 
secrecy he took when he entered SOG. He can talk freely 
about his missions.

But, stricken with advanced Parkinson’s Disease, 
speech is difficult for Paul, as is walking, eating, and oth-
er daily activities common to most people.

Parkinson’s is one of 19 illnesses on the VA’s “pre-
sumption” list for Agent Orange exposure. That means 
if you served in Vietnam (or a dozen-odd other locations 
where Agent Orange and related herbicides were used, 
transported, or stored) and you have Parkinson’s, the VA 
will presume it was caused by Agent Orange exposure 
and will provide medical treatment and tax-free disabil-
ity compensation if application is made.

by Todd DePastino

Paul Mihalic 
(Paul & Karen Mihalic)

N E W S



But the VA has repeatedly denied Paul disability com-
pensation because he can’t prove to the VA’s satisfaction 
that he served in Vietnam.

And that’s because his MACV-SOG records are still clas-
sified. Paul’s Official Military Personnel Files are incom-
plete, key records having been removed and kept inac-
cessible.

Paul is no longer able to advocate for himself, but his 
wife, Karen, is smart and tireless in her efforts to win jus-
tice for Paul. 

The issue, she says, isn’t the money. It’s the principle 
that those who served should be acknowledged and rec-
ognized by the VA. And Karen knows that Paul is hardly 
alone.

“I have appealed his claim to the VA Board of Appeals, 
where it has remained in remand and stagnated since 
June,” she says. 

What’s especially frustrating is the VA’s system-wide 
ignorance of MACV-SOG, a product of the group’s three 
decades in shrouded secrecy.

“No one we have encountered in the VA system knows 
anything about this highly classified, covert unit, includ-
ing the judge who heard my husband’s testimony. I have 
asked for assistance from two Congressmen, a Senator, 
and President Joe Biden’s office. They all needed to be 
educated too, yet again, no records.”

Most puzzling, perhaps, is that the VA won’t accept 
Paul’s Vietnam Service Medal (VSM) and Overseas Service 
Bars—both listed on his DD-214—as proof of “boots on the 
ground.”

She’s exhausted every avenue she can think of: the Air 
Force’s Freedom of Information Act office, the Defense 
Accounting Agency, the United States Special Operations 
Command, and the Air Force Board of Corrections. 

No one can explain how a DD-214 with a VSM and OS 
bars isn’t proof Paul was in Vietnam. 

Paul was wounded by grenade in his final mission and 
treated for his injuries at Walter Reed National Military 
Medical Center. But not even Walter Reed will release his 
records out of concern over their classification.

One ray of hope came in 2018 with the passage of 
something called the “Gary Deloney and John Olsen Toxic 
Exposure Declassification Act” as part of the larger 2018 
National Defense Authorization Act.

The act, intended to fix precisely the kind of problem 
Paul and Karen have encountered, was named for two 
sailors whose service was classified, making them unable 

to access compensation for 
their service-related illnesses.

Like Paul Mihalic, Gary Del-
ony had the Vietnam Service 
Medal. He also possessed fi-
nancial statements noting 
hazardous duty pay and other 
evidence of his service in Viet-
nam. But, because his missions 
were classified, Gary never re-
ceived a service connection 

designation from the De-
partment of Veterans Af-

fairs. He died in 2017.

John Olsen, similarly, fought for years to get access to 
his records to prove his exposure to highly toxic carcin-
ogens aboard his ship in the mid-1960s. Olsen took part 
in Project SHAD (Shipboard Hazard and Defense), which 
included tests to gauge the vulnerability of naval vessels 
and personnel to chemical and biological attacks. His 
chemical exposure led to four bouts with cancer over the 
years.

The Toxic Exposure Declassification Act finally allowed 
Olsen to refer the VA to his Project SHAD records for proof 
of exposure. He’s now accessing his benefits and receiv-
ing care from the VA.

This is precisely the kind of legislative action that should 
have unlocked the records Paul needs. But, for some rea-
son, MACV-SOG records were not included in the Toxic 
Exposure Declassification Act’s mandate of disclosure.

Until that happens, Paul Mihalic and other MACV-SOG 
veterans will remain outside the VA system of care and 
benefits. And Karen will continue her fight to honor her 
husband’s service and sacrifice. 

Editor’s Note: All veterans seeking compensation, in-
cluding those who served in the newly designated areas 
defined by the PACT Act of 2022, should contact a Vet-
eran Service Organization (VSO) for assistance in making 
their applications.  VSOs help veterans make VA claims 
at no charge. Once you appoint a VSO as your represen-
tative, it can access any records the VA has on file, both 
military and medical. Something as simple as a tooth re-
pair or a vaccination signed or stamped and dated by an 
attending physician can serve as proof of “boots on the 
ground. For a list of Congressionally chartered VSOs, see 
https://veterans.house.gov/resources-for-veterans/vet-
erans-service-organizations.htm 
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Unofficial insignia of MACV-SOG



The history and future Of 
veterans day

mericans over the age of 75 might remember 
when November 11 was called “Armistice Day,” 
commemorating the ceasefire on the Western 
Front of World War I. The Armistice agreement 
signed between Britain and France on the one 
side and Germany on the other took effect at 

11:00am on November 11, 1918. The so-called Great War 
of 1914-1918 was so catastrophic, simply the cessation of 
hostilities was cause for celebration.

The holiday turned somber in following years, ban-
quets and festivities giving way to moments of silence 
and memorial services for the fallen. Great Britain and 
Commonwealth countries like Canada and Australia be-
gan referring to November 11 as “Remembrance Day.” 

Armistice Day also evolved in the United States as 
menacing new armies marching overseas cast a perilous 
shadow over World War I commemorations. In 1938, two 
months after the Anschluss of Austria into the German 
Reich and in the midst of a Sudeten Crisis that would 
soon see Hitler annex part of Czechoslovakia, the US 
Congress voted to make Armistice Day, November 11, a 
federal holiday “dedicated to the cause of world peace.”

There would, of course, be no peace. War consumed 
the globe on an unprecedented scale. Four times as 
many Americans served in World War II as in World War 
I, and they fought longer and in more places around the 

world than ever before. 

Even when World War II ended in 1945, a looming 
Cold War with the Soviet Union meant that the US mil-
itary wouldn’t shrink to pre-1941 numbers. Preparing for 
World War III through Universal Military Training ensured 
the country’s veteran population would only grow in the 
foreseeable future.

In 1946, 38-year-old civic leader and WWII Navy veter-
an Raymond Weeks worked channels to get a message 
to Army Chief of Staff, Dwight D. Eisenhower. Because 
the US already had Memorial Day, he told Ike, we didn’t 
need another “Remembrance Day” on November 11. And 
given the distance world events had traveled since 1918, 
a federal holiday commemorating the WWI Armistice 
seemed beside the point. Why not, he argued, treat No-
vember 11 as a “National Veterans Day”?

The wheels of DC officialdom ground slowly toward 
the idea. In the meantime, Weeks rallied his hometown 
of Birmingham, Alabama, to launch a “National Veterans 
Day Parade” on November 11, 1947.

“Daddy wanted a 
day to honor everyone 
who had sacrificed and 
fought for their coun-
try. It was important to 
him that all veterans 
were included,” Weeks’ 
daughter recalls. “It was 
something he worked 
night and day on for 
years.”

The work finally paid 
off seven years later, 
when Congressman Ed-
ward Rees from Kan-
sas introduced an act 
as part of H.R. 7786 to 
amend the 1938 federal 
holiday law “by striking 
out the word ‘Armistice’ 
and inserting in lieu 
thereof the word ‘Vet-
erans.’”

A

F E A T U R E
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by Todd DePastino

Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World broke the news of 
the impending Armistice four days early

(Library of Congress)

The Van Nuys News explains 
Veterans Day to readers, Nov. 

11, 1954



Dwight Eisenhower, now President, signed the bill into 
law on June 1, 1954. 

It helped, certainly, that the Armistice Agreement end-
ing the Korean War had been reached less than a year 
earlier. The word “Armistice,” in other words, had lost its 
celebratory and commemorative connotations, while the 
word “Veterans” had grown in stature.

***

Our Founding Fathers would have, at best, puzzled 
over Raymond Weeks’ efforts to honor veterans. More 
likely, they would have condemned the whole notion of 
“Veterans Day.” 

In the first decades of the Republic after the American 
Revolution, there was no Veterans Day or Memorial Day. 
No national cemeteries or war memorials. No veteran or-
ganizations. No benefits or special recognition for those 
who’d served. While the federal government felt obligat-
ed to support widows of officers (not enlisted, at first) 
killed in service and those maimed in battle, it didn’t have 
the funding to do so and usually passed such obligations 
on to the states, which also fell short.

The most a former soldier could hope for was a hand-
shake.

None of this oversight was lost on war veterans them-
selves. A biting set of couplets penned in 1799 by Revolu-
tionary War veteran Anthony Haswell expresses well the 
sense of forgotten-ness:

In Times of War, to God we humbly pray
To bless our arms, and grudge no Soldier pay.
When Dangers over, they are both alike requited,
God is forgot, and the poor soldier slighted.

This traditional neglect of veterans wasn’t a bug in the 
American system. It was a feature, stemming from old 
republican fears of large standing armies and profession-
al soldiers. 

The Founders believed in the republican form of gov-
ernment with leaders appointed and elected to power, 
rather than winning it through inherited title or coer-
cion. The Framers studied history and found that military 
power was the single greatest threat to free republican 
government.  Julius Caesar has crossed the Rubicon with 
his army into Rome and had overthrown the Roman Re-
public. Oliver Cromwell had transformed republican Brit-
ain into a military dictatorship. And, of course, there was 
Napoleon.

As Jefferson put it:

Bonaparte… transferred the destinies of the republic 
from the civil to the military arm. Some will use this as 
a lesson against the practicability of republican gov-
ernment. I read it as a lesson against the danger of 
standing armies.

Americans clung to the hope that the United States 
alone would avert the doom of previous republics by 
shunning a standing army. (The navy, whose power 
stopped at the shoreline, was regarded more benignly.)

Instead of Big Army, Americans embraced local militias 
where every citizen was, in effect, a soldier in waiting. In 
times of crisis, the theory went, men would put down 
their hammers and plows and pick up their rifles and 
swords. George Washington wrote:

Every citizen who enjoys the protection of a free gov-
ernment owes not only a proportion of his property, 
but even of his personal services to the defense of it, 
and consequently, that the Citizens of America from 
18 to 50 years of age should be borne on the Militia 
Rolls.

In other words, military service was simply an obliga-
tion of citizenship. Every citizen a soldier.

This belief lingered well into the 20th century. As late as 
1932, the President of the United States, Herbert Hoover, 
could say publicly, “The nation owes no more to the able 
bodied veteran than to the able bodied citizen.”

But, by then, the year of the infamous Bonus March of 
WWI veterans on Washington, DC, public sentiment had 
shifted. People believed that special recognition and at-
tention were due to military veterans. Local militias alone 
would no longer do. What Eisenhower would later call 
the “military-industrial complex” was starting to grow.

***

By the time President Eisenhower issued his famous 
warning on national television in his Farewell Address of 
January 17, 1961, the United States was producing over 
100,000 new military veterans per year, as draftees like 
Elvis Presley cycled out of their two-year commitments 
in the Armed Forces. 

In 1960, almost half of US men had served in the Armed 
Forces, and the rising generation of male teenagers ex-
pected to do so. Local draft boards wielded enormous 
power over young men’s lives and set the nation’s time-
tables for school, work, marriage, and children.

That world in which many of us grew up—where our 
neighbors, aunts, uncles, parents, teachers were vet-
erans—is long gone. Today, only 6% of adult Americans 
have military experience, the lowest percentage since 
before Pearl Harbor. 

This decline is a direct result of the overall shrinkage of 
the US military over the past 50 years. Before the All-Vol-
unteer Force arrived in 1973, 3.5 million Americans served 
on active duty. Today, it’s almost one-third that number, 
while the nation’s overall population has increased by 130 
million. Only .4% (four-tenths of one percent) of the US 
population serves on active duty.
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To put it in perspective: almost twice the number of 
Americans today are serving time in prison or jail as in the 
active-duty Armed Forces.

This trend will continue. In twenty-five years, as the Viet-
nam generation passes, the number of living veterans will 
shrink even further.

That means by 2050, Veterans Day will exist to honor and 
celebrate about 2.5% of our population. We’ll be searching 
high and low for veterans to thank and to remind us about 
the bonds, benefits, and burdens of military service. And it 
will be easier than ever to forget what November 11 signifies.

The decline in the veteran population has already had a 
negative impact on military recruitment. All the service 
branches, except the Marine Corps and Space Force, are 
suffering serious recruiting lags. 

Part of the problem is that young people aren’t interested 
in the military because they’re unfamiliar with it. And they’re 
unfamiliar because they don’t know anyone who served. 

“The grandpas, uncles, aunts who served just have an ex-
traordinary influence,” reports LTG Thomas Spoehr, Army, 
retired, who now directs the Center for National Defense. 
“You may not think it’s a big deal, but it plants a seed in 
young people. It helps with recruiting.”

Having a veteran in the family is the single most import-
ant factor determining whether someone will choose to join 
the Armed Forces. No wonder veterans increasingly feel as 
if they’re part of a caste, separate and distinct from the gen-
eral population, and often lost in a civilian world that doesn’t 
appreciate or understand their language, values, and ethic.

As military service becomes less common, Veterans Day 
will be harder to sustain, though, I would argue, also more 
important than ever. 

Having Veterans Day on our federal calendar provides us 
with a great potential focal point for a larger effort to ed-
ucate and inspire Americans with candid stories of service 
and accounts of what veterans have gained--and lost--in 
service to their country. 

This doesn’t mean pro-military propaganda or an advertis-
ing campaign for the Armed Forces. The All-Volunteer Force 
is not for everyone. But it can be for many more than it is 
today. 

And those, like me, who’ve never served can still benefit 
from the perspectives and hard-won wisdom of those who 
have. A huge swath of history resides in the memories and 
experiences of our veterans. So, too, does a broader under-
standing of the responsibilities and benefits of citizenship. I 
would even argue that veterans have a deeper understand-
ing of the human condition—the good and the bad, the dark-
ness and the light—than the rest of us.

Veterans have a lot to give. But the wealth of spirit and 
insight they bring can only be activated by a citizenry willing 
and able to receive the gift.

If Veterans Day remains just for veterans, the holiday will 
wither on the vine. There simply won’t be enough veterans 
to sustain a meaningful federal holiday. 

But if Veterans Day can become something larger, some-
thing geared for all citizens, for all of us to enjoy, learn from, 
and connect with, then it can serve as an annual source of 
renewal and inspiration. 

Our veterans’ community is small. But it’s densely con-
stellated around key civic virtues as much needed today as 
in George Washington’s time--service, sacrifice, honor, re-
spect.

Veterans Day is a great occasion to promote these virtues 
so they can be part of all citizens’ lives.
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Veterans Day
Veteran’s Day
Veterans’ Day
Which Is It?

The proper punctuation of “Veterans Day” is a 
not-so-simple matter of grammar.

Grammar is never simple because it’s arbitrary 
and often doesn’t make a lot of sense.

Most people make their meaning known without 
following strict rules of grammar. 

When Woody Guthrie sang, “I Ain’t Got No Home 
in this World Anymore,” no listener went away con-
fused by the double negative or the non-standard 
“ain’t.” And no one was probably impressed by the 
proper one-word use of “anymore.”

Still, grammar errors in public discourse can dis-
tract from a message.

With Veterans Day, the common mistake is re-
ferring to it in the singular possessive as “Veteran’s 
Day.” This construction, on the face of it, doesn’t 
make much sense. Which veteran is the day meant 
to honor? My Uncle Mike? The head of the VFW?

A more logical choice would seem to be the plu-
ral possessive “Veterans’ Day,” a day belonging to 
all veterans.

In fact, Veterans Day is not a possessive at all, and 
no apostrophe should adorn the term. The word 
“veterans” in Veterans Day is used in the attributive 
case, not the possessive, meaning that the word 
functions as an adjective modifying “day.” It’s an 
adjunct noun telling us what day it is. It doesn’t be-
long to veterans. It exists for us to honor veterans.

Grammar lesson over.

See you on Mother’s Day.

by Todd DePastino
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We love to hear from readers of VBC Magazine and view-
ers of VBC Happy Hour. If you have anything to add, correct, 
or rebut, please send your thoughts our way to todd@veter-
ansbreakfastclub.org.

We received several responses to our articles in the Sum-
mer 2023 VBC Magazine about the Battle of the Chosin 
Reservoir. One was the story of Chosin Marine Bob Harbula, 
the other a short piece titled “The Myth of the Tootsie Roll 
Airdrop at Chosin.” We’re grateful for the letter below from 
Chosin Veteran and Marine Colonel, Warren Wiedhahn. 

Tootsie Rolls at Chosin No Myth

My fellow “Frozen Chosin” combat veteran, Bob Harbula, 
sent me a copy of the Summer issue of your VBC Magazine. 
The article on Bob and his, as well as his fellow Marine and 
Navy Corpsmen Heroics, was “Excellent to Outstanding.”

I then turn the page to read that you think the Tootsie Roll 
Airdrop was “Probably not true.” The only thing that keeps 
you from being “boiled in chocolate” by Mrs. Ellen Gordon, 
the CEO of Tootsie Roll Industries in Chicago, is the word 
“probably” which means ... “as far as you knew”! 

I was a PFC in a heavy mortar company in “Chosin.” We 
were located close to the artillery “behind” the front infantry 
lines. As such we provided “working parties” to attend the 
airdrops on the snow covered frozen drop zone’s to receive 
ammo, rations, etc. 

One day an unusual looking pallet hit the ground. As 
we unhooked the chute we recognized it was full of, you 
guessed it, Tootsie Roll Cartons! We quickly broke the pal-
let down for wide distribution but, of course, we stuffed our 
“Parka Pockets” with the delicious (yet frozen) Tootsie Rolls.

 So now, Mr. Director, you know ... “The Rest of the Story!

Warren Wiedhahn
Col USMC (Ret)
National President 
The Chosin Few

We concede Tootsie Rolls were dropped by air at Chosin 
in 1950. We remain skeptical of the claim that “Tootsie Roll” 
was the code word for mortars. - Eds.

On our VBC Happy Hour on August 21, Brigadier Gener-
al (ret.) Chris Petty spoke about his service in Iraq and also 
about his recent book, 12 Battles Every American Should 
Know: Lessons Learned from Lexington to Desert Storm. 
BG Petty argues that these battles serve as landmarks of a 
shared cultural heritage and bind us as a nation. Many on the 
Happy Hour chipped into the conversation with their own 
must-know battles and quibbled about a few on BG Petty’s 
list. Below, retired history teacher Carole Popchock offers a 
thoughtful rebuttal to the whole concept of putting military 
battles in the front and center of our history curricula.

 US History Bigger Than Its Battles

While I agree it’s helpful to know something about key 
battles throughout our history for context, I believe the de-
tailed study of battlefield tactics and strategy is probably 
best saved for our service academies and the US Army War 
College.  

I remember well what US History textbooks used to be 
when I was growing up in the late 1950s and 1960s: a litany 
of names and dates. The names were mostly those of white 
men, and the dates mostly a chronicle of battles. Only in col-
lege and graduate school did I encounter Native American 
history, Labor History, and Black Studies. In my era, there 
was not even a single course on Women’s Studies. These 
critically important subjects were only made possible by 
scaling back coverage of wars and battles in US history sur-
vey courses.

I taught US History, my late husband was a military histo-
rian, and my family is full of veterans. Several of my family 
members died in combat. So I know much about America at 
war. And I urge every citizen to read about and understand 
our nation’s military past. 

But we should never lose sight that our battles were fought 
on behalf of something larger: that thing we call the United 
States of America. If we don’t understand our country in all 
its complexity, diversity, and changing characteristics over 
time, we’ll never grasp the significance of the battles or the 
wars fought in its name.

Carole Popchock

Reader feedback



Back in 2021, we welcomed Navy veteran Chuck Myers to our 
VBC Greatest Generation Live to give a virtual tour of the USS 
Hornet (CV-12). Chuck served as a junior officer on USS Yorktown 
(CVS-10) in the 1960s.  Today, he volunteers as a docent with the 
USS Hornet Sea, Air, and Space Museum and is a member of the 
Aircraft Carrier Hornet Foundation Board of Trustees. Below, he 
tells the story of the Hornet and how it continues to serve an 
educational mission today.

On November 29, 1943, the USS Hornet (CV-12) was commis-
sioned in Virginia as the eighth United States ship of that name.  
By the time she was relegated to reserve status in June 1970, 
she was known around the globe. But her fame didn’t come 
from exploits in World War II, the Cold War, or Vietnam. Rath-
er, it derived from the appearance of four famous men on her 
decks in July 1969. 

The world’s eyes were on the Hornet from the time the Apollo 
command module, Columbia, was sighted coming through the 
clouds with parachutes open, to the moment President Richard 
Nixon greeted Neil Armstrong, Buzz Aldrin, and Michael Collins 
through the window of the Mobile Quarantine Facility (MQF). 

The Hornet went on to recover the Apollo 12 astronauts in No-
vember of that year, albeit with much less fanfare, before sailing 
off to retirement a few months later. 

Today, the USS Hornet is a Sea, Air, and Space Museum docked 
in Alameda, California. The museum features many space exhib-
its, including an Apollo command module, the Apollo 14 MQF, 
and the rare “Biological Isolation Garment” – the “BIG” suit. The 
astronauts of the first three moon landings wore BIG suits from 
the time of their exit from the command module until they were 
isolated in the MQF.

The Hornet’s journey from commissioned Navy ship to a float-
ing museum began in 1970. The Navy dispatched her to the 
Puget Sound Naval Shipyard, where she became a “mothball 
ship” along with many other ships of all types that had served 
in World War II. Her flight deck and hangar decks were covered 
with Styrofoam, although from a distance she would look pretty 
normal to the casual eye.

Nearly 20 years later, the Navy decided that Essex class air-
craft carriers would never be suitable for duty – too small, too 
weak, too costly to bring up to standards – and she was “stricken 
from the registry,” a death sentence in Navy terminology. 

Imagine, a vessel nearly 900 feet long, with a two-and-a-half-
acre flight deck, displacing 40,000 tons when fully loaded as 
“too small and too weak”! But that was the reality – the hydraulic 
catapults could not launch modern aircraft and the flight deck 
could not support the force of landing airplanes that needed 
acreage almost twice as large.

Unwanted, the Hornet nonetheless benefited from the devo-
tion of some industrious and influential folks, including Apollo 11 
astronaut, Buzz Aldrin. They managed to get the Hornet named 
a National Historic Landmark in 1991. 

Unmoved, the Navy sold the ship for scrap, and she was 
towed back to California to become razor blades. 

The ship was saved from such an ignominious fate by a short 
legal battle. In the end, a chastened Navy sold her to the Aircraft 
Carrier Hornet Foundation. 

In 1995, during the 50th anniversary of World War II, the Hornet 
became a fixture at Pier 3 of Alameda Naval Air Station, which 
was closing. Three years later, on October 28, 1998, the USS Hor-
net Museum began serving the community. Some 5,000 guests 
came aboard and pier-side to celebrate the moment. 

The USS Hornet Sea, Air, and Space Museum, a Smithsonian 
affiliate, is the world’s largest artifact of two of the major histori-
cal events of the 20th Century: World War II and the Space Race. 
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HAPPY BIRTHDAY, USS HORNET!

H I S T O R Y

Left: Hornet maneuvering to retreive the Apollo 11 Command 
Module from the Pacific. Right: President Nixon visiting with 

astronauts in Hangar Bay 2, July 24, 1969

The name “Hornet” was established in American history in 1775 when 
the Continental Congress purchased two commercial sailing vessels and 
converted them to 10 gun sloops. With no naming conventions to draw 
on, the two ships were designated “Hornet” and “Wasp” and sent off to 
fight the Royal Navy. 

Over time five more ships carried the name “Hornet” and flew one 
form or another of the evolving American flag. The first steam-powered 
Hornet was a Confederate States blockade runner captured in 1864.

The last of the eight ships named Hornet is the museum ship in Ala-
meda. With a touch of good luck and support from the modern Navy, 
the current “Hornet” will be added to the collection of aircraft featured 
by the museum. In this case, a F-18 jet aircraft.

The F-18 Hornet in flight

W H A T ’ S  I N  A  N A M E ?

by Chuck Myers



HAPPY BIRTHDAY, USS HORNET!
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The Hornet’s immense 
size allows her to con-
tain “museums-with-
i n - t h e - m u s e u m , ” 
dedicated spaces cele-
brating illustrious peo-
ple and moments from 
the American past. One 
space tells the story of 
the 442nd Regimental 
Combat Team and the 
100th Infantry Battal-
ion, racially segregated 
units made up of Jap-
anese-American Nisei 
soldiers. Another space focuses on “African-Americans in the 
Military” from the Revolution to the present. 

Renewal and restoration is a persistent theme aboard the 
Hornet. Our F-4 Phantom aircraft will soon roll out of Hangar Bay 
3 on to the flight deck. We’re also opening “the special weapon 
locker,” which housed a variety of nuclear weapons and were 
closely guarded in the 1950s and 1960s.

In addition to the Hornet’s role as a museum, she also serves as 
an education center for grades K-12, offering unique STEM and 
history classes that use the ship’s unique features and legacy to 
leave a lasting impact on students. What better way to under-
stand the uses of pneumatics and hydraulics, for example, than 
by working in a carrier’s Catapult Engine Room? These STEM 
classes have had the benefit of the close cooperation of the US 

Naval Academy, the US 
Navy Research Lab and 
NASA’s Ames Research 
Center. Almost 10,000 
students studied aboard 
the Hornet in 2022. 

Of course, touring the 
Hornet is a great way to 
get a glimpse of the life 
of a US sailor in World 
War II. If you spend the 
night with our “Live 
Aboard” program, as 

thousands of Boy Scouts have over the years, you’ll see more 
of the ship than the average crew member did during the war. 
You also spend a sleepless hour or two in a bunk designed for 
1940s-size sailors (5’7,” 145 lbs), but you will gain a whole lot of 
perspective.

How do we keep this 
national treasure afloat? 
The answer is through 
a small and dedicated 
staff, which handles day-
to-day operations, work-
ing alongside equally 
dedicated volunteers, 
who work on restoration, 
give tours, provide se-
curity, help with the col-
lections, and operate her 
ham radio station. The 
Foundation also has a volunteer Board of Trustees who provide 
guidance and support.

On November 11, we’ll celebrate Veterans Day, the Hornet’s 
80th birthday, and the 25th anniversary of our museum. Check 
the museum’s website uss-hornet.org for details and join in our 
one-of-a-kind walk-through of 20th century history.

October 1998-Hornet opens as a 
museum at Pier 3 In Alameda, her 

home port in the 1960s

The USS Hornet (CV-8) was also briefly a resident of Alameda 
before she sailed off to launch the Doolittle Raid in April 1942. 
She also was a part of the two task forces that won the Battle of 
Midway in June 1942. That ship, the 7th Hornet in naval history, 
was lost in October 1942 at the Battle of the Santa Cruz Islands 
protecting the beachhead at Guadalcanal. The loss of CV-8 result-
ed in the name of CV-12 from Kearsarge to Hornet.

Our namesake ship is often confused with the one that 
launched the Doolittle Raid, in part because the Alameda connec-
tion is so strong. James Harold Doolittle was born in Alameda in 
1896, hence Doolittle Drive that takes one from Alameda to San 
Leandro, past Oakland International Airport.

 Although CV-12 only arrived in the Pacific in early 1944, her bat-
tle record is largely unmatched. And, despite not being the ship 
that launched Doolittle’s 16 B-25s, she is the only ship to recover 
astronauts from two moon missions.

T H E  D O O L I T T L E  R A I D

       Buzz Aldrin with two young 
ladies during Hornet’s celebration 

of the Apollo 11 mission.

Alan Bean, the 4th man to walk on 
the Moon is greeted by Boy Scouts 

as he returns to Hornet

Jimmy Doolittle launches from CV-8 on 
April 18, 1942

The Hornet has three aircraft carrier sisters and a cousin that 
also serve as museums. The USS Yorktown (CV-10) in Charleston, 
SC, the USS Intrepid (CV-11) in New York City, and the USS Lexing-
ton (CV-16) in Corpus Christi, TX.

Their cousin, USS Midway (CV-41), a carrier generation after 
Essex, is a museum in San Diego. 

This diagram shows the white shape of the Hornet, superim-
posed over the larger Nimitz class carrier shape.



W A R  L E T T E R S

John Bozek
WWII Air Corps

Al Burlikowski
Vietnam Army

Richard “Smacky” Busby
Cold War Navy

Bill DiSabato
Cold War Navy

Pete Edwards
WWII Air Corps

Ed Glenz
WWII Army

Bob Heil
Cold War Army

Donald Maloney
WWII Army

Don McIlrath
Korea Army

Clifford Morton
Cold War Marines

Bill Norberg
WWII Navy

Lou Nudi
Vietnam Army

Don O’Rourke
Korea Army

Frank Rota
Cold War Army

Mike Scuro
WWII Army

Stephen Trbovich
Vietnam Army

Lud Zerjav
Cold War Army

TO THOSE WHO RECENTLY 
PASSED, WE SALUTE YOU.

F I N A L  S A L U T E

Richard “Smacky” Busby

John Bozek

Ed Glenz

Lou Nudi

Mike Scuro

Pete Edwards

Veterans: You honorably served our 
country. Now we want to honor you.

H5533_231795_M
Copyright 2023 UPMC Health Plan Inc. All rights reserved. 
2023_VETSAD_23MC3469754 (MS) 2/9/23  

The UPMC for Life PPO Salute (PPO) plan is a 
great fit for retired military veterans. It has a 
$0 premium and gives you money back in your 
monthly Social Security check.
Find out more today!

Call our knowledgeable Medicare Advisors at 
1-844-284-2526 (TTY: 711) seven days a week 
from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. 

Shop our plans and learn more  
about how UPMC for Life supports  
our veterans. Go to upmchp.us/
veterans or scan this code with  
your smartphone:

Visit us at a UPMC Health Plan Connect  
Center near you. Find locations at  
upmchp.us/connect-centers.



Veterans Aid & Attendance  
Benefit Program 

  
Did you know Veterans and spouses  
can receive up to $2431.00 a month  

to help pay for assisted living and  
personal care services?  

For more information, contact any Juniper  
Village in the region. Juniper helps people  

stay as independent and active as possible by 
offering conveniences such as delicious meals, 
housekeeping, care services, entertainment, 

and transportation. Call today to talk to a  
specialist and schedule a tour. 

  
Juniper Village at Forest Hills  412.244.9901      
Juniper Village at Monroeville  412.380.2589     
Juniper Village at South Hills  412.571.1300 

You were there for us… 
       Let us be there for you



THANK YOU TO THE FOLLOWING FOR 
YOUR RECENT DONATIONS!

I N  G R A T I T U D E

Clara Mae Adams-Ender 
Beverly Albaugh 
Ronald & Karen Altman 
Greg Amos 
Meghan Anderson In memory of John R Bozek
Anonymous 
Merle & Sharon Apel 
Dan Arant 
Bill Areheart 
Ron & Marge Aylward - In memory of John R 
Bozek
Barry Baker 
Kelly Barber 
Victor (Rod) Barnes 
Sharon Parisi-Bass - In memory of WWII Veter-
an Jerry Parisi
William G. Beck 
Dennis Benchoff 
Lisa Bizon - In honor of Korean War veterans
Clem & Pat Blazewick 
Greg Bozek - In memory of my father, John R 
Bozek
Darryl Brednich 
Alan Breininger 
George Brown 
William Brown 
Russel & Karen Bruneau - In memory of John 
R Bozek
Erik Brun 
Jim & Lorraine Bruni 
April Bullock 
Jane Burton 
Nadine Campbell & Ted Sonetsky - In memory 
of Albert Burlikowski, US Army, Vietnam
Lou Caracciolo 
Carnegie Mellon Office of Admission  - In 
memory of John R Bozek
Ron & Marianne Caruso 
Kevin Cathers 
Mike Cherock 
Jeff Chojnicki - In memory of Nick Gozik
Jack Christin 
Dan Cinowalt 
Nancy Lee Cochran 
The Cody Family - In memory of John Bozek
Bob Connor 
Constantine Constantine 
Roger & Angela Cook - In memory of WWII 
Veteran Edward Glenz
Lori Cooley - In memory of John Bozek
Curtis Copeland, Jr. - In honor and memory of 
Korean War Veteran Curtis D. Copeland, Sr.
Jim Coulthart 
Alice Crompton - In memory of John R Bozek
John & Sally Powers Cunningham - In memory 
of WWII Veteran Edward Glenz
Yvonne Cywinski 
Edward Davison 
Ben Dawson 
Morton DeMott 
Jerry & Amelia Dering 
Raymond & Karen DeSanto 

Roberta DiNardo 
Danna Drescher 
Joseph Dressel 
Mary Jo Dressel 
Duquesne Light 
Brig. Gen. Robert Dutko, USAF 
Jug Eastman 
Bill Ebitz 
Bill Edwards 
Rick & Donna Erisman - In memory of Lou Nudi 
and Frank Jarema, ENS LST-1156 59-60
John Erskine 
Marilyn Falcon - In memory of John Bozek
Jim Farrell 
Fred Farren 
Tom Fenerty 
Eric Fenton 
Jessie Ferrari 
Howard Fisher 
Flag Day Picnic Boys - In honor of our WWII 
Brothers, thank you with blessings
Janet M. Fox 
Bob Fragasso 
Howard Fraps - In memory of Joe Zimbicki
Gerry Gaetjens - In memory of John R Bozek
Jay & Carol Galbreath - In honor of Deb & Mac 
50 years
Ron Gardner 
Suzie Gilliland 
Thomas Glance 
Glenn & Donna Goss - In honor of Warren G. 
Goss and his service to our country
Ralph Grabowsky 
Chris, Kathy, Erin and Caitlin Green Family - In 
memory of Stephen M. Trbovich, II
George Green 
Don & Linda Grimm 
Jen & Drew Haberberger - In honor of Deb & 
Mac 50 years
Harvard Business School - In memory of John 
R Bozek
Robby Hedricks 
Patrick Helm 
Elizabeth Anne Helm-Frazier - In memory of 
Johnie W. Helm, Jr., CPL, US Army, Panama
Sandi Higby - In memory of Navy Veteran Nick 
Stanish
Carol Higgins 
Kimberly Hufnagel - In memory of John R 
Bozek. May his spirit live on and May God bless 
your organization
Helen Hughes-Smith - In memory of Thomas 
Scott Smith
Tammy & Paul Humphreys - In memory of John 
R Bozek, WWII veteran and friend for almost 
43 years
Jim & Margie Jamieson - In memory of WWII 
hero John Bozek
Chuck Jenkins - In memory of L/Cpl Joseph 
Escobar KIA 02 June 1967 Operation Union II 
Delta 1/5 Semper Fi
Jerry Jones 
Lynne Kifer-Smith, Terrie Kifer, Bonnie Costellic 
- In honor of Lt. Col. John R. Bozek 1924-2023
Myra Kinnamon - In memory of John R Bozek

Dave Kirsch 
Doug Krall 
Bill Kraus 
Tom Kulikowski 
Gerry Kunic 
George Kutcher - In memory of WWII Navy 
Veterans George Kutcher, USS Yorktown (CV-
10)
George Kutcher - In memory of WWII Veteran 
Edward Glenz
Mary Ann Laudato - In memory of John R 
Bozek
Stewart Lawrence 
Mr. & Mrs. Alan Lawson - In memory of John R 
Bozek
Albert Longden 
Julia Lucas 
Marcia Lynch - In memory of John R Bozek
Gene & Mary Beth Malek 
Loren Marsters 
Ira & Owen Martin 
Mark Matson 
Al Mature 
Charlotte McDaniel 
James McGeehan - In honor of Dennis Stecker, 
Manitowoc, WI, KIA, Bien Hoa 11-15-70
Moni McIntyre 
Sue Means - In memory of WWII veteran John 
Bozek
Sue Means - In memory of WWII veteran Pete 
Edwards
Ena Miceli - In memory of John Bozek from 
your LSS Colleagues
Dennis Miller 
George Milman
Mary Mitchell - In memory of John R Bozek
Michelle Miller 
Jim Mittica
Sean & Anna Murray - In memory of John R 
Bozek
Mike Musulin - In memory of Larry Raymer & 
Frank Liskey, Vietnam Veterans
Donn Nemchick - In memory of Albert Burli-
kowski, US Army, Vietnam
North Catholic Class of ‘64 - In memory of 
James D. Murphy, Vietnam Veteran and Friend
Jake Notovitz 
Charles O’Neill 
Thoimas O’Rourke 
Ethel Parham - In memory of WWII Veteran 
Henry Parham
Scott Patton 
Richard Pescatore 
Michael Peuler
Sonia, Kathy, and Shana Phares - In memory of 
WWII Veteran Ed Glenz
Adam Points 
Guy Prestia 
Tony Presutti 
Robert Prigance 
Vincent & Geraldine Rattay 
James M. Rausch  



Joe & Claudia Reljac 

Gregeory Rice 

Thelma Richardson - In memory of Rich-
ard Richardson

Jim Roberts 

Mark Rosensteel 

The Family of Norman Rosfeld - In memo-
ry of John R Bozek

Fred Rowland 

Ralph Santucci 

Darren, Michele, Elena, & Evan Savikas 
In memory of John R Bozek

Joseph Scatena - In honor of Defenders 
of Korea

John Schulte - In memory of WWII Veter-
an Edward Glenz

Steve Schulz 

Rosemary Schwoebel 

Van Shipe 

Rona Simmons 

Tom Simon 

Susan Smith 

Nancy Smoyer 

Jerry Sopko 

Bill Spanos 

Eric Spinner 

James Stephenson - In memory of John 
R Bozek

Mark Sustarsic 

Stephanie Swain - In memory of John R 
Bozek

Chaplain & Mrs. Andrew J. Tibus 

Harry Turner - In memory of John R Bozek

Hughes Turner 

Kathy Urban 

USS Fulton (AS-11) Association 

Dan & Cheryl Vaughn 

Veterans History Museum of the Caroli-
nas  

Vitalant 

Karl & Carol Voigt 

Bob von Bargen 

Thekla Wainwright - In honor and in mem-
ory of John Bozek with love and admira-
tion from the Wainwrights

Carol & William Ward - In memory of John 
R Bozek

David Warnick 

Sue Watson 

Virginia Weida - In memory of John Bozek

Patricia Wendell - In memory of my father 
Robert H. Richmond

Dick Westerhoff 

Jim & Kristi Wiley 

Gerald Williams 

Hazel Williams - In memory of John R 
Bozek

Joe Wisniewski 

Susan Yu 
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We salute the 
Veterans Breakfast 
Club as they 
capture the history 
of the men and 
women who served 
our country.

Our wish is to respect yours…

4201 Brownsville Road
Pittsburgh, PA 15227
John F. Slater, Supervisor

412.881.4100
johnfslater.com

SPONSORED BYNovember 11, 11AM-11PM
Vet-A-Thon is our annual Veterans Day 12-hour online 
conversation with veterans of different backgrounds, 
ages, and branches of service from around the country.
Learn more and join at veteransbreakfastclub.org/events



WBE CERTIFIED

WWW.HIGHERUSA.COM
VISIT OUR WEBSITE AT

UNIQUE
SERVICES &
APPLICATIONS

INC.

FLAGS & FLAGPOLES
SALES  INSTALLATION  SERVICE

(412) 882-3601

                                            

• American Flags
• Armed Forces Flags
• State Flags
• POW/MIA Flags
• Memorial Flag Cases
• Interior Flag Stands

                                            

ANY FLAGPOLE
STEEL - unlimited height 
ALUMINUM - up to 80’ with 100+ color variations  
FIBERGLASS - for non-conductive requirements
WOODEN - for historical replicas
STAINLESS STEEL - for architectural applications

ANY STYLE
Whether commercial or residential,  

roof set or wall mounted, ground-set or 
shoe base, Unique Services will 

provide you a solution.

COMMERCIAL GRADE FLAGPOLES FOR RESIDENTIAL USE
Designed for high-wind areas; Larger diameters - 

thicker aluminum tubing; 15’-80’ tall; optional finished colors;  
Optional internal or external ropes

ANY SERVICE
Need new shine from an old flagpole? 

Unique Services is your one stop flagpole 
service company. We can  paint, repair, 
weld, clean, or refinish your flag pole.

RESPECTING ALL WHO GAVE SOME,
HONORING ALL WHO GAVE ALL.

RESIDENTIAL FLAGPOLES
Includes Telescoping, Sectional Aluminum, Painted Steel,  

15’ to 25’, Ships UPS, Complete with instructions
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DID YOU KNOW...  
that you can combine military benefits (VA, CHAMPVA and Tricare for Life) with Medicare?

Helping you navigate
through a sea of information

DID YOU KNOW...  
you may be eligible for additional benefits.

By calling this number, you agree to speak with a licensed insurance agent about Medicare products. Neither Medicare nor Medicaid has reviewed or endorsed this information. Not affiliated with 
Medicare or any government agency. I do not offer every plan available in your area. Currently I represent 4 organizations which offer 29 products in your area. Please contact Medicare.gov, 
1-800-MEDICARE, or your local State Health Insurance Program (SHIP) to get information on all of your options. This is an advertisement.

ADVOCATEFORVETERANS.COMADVOCATEFORVETERANS.COM

Veterans and/or their spouse will not lose 
their VA or Tricare for Life benefits 

Medicare plans provide benefits that are not 
typically available to all Veterans and their 
eligible spouses.

Contact Christina Lonigro today to learn more!

Proudly serving Veterans since 2005.

All our Veterans Initiatives Program specialists 
are trained and certified in the combination of 
Military and Medicare Benefits.

Let’s Talk!Let’s Talk!
Christina Lonigro 
Licensed Insurance Agent
(412) 779-7407  TTY:711
Christina.Lonigro@advocatehealthllc.com

jeffersonmemorial.com

L E T ' S  T A L K

(412) 655-4500

C A L L  U S  T O D A Y

LIVE WELL. PLAN AHEAD.LIVE WELL. PLAN AHEAD.

Honoring those who dedicated
their lives to serve our country.

We are here to serve you.

At Jefferson Memorial, your
loved one never leaves our

care. Planning your funeral,
burial, cremation or

celebration of life service is all
available at our one location
for your convenience - and

their protection. 

PITTSBURGH

Colorful Voices
Building Resiliance, Creating Success 

Colorful Voices
Building Resiliance, Creating Success 

Colorful Voices
Building Resiliance, Creating Success 

Colorful Voices
Building Resiliance, Creating Success 

Colorful Voices
TM

TM

PRESENTS

November 5, 2023
Join us to experience the power 
of collaboration as we highlight 

achievements of communities and 
organizations we support. 

Together, we can create a brighter 
future for mental health.

scan this QR code for further information

Mental Hope, Healing in Action

VBC 15TH BIRTHDAY CELEBRATION!
WED. NOVEMBER 8, 8AM -12PM AT RIVERS CASINO
FREE BREAKFAST! REGISTRATION REQUIRED
LEARN MORE & REGISTER AT VETERANSBREAKFASTCLUB.ORG/EVENTS
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