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DEDICATION 

 

Note if you must have your camera with you the first time, make it less conspicuous by 

putting it over your shoulder or tucked beside you if sitting.  

This photographic work is dedicated to the veterans who have served our country and 

returned to a life of uncertainty. I am forever grateful for their willingness to graciously entrust 

me with the most intimate stories of their military experience and the experience of being 

homeless. I hope this body of work will bring a new visual awareness of our country's heroes and 

the hardships they face upon returning from the military and explain the life of a marginalized 

society. 
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STORY SUMMARY 

 Representation of Veterans Who Have Been Homeless is a portrait series that explores the 

life of the veterans who have served our country and later found themselves without the basic 

necessities of a home. The last census revealed 40,000 veterans in the United States are homeless 

with 600 of those homeless veterans living in Missouri. They continue to struggle with health 

needs such as Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, mental illness, health related issues and other 

injuries, just to name a few, from their military experience. These interviews expose the many 

traumas of the homeless veteran. These photographs divulge the weathered bodies of the veteran 

experiencing homelessness and the often simplistic lifestyle they lead on their path to recovery. 

Each photo and story leads to a better understanding and an awareness of the plight of the 

homeless veteran. 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

In 2009, I photographed my first person experiencing homelessness. In the following nine 

years I continued to meet and photograph people experiencing homelessness across the United 

States as I traveled from coast to coast. This work culminated into a small exhibit of 36 photos 

and was shown in six galleries and art centers. Most of my life I have been exposed to veterans 

as my father was a veteran. I seem to have a connection with them although I did not serve 

myself. In choosing a professional project, the marriage between the person experiencing 

homelessness and the United States veteran seemed to be a logical choice. I saw this long-term 

professional project as an opportunity to document visually and through interviews the stories of 

the veterans who had experienced homelessness.  

In the beginning I pursued the possibility of grants from corporate organizations to fund 

this project. After research and discussing this endeavor with Sylvia Jackson, Chief of 

Volunteers at Truman Memorial Veterans Hospital, I decided not to follow this path. Jackson 

wanted me to use the platform of administering the grant through the office of volunteer services 

and while she is quite a wonderful person, I did not want any holds or controls on my vision for 

this project. Therefore, I declined and used the small scholarship I received from a community 

patron administered through the University of Missouri as my supplement for producing the 

project and exhibition of prints. The scholarship was sufficient for the project and I was in 

control of my concept for the work. 

  I interviewed and photographed eighteen veterans who had experienced homelessness. 

The photographic world often dismisses this marginalized society as not anything new, or not 

relevant. I found the veterans who volunteered, to be open and trusting with their stories, no 

matter how vivid they might be. Visually, their physical presence disclosed the life they had led 
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which many times included drugs, alcohol, post-traumatic stress disorder, exposure to agent 

orange, cancer, diabetes and physical disabilities in an environment displaying the minimal 

necessities of life. They had often gone through treatment and were in a subsidized housing unit.  

  The resources for meeting veterans proved to be varied. In the beginning the volunteers 

were residents of Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans which is a transition home for 

veterans only. Many of the veterans go through a treatment at the Harry S. Truman Memorial 

Veterans Hospital and then are placed as space is available, at the Welcome Home facility which 

is a 32 bed unit for men and women. While at Welcome Home veterans are assigned a 

caseworker and often are able to go back into the workforce. Once the veterans can pay a small 

rental fee they often move to one of two HUD housing units, Paquin Towers and Oak Towers to 

transition to independent living. Many of the veterans I met lived in these two facilities although 

other spaces are available for veterans once they are stable. 

  In the past, many photographers have photographed people experiencing homelessness 

and veterans. Most do not take the time to do extensive interviews, listen and record their stories 

for a historical archive. I completed a long involved interview and developed a view of the 

character of each of the veterans. The interview process permitted me to have a more authentic 

visual narrative of their life.  

Photographing and documenting the stories of veterans corresponds with my goal as a 

photojournalist. By meeting and photographing a marginal society, I will be prepared to pursue 

my goal of photographing small-town America; the local family businesses and their owners; the 

roots of the community that seems to never be in the limelight. Through my work on this 

professional project, I gained experience in building trust and gaining access into the most 

important stories of the subjects and then bringing that story to life.  
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After completing the professional project, I now have a better understanding of the time, 

patience and commitment it takes to do a long-term project. Long-term projects are something I 

would like to pursue in the future. It is important to me to take the time to know the people and 

places I photograph and with that understanding, find the best possible way to tell that 

individual's story. This project has prepared me to continue my interests as a photojournalist who 

does long-term projects. 
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CHAPTER 2: FIELD NOTES 

Professional Project Week 1 

This week has been one of getting organized and prepared for the professional project 

concerning my work with veterans experiencing homelessness. I received much good advice 

from the professional photographers that I spoke with on the phone. Each one has a bit of a 

different take on the way their projects work so I can use what seems like it would work for me 

and let the other information be stored for future endeavors.  I spent several hours preparing 

open-ended questions to get the photographers to talk about their work. I found all of them to be 

very open about their work and their lives. Stacy Pearsall who is the photographer for Veterans 

Portrait Project advised me that I need to be secure on the technical aspect of the photo session 

so that my fullest attention can be on the vet. I think this will be easily attainable because I feel 

very comfortable with my gear. Robert Gumpert made suggestions for questions to ask homeless 

people and from his experience, how to approach the different individuals. Gumpert encouraged 

me to shoot without lights. In his opinion, the photos will acquire a more natural feel by shooting 

without lights. He prefers the noise or grain. According to Gumpert, it is essential to be patient in 

the photo shoot.  He said some days he will get several "keepers" and other days he might not get 

any.  

I spent additional time preparing for a presentation at Welcome Home, A Community for 

Veterans.  I waited seven weeks to get on the agenda of their house meetings. This meeting was a 

little disappointing in the fact that not all residents came to the meeting and I only had six sign 

up. I am still very confident because I remember what Gumpert had to say about patience. My 

goal was to get six stories in June and it looks like I will do that, yet I will continue to try to get 

more. I will do a couple this week and then share the results in the commons area of Welcome 
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Home for the others to see. I think once people see this is going to be a cool project, they will 

want to sign up. I could tell from the non-verbal responses that more were thinking about 

researching with me. Again, the experience of Gumpert came to mind. He said it was slow in the 

beginning and now he has a long list of prisoners to photograph. His project has been ongoing 

for 12 years. 

I worked to get the contacts of the therapist who works with homeless veterans at Truman 

Memorial Hospital and will be setting up a meeting with her this 2nd week, 

I took time from my schedule to type out the interviews with the professional 

photographers so that I will have a written form to refer back to much later in the project. I need 

to Skype an interview with Sam Wolson, yet and I have not heard from Michael Stokes. I will 

send him another invitation to work with me. I am hoping that I can get an interview with 

Michael Stokes as he has had a very controversial project photographing veterans with 

disabilities and has experienced social media scrutiny. 

I will be scheduling and beginning my photo sessions in Week 2.   

Professional Project Week 2 

I ran into problems with red-tape this week at Welcome Home. There was a media 

release form that needed to be signed before the interview, and the person that had the form was 

out of the office. I now have the form. The conference room is where they want me to do the 

interviews, and I found out the conference room was not available when my participant was 

available. That is all taken care of now and the conference room is reserved. Participants are 

rescheduled. 

I met with Sylvia Jackson, my contact at Truman. She was very helpful in suggesting 

grants for my project. I have prepared the submissions, and she will advise me on Monday. We 
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have a meeting set up with Sylvia, Jeff Hoeschel and a therapist who works with the homeless 

vets at Truman. The meeting is on Monday.  

I interviewed Chris Swan who was a homeless veteran. The interview went very well.  

Chris shared with me that question number four on my list might evoke frustration on the part of 

a veteran I was interviewing. The question, "What would you do differently to avoid becoming 

homeless," could be quite unsettling for participants because they struggle with this in and outside 

of therapy. Unintentionally, I feel the question is leading and could lead to framing on my part. 

After discussing this with Chris I feel I should either omit the question or rewrite the question for 

future interviews. 

Attached are a few photos that were taken of Chris in his apartment. I would be able to 

photograph Chris again so your suggestions would be appreciated. In looking ahead, I have a 

concern because I am not able to photograph in the apartments of the participants in transitional 

housing such as Welcome Home. I am trying to come up with other places such as their work or 

recreational time with activities for veterans.  Any suggestions would be appreciated. 

 

Professional Project Week 3 

It always amazes me how full the week can be and yet so much to look forward to in this 

project. On Monday I met with Sylvia Jackson. We discussed my first interview, and Sylvia was 

accommodating in making suggestions for the rewrite of question number 4. Her many years of 

experience working with veterans offers me the opportunity to learn and grow as a journalist 

working with veterans. Sylvia is a valuable source and very beneficial in this work. Sylvia and I 
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toured the Veterans of Foreign Wars facility with Jane Hurst, who is a leader in the auxiliary. 

The facility is very open to my doing interviews there and meeting people. The problem that 

arises is that many of the people that I will work with are struggling with alcohol addiction. 

Therefore, this is not a suitable place to meet with them. I do however look forward to being at 

the VFW and meeting more veterans that will lead to references for more subjects. The VFW is 

also a possible venue for the exhibit although Sylvia and I are still looking at the auditorium at 

Truman Memorial Hospital for Veterans on Thursday/Friday for the Veterans Day Service for 

the exhibition around November 9th. 

Sylvia and I worked on brainstorming ideas for funding and grants. I have pursued a few 

and hit schedule conflicts. The grants and funding is just part of the procedure, and I hope to get 

insight from David on Monday as to the ethical nature of pursuing grants for this project. I am 

ready with a cover letter and detailed budget to submit if David gives his approval. 

I completed three interviews this week. The interviews went well. I felt that I was able to 

communicate and earn the trust of the veterans and they were very enlightening. Chris had no 

problem speaking for more than 30 minutes, Holly's interview was a bit short, and Alana was 

right at the 30-minute mark. Holly and Alana were both ready for the photo session, however, at 

Welcome Home I am required to do the photos in the Conference Room or outside. We have 

been rained out both Wed. and Thursday nights. Both are rescheduled for week 4. 

I am learning how this project takes much patience. Acquiring patience is a good step for 

me as I develop as a journalist. I keep telling myself this is a long-term project where quality is 

essential.  During week 4 I am interviewing two guys at Welcome Home and hopefully 

photographing them. Holly and Alana will have photo sessions this week as well, and I will be 

doing a Skype interview with Sam Wolson, a professional photographer who lives in Berlin, 
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Germany. It will be a busy week and hopefully a fruitful week. I have concerns about the 

environmental photographs which I will discuss with David on Monday.  

Professional Project Week 4 

Week 4 moved the project forward with two more interviews and a photo shoot.  To 

summarize where the project is at this point, I am presently working with nine subjects at 

different levels of progress through the project. Some have completed interviews, while others 

have had that first photo session and have a second session planned.  I have four subjects waiting 

for the interviewing process. It is great to feel this interest, yet frustrating that the process is 

moving more slowly than I would like.  It takes time to build trust and to work out the details of 

privacy and protocol.  I am pleased with the amount of trust that I seem to be achieving with the 

subjects. Also, the word is getting out, and I had a gentleman contact me about the project to 

volunteer to participate. The communication makes me super happy to have people expressing 

their trust and interest in my project. The struggle with the photos is finding a place to do 

environmental photos. I have Chris Swan returning to a shelter he once used to share his 

experience with Alana and me will be revisiting where she lived before living at Welcome 

Home.  

The main photoshoot this week was a trust-building session. On my second session with 

Alana she shared with me that she is a transgender woman. I had no idea. Once she knew that 

this was fine with me she opened up and wanted to do the photos. In looking at the photos you 

might see only a female in a dress in "model-type" photos.  I am looking for the visual story that 

explains how this type of glamour is precisely, according to Alana, what brought her into 

homelessness. When she made the decision to transition she was deserted by her family, her 

marriage was ended and she lived in a van. Going to a free lunch at St. Francis she saw a place 
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called Welcome Home and with the help from the services of Welcome Home she has 

transformed her life in many ways. On Monday morning she is going to revisit where she 

camped out before her stay at Welcome Home and on Friday she has invited me to document her 

marriage to Elliot. She moves out of Welcome Home on the 11th or 12th and has agreed to let 

me document her move to her own apartment. I am not sure where this will all lead, however, I 

am sure that it will lead to an iconic photo of Alana and the struggle as a homeless veteran. 

Alana was in the US Air Force as a mechanic on the F15 fighter jet.  
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Professional Project Week 5 

The holiday week was a challenge since many of the homeless vets are also PTSD and 

they avoid the public during this time due to noise. I did get an interview completed and two 

photoshoots. I also had a very interesting interview with Sam Wolson via Skype.  

Chris Swan returned to the old Welcome Home where he was a resident when he was 

homeless.  The facility is closed so I looked for settings outside the building that told the story. 

Chris was in a quiet mood and his demeanor set the tone for the photos. 

 

I attended the courthouse wedding of Alana and Elliot. This was a first courthouse 

wedding for me and the first transgender wedding. I am not sure how any of these environmental 

photos might work in my project, however, this was a great trust building venture and I also met 
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another vet who had not heard about my project.  As I continue to be around for homeless 

veteran events my presence brings curiosity to the subject and I meet potential subjects. Robert 

Gumpert shared in his interview that this was the case for his project in the prison also. Once the 

subjects trust you, others will follow.  

 

The interview with Sam Wolson enlightened me to the fact that it takes time to build trust 

which will lead to the more journalistic photos. The environments present themselves when the 

subject relaxes with your presence. 

I still have concerns of the environmental portrait. Recently I found that I am not able to 

transport residents from the Welcome Home facility.  This makes getting photos of them in an 

environmental setting much harder. If they own a car they can drive to a mutually agreed upon 

location. If they do not have a car, then they must walk or ride with an approved driver 

(counselor or social worker). I will keep pursuing the possibilities and creativity.   

Professional Project Week 6 

In pursuing my ongoing strategy for this project, I reflect on my past experiences.  I have 

photographed homeless people from coast to coast and told their story in photos as well as in 

print and lectures. I have been drawn to veterans because of my experience with my father as vet 

and the mere fact that for some reason, although I was never in the military, I seem to easily 

build trust with veterans. I hope they feel my respect for them and all they have done preserve 

our freedom. This project is the first time I have combined a story of a homeless person and a 

veteran, the veteran experiencing homelessness, and it is a challenge. They are a marginal 
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society that is misunderstood in so many ways.  Homeless veterans struggle from alcoholism, 

PTSD, gender identity and all sorts of mental illness caused by a myriad of reasons. Their 

struggles make my challenge to reach them and follow through with an interview and photo 

sessions even more difficult, yet also so fulfilling. It takes a great deal of patience on my part and 

reassurance, trust and confidence building on the veteran's part to fulfill the interview. Even with 

all of the struggles of veterans not showing up, or not feeling up to a scheduled interview I still 

feel this project is so important and I feel so passionate and fortunate to be the one telling their 

stories. 

Before each interview, I discuss the many forms that need to be signed. I have a model 

release that I use to explain what will happen with the story they share. There are several forms 

from the Veterans History Project and if they are a resident of Welcome Home, a release form 

for Welcome Home. I feel that ethically speaking each veteran has a clear understanding of the 

use and publication of what they are about to tell me. This disclosure is necessary to them, and it 

is important to me as a journalist. I use this time to help them relax and start to share their 

military experiences.  Just before the interview, I ask them to look over the Veterans History 

Project suggested questions and my questions about the experience of homelessness.  They are 

volunteers, and I have the right to pass on any given question. So far the only questions 

requested to be taken off were questions about wartime experience because the particular veteran 

saw no conflict.  Therefore, for them, the questions were irrelevant.  I find them to be candid, 

honest and very trusting during the interview.  

In the future weeks, I hope to be moving away from mere residents of Welcome Home. I 

will continue my relationships there yet due to the barriers of the environmental portrait at 

Welcome Home that I have discussed before, I want to try to spread my experiences beyond this 



 

 

14 

resource. Veterans who are experiencing homelessness have a very short attention span. I prefer 

to spend more time with them, and sometimes I can ask for additional photoshoots as I did with 

Chris Swan and Alana Greever. Other times, they ready to quit after a few shots.  As a 

photographer and a journalist, I feel it is my responsibility to capture their stories efficiently, 

succinctly and respectfully.   

Technically I want to challenge myself to show a broader view of their space. Using the 

lens that will do this is different for every situation.  I hope to be able to shoot a variety of wide, 

medium and tight with each person. I am most interested in capturing their character and 

demeanor, and how that relates to the space around them. As I start to compile more subjects I 

am thinking of the presentation and how this might best be exhibited. Ultimately, a photographer 

would like the viewer to see the photo and know what the subject is feeling, doing or 

representing. With the environmental photo, I feel a few more words are necessary to tell the 

whole story. All of their conversations are archived, and I hope to start pulling quotes from each 

very soon. 

This week's photos:  I brought up a photo of Alana Greever to share. I know I have 

presented several of Alana but what I am looking at in this photo is the dichotomy of a 

transgender woman who wants to dress and feel like a princess (her words) yet her gestures 

sometimes still show masculinity In the photo of her smoking, just the way she holds the 

cigarette and inhales and exhales is masculine while her dress is lacey and pretty. 
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Roger Harden was a subject who heard about my project and volunteered.  I interviewed 

and photographed him in his home. I offer only a few photos that I have edited from the full-

take. Roger is "at home" sitting on his sofa smoking a cigarette. In the photo with the plants, he 

wanted to share how he can take a plant that is almost dead and bring it to life.  Roger shares his 

home with his partner Jane and three other family members. A valued member of the search and 

rescue squad of the U.S. Coast Guard, Roger fell to homelessness and progressed through the 

stages of help at Welcome Home until he was ready to transition to his apartment.  

 

 

Professional Project Week 7 

 

This week was a week to regroup due to a health issue of myself and issues with subjects.  With 

homeless veterans, I am working with a very vulnerable society.  Sometimes I schedule an 

interview or photo session, and they are just not up to it.  Other times they admit they forgot. I can 

only be patient and respect their feelings and not add to their pressures.  Therefore, my strategy is 

to be pleasant and accommodating. 

Other subjects like Billy Joe Culp, II who goes by Joe, are easy to work with and very 

punctual. Joe comes from a homeless situation where alcohol and drug addiction had ruined his 

life to the point of living in a trailer with no electricity or water.  He took a leap of faith in coming 

to the VA hospital in Columbia and going through the programs there.  Joe has been working in a 

program at Truman Memorial and lives at Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans.  He 
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faithfully attends AA meetings every night at 8:00. He is on the road to recovery and says he is 

determined to turn his life around. 

Joe was in the Army National Guard and then the Army.  When he was 17 he enlisted in 

the Guard. On his 18th birthday, 9/11/2000 he went to the Army recruiter and began the process 

to serve in the United States Army.  With the attack on 9/11 by terrorists, Joe felt compelled that 

his life was about to change. He served in Iraq and returned to civilian life and joined the Guard 

again after his tour of duty. In total, he served our country for 8 years. 

The photos submitted are from a photoshoot at Truman Memorial where Joe works.  Since 

I cannot photograph inside, I was looking for a situation where I could get an American flag and 

Joe in the same photo. He is very patriotic. These photos I would consider the "breaking the ice" 

photos.  To extend my work concerning Joe, I have obtained permission to go to the Army 

National Guard facility north of Columbia and take photos of Joe with trucks.  In Iraq, most of his 

duties were driving trucks for the convoys or his 1st Lieutenant.  I think these photos will show 

Joe in an environment where he feels comfortable.  

David Rees and I spoke of my thoughts on presentation.  I am putting together some 

thoughts about individual presentations or some larger photos mounted for display with more than 

one photo telling the story of a person's journey with extended text.  I want to reconnect with a 

few veterans and play with this concept and will submit it in the coming weeks for input. I am not 

yet locking myself into any particular participant or story as I may change my mind down the 

road. These thoughts about presentation are just a way of brainstorming other options for my 

work. 

To aid in the writing of the stories I have scripted the interviews, both the VHP interview 

questions and the questions concerning their experience with homelessness. These scripts will 
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serve to be a reminder of points I want to share about the participant when my final decisions 

need to be made for captions.  

 

Professional Project Week 8 

Work on the project can be like a yo-yo of emotions. I had several meetings set for this 

week, and all of them had good reasons to reschedule. It was a real disappointment to me that the 

final clearance to use the Guard facilities north of Columbia did not get cleared by the state 

department in Jefferson City.  It is still in the works with a target date of August 8th.  Joe Culp, II 

is the subject I want to shoot at the National Guard facility and he is very responsive, so I feel 

confident that I will make this happen.  

Before the project started, I interviewed four professional photographers, Stacy Pearsall, 

Sam Wolson, Rob Shults, Rober Gumpert. I sent out seven requests, and these were the people 

who responded favorably. I have had three text messages with Michael Stokes. He does not 

believe he has anything to offer.  I am searching for another professional photographer who has 

worked with homeless, or veterans or any people who are a part of a marginal society.  If you 

have any suggestions, I am very open to contacting some new people.  

I made several contacts this week and look forward to moving ahead on August 7th. 

(Remember I am off next week.) I am traveling, but I think I have a subject at a homeless shelter 

in Iowa who is willing to participate.  When I return I am presenting again to the house meeting 
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at Welcome Home.  I hope to be able to present to Patriot Place.  I have made the contacts, and I 

am waiting to hear from them. I have some of the people who canceled this week set up for that 

week as well as a person who had dropped out due to family issues plan to join the volunteer 

group again.  

I do find it frustrating to have a week where I do not get the opportunity to shoot. I went 

to the ballpark and photographed the veteran's team to build camaraderie.  I hope that helps. It 

takes time to build trust, and I have to also to trust the volunteers that they will participate when 

they can.  

I have built the trust with Alana Greever, and she is a positive spokesperson for the 

project with the residents at Welcome Home. Attached you will find a preliminary poster size 

print that David and I spoke about last week. I discussed it with Alana, and she is very open to 

me using whatever quotes I need. It is just the first draft. I hope to exchange the photo of her 

lighting up the cigarette with one of her looking at her photo of herself before the transition. I am 

hoping she will be up for this type of environmental portrait. She is also moving to an apartment 

soon so I may be able to photograph that to add to the poster.  
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Professional Project Week 9 

A photographer who works with any clients' needs to implement a concern of trust. I 

have found this issue is even more prevalent when working with a marginal society such as 

veterans experiencing homelessness. It is a combination of many factors in their lives which they 

have shared with me throughout this project so far, of not trusting people in general due to their 

military/wartime experiences. As my latest subject James Dew explained to me, To trust leaves a 

soldier vulnerable both in the military and out."  Sometimes trust, according to James is a matter 

of life or death. In general, I have felt that my subjects have trusted me. They volunteer and open 

the book of their lives and share with me the struggles they have endured in the military and 

since their departure from the military. Addictions, PTSD, physical and mental struggles seem to 

flow from their conversations with me quite easily. For this, I am most grateful. 

I sat across the table during the interview with James (Jim, Jimmy) Dew a 52-year-old 

who served in the Marines from 1985-1993. In answering the question from the Veterans History 

Project suggested questions, "How did service affect the way you relate to others?" Jimmy 

replied, "Trust, I don't trust people who are non-military, civilians," as he looked me square in 

the eye, I felt he trusted me. He told me many things, such as his feelings towards war and the 

story of how he became homeless. He shared his hardships of settling back into civilian life and 

how he fired from working at Target, a job he had before he enlisted because he could not stand 

being around people. When he came back from Desert Storm with leadership skills, they made 

him a department manager, and he could not handle it. He told me how he walked from the edge 

of Calloway County in Missouri to the VA hospital in Columbia because he was homeless and 

he knew they could help him. He dragged his only possessions behind him in a suitcase. I do not 

know why he decided I was "ok," a person whom he could trust, but I am glad he did.  
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Another subject I interviewed was Chelsea Patterson, (photos to come later). Chelsea is a 

young woman with two small children who live with her ex-mother-in-law. The baby was just 

removed from her care two weeks ago. The feelings are raw. Chelsea is a girl with a troubled 

past who joined the military as many young people do because she was homeless and going no-

where.  She left home at 14, dropped out of school and became addicted to drugs. The day before 

her 18th birthday her mother signed the papers for her to join the Army. The Army was tough 

and Chelsea was tough. She told me it was the first time she had gotten herself into something 

from which she could not just walk away. She shared that many times her mouth got her in 

trouble and demoted. Her training was in heavy equipment and she was proud of all the big 

machinery she was qualified to drive. Back in the states was a challenge and a failed marriage 

and the loss of a job with two children to raise landed her in the homeless situation. She resides 

at Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans and is grateful for their help. 

So my thoughts for the week are all about the trust of the marginal community. How can 

I use my journalistic skills for interviewing to bring out the stories that need to shared? The 

interviews offer a time for the subjects to share with me and I want to continue to strive to have 

my photos share a bit of their world with others. 

A concern: The following photos are of James Dew. As a journalist can I allow the 

products to be evident such as the Coca-Cola machine, the M&Ms or the Jim Beam and other 

liquors.  The VFW is Jimmy's world now. He volunteers to draw sodas for the participants of 

bingo at the VFW. He is very assessable, and I could try to shoot other photos of him. It was our 

first meeting, and he was nervous about having me take photos of him with the patrons. What is 

your opinion about how this can be handled? I want to show him doing what he does now. 



 

 

21 

 

Professional Project Week 10 

The three interviews completed this week speak to the diversity and the challenges of 

working with a marginal society. Homeless veterans are very cautious and slow to trust. They 

have many issues that draw them away from the project, often half-way through. They are good 

people who are working to make their lives better. Due to “HIPPA” laws I am only able to make 

contact with them in a small way. Sometimes they leave the facilities before we finish and I have 

no idea where they go.  I asked a Marine veteran if he would visit the "bridges" with me and he 

just laughed.  I took that as a "NO."  I know a police officer that I might be able to ask to escort 

me when he returns from vacation.  

Grady McCrary who will be seen in the below photos heard about my project and since 

we met last year for the Staff Graduate Component where I photographed the Truman Tornados 

softball team, he was eager to help.  He called me and we set up a time for the next day. The 

interview went well and I took some photos of Grady in his environment. His apartment at Oak 

Towers is clean yet represents his many interests of being a minister, a volunteer and his special 

bike made just for him.  We also discussed other photo opportunities when he works as a 

volunteer and takes people out of Truman for fresh air. (Remember I cannot shoot in 

Truman.)  We are also planning to take photos of him exercising on his bike.  It rained last week 

when we planned to do these activities so I will get back with Grady. 
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My second interview was with Chelsea Patterson.  Chelsea was one of the first people at 

Welcome Home to volunteer.  As she transitions through her experience at Welcome Home it 

has been hard to meet her schedule and work within her mood swings.  At first she had her baby 

with her and the baby was not well.  Since then the baby has been awarded to her mother-in-

law.  I patiently waited through this tough time for Chelsea.  Last week she was ready and was 

quite informative in her interview.  I find her to be quite humorous and personable. Again, the 

evening rain kept us from photographing her.  I tried to reschedule, but she said her husband was 

just released from DOC and she was taking the baby to see him.  I hope she doesn't leave 

Welcome Home before I get a chance to photograph her. 

My third subject was James (Jim) Hickey.  He stopped me leaving Welcome Home one 

day and wanted to share his story and do the project. I interviewed him and found him to be very 

articulate and interesting. He is an former Marine who walks to bring awareness to cancer.  An 

article was written about him by the Missourian and Phu did the photography.  In addition to his 

military experience Jim shared his volunteerism to cancer and how he was held up in Columbia 

due to his own health.  He rides a bike or walks every day to keep in shape so we made a plan 

that I would meet him the next day and photograph him on his daily exercise with his backpack 

and sign that promotes his work with cancer. When I checked in to Welcome Home the secretary 

told me he no longer lived there. I am pretty perceptive of when not to ask any questions that 

would be confidential. Later a person at Welcome Home told me he had been discharged.  As I 

was signing out, Jim came in with his social worker.  He said, "It's not going to work for today, I 

will call you."  So far he has not called and I have no way of contacting him as he does not have 

a phone.   
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These three interviews represent the struggle for me to find the stories. I have a concern 

that the project is not progressing as it should although I feel I am making the effort and learning 

so much.  This week I will meet with a representative from the Oak Towers Housing Authority. I 

am hoping they will allow me to present to the veterans who live there. They seem very positive 

about this. I will call Jimmy Dew to make sure he is volunteering at the VFW this week and I 

will go there to photograph Jimmy in action serving the people playing bingo. I will also set up a 

schedule to do more photos of Grady.  When I am at Welcome Home on Tuesday to photograph 

a new volunteer I will check with Chelsea and try to get her to do the photos soon.  

 

Professional Project Week 11 

This week I looked at two former subjects from a different perspective.  I met with Grady 

McCrary and James Dew again. McCrary showed a different, more public side of himself and all 

that he has become and Dew, although still at the VFW was in a slightly different role interacting 

with people. There is great significance in these two shoots in the understanding of the portrayal 

of veterans experiencing homelessness. In the first photos of McCrary we saw him in his home 

alone, sitting in a corner. In the photos last week we see a different personality. He was out in his 

"Sunday Best" helping a patient at the VA who is quite disabled. McCrary has a personal bond 

with this fellow and says he is, "Like a brother." Then he laughs because their skin color 

is remarkably different. McCrary is exhibiting a path of the stages of homelessness which I will 
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describe later. Dew on the other hand, is a man who told me he didn't trust civilians. He is seen 

greeting people at the VFW and engaging in laughter and small talk as he serves them.  Other 

photos that were taken of Dew before his shift began show the opposite personality, isolation. He 

plays pool alone because people don't come around. The Marine tattoo on his bare arm signifies 

his faithfulness to the Marine Corps.  

In working with homeless veterans from different branches of the military and at 

different venues/shelters I have observed the stages of homelessness that seem to be a rite of 

passage for those who find themselves successful. When some veterans find themselves 

experiencing homelessness it is because of drug and alcohol abuse. Either these abuses caused 

the affliction of homelessness or exacerbated an ongoing spiral that is as unique as the people 

themselves. Many of the people at the Welcome Home facility are still struggling. This has also 

been a struggle for me in this project because they are very vulnerable and change their minds 

daily and forget appointments. Some have just left the facility after I have interviewed them and 

we prepared to take photos. One was discharged from the facility. The usual treatment is to first 

enter the drug and/or alcohol unit at the Truman Medical Hospital followed by a secure place at 

Welcome Home. The residents at Welcome Home are monitored closely and their case workers, 

social workers and psychologists are close at hand in the same building. After 

some regular therapy and security of their own room with the nice amenities, the residents who 

are able, get jobs at the VA hospital at $8 an hour. This helps them transition to their own 

apartment which takes them to the next step in the cycle. Due to rules protecting their privacy, I 

am not allowed past the front desk and the conference room when available. This has made it 

harder to talk to them and earn their trust and sometimes merely to find them.  
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This week I was able to meet several residents at Oak Tower, a HUD facility, who are 

veterans who have experienced homelessness.  They seem more stable in their transition than the 

residents at Welcome Home. I sat and just listened to several of them as they shared their stories 

with me on Friday afternoon. Several have agreed to participate in my project and the optimistic 

side of me wants to believe this will also be a more stable environment for me to pursue their 

stories as told and through my photography.  Access to these people is very open once I have 

earned their trust and earning that trust, so far, has been much easier. I also met a veteran at 

Paquin Tower and will return to interview him as well as the meet, greet and listen session with 

anyone who is willing at Paquin. 

  I look forward to approaching the veteran who has experienced homelessness in this new 

stage of their lives. As a journalist I hope to be open and patient to the stages the veterans are in 

and accepting of their needs as they work through their anxieties, mental illness and PTSD. 

Those who are progressing such as Grady McCrary who went through the hospital unit, 

Welcome Home and now lives in his own apartment and gives back to others through his 

volunteerism and his work for his church, exhibit the talents that are hidden beneath a tough 

military experience. A person who works with these veterans said their addictions can be helped 

and perhaps overcome with therapy and environment, but the mental illness, and PTSD stays 

with them and they merely learn to manage it. I felt that was an interesting way to look at the 

veteran society as a whole, and especially the veteran experiencing homelessness.  
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Professional Project Week 12 

Week 12 has been a busy one with four interviews that were very diverse. Through Grady 

McCrary, one of last week's subjects, I met some of the administrators and social workers for the 

Oak Tree Towers and the Paquin Residence. I did three interviews at Oak Tree and one at 

Paquin. The facilities are quite similar, and the residents are similar in their progression of 

returning to a life with a home. The subsidized units allow the tenants to pay a small amount of 

rent for tiny apartments, yet they all seemed grateful for their living spaces.  

Dave Dollens was my first subject. He was a custodian in the dormitories at Mizzou for 

many years. He is a "giver."  He gives his money to those who need it, and he gives his time to 

the custodial work at Paquin. His apartment was full as he has lived there for 16-17 years (he 

does not remember). Many accolades line the walls, and he showed me many news articles 

written about him, some from the Tribune, and some from the Missourian.  He is a spry 72-year-

old with a great sense of humor and very liberal. Dave served in the Navy during the Vietnam 

era. His admiral called him on the carpet once because he had not written his mother in two 

years.  She had to go through the Red Cross to find him.  
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Sean Perry lives in Oak Tree and is still drinking. He had a stroke which keeps him from 

working. He is very unkempt in contrast to Mr. Dollens. Sean does not bathe regularly, and he 

would not let me see his apartment.  He did however, let me see his art. He is very proud of his 

art. Most of his artwork was done in 2012 when he enjoyed a better lifestyle. He grew up in New 

Orleans and worked in the cemetery. Many of his prints have to do with cemetery scenes. He is a 

lonely person and a loner. When I returned to Oak Tree for other interviews, he would be sitting 

alone in the lobby area. I hope that I was able to make him feel respected. His interview was 

open and seemed honest.  

Gary Osborne is the son of a retired colonel and served as a medic in Vietnam. When he 

returned to the states, he became a self-proclaimed hippie and went from town to town only 

working enough to feed himself. He is quite articulate and very positive. His sister who also lives 

in Columbia has helped him, and he speaks very highly of her. Gary also wanted to show me his 

art, and I recognized his talent and ability to put his work together in slideshows to share which 

is something he enjoys. The first day I met him we just sat and talked.  He told me stories for 

over an hour and seemed to enjoy having someone listen. 

Rocky Summers heard of my project at Oak Tree and called me to set up and 

appointment. Rocky was also in the military during the Vietnam War. Quiet spoken and a 

reformed alcoholic, he was candid about his homelessness. For Rocky, homelessness came as a 

result of bad decisions on his part trying to help his mother, and then later returning to a former 

wife. He quit school and joined the Army when he was 17. He passed his GED in 2015.  His 

apartment is quite small yet he enjoys being able to be there with a roof over his head and to 

have a kitchen where he can make his coffee.  
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What I have taken away from this week's work is that I do have the ability to relate to 

different individuals and gain their trust to conduct candid interviews and photographs that show 

the lines of their faces and perhaps bring out the loneliness of their lives. Their stark apartment 

walls and small spaces reflect the minimalistic lifestyle they now lead. They seem happy with 

great attitudes and a lifetime of stories they are willing to share if someone will listen. Many 

times they have said they are happy to help me. If there is anything they can do for me, they are 

happy to do it. Regardless of how difficult life has been for them, they continue to have a 

fighting spirit and positive attitudes. The subjects this week are in a different stage of their lives 

than the subjects from Welcome Home who still struggle and need the caseworkers, therapists, 

and AA to help them daily. We are all in some stage of our lives, homeless or not.  

I had two subjects as "no shows" this week which is something I have grown used to and 

take it in stride now.  They were both from Welcome Home.  I respect their struggles, and they 

may come around to finishing the project. It is always up to them.  
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Professional Project Week 13 

This was a short week due to the holiday, however, I do feel like I made a lot of progress 

toward my project. My first interview on Tuesday was not there. I left a note but did not get a 

follow-up call. I was not surprised. I used the time this week to recruit more participants and 

make plans for the future. I visited my contacts at the VA this week and good things started to 

happen. They have asked me to display my work on Friday, November 9th on Veterans Day. The 

work will be displayed in the auditorium at Truman VA from 1:00-5:00. There will be 

a presentation from 2:00 - 3:00 and I may get an opportunity to speak about my work. They 

expect 150+ people to cram in the small auditorium for the presentation. From 3:00-5:00 the 

auditorium will be open for people to view my work. The VA will be providing refreshments for 

the event. My biggest obstacle right now, other than I want more subjects, is how to hang the 
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framed work without damaging the painted walls. Any suggestions of how to do this are 

welcome. 

I visited Oak Tower again this week and the manager suggested some residents who she 

knew were veterans who were homeless in the past. I also talked with Virginia, a lady I met at 

Welcome Home last year. She was having a bad day due to the approaching death of a good 

friend. She was receptive to the project and willing to let me contact her this upcoming week to 

see how she is doing. I have to be very patient with these veterans who have had such a hard life. 

I feel that Virginia will be a good subject to interview and photograph. In the past she has been 

very open about her military and homelessness experiences. The veterans 

experiencing homelessness are somewhat hesitant to do the interview and photo. I handle this 

insecurity by taking time to share my project with them and then spending time with them just 

listening. Through an added conversation, sometimes on a different day, I build trust with the 

subjects and they seem to open up more readily and are able to relax and share their experiences 

with me in an open and honest manner.  

My interview this week was Brian O'Neil. This was a new experience for me as Brian has 

two service dogs. Max is a ten-year-old German Shephard who is losing his ability to help Brian 

as a service dog. Elsa is his new puppy and is being trained to be a service dog. We went on a 

walk together and photographed "moments" in their apartment in Paquin Towers. Brian's father 

was a military "lifer" and he said joining the military was just expected. He lived in the woods 

for a few months before getting help through the VA in Columbia.  

On Monday I will be meeting with a professional framer to order my supplies for the 

exhibition. I enjoy the work of framing, look forward to the exhibit and can't wait to award the 

veterans the photo of themselves.  
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Professional Project Week 14 

I continue to pursue the subjects for my project, and sometimes they pursue me. It is 

apparent to me that as much as I feel the struggle to find subjects who are willing to be 

interviewed and photographed, the project will be ongoing long after I complete my degree.  

This week my subject was Max. He had called me and set-up the appointment. When I 

arrived, he did not answer the door. I heard the TV, so I was persistent and patient, something I 

have learned throughout this project. Many times the veterans will sign up and then have second 

thoughts and don't show up. Somehow, I felt Max was not one of those. I told myself, "One last 

loud knock." Suddenly I hear a noise from within and could hear Max scooting across the floor. 

He opened the door and was a sight to behold. He is a huge man with long flowing hair. I had 

met him before. I knew that.  Max explained that he had heart surgery four days earlier.  I 

apologized for waking him and suggested that I would be happy to come back. He insisted it was 

fine and he wanted to do the interview. His military influence on his life was not to give up and 
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to keep going no matter what life threw at him. This influence explained his persistence of 

continuing with the interview.  The interview went fine, yet it was hard for him. I cut the photo 

session shorter than usual, yet was happy with a portrait that I took. I wanted to add some close-

up photos to my exhibit and Max with his "scruff," and the weathered look was the shot I was 

looking for to tell his story. I feel I captured his character perfectly.  

I also returned to Welcome Home to see if I could connect with Chelsea, the mother I 

interviewed earlier this summer.  She is gone. The administration said they would deliver my 

note to her. I do not expect her to call me.  Her husband got out of DOC, so I am sure she is off 

with him again, although that is merely based on the fact that the last time I saw her she was 

going to meet him. This response is typical of life for these people living as a marginal society. It 

is so different from my own personal Type A, always committed, do or die mentality. This 

society is one that I believe we all could learn from to understand the plight of the veterans 

experiencing homelessness.  

I also contacted Jimmy Dew for additional photos to tell more of his story of being a 

Marine. We set up an appointment for Thursday. He did not show. Jim is drinking again. Jim has 

not shown up two times.  I still think he will cooperate. It all goes back to patience on my part 

and waiting for the subjects to respond on their part.  
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Professional Project Week 15 

Working with a marginal society of veterans experiencing homelessness finds me in new 

situations each week. The veterans suffer from many illnesses. This week's subject, Jeff, has 

cancer. He is going through treatment and has lost all of his hair, and it has grown back sparsely. 

One can't help but have empathy for a guy that has been through so much. Many of the vets 

experience health needs due to agent orange or other traumas of the military such as PTSD. Jeff 

never left the states and had an office job the whole time. One never knows what fate will hand 

them. Jeff has lived in Paquin Tower for many years and only knows two people's names. He is a 

loner. He reads books that he bought at the Salvation Army for a dime. I prefer the side view of 

Jeff to tell his story. The hair, weathered face, and far-off look.  

I went to the VA on Wednesday to catch Grady taking Randy out again. They also went 

to the cheese truck to buy Randy some lunch. Grady helped him with the purchase. I like the 

photos of the food truck better than the others. It was a bright day, and I struggled to get the 

setting to make sure Grady's face was visible without blowing out the background.  

In addition to the shooting this week I also wrote the first draft of my analysis paper and 

the short stories that will go with each photo at the exhibition. I made a few frames and will have 

them ready to put the photos in on Oct. 5th. The photos that David and I selected for the show 

are printed for the show. (unless we feel they need something) 

I have a few last contacts that I am trying to shoot. I would like to have a few more for the 

exhibition. I will keep striving for this.  
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Professional Project Week 16 

It was good to have a veteran reach out to me this week. As I near the end of my project I 

realize what a tremendous impact working with the veterans have had on me as a journalist. I feel 

I am more open to the stories and people I meet in general and this will impact my career going 

forward.  

I got a call from MacKenzie who said she would like to be a part of my project. 

MacKenzie Wilsoncroft is a transgender woman who has spent time in jail and beat a drug 

addiction. After finding out she would not be able to finish her final semester at MIZZOU due to 

finances and her mother needed hospice care, MacKenzie turned to drugs. An eviction from her 

apartment left her living in her car for most of three years. Pushing a security guard at Walmart 

who was confronting her about stealing a $10 shirt put MacKenzie in jail for almost a year. Her 

mother's severe illness kept MacKenzie a former sergeant in the military from starting the 

transition to become a woman. She did not want to cause her mother stress or to be disowned by 

her mother. She led a life of drugs until recently when getting care from the VA hospital in 



 

 

35 

Columbia. After her mother's death, MacKenzie began her transition. She loves using makeup and 

the tattoo on her arm is a tribute to her mother who wrote her letters weekly while she served in 

the military. 

Recently MacKenzie found out that she has enough credits to graduate with a General 

Degree so she will be able to walk for her diploma in December 2018. Like so many other girls, 

she wanted photos by the columns for her graduation photo. It was fun.   

 

Professional Project Week 17 

I stopped in to measure the auditorium at Truman Memorial Hospital and just happened 

to find another subject willing to be interviewed and photo. This interview topped off my 18th 

person, and that was my goal. Since I had plenty of frames and had time to do this interview I felt 

it was a perfect opportunity.  

Karon Watson lives in Paquin Tower. She has been homeless off and on for several years 

due to drug addiction and an abusive relationship. Karon was a drug addict when she checked 

herself into Truman VA drug program. Now she serves as a CWT and has her apartment. Brought 

up in the church, Karon says she has returned to her faith, and she reads her bible several times a 

day. Known to be a tough "cookie" in her position at the VA it came as a surprise to me, as I felt 

she was very friendly and fun to be around.  
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CHAPTER 3: EVALUATION 

 

I went into this project thinking I had things very well planned after the extensive 

proposal last spring. At first, it seemed like I hit roadblock after roadblock. I accepted the 

challenges I faced, and now I feel proud of the work I have done and the progress I have made 

with my representation of veterans who have experienced homelessness.   

I began my project in May conducting interviews with professional photographers whose 

work centers around veterans and/or a marginal society such as people experiencing 

homelessness. Each photographer shared their work techniques and offered advice concerning 

building relationships with the subjects, earning trust, the time commitments both with the 

individual and the entire project, and patience. This advice proved to be helpful as I worked 

through my professional project. I have looked back on the transcript of these interviews for 

guidance many times.  

Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans 

It took seven weeks to be permitted to present at Welcome Home, A Community for 

Veterans. My contact at Welcome Home turned my project over to a person who informed me 

that I would not be able to go past the entrance and the conference room. The director followed 

HIPPA strictly, and I was not able to photograph in the facilities as I had been allowed earlier by 

the previous staff. I continued to be a guest in their "home" and respected their guidelines. Since 

I could not photograph in the facility as planned I used the information and interests of the 

veterans which I gathered in the interviews to find other outlets that depicted their life and 

character. For example, Billy Joe Culp, II works at the VA hospital and attends AA meetings 
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there. We found a setting that displayed Joe’s patriotism and the place where he works for his 

environmental portrait.  

The summer was slow, and I have to admit I was a bit worried the project would work 

around August 1st when I had so few interviews and photos. It was frustrating to not be able to 

secure volunteers at Welcome Home who would follow through with the project. This challenge 

was a surprise to me and called for some analyzation on my part. I have always had a good 

relationship working with the homeless population and also with veterans. This time something 

was different. As I met and interviewed more and more vets, it became apparent to me the 

difference was not only that the veterans were homeless, but they were suffering from so much 

more than homelessness. The veterans I had worked with in the past were the guys from the 

American Legion who were continuing to serve their communities. These were veterans from 

earlier wars, and while they may have been suffering, they were from the old school where those 

feelings were usually hidden. 

As I worked more with veterans at Welcome Home I discovered today's veteran is often 

grappling with not only the traumas of war but also with mental and physical disabilities. 

Dealing with disabilities causes many to struggle with daily living. Some do not trust others who 

are not their military brothers. Some make commitments they do not keep. Some want to 

volunteer, yet their fears make it impossible.  

Building trust with veterans who have experienced homelessness 

While working at Welcome Home I learned to accept veterans on their journey to 

recovery. Perhaps it is my years of teaching or my other studies in counseling that have led me to 

be able to quickly build a rapport and trust with veterans. I try to listen and show an interest in 

their stories. Veterans seem to respond to to a journalist who is interested in what they have to 
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say. Building trust is not so difficult if you are genuinely interested in their story. The veterans 

seem to sense that it is safe to tell you of their experiences, both in the military and their personal 

downfall to homelessness. My work led me to be more sensitive to the needs of the marginal 

society and not to take it personally when veterans broke an appointment. I came to know just 

how hard it was for them to open up to a stranger and agree to be in front of the camera. I was 

photographing a veteran and after the third photo he said, "That is more photos that have been 

taken of me in the last thirty years."  Then he proceeded to let me take many more.  

 When given the opportunity to work with veterans at Welcome Home I was able to 

develop a sense of importance in the project with each volunteer.  However, due to the 

dysfunction of the veterans’ daily lives and lack of access, I decided I needed to find another 

outlet and not make Welcome Home a sole instrument for my work.  

Moving on to other outlets, Oak Tower and Paquin Tower 

In mid-August, things started picking up. A few veterans who had heard about the project 

contacted me to volunteer for the project. They introduced me to a social worker, Samantha 

Christian, who was very helpful in acquiring some leads on veterans in Oak Towers and Paquin 

Towers, the two facilities that she serves.  

I found the most excellent resource for the project was the veterans themselves. Once I 

broke the ice and earned their trust they were my greatest allies. Grady McCrary is a person I 

met doing a previous assignment. McCrary, a resident at Oak Towers participated in the project 

and would encourage others to do the same. It was a very gratifying experience to earn the trust 

of the veterans. When a Marine veteran looked me in the eye and said, "I don't trust civilians," 

and then continued to tell me the intimate details of his downfall to homelessness, I felt honored 

to be someone he would trust with his story.  
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Women and Veterans from WWII and the Korean War, a weakness 

My previous volunteerism helped keep the doors open with other staff members at 

Truman VA. Sylvia Jackson, Chief of Volunteers, and Kelly Schilling, a recreational therapist at 

Truman, were supportive. They encouraged me and assisted by suggesting veterans who might 

be open to the project. Both Jackson and Schilling were helpful in securing more women in the 

project. I feel the lack of women participating in the project is a weakness. Interviewing and 

photographing a few more women would be beneficial. As I began the project three women 

interviewed and then changed their minds due to personal concerns of protecting their children.  

Jackson and I discussed the need to find diversity in veterans across the wars.  

For example, were there veterans from WWII and the Korean War who experienced 

homelessness? There are WWII veterans living in the VA hospital.  However, they either were 

not, or had not been homeless, and were not physically capable of interviews. This remains a 

concern and a shortcoming of the project. The veterans from WWII and the Korean War came 

home heroes and were able to secure jobs easier than the Vietnam veterans. Therefore, it seems 

plausible they experienced homelessness less than veterans of more recent wars.  

Physical outcomes of the project 

The culmination of the project came together nicely. The administrator at the Truman 

Memorial finally trusted me.  He offered the invitation to display my exhibit of 18 veterans’ 

portraits along with their stories on Veteran's Day in the auditorium at Truman Memorial 

Veterans Hospital. I am prepared to submit my interviews and a photo of each veteran to the 

Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress in Washington, D. C. The Veterans History 

project was enacted in 2000 by the U.S. Congress to archive the stories of veterans for 

generations to hear and understand the realities of war. The subjects who had volunteered for the 
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project seemed excited to be a part of this piece of history. In addition, this project report will 

serve as a model for journalists desiring to work with members of a marginal society.  

What I learned for the future 

If I were to continue this project or a project like this one, I would be more assertive in 

finding the person who could assist me. In making the connections with the audience I proposed 

to study. In the future, I would not stay in one place, for such a long time, as I did with Welcome 

Home. I would branch out sooner and look for that audience elsewhere.  

Through the work on this project, I learned about myself as well as the veterans 

experiencing homelessness. I am now more patient. I know I have the strength to work through 

difficult situations and find solutions to problems and find the story. My strength with this 

project, as with other journalistic work, is my ability to earn trust through listening and showing 

respect for the stories. My previous experience of working with people assisted me in 

understanding and acknowledging the sensitivity felt by each person as I photographed them.  

This project is a stepping stone to my future endeavors. I want to do feature stories and 

long-term projects. These future stories will require me to grow as a journalist while developing 

my skills as a photographer. Continuing to earn the trust of the people I meet will be an 

important aspect of my work. I plan to travel across the U.S. to tell the stories of people living in 

small-town America who might otherwise go unnoticed and forgotten. 

I am grateful to the many people who assisted me in this project. My struggles have made 

me a more persistent journalist. The rewards of trust and understanding were well worth the time 

it took to overcome the roadblocks. This project will be of great value to me in the future, and 

hopefully, the veterans will also feel a sense of accomplishment in sharing their lives through my 

work.



 

CHAPTER 4: PHYSICAL EVIDENCE 

 Each participant in the project was interviewed using the Veterans History Project 

suggested questions, as well as five questions about homelessness. The following photos were 

printed, then double matted and framed in a metal 16x20frame for an exhibition on November 9, 

2018, at the Harry S. Truman Memorial Veterans Hospital. The story of each veteran was also on 

display. It was my honor to be a guest presenter at the Veterans Day recognition ceremony. The 

presentation of work is in no particular order. See the following pages for photos and stories.  

 

Alana Greever 
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Alana Greever 
The United States Air Force 

October 2010 – January 2012 
England 

 
From an early age Alana Greever said she did not identify as male. “I wanted 

dresses, makeup, pretty shoes, long hair, and the admiration that a little girl gets for 

being dressed up or for being cute.” After being diagnosed in 2014, with gender 

identity dysphoria, Greever's world began to crumble and she shares how she found 

herself homeless. 

"It initially started out whenever I came out to my family 

as transgender and started getting disowned by a lot of my 

family because of it. And as a result of it I ended up being 

divorced, and I lost my job. So I had…nothing. I had no 

one. And I wound up in my van for quite some time…just 

sleeping there and going from place to place."  

Greever’s grandfather influenced her to join the United States Air Force. 

Although her grandfather served in the U. S. Army, he encouraged Alana to join the 

U. S. Air Force because he thought it was better to be in the air than on the ground. 

After basic training in San Antonio, Texas Greever did additional training in Wichita 

Falls, Texas where she received technical training as a mechanic on the F-15 jet. 

Once trained, Greever transferred to Royal Air Force Lakenheath base in England, 

and remained in England the entire time of service achieving the rank of E-3 or 

Airman First Class. Alana (whose name has been changed) served as a male in the U.S. 

Air Force. 

Greever discovered Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans, and through 

assistance at Welcome Home she received the support she needed to become herself. 

Alana Greever was married on July 6, 2018, with her daughter by her side.  

In reflecting on her military experience, Greever said the best part of her military 

experience was, "Getting to go to the new places….That was one thing that the 

military offered that was really amazing." 
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Billy Joe Culp, II 
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Billy Joe Culp, II 

United States Army 
2000 – 2008 

Operation Iraqi Freedom, Iraq 
 

Billy Joe Culp, II knew he wanted to be a soldier from the age of five, "My 

dad had done it, and I had other family that did it." He enlisted in the National Guard 

on his 17th birthday. The attack on the Twin Towers on 9/11was also Culp’s 18th 

birthday. Culp felt called to do more. He joined the ranks of the United States Army. 

He described basic training as tough. His drill instructor would break him down and 

then build him back up as a soldier. Culp trained for weapons, grenades, explosives, 

and qualified to use equipment, "If it's got wheels or tracks on it I can drive it," Culp 

said.  Though the training was hard, "It was all good for me." He described the 

hardest part of his service in the military was the time away from his family. When 

he returned home after his deployment to Iraq, his mother knew he was different. 

His military service in Iraq from 2003-2004, had changed him. He came home with 

PTSD and it took him nine years before he would first reach out for help at the VA, 

then another three years before he returned for more help.  

“I didn’t have anything. I didn’t want anything. I had given up on life in 

general. I don’t believe in suicide but I had a lot of days when I woke up and was 

mad I was still alive.”  Culp returned to his home town, Hannibal, Missouri to work 

upon his return from Iraq, married and had two sons. His life fell apart due to drugs 

and alcohol addiction. He lived in an old trailer that didn't have water or electricity 

for several years. In and out of jail, Culp eventually came to Columbia for help at 

the VA hospital and moved into Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans, “This 

place has been a Godsend to me. They brought me in. They gave me a place to stay. 

They helped me get back on my feet again."  

Recently Culp moved into an apartment and found employment at Harry S. 

Truman Memorial Veterans Hospital. He hopes to have a more permanent 

relationship with his sons in the future. For now, he works and attends AA meetings 

regularly.  
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Brian W. McNeil 
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Brian W. McNeil 

U. S. Army 
April 1983 – September 1986 

Fort Bliss 
El Paso, Texas 

 

 “I just loved to march and sing. We would get geared up for battle and it’s 

pretty intimidating when the boots hit the ground.” Brian McNeil grew up in a 

military family. His father, Edward Joseph McNeil, was a career soldier serving in 

the U. S. Army for 24 years. McNeil joined the army to follow in the footsteps of 

his father. McNeil said, “We were expected to serve our country.”  

McNeil left his home in Missouri and after basic training was sent to Fort 

Bliss in El Paso, Texas where he stayed throughout his service. He worked on the 

deployment of the Patriot Missile and was taught basics of survival for the desert. 

McNeil exudes the pride of the military. He said the best part of the military was, 

“Wearing the uniform. Not everybody gets to do it.”  

 McNeil’s leg was injured in an accident while off duty from the military. 

When his unit was transferred to Germany, McNeil was discharged due to his injury. 

Unable to walk well, McNeil was seen as a liability for employers and lost jobs due 

to this. McNeil said, “I lost a job and it was just hard trying to make things work. I 

had my service animal (Max) and I had to try to pay bills.” McNeil lived in a house 

he said, “Was uninhabitable with no water before I moved to the woods with Max. 

”We stayed down there for a while and people would bring me things. I survived for 

about four months, which is not easy.”  His brother, Kevin McNeil, also a veteran, 

helped Brian to learn about resources at the Harry S. Truman Memorial Veteran’s 

Hospital in Columbia, Missouri. Later, McNeil lived in Welcome Home, A 

Community for Veterans, and now has his own apartment which he shares with his 

ten-year-old service dog, Max and his new service puppy, Elsa.  
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Christopher Swan 
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Christopher Swan 

United States Navy 
May 1990 – May 1993 

Desert Storm 
Mediterranean 

 
 “You just know, anything that can happen, they’d have your back and you’d 

have theirs….It’s amazing to just meet somebody and within 30 seconds feel like 

you could say anything to them. They’re your brother….I constantly think about that 

and how it is not the way in the real world. That’s an amazing thing to me. Really it 

is.” 

 

Christopher Swan enlisted in the U.S. Navy after graduating early from high 

school at the age of 16. Swan said, “Their nuclear program was just second to none.” 

Finishing the Naval Nuclear Power School, the youngest graduate as a nuclear 

electrician, advanced Swan to the U.S.S. Archerfish submarine. During the operation 

of Desert Storm, Swan performed duties on a nuclear submarine in the 

Mediterranean region.  

  

After Swan’s military service he traveled all over the United States visiting 

friends he had met in the military and also made a stop to see his family in Missouri. 

Eventually, he went out west and settled in California. Finding success in business 

was easy for Swan with his keen mind and the detail orientated experience of the 

navy. An accident that resulted in a brain injury led him to homelessness several 

times. Therapy and time away from work soon ate through all of Swan’s savings. 

While in a coma he lost all of his belongings due to rent not being paid. When he 

recovered, he had nothing. Swan shared, “That’s why it bothers me so much. I was 

someone who worked hard. I saved my money. I did everything that you are 

supposed to do, and just by the chance of the way events happen, it didn’t matter.” 

Swan lived with a brother before moving to the first Welcome Home facility in 

Columbia. Through the help of Welcome Home and the Truman Memorial Veterans 

Hospital, Swan has found a job serving his fellow veterans in the Volunteer Services 

Office.  
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David Dollens 

The United States Navy 
January 1960 - May 1966 

Vietnam War, Cuban Crisis, Bay of Pigs, The uprising in Santa Domingo 
Vietnam & Europe 

 
 

  Dave Dollens grew up in a family of 14 children. All seven boys joined the 

military. Coming from a large family where he says his father abusively beat his 

children, the military lifestyle was easy for Dollens, "I could take orders. I didn't 

want to make no trouble." After his basic training near Chicago, Illinois. Dollens 

was sent to Annapolis, Maryland for further training and then off to Vietnam. He 

duty was on a ship in the bay that fired toward the mainland. Dollens said, "Hell you 

didn't know what you were hittin. Who knows?" The loud noise from the guns 

caused damage to Dollens' ears which has been a liability for the rest of his life. Due 

to a hearing loss, he could not pass physical exams to get a good paying job.  

  Returning to his hometown of Mexico, Missouri after his tour of duty, Dollens 

worked for his parents in the pizza parlor they owned. He said, "By that time I had 

grown up and me and my dad were getting along pretty good." His parents went on 

a vacation and came back to Dollens having a party in the restaurant. They kicked 

him out. Dollens sought work in Iowa where he married a woman with a child. The 

marriage failed, and he went back to Missouri. The job market was terrible in the 

70s, and he was out of work. He was evicted in his own community and spent three 

days in a homeless shelter in Columbia before he was kicked out on Christmas Eve. 

He went to live in Stephens Park. Later, while running a soup kitchen in downtown 

Columbia, a man offered him a job at Mizzou as a custodian. He held this job for 20 

years. Generous throughout his life, Dollens invited the poor children for pizza on 

his birthday many times. He has lived in the same small apartment in Paquin Towers 

for seventeen years. Awards and plaques entirely cover the walls. A photo of Dollens 

when he was in the navy is one of his favorites.  
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Gary Osborn 

The United States Army 
January 1969 – December 1971 

Vietnam War, Vietnam 
 

 “I am not going to be out there killing people. It’s not the way I do business,” 

Gary Osborn said to his commanding officer, “I’m not doing that gun toting thing, 

ok, do we understand that?” Gary Osborn joined the military as a conscientious 

objector during the Vietnam War to help save lives. He felt called to serve, yet he 

did not want to harm anyone. 

Osborn grew up in a military family. His father retired as a colonel from the 

U. S. Air Force. Osborn did his basic training at Fort Benning in Georgia before 

being sent to Fort Sam Houston. Osborn earned the rank of E-4 and was sent to 

Saigon, Vietnam as a field medic, “I was about as close to combat as you can get 

because I went out on the medi-vac. We would pick up the injured and sometimes 

we would pick up bodies.” Osborn liked helping people and he liked being in Saigon 

because when off-duty he could travel anywhere. Ironically, his family moved to 

Saigon for his father’s work after retirement and during the Vietnam War. Osborn 

was able to go down the main street of Saigon to have dinner with his family.  

 After his tour of duty in Vietnam Osborn returned to his birth-state, California. 

He didn’t identify himself as homeless, “The important thing to me was having a 

direction.” After traveling for some time, Osborn ended up in Corpus Christi, Texas 

at a shelter. “After staying there for about a year the people at the shelter said to me, 

‘We need somebody to run our coffee house.’ I said, ‘Oh, I think we can make that 

work.” People in shelters often get asked to leave after breakfast and cannot return 

until the evening meal. Many homeless people would go to the coffee shop. Osborn 

was successful at the coffee shop. A talented artist, Osborn had the opportunity to 

put his artwork on the walls of the coffee shop. He didn’t want or know about the 

benefits of being a veteran until more recently when his brother shared the 

opportunities for help at the VA hospitals. Osborn lives in his own apartment and 

enjoys working with his artistic talents on his computer. His sister, who lives in 

Columbia helped him furnish his apartment. 
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Grady McCrary 
United States Army 

March 1974 – June 1975 
Cold War Amberg, Germany 

 
At 18, Grady McCrary slipped away and joined the Army. When his mother 

found out, “She wasn’t all that surprised because she said she had a feeling all along 

that I would join the military.” Grady McCrary grew up in Columbus, Mississippi 

where the young men going into the military were highly respected. Three of his 

brothers, Frank, James and Leroy also served in the military. After basic training to 

be a supply clerk, McCrary shipped out to Amberg, Germany where, “I was able to 

meet many people from all walks of life and many parts of the United States, and I 

to be frank and fair, I bonded with everyone I met.” The hardest part of the military 

according to McCrary was, "Obeying orders." He continued, "I did not see early on, 

being so young, I did not see the significance in the protocol." Speaking of the 

military lifestyle and how he changed, McCrary said, ‘It gave me the initiative to get 

up and go after whatever I was trying to achieve. Maybe I didn't succeed all the time, 

but the military gave me that drive to go forward, to move, to adapt." 

“I was homeless in the past. I mean sleepin’ here and there, in abandoned 

houses mostly in St. Louis.” McCrary’s addictions led to him being incarcerated for 

a time. McCrary attributes his success of pulling himself out of addiction and 

homelessness to the help he received from the VA hospital in Columbia. He came 

to Columbia and was in the homeless unit at the VA hospital until he went to the 

first Welcome Home to live. They assisted him in getting off drugs and alcohol. He 

has been clean for several years now.  

 "There is one thing I like doing for the VA. I like volunteering. I am going 

now on my fourth year."  McCrary likes to give back and help others. He is active 

in his church and has become a minister. Following McCrary around the VA in 

Columbia as he performs his volunteer duties, it seems that everyone knows him. He 

takes his friend Randy Outon out for fresh air and a cigarette. McCrary jokes in the 

elevator, "This is Randy. He is my brother from another mother."  
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James Dew 
United States Marine Corps 
February 1985 – May 1993 
Desert Shield/ Desert Storm 

Kuwait 
 

 James Dew joined the Marine Corps because, “They are the best! You know 

the dress blues got me!” He joined the military voluntarily in February of 1985. Dew 

served as a reservist in the U.S. Marine Corps as a part of the infantry unit out of 

Des Moines, Iowa. The unit was called for deployment during Desert Storm and 

Desert Shield. Skilled in radio communications, Dew was the radio person for his 

unit and also was trained on the M16A1, M16A2, M16A2 with a grenade launcher 

and the M2458 automatic weapon. While serving, Dew suffered a traumatic brain 

injury which led to problems of adjustment upon his return. Dew would return to his 

former job at Target where the stress of leadership was too traumatic and he walked 

out.  

 As the primary caregiver of his parents, Dew took care of his parents until 

they died, ten days apart. With the sale of his parent’s home, Dew was homeless. He 

moved to Colorado to live with his brother. When the brother moved to Fulton, 

Missouri, Dew tagged along but then, “I got in an argument with his wife and she 

kicked me out of the house,” Dew said.   

Finding himself homeless Dew said,  

“I walked from the Callaway/Boone County line all the 

way to the VA hospital dragging a suitcase down the 

Interstate. Luckily I was in the VA system in Columbia 

and I knew they had a homeless program. So I knew that 

is where I need to go for help, and I got help there.” 

Dew thinks the media can do more to help the veteran experiencing 

homelessness. Dew continued, “They do it (help) around Christmas time and then 

forget about the rest of the year.” Dew now lives in Columbia with a roommate and 

has done volunteer work at the VA hospital and the VFW in Columbia.  
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Jeff Dunckel 

The United States Marine Corps 
June 1979 – December 1981 

California, Virginia, Japan, North Carolina 
 

"It's travel, it's education, it's life experiences, it's memories that you are gonna 

remember for the rest of your life. Everybody ought to give it a try."  Jeff Dunckel 

joined the United States Marine Corps when he turned 17. His parents had to sign 

for him to join. After boot camp, he was assigned to the Marine Corps base Quantico 

near Triangle, Virginia. As a young man of 17, he marveled at the size of the base. 

The Quantico assignment where he received his training in computers was the first 

time he had ever been on his own. "The computer stuff was all intellectual and the 

kind of stuff that I wanted to do so it was pretty easy," Dunckel said the hardest part 

was, "being told what to do 24/7. I don’t know if it’s the redhead or whatever, but 

that never sat well with me.” Dunckel graduated from training at the top of his class 

and was assigned to a base in Japan. "When you weren't there (the base) you could 

do anything you want. I was an 18-year-old kid in Japan. I traveled every weekend."  

  Dunckel said he has experienced homelessness three times in his life. 

Divorced in 1993, "Everything was in her name (his wife). So when she packed up 

the kids and moved back to her mother, overnight I had nothing.” Later in Denver 

in 2001 Dunckel was working as a cab driver. There were many days that he did not 

want to work, so he lost the job and didn't have money for rent and was evicted. The 

third time Dunckel was homeless is still vague. He remembers working in 

Springfield, and then he remembers the Disable American Veterans (DAV) van 

taking him for psychiatric care in Fayetteville, Arkansas. Dunkel now lives in a small 

apartment in Columbia and thinks "home" is where the bed and refrigerator are. He 

is an avid reader and has a large bookcase full of books that he bought for ten cents 

each. Dunckel said, “I had a full head of red hair,” as he pulls out his driver’s license 

to show his shoulder length red hair in the photo. Chemo needed to treat cancer has 

taken a toll on the thickness of his hair and the color. 
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Karon Watson 
   The United States Navy 

May 1973 – 1974 
Florida, Minnesota, Oregon 

 
 “The recruiter came to my house and gave me the tests and from then on it 

was smooth sailing,” said Karon Watson of her early military experience. Watson 

traveled from Ohio to Orlando, Florida for basic, “That was the first time I was ever 

in an airplane. They served steak but I just couldn’t eat it,” remarked Watson. She 

wanted to join the military to enhance her career and she didn’t care which branch 

she joined, she just wanted to experience the challenges and to serve her country. 

 During basic training Watson said she found her first challenge, swimming,  

“I didn’t know how to swim, so I had to really learn how to swim and then jumping 

into that deep, deep water was terrifying. That is an experience I will always 

remember.”  It was the early morning calls in basic that she said were the worst, 

“…getting up early in the morning…hearing reveille, reveille at five o’clock in the 

morning.”  The military lifestyle was a concern, “just getting everything right, 

especially in your locker. That part was very challenging,” said Watson.  

 Watson returned from the military serving only one year to a life of work, 

college and later being a mother to her son. By 2008, Watson was addicted to cocaine 

and homeless. She lived in shelters and continued her addiction, “Crack cocaine 

takes you places you never thought you’d go.”  When she lived in subsidized housing 

in Springfield, Missouri her addiction was less, but when she returned to her 

hometown St. Louis she would get with friends and the cocaine was prominent. It 

was drugs and an abusive relationship that kept Watson going from one shelter or 

housing authority to another.  

Finally, she received help at the VA in Columbia and Welcome Home, A 

Community for Veterans. Now drug free she works at Truman Veterans Memorial 

hospital and lives in a small apartment. With life changes Watson has returned to her 

roots and faith reading one of several bibles in her apartment many times a day. 
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MacKenzie Wilsoncroft 
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MacKenzie Wilsoncroft 
The United States Army 

September 2001 – July 2007 
South Carolina, Virginia, Georgia, North Carolina, Africa 

 
 “When I was young and dumb, I did something really smart and joined the 

military,” said MacKenzie Wilsoncroft 

 On the day the twin towers were hit, Wilsoncroft left work early to go to the 

army recruiter’s office to join the army. Thirteen days later MacKenzie Wilsoncroft 

was sworn into the United States Army as a male recruit. On September 24th she left 

for basic training in Fort Jackson, South Carolina.  

Wilsoncroft’s military career began with her first assignment with the 1st 

Ranger Battalion 75 Ranger Regiment at Hunter Airfield in Savannah, Georgia. As 

a parachute rigger Wilsoncroft said, “My role as a parachute rigger was humanitarian 

aid. We would pack up supplies, food and water for air drops. I was in an aircraft 

most of the time as a parachute rigger, rigging the para troupers up and making sure 

they had a safe way down to the ground.” After six years of service Wilsoncroft 

came home to Mexico, Missouri as an E-5, Sergeant, with two Army Achievement 

medals, the Airborne Badge and Parachute Rigger Badge. 

 Wilsoncroft attended schools in Seattle before attending Mizzou. When her 

aid was used up she found herself without a degree, homeless, no financial means 

and her mother was put on hospice care. Wilsoncroft said, “To hear that she had a 

very limited amount of time left really took a crushing blow on me and I turned to 

meth amphetamine as a coping method.” From 2014-2017 Wilsoncroft was a drug 

addict who lived in her car most of the time. A bad decision of stealing a $10 shirt 

landed her in jail for almost a year. Shortly after her mother died Wilsoncroft made 

the decision to transition to a female. It was something she had felt since her youth 

but did not come out due to the respect she had for her mother. Today she is clean, 

works 40 hours a week and feels she is getting her life on track. When she was 

getting sober she called Mizzou and found out that she has enough credits to graduate 

with a General Studies Degree and will walk across that stage in December of 2018.  

 



 

 

64 

Max Wilkey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

65 

Max Wilkey 

The United States Navy 
November 1960 – November 1970 

Vietnam 
 

"I volunteered for underwater demolition and ended up being a Navy Seal, 

and I loved that. I loved jumping out of airplanes, and I loved blowing things up," 

says Max Wilkey. When two friends enlisted, served their country and died, Wilkey 

thought it was his duty to serve. Wilkey chose the navy because he loved the water. 

Before being deployed to Vietnam Wilkey served in Italy and France. This service 

was preparation for the duty that would follow. He advanced through the ranks of 

the navy, “I went from Seaman to all the way up to E4.E5,E6. It required a lot of 

studying.” Wilkey served with the same five to seven men throughout four tours of 

Vietnam. A self-professed loner, Wilkey said the hardest part of adapting to the 

military lifestyle was working in a group. The seven guys that he trained with 

became life-long friends. Wilkey returned home after a stabbing incident left him 

unable to dive. Wilkey met up with friends from before his military experienced who 

called him, "Baby Killer," and that was the beginning of his hard times.  

  "My mother died. I went through a divorce and lost my job. I even tried to 

commit suicide. I put a gun to my mouth, pulled the trigger and broke the firing pin. 

That's how close I came." Homeless, Wilkey went to Lansing, Michigan to a shelter. 

He just wanted to be alone. A man offered him a job, and he went to work for the 

next couple of years. Then the same man told him it was time for him to leave 

because they could not help him anymore. According to Wilkey, "They just kicked 

me out of the place."  Being pushed out of the shelter led Wilkey to get a job as a 

truck driver.  

Wilkey lives in a small apartment in Columbia now. He says "home" means a 

lot to him. "I have my place. I have everything I want now. I have food. I can eat 

what I want." Wilkey suffers from a heart condition and many other disabilities. He 

served his country for ten years, yet when he found himself homeless, he did not 

know there were resources to help him. Now he knows he can get help at the Harry 

S. Truman Veterans Memorial Hospital. 
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Michael Metzermacher 
United States Army Reserves 
April 2004 – February 2007 

Massachusetts, Iraq 
 

 "I had it all. I lost it all. I fought just like a regular soldier to get it all back 

again….Home is everything to me," said Michael Metzermacher a former soldier, 

drug addict, and convict. 

Born in New London, Connecticut, Michael Metzermacher joined the Army 

Reserves in 2004. "I joined after 9/11 because I wanted to make a difference," said 

Metzermacher. He deployed to Iraq where he served as combat support repairing 

vehicles and helping the people of Iraq.  

We ran recovery missions from the north to the south picking up the 

blown up equipment off the side of the road so they would 

not blow it up again. The guys in my units, we worked 

together in our recovery team so we were pretty tight 

because we had to depend on each other 24/7 to cover each 

other's back. There were times when I would walk down 

the road and not worry about it because I knew somebody 

was watching over me, and they knew the same. 

  Returning home to Massachusetts in 2007 was tough for Metzermacher. He 

brought the memories of war with him, "It was pretty horrible. There was a lot of 

things that I seen that I wish I wouldn't have seen," said Metzermacher. To mask the 

pain of the memories of war Metzermacher began using cocaine. He was caught 

stealing TVs to support his addiction while homeless and sleeping on the street or if 

he was lucky, someone's basement or couch. After being in prison three times, he 

was approached by a staff member at the Truman Memorial Veterans Hospital 

offering the resource of the recovery unit. Metzermacher entered the program and is 

now clean and seeking full-time employment while once again living in a house with 

his family. "It's for my kids. It's safe for my family and we are comfortable here," 

said Metzermacher. 
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Rocky Summers 
The United States Army 

December 1968 – August 1971 
Vietnam War, Vietnam, Germany 

 
"My homelessness was due to my own mistakes,” says Rocky Summers.  

“Quite a bit of it had to do with substance abuse. Alcohol was my drug of choice," 

said Summers. Through a series of mismanaged accounts where he helped his 

mother buy a house and lost everything upon her death, Summers became homeless.  

When asked how society understands veterans experiencing homelessness 

Summers responded, "I don't think they are getting the whole story. The media 

especially doesn't understand. They have to live the life. They have to be there to 

feel what is going on with the people."  Summers went on to say, “There is a program 

going on in Kansas City right now where they are putting up these units up for 

veterans. I think the country ought to get in on that…we need that." The units are 

small houses for each veteran who needs a home.  

Speaking of his goals while in the military, Rocky said, “I was going to make 

it high enough and get good enough to guard the president. When I was 13, I watched 

a closed circuit TV where John F. Kenney got killed. And that stuck with me all 

these years. I remember what he said in one of his speeches, he said, “Ask not what 

your country can do for you, ask what you can do for your country.” You know, that 

stuck with me then and it will stay with me ‘til I go.”  

Three days before Christmas in 1968, Rocky Summers signed up to join the 

United States Army. He left for boot camp in January of 1969. Advanced military 

training prepared Summers to use heavy equipment. He enjoyed the training and 

liked going from place to place. In Germany he was trained in demolition which 

prepared him for duty in the Vietnam War. After his service, Summers returned to 

Boonville where his mother lived. He did not tell anyone he was coming home and 

just showed up. It was a big surprise and a friendly welcome home by his family. “I 

should have stayed in. They (the military personnel) asked me at the wrong place, at 

the wrong time, to re-enlist.” While in Vietnam, he achieved the rank of E-5. 
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Roger L. Harden, Jr. 
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Roger L. Harden, Jr. 

United States Coast Guard 
October 1975- August 1980 
Cape Cod, Massachusetts 

 
Roger L Harden, Jr. was born in Kansas City at a time when a young man had 

a choice to do something with his life, or be in trouble and be in prison.  Harden 

chose to join the United States Coast Guard because its mission was to help people. 

He was on the rescue and restore unit and found it to be a positive experience of 

helping those in need. Training included preparing the young men to not be afraid 

of water by having them jump 50 feet into the water. His first assignment was on the 

95-foot cutter named Cape Cross in Cape Cod, Massachusetts. He spent two years 

on this ship. He would get off duty and then get a call that a boat was down or one 

fire and he would need to go. Harden shared, "The hardest thing was being able to 

go with any situation which I learned that you stay calm and you could do it." Upon 

his arrival home after five years of service, he was warmly welcomed by his family 

and friends. Harden spent some time helping his mother before returning to work.  

Years later Harden moved from Kansas City to Columbia to help his parents. 

When his parents died, he became homeless. For six months he lived by waiting for 

the food wagon (volunteers who brought food to the park for the homeless) to come 

around and slept under trees. Harden said he knew about resources, however, due to 

drug and alcohol addiction he did not take advantage of these until it became a 

necessity. He went to the former Welcome Home facility on Rangeline and I70 

Business in Columbia. They took him in, and at first, he had to sleep on a couch until 

they could find him a room. Harden offers advice to those struggling, "You don't 

have to be down and out, without help." 

 

 

 

 



 

 

72 

Robert Scott Gardner 
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Robert Scott Gardner 

The United States Army 
June 1976 – June 1980 

Louisiana, Germany 
 

"The best part was when I took over the head of the class. We were marching back 

to our barracks, and they do cadence calls. They made a cadence call with me being number 

1. It was pretty amazing." 

  Scott Gardner grew up in a white middle-class family in St. Louis and was in trouble 

with the law for alcohol and drugs throughout his youth. The marines did not accept 

Gardner, so he joined the army, "It wasn't really a patriotic gesture. I needed to find 

something to do, and it sounded exciting." On entry, he received high scores, and they 

recommended computer study for him. At first, it was a struggle. He failed the first math 

test. He took a remedial math class and soon went to the top of his class.  

  When he returned from basic, "There was a big sign across the porch, Welcome 

Home #1." The sign was, "Pretty cool," said Gardner as he choked up at the memory.  

  Gardner spent most of his military career in Germany and received promotions to 

E-4. It was an incident with a sexual assault in Germany that Gardner would struggle with 

for 39 years. After his service in the army, Gardner went to school on the GI bill and studied 

art. He suffered from depression and drug addictions that often led him to the psychiatric 

ward. He marriage ended in divorce. The sexual assault in Germany still caused him to 

suffer in silence. Over the years he was homeless six times. A woman at the VA hospital 

heard what he was going through and found his placement at the first Welcome Home, and 

later he moved to the new Welcome Home, "They moved us into the place, and it felt like 

we were staying at the Ritz!"  

 Gardner now has an apartment, and his artistic talents are once again flourishing. 

He received a first place ribbon at the Columbia Art in the Park.  He was recently awarded 

a van from Cars 4 Heroes. The van will help him get his artwork to shows and galleries.  
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Sean Perry 
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Sean Perry 

The United States Army 
1978 – 1985 

Germany 
 

"It's given me a certain level of respect. Self-respect.  

I am proud of my military service." 

   

For Sean Perry, who was born in New Orleans, Louisiana, joining the military was 

a family expectation. When Perry was 17 years old, he joined the Army Reserves. 

Eventually, he wanted to go overseas, so he switched to the U.S. Army, and was 

soon sent to Germany where he served his entire military career. Perry said the 

service, "did broaden my horizons.” He continued to say, he would tell the next 

generation, “Join the military. Take your time specifically when are in the military, 

concentrate, get it done, do well in the military.” Sean Perry suffered a massive 

stroke a few years ago, “In terms of my life and especially due to failing health 

problems, joining the military was the best thing I could have done.” 

 

“I have been homeless off and on. It usually had to do with a relationship gone 

awry. I was married a couple times and both of them were fraught with their share 

of hardships.”  

 

To Perry to be at "home' means to have a secure place to live. Over time Perry 

found the resources he needs to have a roof over his head and medical treatment at 

the Harry S. Truman Veterans Memorial Hospital. Still recovering from the stoke, 

he is unable to work. He spends his day walking in the park near his residence and 

talking to people he meets. Perry shared the artwork that is very important to him. 

He has many pieces that he has made over the years and said, “I will occasionally 

sell one.” The theme of his work is influenced by his upbringing in New Orleans 

where he was a caretaker of the famous Lafayette Cemetery. Throughout his time of 

being homeless, his art is one thing he kept close and protected. He keeps it in a 

protective cover and will occasionally share it.  
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Virginia Piltz 
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Virginia Piltz 

The United States Army 
October 1977 – August 1978 

South Carolina, Maryland 
 

 “I enlisted when I was a senior in high school on senior day, when they came 

around and told you what you could do with your life. I chose the army because I 

didn’t think I could pass being a marine, and I could not swim, and I don’t like to 

fly. So, I chose the army. I enlisted on March 1977, on a delayed entry program and 

I was actually inducted on October 11, 1977 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania.” 

 Virginia Piltz was born in Mount London, Pennsylvania. She had eight 

siblings of whom four served in the military. Her service began in Fort Jackson, 

South Carolina. “I was supposed to be a receptionist, personnel records, but I 

couldn’t pass the typing test which is funny, because I couldn’t pass the typing test 

in high school.” The military was persistent and sent Piltz to Fort Sam Houston in 

San Antonio, Texas to become a typist for medical records. Again, she could not 

pass the test. Her next assignment was in Chesapeake Bay, Maryland where she 

became a welder.  

 “Home is some place I would like to live the rest of my life, not ever having 

to worry again about having a roommate, family member, being told what to do, 

how to spend my money or anything like that ever again.” 

 Finding herself homeless, Piltz first lived with a friend then her daughter in 

Steedman, Missouri, “And then me and my daughter got into it out there because I 

was too far out in the country. Nowhere to go and no internet.” Piltz moved back to 

Columbia and waited two months to be able to move in to Welcome Home, A 

Community for Veterans. Welcome Home was a new facility at the time with 

resources for women. Piltz lived in the special unit that was designed for women 

with disabilities. At Welcome Home she met a fellow veteran who challenged her to 

open up and express herself. She found self-respect through his encouragement. He 

recently passed away and it was his wish that she adopt a cat. She named the cat 

Tigger Hays, after him. 
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Time, Patience, Technique and Trust: 

The Keys to Access and Portrayal of a Marginal Society 

Pamela A. Houser 

Professor David Rees, Chair 

 

ANALYSIS 

  Since the turn of the 20th century, documentary photographers have photographed issues 

inside and outside of their society and ethnicity. Long-term projects require attention to several 

considerations related to the time required and the subject. Here is what one needs to know to do 

long-term visual documentation of marginalized societies, like veterans who have experienced 

homelessness. You will need a significant amount of time, a tremendous amount of patience, 

knowledge of photographic skills, and the ability to earn the trust of your subjects. To 

substantiate how this can be accomplished, professional photographers Stacy Pearsall, Robert 

Gumpert, and Sam Wolson were interviewed at length concerning their work with veterans, or 

people who are considered a marginal society such as homeless people. The photographers’ input 

supports these keys to success when pursuing and portraying subjects in a marginal community.  

Time 

  When photographing and interviewing a marginal society such as veterans who have 

experienced homelessness, it is important to note there are several time factors. First, there is the 

amount of time you will spend with each person. The professional photographers interviewed did 

not agree on this factor. While Stacy Pearsall shared that she might spend ten minutes with each 

person, Robert Gumpert said his time with each person ranged from a ten-second joke to a long 
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storytelling session. On the other hand, Sam Wolson spent three years photographing his subject, 

Shanon Fulcher.  

  The time frame allowed for each subject is direct correlation of the needs of the 

photographer, the project needs, and the stamina of the person they are photographing. The 

experience of the photographer, whether professional or rookie, will often determine the time 

needed to perform the task. It is essential for the photographer to have a sense of timeliness when 

photographing a veteran who has experienced homelessness. The vet may have a mental illness 

or a physical disability which would impair their ability to withstand long photo sessions. It is 

the responsibility of the photographer to recognize the signs of fatigue and frustration on the part 

of the subject and take a break or cut the session short. 

  Stacy Pearsall offeres a one-time session in her work with the Veteran's Portrait Project 

where she photographs a different veteran about every ten minutes and rarely sees them again. In 

contrast, Wolson followed his subject, Shanon for three years shooting him in many walks of 

life. These are important decisions to make before the subject and photographer begin their 

collaborative work. Each professional photographer emphasized the importance of listening and 

taking the time to reach out to each person, to hear their story, and document it with the medium 

of photography.  

Patience 

  "Here today, and gone tomorrow," could summarize the plight of the veteran 

experiencing homelessness. Depending on where they are in their treatment or transition, the 

photographer might experience meeting a subject and setting an appointment for an interview 

and photo only to find the person could not be found at the agree upon time. The veteran who is 

propelling himself/herself through a recovery process will perhaps be unreliable, therefore 
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influencing the photographer's work and challenging the photographer's patience. An enormous 

amount of patience is needed when the photographer thinks they have a great subject and the 

subject disappears. It is important to remember this is nothing personal. The photographer will 

need to consider the period of adjustment the veteran needs and move on positively.  

  Robert Gumpert addressed patience in his interview by discussing the recruiting of 

subjects for his 12-year project, "Take a Picture, Tell a Story." According to Gumpert, patience 

was needed at the beginning of his project. Gumpert's work for this project took place in 

California jails. While it wasn't like the subjects were going anywhere, they were suspicious of 

him and what he was doing. Some thought he was with the DA's office or the FBI, or that he was 

soliciting for a porn magazine or calendar. Gumpert shared that it took a lot of time and patience 

to overcome the stigma of what the prisoners thought he might be doing. He handled this 

situation by being honest, consistent, and letting his work speak for his authenticity. Once he had 

taken a few photos and shared them, other prisoners began to sign up. The prisoners who 

participated in Gumpert's project would tell the other prisoners that Gumpert was ok.  

Equipment and the Experts Advice 

  Photographers develop their own style of photographs by their needs, situation, client 

needs and personal preference. In photographing veterans and places of the marginal society, the 

photographers interviewed all took different approaches for various reasons.  

  Whether a photographer prefers a studio set up such as Stacy Pearsall, or a camera in-

hand like Sam Wolson depends on their vision for their project. What works best for one 

photographer will not necessarily work for another. It is a decision that should be made by the 

photographer after accessing their goals of a project. 
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Stacy Pearsall prefers to work with a studio backdrop and professional studio lights for 

her photoshoots. This set-up works well for her because she always shoots the veterans inside in 

a small designated area at veteran hospitals across the nation. She brings her own equipment and 

has it streamlined the equipment to make set-up easy. This approach gives Pearsall the 

characteristic look of a clean background of white, gray or black.  

Gumpert first worked in available light inside the prison using a wall for his backdrop. It 

has only been in his later work where the use of a backdrop is apparent. After 12 years of 

shooting, Gumpert has earned the trust of prisoners and wardens of jails and prisons and is 

allowed to use more extensive equipment on the scene. Gumpert was adamant concerning the 

subject of lighting when interviewed. He feels artificial lighting of his participants would 

diminish the lines on the faces and the weathered character of his subjects.  

 Wolson followed Shanon in his daily life both in outdoor environments and inside 

various venues. His work needed to employ the use of a handheld camera. The use of artificial 

lights and the baggage necessary for lighting equipment would have slowed Wolson down. That 

is not to say that he never used artificial lighting, but merely the series of photos where Shanon is 

on the move in his neighborhood or with his daughter would have been difficult using flash 

photography. It is hard to be the "fly on the wall" kind of photographer when using artificial 

lighting.  

  A photographer needs to experiment with the techniques that will best convey their story. 

There is no one solution for all photographers to follow. It is a preference, but the photographer 

needs to, if only for himself/herself, be able to justify their views.  

  A general consideration when working with veterans who are experiencing homelessness 

is their medical needs. Some veterans suffer from PTSD, and an artificial flash could cause them 
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to have flashbacks of unpleasant experiences. Other veterans are now diabetic or suffer from 

injuries to their eyes from various encounters in the military. Using an artificial flash might cause 

them physical or mental discomfort.  

Building Trust 

  Building trust with a community of people who are sometimes struggling to 

survive another day can be a challenge. While some people seem to have the "gift" of making 

friends, building relationships and earning trust, it doesn't mean they are the only ones who can 

achieve this skill. When meeting a person from a marginal society such as those experiencing 

homelessness for the first time, you may find they are concerned or apprehensive about the 

photographer. Look at it from their point of view. They have so little, and the photographer has 

that fancy expensive-looking camera and wants to take their photo. Wolson suggested to first 

offer a brief introduction of yourself so people will know who you are, and then turn your 

attention to them. Wolson continued to discuss the importance of not taking your camera the first 

time you will meet someone. When first meeting a person from an ostracized society a camera 

can be an intimidating instrument. If you must have your camera with you the first time, make it 

less conspicuous by putting it over your shoulder or tucked beside you if you are sitting.  

Open-ended questions are the good "ice-breakers" and offer the subject the opportunity to 

open up without getting too personal. Most importantly, after you have asked the question, listen. 

When the subject begins to show trust, then and only then, can the questions get more personal. 

Otherwise, they become suspicious. Ask if you can meet up with them again some time. Most 

likely they will appreciate your interest and say, "Yes."  The next time you meet, take your 

camera.  
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When Pearsall meets veterans for her sessions, she will often sit and talk to them for a 

few moments. Pearsall shared that she tends to be on a tight schedule for her photo sessions, yet 

if someone is opening up to her, or seems to need to tell her their story, she takes time to listen. 

Beyond listening and showing an interest in the subjects, Gumpert builds trust by doing 

what he says he will do. For Gumpert, the photos session begins as a relationship. "Take a 

Picture, Tell a Story" begins as a collaboration between the photographer and the inmate. The 

agreement is, the prisoner will tell a story, and Gumpert will take their photo. Gumpert promises 

to return with a picture for the subject to keep, and he is faithful in doing so. Gumpert revealed in 

his interview that prisoners truly want a photo of themselves. According to Gumpert, the 

prisoners will post the picture in their cells or the photo provides the prisoner with a gift for a 

family member or friend. Other inmates see Gumpert following through on his promise, and they 

begin to trust him.  

Conclusion 

  Devoting time, patience, and building trust enables the photographer to break down 

barriers and to access a deeper understanding of the person living their life as a member of a 

disregarded. These aspects of time, patience and trust may come naturally for some, while others 

must strive to improve the skills necessary to gain access to the story of the individual. In time 

and with patience the skills become a part of the process and a more natural approach. 
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                                                             Abstract 

 The purpose of this study is to explore media coverage concerning the representation of 

people experiencing homelessness through media reportage ideology to inform the public and 

shape their attitudes concerning the broad perspective of the plight of the people experiencing 

homelessness. The reference to a person experiencing homelessness in this review includes 

homeless veterans in the United States.  Further understanding of how society is impacted by the 

news media coverage concerning homeless will lead to the hypotheses that perpetuate prejudicial 

stereotypes can replicate existing social inequalities, with the potential for real deleterious effect 

in the lives of homeless people including veterans, resulting in real harm. The focus of this study 

is on the effect these news media representations have on public perception and opinion. 
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Media Representations and Their Influence on Societal Perceptions of  

People Experiencing Homelessness 

 

‘Home is the place where, when you have to go there,  

They have to take you in.’ s 

                                      ‘I should have called it  

Something you somehow haven’t to deserve.’  

⎯Robert Frost, Death of the hired man. 

People, specifically veterans, experiencing homelessness are not the deviants of society 

that media projects them to be:  They are someone’s family.  Americans get their news from 

media sources each day, and true to the journalist’s ethics that reportage should be truthful and 

accurate.  The news media presents people experiencing homelessness in various ways; and often 

the outcome is negative (Shields, 2001; Couldry, 2002).  The purpose of this study is to explore 

the impact of news media concerning the understanding of homelessness by society today.  

    Introduction 

While much has been written about homelessness, specifically news media reportage of 

homelessness (Hodgetts, Hodgetts & Bradley, 2006; Schneider & Remilard, 2013; Shields 

2003), little emphasis has been made on the understanding of what people are exposed to from 

news media and how that exposure shapes their attitudes concerning homelessness and homeless 

veterans.   

The media’s response to people experiencing homelessness results in a cognitive 

disconnect in its audience between seeing homelessness as a social problem and seeing homeless 

people as individuals.  The attitude projected by the media bleeds into social consciousness, 
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especially to those people who lack firsthand knowledge of identifying and understanding the 

homeless, and influences these people to exclude homeless people in the ordinary roles of life. 

Further study needs to be done to develop an understanding and awareness of the impact 

of news media on societal attitudes about homelessness. By studying the past research of how 

and what media reportage was published, this research will aid in the reformation of how news 

media treats the subject of homelessness.  

The purpose of this study is to explore media coverage concerning the representation of 

people experiencing homelessness through media reportage ideology to inform the public and 

shape their attitudes concerning the plight of the people experiencing homelessness (Schneider, 

2014).  Further understanding of the of news portrayal of homelessness to distinguish the 

homeless needs, portrayal and individual problems—verses systematic problems—will lead to 

the hypothesis that negative attitudes are influenced by the news media. Additionally, media 

representations of homelessness that perpetuate prejudicial stereotypes can replicate existing 

social inequalities, with the potential for real deleterious effect in the lives of homeless people, 

resulting in real harm. The focus of this study is on the effect these news media representations 

have on public perception and opinion. 

This study will aid in the understanding of news media’s influence upon the public 

concerning homelessness, and prompt them to take action to change the media and individual 

evaluations of what the media is portraying concerning the reportage of homeless people 

including homeless veterans, their conditions, and presumptions. 

Definition of Media 

 For the purpose of the literary review the word “media” is to be understood to encompass 

the areas of news media: newspapers, magazines, television, and radio. “News media” comprises 
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these chief means of mass communication, especially newspapers and television, considered 

collectively; or as a particular means of mass communication. Also included in this definition are 

the journalists, reporters, photographers, and filmmakers working for organizations involved in 

the production of such communication.  

Homelessness:  A History 

People experiencing homelessness is not a new phenomenon. Homelessness can be traced 

as far back as the urbanization and industrialization of the nineteenth century (Campbell & 

Reeves, 1989; Watson & Austerberry, 1986).  Jacob Riis (1849-1914) portrayed the living 

conditions of the poor tenement dwellers in New York City at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. Riis, a social photographer who saw himself as a journalist and not a documentary 

photographer (Provenzo, 1982), was one of the first to use his photography to bring about 

awareness of the people struggling with homelessness.   

Prior to 1983, people experiencing homelessness were referred to as vagrants, tramps, 

drifters, and hobos, and it was believed that it was their choice to live roaming the countryside as 

members of marginal society (Campbell & Reeves, 1989). In the early 1980s the changes in the 

socioeconomic structure and the escalating numbers of people experiencing homelessness 

brought the awareness of the homeless to the forefront of American journalists investigating 

homelessness (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; Redburn & Buss, 1986). For example, in the 1970s, 

The New York Times Index shows no references to “homeless persons” but shows articles about 

homeless under the captions of “vagrancy” or “housing.” Throughout the early 1980s the word 

“vagrancy” was changed to “homeless persons” and by the end of 1985 vagrancy was not used at 

all (Campbell & Reeves, 1989).  
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Homelessness has had many definitions by researchers and news media. The 1980s saw a 

marked increase in media attention concerning homelessness (Calder, Burns, Yuping, Hansard & 

Richter, 2011; Hulchanski et al. 2009) and the term has come to mean people living in poverty 

who are unhoused: a transient population without a physical presence of housing (Calder, Burns, 

Yuping, Hansard & Richter, 2011; Hulchanski et al. 2009; Caton, 1990), including such 

categories as the “hidden” or “invisible” homeless (Caton, 1990). Being homeless is more than 

just being without shelter or an address. It is the absence of the virtues that the concept of 

“home” imparts: family, warmth, neighborhood, community, and safety (Campbell & Reeves, 

1989; Watson and Austerberry, 1986).   

The historical issues of economy during President Ronald Reagan’s administration were 

instrumental in the numbers of homeless people escalating (Campbell & Reeves, 1989). The 

economic problem during this era was rooted in three distinct areas that highly impacted the 

increase in homelessness. First, the recession of the early 1980s caused the loss of two million 

jobs. When people lose jobs, they lose homes and end up on the streets as homeless (Campbell & 

Reeves; Kozol, 1988; Redburn & Buss, 1986). Second, federal cutbacks of $22.5 billion, during 

the Reagan administration in low income housing subsidies resulted in a lack of affordable 

housing and the number of homeless families and children rose (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; 

Kozol, 1988; Shields, 2001; Burt, 19). Third, rich entrepreneurs were buying the rundown houses 

in poor districts where the poor and homeless sought refuge. (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; Kozol, 

1988; Redburn & Buss, 1986; U.S. Department, 1984). Adding to this economic downturn, 

alcohol and drug use further increased the growing number of homeless persons.   

There has always been a large disparity of numerical representation of the homeless due 

to the difficulty of physically counting the homeless who are sometimes “invisible” (Campbell & 
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Reeves, 1989; Redburn & Buss, 1986), overlooked or ignored. “The modern homeless is literally 

no body because they do not appear in the collective memory of the group as a bureaucratic 

entity. They are ‘invisible’ in the sense that Ralph Ellison (1952) uses the term. No one cares, or 

takes responsibility for them” (Kramer & Lee, 1999). 

The first reportage by the Department of Veteran Affairs (VA) and the Department of 

Housing and Urban Development concerning veterans experiencing homelessness was released 

in 2011 of a 2009 assessment. The results of this assessment found that in 2009 nearly 76,000 

veterans were homeless on a given night and an estimated 136,000 veterans spent at least one 

night in shelter during the year of 2009. This seemingly long over-due report came on the heels 

of the nation’s first comprehensive strategy to prevent homelessness, including a focus on 

homeless veterans announced in June 2011, by President Obama (https://www.dav.org/learn-

more/news/2011/va-hud-issue-first-ever-report-on-homeless-veterans/?print=pdf).   

In the most recent report in 2015 from the National Alliance to End Homelessness there 

were 578,424 homeless people in America (National Alliance to End Homelessness, 2015). A 

report by the Veterans Administration in 2016, documents fewer than 40,000 veterans 

experiencing homelessness on a given night (va.gov, 2016) 

Literature Review 

 Much has been written about homelessness, and specifically about news media reportage 

of homelessness (Hodgetts, Hodgetts & Bradley, 2006; Schneider & Remilard, 2013; Shields, 

2003) yet little emphasis has been made to the understanding of what people are exposed to from 

news media and how that exposure shapes their attitudes concerning homelessness. The attitudes 

the audience employs are a result of their exposure to the news media (Bogard, 2003)—which is 

where the domiciled public receives their understanding of homelessness—along with their own 

https://www.dav.org/learn-more/news/2011/va-hud-issue-first-ever-report-on-homeless-veterans/?print=pdf)
https://www.dav.org/learn-more/news/2011/va-hud-issue-first-ever-report-on-homeless-veterans/?print=pdf)
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observations, which can be marginal due to the location in which they live (Schneider, 2014). If 

the public does not come in contact with the homeless population, their attitudes can be skewed 

by the reportage of the news media (Schneider, 2014).  Other influences of the news media 

audience that would lead them to acceptance of the media’s frame are personal status and beliefs, 

(Lee et al. 1990) social memberships, housing, politics, and religion (Forte, 2002). 

Media Representations 

 Media representations of homelessness replicate negative stereotypes and reinforce a 

dominant adverse narrative surrounding homelessness and poverty. Characteristic descriptors 

used by the news media concerning people experiencing homelessness include negative remarks 

such as: passive, voiceless, diseased, dependent on charitable assistance (Hodgetts, 2006; Fiske, 

1999), mentally ill (Campbell and Reeves, 1989), and morally deficient (Campbell & Reeves, 

1989; Gray, 1988). People experiencing homelessness are portrayed by the news media as 

vagrants using charitable platforms and government assistance to solve their problems (Hodgetts, 

2006; Fiske, 1999) and rarely accounts for the upheavals of the lower class such as economic 

inequalities and social prejudices (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; Gray, 1988). 

Media Influences 

 Media influences public perceptions of homelessness as an individual problem rather 

than a social ill requiring systemic change. In 2008, Fox News commentator Bill O’Reilly was 

making a political attack on John Edwards, however, his headline was “O’Reilly: We don’t owe 

homeless vets anything.” (http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=veterans+who+are+ 

homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0

830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139

EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP) O’Reilly went on to post the quote noting Joseph 

http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=veterans+who+are+%20homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=veterans+who+are+%20homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=veterans+who+are+%20homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=veterans+who+are+%20homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
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Califano Jr. as the “expert” that read, “Experts say 90% of homeless veterans are addicted or 

mentally ill. The economy has nothing to do with it.” (http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q= 

veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&

view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EE

D59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP) The negative remarks and 

connotations by the media, including non-inclusive remarks, allows the media to reduce social 

problems to the scope of an individual predicament. Homelessness is diminished to the 

individual’s drunkenness or mental illness (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; Kozol, 1988).  

 In a blog posted by Vantage Point, the official blog of the U.S. Department of Veterans 

Affairs, the assumptions people make when they see a homeless person are wrong.  

According to a recent survey, when shown a photo of a man that appears to be 

homeless, one third of respondents label him as having a mental health issue. 

Nearly one-in-five believe that he has a criminal past. And, the second most 

popular response – after the 87-percent of people who identify the man as 

homeless- almost half of the respondents label the homeless-looking person as a 

military veteran (https://www/blogs.va.gov/Vantage/16011 /americans-are-

viewing-veterans-all-wrong/). 

This perception comes from the media influence of the stereotype of a homeless person. 

“The stereotypes and misconceptions that Americans hold for Veterans create a barrier for 

successful reintegration. Whether it occurs in a neighborhood, a workplace, a school or a 

Hollywood writer’s room, we must begin to reshape the way we think and talk about Veterans.” 

(https://www/blogs.va.gov/Vantage/16011/americans-are-viewing-veterans-all-wrong/) 

http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=%20veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=%20veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=%20veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
http://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=%20veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&qpvt=veterans+who+are+homeless+in+the+news&view=detail&mid=0830E2E16C843A6EE8790830E2E16C843A6EE879&rvsmid=2139EC6EED59E5586DFE2139EC6EED59E5586DFE&FORM=VDQVAP)
https://www/blogs.va.gov/Vantage/16011%20/americans-are-viewing-veterans-all-wrong/)
https://www/blogs.va.gov/Vantage/16011%20/americans-are-viewing-veterans-all-wrong/)
https://www/blogs.va.gov/Vantage/16011/americans-are-viewing-veterans-all-wrong/)
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Television can be a comfort coming into our homes, yet at the same time can allow the 

attitudes of the audience to be influenced in a negative way. TV allows the audience to see and 

identify with the homeless, but also helps to keep them at a distance (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; 

Kozol, 1988). The barrier of the TV screen comes between the homeless story and the audience.  

The previously mentioned negative remarks place the audience at a distance from the homeless 

people.  It provides the opportunity for the audience attitude of “they aren’t quite like us—and, 

more importantly—we could not be like them” (Campbell & Reeves, 1989). Redburn and Buss 

(1986) note that there is much conflict of information and interpretation between the concepts of 

institutional failure and individual weakness.  

 News media reporting the crisis of homelessness allow viewers to feel sympathy for the 

homeless yet at the same time to celebrate individual and volunteer efforts as appropriate sources 

for solutions to rectifying the problem of homelessness. In the news, the societal forces 

responsible for the increased number of people experiencing homelessness were ignored (Shields 

2001; Jencks, 1994). The media projected that conditions and the system were responding to the 

needs of the weakest subjects (Shields, 2001; Edelman, 1988). This tactic allowed the audience 

to feel a false sense of security, and reassured them that they did not need to be a part of a 

societal reform on the part of the homeless. The media let their audience off the hook.   

 The homeless however, were still being stigmatized, feeling a loss for their place in 

society, and their civil rights (Hodgetts, Hodgetts, Bradly, 2006; Sibley, 1995; Min, E (ed.) 

(1999). Homeless people are often thought of as outcasts that do not belong in the domiciled 

community. Experiences are a part of the estrangement and avoidance of the face-to-face 

encounter, and also through today’s metropolis mass communication (Hodgetts, Hodgetts & 

Bradley, 2006). 
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Media Attitudes  

Media attitudes toward the “undeserving poor” justify the criminalization and 

medicalization of homelessness, which fails to address the problem on a community scale, and 

only reinforces and perpetuates existing inequalities.   News media reporting on the homeless 

often report on what the homeless have done wrong, (Calder et al, 2011; Kendall, 2005) such as 

crimes or other events. A story broke in 2009 on CBS entitled, “Veterans Recounts Killing 

Wife,” 

(http://www.bing.com/search?q=Veteran%20Recounts%20Killing%20Wife&pc=cosp&ptag=C1

N173422AA37F7FBE93&form=CONMHP&conlogo=CT3210127) where an incarcerated 

veteran gives an interview of what it is like to return home as a different person and the trauma 

of readjustment. Yet the public merely reading the headline are highly influenced that veterans 

are killers. An incident where homeless people were charged with a crime the news media 

reported, “…two men charged with mischief are characterized as homeless…” (Calder et al, 

2011; Kitzinger, 2007). If the two men would have lived in a house would the report say they 

lived in house? This is a direct negative influence to the readers (Calder et al, 2001; Kitzinger, 

2007). Another incident where a homeless man’s death was reported included “details of his 

prior convictions for having sexual relations with minors although they did not relate to his 

death.” (Calder et al, 2011; Bill and Moloney, 1997). 

It was a common perception from news media reportage that the rise in population of 

people experiencing homelessness in the 1980s was due to people suffering from mental illness 

(Campbell & Reeves, 1989; Kozol, 1988). Although it is noted that the deinstitutionalization of 

mentally ill patients in the 1970s contributed to the start of increased homelessness, studies show 

that the mentally ill on the streets accounted for only a small amount (20% or less) of the total 
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homeless population (Campbell & Reeves, 1989; Kozol, 1988; Marin, 1987; Redburn & Buss, 

1986). However, the persistence of this popular myth of the mentally disordered homeless 

person⎯who is psychotic, “crazy,” drunk, or drugged, and therefore dangerous⎯contributes 

heavily to the “victim blaming” perspective wherein homeless people come to be viewed not as 

the sufferers of the problem, but are the problem (Whang & Min, 1999). 

Solution-Focused and Negative Reportage 

 Even positive or solution-focused content is often engaged with the current discourse of 

negativity. For example, the May 25, 1986 benefit event called “Hands Across America” was to 

raise money to help the homeless and people starving in America. As a positive endeavor, the 

project was to have people link hands across America from New York City to Los Angeles. The 

project generated $15 million for hungry and homeless Americans (Klein, 2016). The problem 

was that news media focused more on the event than the original plan to bring awareness about 

the plight of the homeless people in America (Shields, 2001). On the other hand, the 

organizational effort did attract media attention.  Stories presented between May 1986 and 1993 

total over an hour of air time (Shields, 2001).  

 Negative focus was reported by the media when President Reagan, prior to the event of 

“Hands Across America,” pronounced that the project was of little worth. Reagan felt that the 

people who were hungry were starving due to their own ignorance (Shields, 2001). In his 

comments, Reagan continued to praise the organization’s volunteers for their efforts. The plight 

of the homeless was not mentioned.  Although President Reagan criticized the homeless and 

blamed them, he did in the end participate with his wife Nancy (Shields, 2001).  

 Major networks from Washington, D.C. correspondents to those of the ABC network 

were quick to appear critical of the political move by Reagan. Yet, they also ignored the biases 
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of the social problem of homelessness in the 1980s. The media was more interested in reporting 

about the participation of the president and the volunteer efforts, which emphasized to the public 

that individual volunteers and benefits were the way to remedy the problem of homelessness 

during the Reagan administration (Shields, 2001). 

 In the 1990s homelessness was often associated with substance abuse, mental 

illness, or health issues such as HIV/AIDS on radio and television broadcasts. This perception 

linked the stigma of the health issues with the social stigma of these particular afflictions (Calder 

et al; 2011; Lind and Danowski, 1999). News media reinforce an “us versus them” narrative 

through the language used to report on homelessness.  Homeless people are described as the 

“other.”  The media has referred to “feeding” the homeless as if they are animals while the more 

elite are “having dinner” (Shields, 2001). The marginalization of the homeless on major 

television networks appears as a negative statement. The public hears these references, and their 

negative thoughts concerning the homeless are reinforced. 

Methodology 

 The method of appraisal for this literature review began with a literature search to 

identify scholarly journals related to the homeless and media representations. The University of 

Missouri Journalism Library search was the first step. This was narrowed down by selecting 

Journal Databases which led to selecting the Academic Search Complete and/or the 

Communication Mass Media Complete. The database used was EBSCO. Upon using a Boolean 

search with terms “homelessness” in the abstract AND “media” in the subject OR abstract, I 

soon had 49 results for scholarly journal articles. After reading the annotation for each I saved 

the top 20 into a folder. I brought each of the full texts up online and read the articles and notated 

what would be useful to my research. From the 20 articles read I wrote 20 annotated 
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bibliography entries. Other outside readings were pursued as I read the articles and tracked their 

references, as noted in my references at the end of my research project.  

 I found that my method was quite similar to other researchers. The work of Moira J. 

Calder et al (2011) was exactly the method I had used in finding Calder’s work.   

Research Design 

Other authors present work in various forms such as Shields (2001), who presents his 

work as a “Research Design” with subsequent sections describing his work entitled, “Aggregate 

Count of News Stories: Does Coverage Reflect the Crisis?” where Shields shares data in easy to 

read charts and narrative explanation. Shields further explores the media coverage of “Holiday 

Coverage,” where he discusses individuals helping people experiencing homelessness around the 

holidays. He continues on in his research explaining the demographics and characteristics of the 

homeless, historical accounts of the homeless, frames, media coverage, and a conclusion. 

Shields’ format and coverage, like most of the research that I encountered, presented information 

in the form of media effects and framing.   

Media effects. Was the approach used by many scholars encountered in the research of 

this review. The research aims of media effects are to examine how media influences people’s 

attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors. The research objectives are to measure the degree or level 

of effects the media messages relay to the audience. The research methods are to experiment, 

survey, and content analysis (Entman, 2009) of interviews.   

Cultural approach.  Using cultural approach, researchers’ aim is to review how values, 

identities, ideologies, and stereotypes are portrayed in the media. The authors using this approach 

would analyze the patterns of discourses, frames, themes, forms, and rhetoric of media texts and 

contents. The research method would be a textual analysis, interview, or direct observation.  The 
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cultural approaches also fit well into the area of study of the media representation of the 

homeless and the media effects on the audience. Cultural approach is the approach that I am 

employing in this study. 

Framing. A frame is the central organizing idea around which information is organized 

and presented, as in a “frame of reference.” A frame provides a context in which discourse can 

take place. Like a literal frame in visual art, framing devices in media and other forms of 

communication influence the way an audience will make sense of what they see, or how they 

will interpret a story, by providing clues about what to expect. In 1974, Goffman “…defined 

frames as mental constructs individuals use to organize and make sense of their experiences.” 

(Calder et al, 2011; Goffman, 1974).  Most of the articles reviewed also used some sort of 

framing for how people think about an issue (Dreier, 2005; Fiske, 1991; Shields, 2001; 

Middleton, 2014; Hodgetts, Hodgetts & Radley, 2006; Campbell & Reeves, 1989).  “A frame is 

described in three ways; uses synonymous or identical words and symbols in a series of 

communication; promotes and interpretation of a situation or support of a desirable response 

with a moral judgement and the repeating of frames gives chance to notice, understand, store and 

recall mental association for future application.” (Calder, 2011; Entman et al, 2009) 

 The work of Calder and associates (2011) discuss frames that have been used to influence 

others concerning people experiencing homelessness (Kendall, 2005). There is some overlapping 

between categories, but usually an article will have one dominant frame. 

Types of Frames.  In the course of literature review research many types of frames were 

used. To better understand the purpose, relevance and influence of the framing process which 

seems very instrumental to the studies of news media framing homelessness, the following types 

of frames should be described. 
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Episodic versus thematic frames.  In 1991, Shanto Iyengar, distinguished between 

thematic and episodic frames in his work entitled, Is Anyone Responsible?: How television 

frames political issues. Thematic frames focus attention on social responsibility and social 

problem (homeless), (Calder, 2011; Iyengar, 1991) which can also include reasoning that a topic 

needs addressing. Thematic framing makes use of statistics and quantifiable trends (Kendall, 

2005) and authoritative sources such as government agencies or high-profile advocacy groups 

(Best, 2010). While framing the issue of homelessness in this way is more likely to encourage 

the audience to view the problem as a social one requiring a large-scale solution, presenting the 

homeless in terms of statistics also runs the risk of leading the public to see them as faceless 

numbers instead of living people (Kendall as cited in Calder, 2011). 

According to Iyengar (1991), episodic frames focus on the individual and result in the 

audience blaming the individual (homeless person) for their situation by drawing attention to 

particular behaviors or decisions. The tone of these stories is often negative. U.S. network news 

favor episodic frames over thematic by a ratio of four to one (Calder, 2011; Shields, 2001). 

According to Kendall (as cited in Calder, 2011) the homeless are usually described by using four 

types of episodic frames:  sympathetic, negative, exceptionalistic, and charitable (Calder, 2011; 

Kendall, 2005). Exceptionalism frames are success stories of people overcoming the plight of 

homelessness (Kendall, 2005), and sympathetic frames focus on the elderly, people who are ill, 

or children.  Sympathetic frames can be further refined to appear either positive or negative 

(Calder 2011; Kendall, 2005). 

Sympathetic versus unsympathetic frames. Media coverage by some researchers has 

been considered overall sympathetic (e.g., Buck, et al, 2004). Homeless people are often 

stereotyped by the media (Calder, 2011; Olasky, 1992). Rarely does the media use terms such as 
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“forgotten,” “ignored,” or “invisible” to show compassion toward the people experiencing 

homelessness (Calder, 2011; Lind and Danaowski, 1999), and media report the death of a 

homeless person out of context or with inappropriate information that has nothing to do with the 

person’s death (Calder, 2011; Kendall, 2005). 

Deviance frames.  Negative frames such as when a homeless person has done something 

wrong are used by the news media (Calder, 2011; Kendall, 2005). Using deviance frames in this 

way, although the information may be accurate, can manufacture causation in the reader’s mind 

(Calder, 2011).  Using the deviance frames news media portray the homeless as deviant, 

encouraging boundary setting of the “us” vs “them” (Calder, 2011; Shields, 2001). 

Conflict frames.  Opposition to the presence of homeless people by the community 

causes conflict and becomes a “we” and “others” excluding the place of the homeless (Calder, 

2011; Fiske, 1999; Middleton, 2014) and thereby preventing the homeless people from 

occupying space (Fiske, 1999; Hodgetts et al., 2008).   

Dependence frame.  Reporters who use this frame are targeting the people who 

experience poverty and use social assistance programs, which includes homeless people as well 

as older, and labels them as a social burden (Calder, 2011; Kendall, 2005). 

Attributions frames. Two types of responsibility:  responsibility to cause and treatment 

can be attributed to a social issue (Calder, 2011; Iyengar, 1991). Concerning the representation 

of homeless news media often only infer the attribution of a historical context (Shields, 2001).  

Without reason or explanation of “why” or “because” rarely used (Lind and Danowski, 1999) 

news media will attribute the plight of the homeless to natural disasters or bad luck, rather than 

systemic forces, government policies, or economic downfall as an influence (Calder, 2011). 
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Seasonal frames.  News stories on homelessness appear when the weather gets colder 

and influence the audience to be sympathetic, yet do not find solutions needed to address 

homelessness (Shields, 2001). The holidays of Thanksgiving and Christmas are prime times for a 

seasonal frame to play on the charitable season of giving and influence the audience through 

sympathy (Calder, 2011; Reeves, 1999: 48). Thus, “…seasons associated with charity might 

widen the span of sympathy” (Reeves 1999). 

Solution frames. Solution frames relate to short-term solutions and charity such as 

providing food (Calder, 2011; Lind and Dankowski, 1999). The news media seems to be 

covering a social problem, they are really focusing on the volunteers who are sharing their time 

to alleviate a problem (Fiske, 1999).  

Research Questions 

To pursue further questions concerning the news media’s portrayal of people 

experiencing homelessness is vital to perpetuating change in the news media reportage from 

negative to neutral.  I present the following questions for further study: 

1) What is the media’s interest in perpetuating these stereotypes? 

2) What would incentivize media to change the way they report on homelessness so the 

public is not influenced in a negative way? 

3) How could news media better represent the people experiencing homelessness by 

including the homeless people themselves? 

4) How could the medium of photography or newsreel be used in a positive way to portray 

the people experiencing homeless as merely citizens of the community who are 

experiencing homelessness? 
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Hypotheses 

Hypotheses 1) The homeless needs, portrayal and individual problems—verses 

systematic problems—will lead to the negative attitudes that are influenced by the news media.  

Hypotheses 2) Media representations of homelessness that perpetuate prejudicial 

stereotypes can replicate existing social inequalities, with the potential for real deleterious effect 

in the lives of homeless people, resulting in real harm. 

Hypotheses 3) The public will be influenced by the news media and perceive people 

experiencing homelessness as a burden to society, dangerous and requiring incarceration 

(Parnaby 2003). 

Hypotheses 4) The public might develop an awareness and understanding of the plight of 

the homeless and address underlying factors of homelessness.  

Conclusion 

This literature review has used a cultural approach to examine the reportage of news 

media concerning their respective representation of news concerning the people experiencing 

homelessness and the audience perceptions, stereotypes and understanding that were a result of 

the influence of new media’s coverage of events concerning homelessness.  The review has 

broken the cultural approach into topical coverage including: introduction, definition of media, 

and literature review, with the following subheadings to further define the work; media 

representation, media influences, solution-focused and negative reportage, methodology, 

research design, media effects, other approaches, cultural approach, grounded theory approach, 

framing and types of framing, research questions, and hypotheses. 

The findings of this review are that news media has a profound effect on the biases and 

understanding of people experiencing homelessness by the audience.  News media’s 
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representation of how they identify and refer to the homeless lead the audience to develop a 

negative attitude concerning who the homeless really are and how they became homeless.  The 

language used to portray the homeless and the storyline of the homeless becomes a negative 

influence, such as stigmatizing the homeless perspective of self-worth (Hodgetts, Hodgetts, 

Bradly, 2006; Sibley, 1995; Min, E. (ed.) (1999). While the ideology of the solution-focused 

reportage was to be positive, it was soon transformed into a negative dialogue of reporting on the 

volunteers and elites participating in fundraising events instead of bringing awareness to the 

plight of the homeless. 

Various methodologies were used by the authors studied.  However, most of them used 

some form of framing.  These are explored deeply within the research of this paper. 

Further study needs to be done to develop an understanding and awareness of the impact 

of news media on societal attitudes about homelessness. By studying the past research of how 

and what media reportage was published, experiments with news media dialogue and peoples’ 

responses and content analysis results, researchers will aid in the reformation of how news media 

treats the subject of homelessness. In response, it is hoped the understanding of news media’s 

influence upon the public concerning homelessness will prompt the news media to take action to 

change what the media is portraying concerning the reportage of homeless people, conditions, 

and presumptions, and to take a more neutral approach.  
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Pamela A. Houser 

Professional Project Proposal, March 2018 

Homeless Veterans 

Introduction 

In 2009 while on vacation in New York City I met and photographed homeless people for 

the first time. I felt compelled to share their stories and try to find help for them.  I compiled an 

exhibit that has grown from 21 photos of people experiencing homelessness to 35 photos. There 

have been six exhibits of this work in Iowa, Illinois and New Mexico. At each exhibit I present 

an artist talk and share the stories of my subjects, challenging my audience to evaluate their 

thoughts concerning homelessness. 

 My father was a WWII vet and I learned from an early age the importance of honoring all 

military personnel and helping those who were disabled. As a musician in high school and a 

band director for 32 years, I have willingly sacrificed holidays to march or play Taps for 

memorial services honoring military personnel. In Columbia, Missouri I have volunteered to 

photograph at the Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans, and at the Truman Memorial 

Veterans Hospital.  

 When I was five my older sister received a Brownie Box Camera for her birthday. I was 

enamored by that camera. After a lot of begging on my part, she finally said I could take a photo. 

I was to take a photo of her sitting in a lawn chair in our front yard. She helped me focus the 

camera. I was so excited that I pushed the gray button (shutter release) before she could get back 

to the chair. Therefore, my first photo is of an empty lawn chair. That yearning to be a 

photographer has stayed with me my entire life. 
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 I was talented in music during my grade school through high school years and my parents 

were adamant that I go to college. Being a band director and teacher seemed to be an excellent 

choice. Yet, I kept thinking of photography. 

 While earning a music degree I saved money earned from being a resident assistant in 

the residence halls to buy my first 35mm camera, a Minolta SRT 102. I was hooked. I finished 

my degree at The University of Iowa with a Bachelor of Music degree and was a teacher for 32 

years, teaching countless students. I am most proud of the fact that 40 of my former students 

went on to complete degrees in music with many becoming band directors. Throughout all of my 

years of teaching I would take photos. My last three years of teaching I worked for Ken Olson 

Photography as an assistant. Ken taught me the skills needed to be a portrait photographer and 

his wife taught me Photoshop.  

 Since retiring from teaching, I have been fortunate to study fine art photography at Santa 

Fe University of Art and Design where I earned a Bachelor of Fine Arts in Photography, and 

now I have had the opportunity to study photojournalism at the University of Missouri. All of the 

professors at the University of Missouri have aided in my growth as a photographer. Dr. Keith 

Greenwood taught the History of Photojournalism and Photography in Society courses which 

inspired me to use my skills to improve the world such as my idols Lewis Hine, Jacob Riis, 

Dorothea Lange and many others who came before me did with their cameras. Fundamentals of 

Photojournalism taught by David Rees was the beginning of the road for me as a photojournalist. 

My first stories were meager, yet a huge stepping stone to the world I was about to enter. 

Working as a staff photographer for the Missourian and the storytelling and photographic essay 

classes taught by Jackie Bell and Brian Kratzer helped me grow as a photographer who could 

pursue a story and tell it well.  
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 Attending the Missouri Photo Workshop as a photographer was a wonderful opportunity. 

I took away a wealth of knowledge and contacts that will benefit me for years to come. My work 

and ability to tell a story with my lens changed after this experience. I met many strong mentors 

such as Eric Seals from the Detroit Free Press and Kim Komenich, Pulitzer Prize winning 

photojournalist and professor at San Francisco State University. They were so willing to help me. 

 As additional preparation for this project and a future analysis, I will interview other 

experienced photographers including Stacy Pearsall, Michael Stokes, Robert Gumpert, Robert 

Schults, Sam Wolson, and Eirik Johnson about their long-term portrait projects and will 

synthesize their insightful experiences of photographing people in marginal situations and 

veterans who have experienced displacement. I have studied their work in advance and look 

forward to speaking with them about: What they do? Why and how they do it? What forms of the 

framing theory do they recognize being used or not used while they produce their work? I am 

interested in how long they spend with each person and what level of trust they feel they acquire. 

I want to explore with each photographer what challenges and possible set-backs they have 

encountered concerning the media response to their work. This will serve as a learning tool for 

myself as I begin my project and later as I complete the final analysis component for this project. 

I will utilize information from the interviews as I photograph and interview veterans and tell 

their stories. My goal is to submit 18-20 portraits and interviews to the Veterans History Project 

in January 2019.   

Professional Qualifications 

I plan to do my graduate professional project interviewing and doing a professional 

environmental portrait of veterans who are experiencing homelessness or who have been 

homeless at some point in their life since being released from the military. The two main 

resources I will use for my project to meet the veterans will be the Welcome Home, A 
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Community for Veterans, and the Harry S. Truman Memorial Veterans Hospital. Both facilities 

are located in Columbia, Missouri.  The Welcome Home facility is a 32-bed facility that houses 

both men and women who are transitioning from experiencing homelessness to independent 

living. The new facility opened in September of 2017 and can accommodate more veterans who 

struggle than in their former facility. The average length of stay is 90 days 

(welcomeveterans.org). The Truman Memorial Veterans Hospital helps to move veterans back 

into stable housing by providing counseling and support programs to those who are struggling, 

helping them to reintegrate into society. 

I will focus on the veterans who volunteer to be interviewed and photographed from the 

two above facilities. They are in a transitional stage of their lives and it will be necessary to earn 

their trust so as to have an honest and in-depth view of their lives as veterans and as veterans 

experiencing homelessness. These collaborative relationships will help empower my 

photography to portray the importance of their endeavors and capture their essence in an 

environmental style  portrait with an accompanying audio interview. 

The photographic and recording equipment that is needed for this project are a part of my 

own inventory. I have two camera backs, a Sony a7 and a Sony a7RII; a 35mm, 2.8 Sony lens; a 

24-70mm 2.8 Sony lens; and a 70-200mm 2.8 Sony lens. I have a flash system for the Sony as 

well as studio lights should I choose to use them. I own a Manfrotto tri-pod and mono-pod. I use 

a Tascam and will be using cordless mics attached for the best quality. If I need an LED light for 

a more cohesive portfolio of work I will plan to check it out of the locker at the university. 

Beginning and Ending Dates of Project 

 I will begin my project in May 2018 after approval from my committee. I will use my 

time to meet, interview and photograph each veteran experiencing homelessness who I meet and 
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who is willing to do so. My projected completion for the physical evidence for the project is the 

third week of September. The final editing and the analysis will be completed by November 1, 

2018.  

Goal Dates for Progress on this Project 

May 15- Complete interviews with five professional photographers 

May 15- June 1 – Attend a house meeting at Welcome Home, Complete security clearance for 

Truman Memorial, Meet the therapist at Truman who works with veterans experiencing 

homelessness 

June 4 – Begin summer work schedule – three-ten hour days, eight hours scheduling interviews 

with participants, shooting and interviewing; two hours archiving, editing, transcribing and 

submitting report to committee 

July 2 – Goal to have six interviews and photo sessions completed 

July 3-4 – Holiday 

July 9 – 27 – Complete six more interviews and photo sessions 

July 30 – August 6 – Break for other work responsibilities (This will help pay for my expenses 

for this project.) 

August 6 – 31 – complete six additional photo and interview sessions 

September 3- Holiday 

September 4 -21 – Complete any additional interviews and photo sessions as needed to make the 

goal of 18-20 people, set date and place for exhibition 

October 1-5 – Contact professionals again (if they agree) for more feedback and questions that I 

might have before beginning to write the analysis portion of this project. 
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October – November – Frame presentation, write analysis, check in with professors for 

assistance in editing and production. 

December – Defense of the project; to be determined  

Work Schedule and Description of Work 

 In May I will attend a house meeting at the Welcome Home facility. I will explain to the 

veterans living at Welcome Home about my project. I will share with the veteran residents at 

Welcome Home the importance of telling their stories and that I want to photograph them in a 

very honest way, capturing their character and personality. At this meeting I will have handouts 

with sample questions I will ask them in the interview and a sign-up sheet to ask for volunteers. 

Since I have previously met many of the residents and the administration is very positive about 

my endeavor, I think volunteers will step forward to participate. 

 As voluntary relationships are formed, I will schedule time to interview veterans who 

have experienced homelessness and make the environmental portraits. The portrait may be taken 

onsite, or in a landscaped garden around the facility, or in other locales. If he/she has a service 

animal, the pet might be welcomed into the story. For each of the 18-20 people I will plan to 

interview and photograph each person an entire day. In the remainder of the time I will log the 

interviews, and upload and tone the photos. I plan to work at least 30 hours per week for 14 

weeks and complete 18-20 interviews and photo sessions. 

 Sylvia Jackson, Chief of Volunteers, at Truman Memorial has offered to help me receive 

clearance to speak with any of the patients who come there. Jackson will introduce me to a 

therapist who works with veterans experiencing homelessness at Truman Memorial. I hope to 

visit a group session to present to the patients as I will do at Welcome Home and be allowed to 

interview and photograph residents or patients who agree to participate in the project. All 
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hospital forms will be strictly adhered to and the patients may use a family member or hospital 

personnel to accompany them to the interview and photo session if they elect to do so.  

Dissemination 

 In January 2019 I intend to submit all veteran interviews and one photo of each veteran to 

the Veterans History Project (http://www.loc.gov/vets/) to be permanently archived in 

Washington, D. C. (American Folklife Center Reading Room in room LJ G53, Thomas Jefferson 

Building, Ground Floor). I will also submit the project to the Missourian to be published as a 

special project. The article of my final analysis will be best suited to be published in trade 

publications such as News Photographer magazine, PDN magazine, or a veterans communication 

on the local, state or national level. 

Documentation of “Abundant Physical Evidence” 

 The final project report will be a submission of edited portraits with a short quote from 

their interview in a jpg. and pdf format. I plan to portray at least 18-20 veterans. In addition, all   

environmental portraits of veterans will be submitted with access to the un-edited interviews of 

each person who participates. 

 The final goal is to present all of the portraits of the veterans in an exhibit at the Truman 

Auditorium (or larger venue) that would be accessible to everyone interested in the community 

and especially the veterans. Each veteran’s credentials and a paragraph or two of their experience 

as a veteran would be displayed. I would print a photo that I feel best captures their spirit and 

present them in a professional way. This work would be exhibited in November which is 

National Homeless Month.  

What is Needed from Cooperating Organizations 

*All necessary forms to be compliant with privacy laws and assistance with completion as needed. 

http://www.loc.gov/folklife/
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 Assistance with printing of the forms. A copy is needed for each participant. (VHP 

 standards) 

*Recommendations of veterans who would benefit from this project.  

*A quiet place to record audio. (A quiet room within the facility). 

*Use of a facility for opening and presentation to the public. 

Cost 

 

The total cost will essentially be determined by the magnitude of the project. The costs will be 

covered by donations/grants or out of pocket. Estimates of costs are below: 

 I estimate the cost for the exhibit will be roughly $3,000. For the 30-print exhibit, (18-20 

of veteran portraits and 6-10 photos of the living environment at Welcome Home. 

 

 One print of each veteran, matted with white mat board and framed in a 

16x20 black metal frame including a mat board nameplate with the 

veterans name and military affiliation and a short story from the interview 

they share with me.  

 

I would also have travel expenses as I travel to many of the participant’s homes to photograph 

them. Transportation cost: Estimating I will drive 30 miles to their homes = 540 miles x $36. per 

mile for a total of $194.40. 

Scholarship and Funding 

 

I have submitted the requirements for scholarships through the University of Missouri to 

cover the projected costs of the project. I also plan to apply for the C. Zoe Smith Scholarship before 

the project begins.  
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In addition, I plan to submit my proposal in a one-page version to supporters in the 

community of Columbia such as Veterans United Loans in hopes of gaining some additional 

financial support. 

Supervisors 

 Megan Seivers is my contact and will serve as a supervisor at Welcome Home. Sylvia 

Jackson is my contact at Truman Memorial. My chair for the project is David Rees. I will be 

submitting a weekly journal to my committee as well as photos taken during the week for the 

committee to respond to as needed. I will rely on the committee to provide feedback and advise 

with editing. My committee members are: David Rees, Chair; Dr. Keith Greenwood, and Brian 

Kratzer. 

Analysis 

RQs How do photojournalists make decisions concerning framing such as sympathetic 

versus unsympathetic, deviance frames and conflict frames when portraying their 

subjects? How do they reflect upon the impact their photos may have on the society? 

  Photojournalists and the media have a huge responsibility each day covering varied 

stories under a deadline. They make split second decisions regarding technique, newsworthiness 

and placement in the coverage. They access what they feel the story is about without having the 

time to fully understand and find the non-judgmental neutrality expected of the photojournalist. 

By nature, they are influenced by their previous experience and possible misconceptions of the 

scene they are portraying (http://www.thenewstribune.com/news/local/news-columns-

blogs/karen-peterson/article25872706.html).  
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This project and research is important to journalists today as they make decisions that 

affect how veterans and especially veterans experiencing homelessness are framed by 

photographers and the media. 

Relevance to Professional Skill Component 

The homeless veterans who live in Boone County Missouri will have the opportunity to 

share their stories and be photographed. Using a platform similar to the Veterans History Project 

(VHP) I plan to photograph veterans who have experienced homelessness and record their stories 

using the required questions of the Veterans History Project as well as my own questions 

concerning homelessness. The Veterans History Project (VHP) was created by the United States 

Congress in 2000 as part of the American Folklife Center at the Library of Congress. Through 

this program veterans personal accounts of American wartime are preserved for future 

generations (http://www.loc.gov/vets/0). Regardless of branch or rank any man or woman who 

has served in the military since World War I through present day and is no longer serving is 

eligible for participation (http://www.loc.gov/vets/0).  I will focus on volunteers of veterans who 

have experienced homelessness and who live or participate in the two facilities mentioned 

earlier. I have received the permission of both facilities to communicate with the veterans at a 

house meeting (Welcome Home) or as a volunteer at the Truman Memorial Hospital. I aim to 

show the homeless community that resides in the facilities, also keeping an open response to any 

other homeless veterans I meet. The interviews with the veterans will be done on site or if they 

have transitioned into their own living space I will go to them and record their stories and take a 

portrait portraying them as a person in the community.  The result of this work will be a portrait 

series. In addition, I will do a short newsworthy photo essay of 8-10 photos of the interaction, or 

lack of interaction of the veterans at the Welcome Home, A Community for Veterans. I will 

http://www.loc.gov/vets/0)
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interview five professional photographers who have experience and understanding of 

photographing veterans or misrepresented members of society for my professional analysis 

component of this project.  

Veterans Experiencing Homelessness – Some Background 

People experiencing homelessness have sometimes been misrepresented through media 

reporting which may leave society with a misunderstanding of homelessness and specifically 

homeless veterans.  

According to a recent survey, when shown a photo of a man that appears to be 

homeless, one third of the respondents label him as having as having a mental 

health issue. Nearly one-in-five believe that he has a criminal past. And, the 

second most popular response – after the 87 percent of people who identify the 

man as homeless—almost half of the respondents label the homeless-looking 

person as a military veteran (https://www.blogs.va.gov/Vantage?16011?americans 

-are-viewing-veterans-all-wrong). 

 Veterans account for less than 10 percent of the total U.S. Homeless population 

(https://www.blogs.va.gov/Vantage?16011?americans -are-viewing-veterans-all-wrong). It is this 

type of misunderstanding that makes this work relevant to the media today. Focusing on the 

stories of the homeless veterans gives them a voice and allows for their personal narratives to be 

the norm rather than a societal misconception.  

In January 2016, there were fewer than 40,000 veterans experiencing homelessness on a 

single night in America. This is a 17 percent decline from 2015 (va.gov) In Columbia, Missouri 

about 1 in 5 homeless people are veterans. Eight-five percent of the homeless veterans in 
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Columbia suffer from mental illness which contributes to their occupational limitations and 

social limitations (welcomeveterans.org). 

Framing Theory 

 Framing devices in media and other forms of communication influence the way an 

audience will make sense of what they see, or how they interpret a story, by providing clues 

about what to expect.  In 1974, Goffman “…defined frames as the mental constructs individuals 

use to organize and make sense of their experiences.” (Calder et al, 2011: Goffman, 1974) Calder 

(2011) also writes that a frame “promotes an interpretation of a situation or support of a desirable 

response with a moral judgement and the repeating of frames gives chance to notice, understand, 

store and recall mental association for future application.” (Calder, 2011) The work of Calder 

and associates (2011) discuss frames that have been used to influence others concerning people 

experiencing homelessness (Kendall, 2005). 

For the purpose of this project three specific frames are pertinent to the study of veterans 

who are experiencing homelessness. These frames include: sympathetic versus unsympathetic 

frames, deviance frames and conflict frames. 

Sympathetic versus unsympathetic frames. Media coverage by some researchers has 

been considered overall sympathetic (e.g., Buck, et al, 2004). Homeless people are often 

stereotyped by the media (Calder, 2011; Olasky, 1992). Rarely does the media use terms such as 

“forgotten,” “ignored,” or “invisible” to show compassion toward the people experiencing 

homelessness (Calder, 2011; Lind and Danaowski, 1999), and media report the death of a 

homeless person out of context or with inappropriate information that has nothing to do with the 

person’s death (Calder, 2011; Kendall, 2005). 
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Deviance frames.  Negative frames such as when a homeless person has done something 

wrong are used by the news media (Calder, 2011; Kendall, 2005). Using deviance frames in this 

way, although the information may be accurate, can manufacture causation in the reader’s mind 

(Calder, 2011).  Using the deviance frames news media portray the homeless as deviant, 

encouraging boundary setting of the “us” vs “them” (Calder, 2011; Shields, 2001). 

Conflict frames.  Opposition to the presence of homeless people by the community 

causes conflict and becomes a “we” and “others” excluding the place of the homeless (Calder, 

2011; Fiske, 1999; Middleton, 2014) and thereby preventing the homeless people from 

occupying space (Fiske, 1999; Hodgetts et al., 2008).   

I expect these examples of framing will appear in my project as it unfolds as each individual 

will have a different experience and a different story to tell. 

Journalistic Approach 

 The approach I will use for this project will be to interview veterans who are 

experiencing or have experienced homelessness. Using the cultural approach, I will explore how 

the patterns of frames have an influence on society, specifically concerning veterans 

experiencing homelessness and how society perceives them, as represented in the veteran 

interviews.  

The interviews with five professional photographers prior and later in my work schedule 

will I believe, advance the theory of framing concerning a photographer’s projection of the 

stereotypes that might emerge from photographing veterans. Or, these photographers will attest 

to the understanding of the impact of framing and offer ways for the photojournalist to avoid this 

when working with veterans experiencing homelessness. I believe their knowledge and influence 

will be a great asset in my project and will form the foundation for my final analysis. 
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Publications 

 The professional analysis writing would be suitable for publication in the News 

Photographer magazine, and PDN magazine. The Veterans Administration publications would 

also be a possibility for publication on the local, state and national level. I will submit the work 

to the Columbia Missourian for a possible feature story. In January 2019, I plan to submit the 

project photos and interviews to the Veterans History Project in Washington, D. C. to be 

archived for others to read.  
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TRANSCRIPTIONS OF INTERVIEWS 

             

The transcriptions of the phone and skype interviews with the four professional photographers 

are followed by the transcription of each of the 18 veterans who participated in the project. 

Professional Photographer Interview 

Stacy Pearsall 

May 2018 

PH: Hi Stacy, thank you for taking the time to talk to me today. 

 I do need to tell you that I would like to record today if that is ok with you. I have to 

write and analysis paper at the end of the project and if I wanted to add something that you share 

with me today I want to make sure that could quote you appropriately. Ok? 

SP: A yeah fine. 

PH:I think I told  you a little bit about my project and I have communicated with you before last 

year when I was doing another veterans project.  For my masters professional project I chose to 

interview and do environmental photos of the veterans. I have worked with homeless people in 

the past andwork with some of the veterans at the University of Missouri in my responsibilities 

there. It will culminate into an exhibit in November, hopefully by Veterans Day and at the end of 

the exhibit I will be presenting the photos that I take and mat and frame to the veterans as thank 

you. That is kind of overall. I need to write a seven page analysis paper and go through the 

committee to finish my masters. I am interviewing 5 professional photographers like yourself 

asking some questions. The first one I talked to just talked about his work and went right down 

the line. I am most interested in your Veterans Portrait Project which I have looked at 

extensively and enjoyed very much. So what I am interested in I have about six questions. 

How long do spend with each person and what factors influence the time that you can spend with 

them? 

SP: Typically I will spend at least 10-12 minutes with veterans and the time is really dictated by 

the environment. You know honestly I am an event and I have a long line veterans waiting 

obviously  I can’t spend 30 minutes or I would never get to everybody so I have to spread the 

wealth. However, if a veteran is pouring their heart out with a personal story I won’t cut them off 

because we have hit the 10 minute mark. It is usually on a case by case basis. 

PH: How do you feel you establish a sense of trust with each person as they come to you? What 

things determine how much trust  you are able to gain when you are doing your work? 
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SP: The trust is in the relatability in a like experience so I can empathize and also ????  I don’t 

pretend to know what their experience is but I will be an easy listener and be there to just …that 

in itself offers a safe space and therefore, builds trust. 

PH: I would guess that being a veteran yourself that in itself is that commonality would really 

help in your building the trust right away. The common bond is always there. I have noticed that 

in my work with veterans. They always asked me if I was a veteran. No, I was not. My father 

was a veteran of WWII and I learned at an early age how to be an American, stand for the flag 

and appreciate those who have served our country. And by the way, thank you for serving our 

country. 

What have been some challenges for your project? Would it be subjects and accessibility, 

challenges from editors, people getting published, challenges from media, challenges from the 

public on why you are doing this project? 

SP: Can you rephrase the questions? 

PH: I did… 

SP: I think the first and foremost challenge is trying to find the funds to continue the project. I 

am one person. I have to rely on the strength of those around me believing in the project to help 

promote it and to help other people believe in the strength of it. I think there are challenges for 

one finding funding and getting the message in front of the right people and how informative it 

can be.  And the exhibitions help spread that work and are really positive but again being able to 

have enough hours in the day to foster those relationships and make sure that I give only the 

veterans the time they deserve but also the people who support the project. There is a lot of 

challenges. 

PH: What interested  you in the project in the beginning and now? 

SP: The project was never the project in the beginning.  The project was borne out of a really 

dark place in my life where combat injury that I sustained in Iraq left me basically out of the 

service and in a lot of pain both physically and emotionally and the project was a cathartic way 

for me to begin the healing process. So, that’s what it continues to be actually. It’s been 

transformative for me personally but also has realigned my view of where I am in my career and 

where I am going and what my priorities are.  It’s been an amazing journey.  

PH: Your work is amazing!  How would you describe the attitudes of media, meaning print, 

audio, social media toward your work and how has that affected your work? 

SP: I think that media,  whether that be print, TV, or social media has been very positive and that 

helps to get the word out about the project. More importantly, it helps share the story of veterans 

I am documenting. For example Instagram for the Veterans Portrait Project I will post one of the 

portraits I took along with the backstory  of the individual  and these stories go untold. These 
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people are relatively….I was in with the veteran communities are a helpful community so they 

won’t volunteer this information unless someone like myself asks for it on their behalf. It has 

been really quite positive. There has been one incidence where somebody…there has been more 

than one incidence sadly,  where somebody has taken my images and used them for their own 

means and also poached the name of the Veterans Portrait Project to make money. I have had to 

take precautions. I have had to copyright all of my imagery as well the name. I have trademarked 

the name. 

PH: Also I want to say that with my project, once I pass my thesis committee to get my degree I 

plan to spend my time fine-tuning and making the files submit all of my work to the Veterans 

History Project in Washington, D.C.  I think that is a part of the story that needs to be out there 

so others can see and hear them. That is not part of my project but I am just going to do it. 

My last questions is, I have told you a little bit about my project and what I want to do. What 

would you suggest for me as begin my journey of the next six months, meeting veterans 

interviewing them, and doing environmental portraits of them?  

SP: I guess the main thing is that you can easily get wrapped up in the technical aspect of it and 

that can throw the tone of the whole interaction off and just to keep in mind that the experience is 

more important than the outcome. You maintain you  focus literally and figuratively on the 

veteran on what they are saying and not necessarily about the work you are creating. If you 

practice enough before being “Johnny on the Spot” then the technical stuff will just unfold 

naturally and you won’t have to think about it as much in the conscious mind. You should be 

doing the technical stuff with an unconscious mind and the conscious mind with the subject. 

PH: wrap up – Can I get get back with you? 

SP:  Sure 

PH: Keep in touch and I will keep watching your sights. Thank you very much. 

 

Professional Photographer Interview 

Robert Gumpert 

May 2018  

 

PH: Good Morning Robert, Thank you for meeting with me this morning. Before I begin to 

interview you I would like to tell  you about my professional project to help you know what 

might help me the best. 
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RG: Ok, Fine 

PH: I am a graduate student at the University of Missouri working on my professional project 

concerning interviews and environmental photos of veterans who are or have experienced 

homelessness. I will do a 30 minute interview with each about their military and homeless 

experience. Then I will do environmental photos of each which will culminate into an exhibition 

in November.  After my defense in December I will submit my work to the National History 

Project in Washington, D.C. 

Before we begin I would like to ask your permission to record our conversation today so that I 

might refer back to it during my work or when I need to write a professional analysis. Is this ok 

with you? 

RG: Sure that is no problem 

PH: I have a series of questions to ask you about your work. 

RG: Ummm, can I just start out by just rating our what I do? 

PH: Sure 

RG: I think that will make it a lot clearer. 

PH: Ok 

RG: Ummm, the tattoo stuff, was done separately, it was just kind of like a sidebar that came out 

of this larger project that I have been doing in the jails. 

PH: OK 

RG: Called “Take a Picture, Tell a Story.” So the way it works in the jail is that 12 years ago I 

got permission to go in, Ummm, to document the closing of California’s oldest county jail and 

that led to three months and when it was done I went to the sheriff and said that ahhh, people 

generally like to talk to me I would like to continue staying in the jails doing a project called 

‘Take a Picture, Tell a Story.”  And um, he said yes and that’s been going on now for 12 years. 

And it’s really simple, I just go in, I  have for each facility, because San Francisco a number of 

jails. For each facility I have a little notebook, collect names and people, completely randomly. 

The names go in the book and I encounter people who say they would like to do the project, or 

take part and then they are called in the order that they appear. And there is no topic, it is an 

exchange, I would take their portraits and they would tell me a story of their choice. On the 

occasions that they don’t have stories or don’t feel like sharing, I have a series of topics that I am 

interested in and I will ask those questions. The ground rules are, since this is an exchange, you 

have to tell me something, but it is your choice what you are telling me and the length of time 

you speak is totally up to you. So it has ranged from like a 10 second joke to an hour and a half. 
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PH: Ok, that explains a lot. How do you establish your sense of trust with the people in asking 

them to sign up for the project? 

RG: ummmm, it is hard from me to remember that segment of the project because it has been so 

long. Everybody knows me now. 

PH: Right 

RG: So that idea of trust, ummm is just there after all this time. 

PH: Would you say it’s because of familiarity and respect that others have gained that it’s kind 

of a trickle down system that they…? 

RG: No, it is just me. So it’s because there is always overlap.  One of the reasons it has lasted 12 

years is that there is a never-ending group of people who want to do it because there is always 

new people. 

PH: That’s great. 

RG: ummm it is from the sense that there are new people because they get locked up.  But there 

is always an overlap so that if I walk into a pod or walk down the line and somebody doesn’t 

know me and they say, “What are you doing?” I tell them. If they have questions and I am sure 

they do although I never seen it in the flesh. Somebody in the pod or cell block with them is 

going to be able to say, “Yes, everybody knows him. He does what he says he is going to do, and 

he can be trusted.” In the beginning ummmm I would say the reason that the people did it was 

that they wanted photos. They wanted photos to be able to send to their loved ones, or other 

reasons sometimes. They put  the photos on face books. They used them to try to get pen pals. 

Ummm but they wanted photos.  

PH: ok 

RG: They had misgivings and they had a lot of mistrust and they would sometimes ask me about 

it. They would say, “We think you’re an FBI agent. Or we think you are an informant for the 

DA. Or you’re producing gay porn calendar.” Ummmm but in the end, it was “We want photos.” 

And my response to the misgivings was always, ummm basically,  because you have to sign 

permission slips, you have to sign releases, and both mine and sheriffs, I also on the audio tape 

get them to audio release. Um So what I have always said to people is if you have the slightest 

misgivings, you should not do this, take a week to think about it, and I will call you back next 

week and if you have changed your mind fine, and if you haven’t, we won’t do it. My experience 

with people is that if they have some misgivings that they haven’t resolved, and this is what I tell 

them, “You are going to leave here, you are going to have told me your story and you are going 

to for the next week, lay here on your bunk and stew about it, and regret that you did it.” And so, 

then you are going to come to me and ask me to delete it, which I will do, but I hate doing it. So, 

instead, why don’t you just think about it, talk to other people in the pod and then I will call you 
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next week. You are not going to lose your place in the line. And I will call you and we will make 

the decision then. And that’s what happens. On the regular occasions when they feel that way. 

PH: That’s good. 

RG: And the other thing is that I always explain to them that um, because I am not operating at a 

journalist, if they tell me something about their case, ummm I can’t protect them. I am not going 

to go talk to anybody, but if the DA came to me and said, “We need to listen to this tape.” I have 

no way of saying to the DA, “No, you can’t.”  So the stipulation is that they can tell me anything 

they want about anything except an open case. 

PH: That explains a lot. Can you tell me about some of the other challenges of the project other 

than the challenges of getting the project and earning their trust?  Did you have any challenges 

with the media or the public that might question that your subject might not be an acceptable 

subject matter? 

RG: NO. Not in the sense that, again this project has been going on so long that it is hard for me 

to remember. There was a time, this project has changed a great deal over the  years in terms of 

its form but terms of why it has gone on for 12 years. In the beginning when I really did view 

this as a documentary project that was going to be eventually published and or exhibited. So that 

it was the classical kind of thing, I am going to take your photo and collect your story and then 

ummm It is going to be put up on the website that I operate and I will attempt to get an exhibit 

and attempt to have it published. And ummmm, that is no longer the case. It was a very typical 

kind of set-up. You are the subject and  you are in front of me and metaphorically speaking 

behind me are the viewers. So I take your photo and I collect your story then I turn around and I 

give it to the viewers. And, I that is the last I see of it. Because you don’t get any feedback 

generally speaking. And that is the way journalism works, ultimately, documentary, that’s the 

way my whole career was and ummm about three and a half to four  years in I realized two 

things. I realized first of all, nobody really wanted to look at this stuff or was particularly 

interested in it. I was getting more out of it because of the interaction between myself and the 

subjects I was talking with than I was ever going to get from the traditional way of operating. 

The prisoners kept me going. I realized that it was very difficult to get exhibits and turned out to 

be very difficult to get any kind of published work done with it because the format and the look 

didn’t conform to the idea of what these folks should be. So, ummm, it was too far from what 

people expected. How I generally explain this, because you are not the first one to ask this, if you 

look at “Lock Up,”  the documentary series on prisons. I think Lock Up has amazing access and 

amazing production values but it is never, ever gives you anything that you don’t already at some 

level expect, a show about the insides of prisons. It never strays too from expected results. So, I 

am not interested in that. My whole contention the whole time was in this country we lock up 

somewhere between 2.1 and .3  million people more than any other place in the world on any 

level whether you are talking about percentage population  or just sheer numbers. And we do it 

often in very long sentences and too often with too little chance of getting out on bail before  
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your trial. And that we do that because people who arrested are not viewed as simply quite 

human as we are. So the whole point of this project all along was there was never a specific 

question other than tell me a story. I wanted people to tell me about their lives. I was convinced, 

and over 12 years I think I proved that if I could get them out of orange and get them out orange 

and get them to listen they would be just like yourself. Everyone has the same hopes, the same 

desires, the same frustrations, at the end of the day they still are trying to pay bills, arguments 

with their spouse, worried about their kids. They would like a nice meal. They demons and they 

have joys. I wanted to touch on that. I also wanted to touch on the fact that they live in a 

multicultural in a way that the general public doesn’t really think about. They have to operate in 

the world that they operate in and the mainstream and they operate in a no-man’s land. That is an 

amazing talent. I am not trying to put a value judgement or I am not condoning a criminal 

society. But it is a society and it has rules and you have to learn those rules. Ummmm Folks I 

meet in jail operate on all these different levels and they have to do it instantaneously. Because, 

there are no boundaries. It isn’t like they cross a border, a physical border, present a password 

and go to a new country. It’s different from block to block. And you have to learn to operate that 

way. That shouldn’t be viewed by society as a minus. That’s an amazing plus. I wish we all had 

those talents. 

PH: Sounds interesting 

RG: For that reason, it doesn’t get published. 

PH: Ok  

RG: In a general rule. I have had a few exhibits in the US and London. The biggest issue is what 

to do with audio. I don’t transcribe them. That would just drive me nuts. 

PH: If you can remember in the early stages what were the attitudes of media, publishers, social 

media about your work?  Did that have an effect on your work in making that change that you 

said three for four years in to your work that you said when you went from something you shared 

to something you only did and perhaps shared with the prisoners? Did any of the media have an 

influence on your thoughts? 

RG: No, no it just kind of developed that way. I am a photographer because it is the only talent I 

have. I wanted to be a musician and it’s because there is magic thing about performing it is an 

interaction between you and the audience. If the audience is dull, it is very hard for you as a 

musician/performer  to have a great  concert. You are like punching a paper bag. But if the 

audience is really hot, then you’re hot. And photography isn’t that kind of media. 

Video is very cool but kind of passive. And photography is a particularly a hot medium in the 

sense that maybe radio or reading is, or live performances are but it is definitely hotter than 

video.  People can get involved. The practitioning of it for me is whether or not I am on or off. I 

don’t have an audience to help me build it up. About three years in I realized that in fact that had 
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developed between me and the folks in jail. And that was magic for me. It was about as close as I 

was ever gonna get to being upon a stage and having a good interaction with people verses 

chasing them all out of the auditorium. That’s how that developed. In terms of social media 

ummm I don’t see much of it on social media. My website occasionally gets very rude 

comments. Which I just don’t post. I just delete those. Only in the very beginning when I was 

thinking of posting this up on a website the original idea was that they would be whatever length 

they were and I would produce a little slide show to go with the story. That is what people were 

doing  at that time 12 years ago. And that’s the way people thought about it. You say you have a 

slideshow because people need to see the movement of images or they lose interest. It became 

very clear to me very quickly. It became really clear that given the shooting situation, these 

slideshows were going to end up being the same productions of the same technique over and 

over. Or I was going to have to take a portrait, listen to the tape and go out and take photos of 

whatever was being said on the tape.  I just wasn’t , you know you gotta have a life other than 

these projects.  So, I then thought about it again and it came back to this business about radio 

being hot. And so I though what I am going to do instead is that I am going to make this 

essentially into a radio website with a photo. And so that was the idea. I was going to take one or 

two or even  three or four very strong portraits and they would be static and not move at all. 

Below would be the audio click and it was at your discretion to listen. It was the audio not the 

photos that were the driving force. I maintained that people would sit and listen for extended 

periods. For extended periods I mean anything from one minute to four or five. I operated on that 

principle. A number of photographers that I talked to at the time were adamant that you can’t get 

people to listen for longer at most, 30 seconds unless you have a moving image or slide show. I 

just ignored it. I mean I just said, “You’re wrong,” on the basis of ???? you want me to produce a 

very cold image, a very cold medium and I want to produce a hot medium that they will sit in 

their chair and think about. 

PH: right 

RG: I just wouldn’t budge off of it. And ummm this site does not bring in a lot of people. It is 

somewhere between 200 and 250 a month, every 30 days. But people do, looking at the 

analytics, people do listen… 

PH: I did! My teacher knew of your work, the professor who is the head of the photojournalism 

told me about your work and I looked it up and enjoyed both the stories and the photos very, 

very much. I kind of thought that was a turning point of deciding to do this project of interview 

people and taking their portrait. I think I am getting some funding. My requirement is to do an 

exhibit. After the exhibit comes down I will be able to give the photos to the veterans. I have no 

reason to keep pictures of veterans. I have done work with homeless people before and exhibits 

and I have maybe 6 exhibits with my homeless project.  But it is not something I generally sell a 

lot of … 

RG: You gotta worry about people who want pictures of homeless on the wall. 
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PH: There are some like if they are playing an accordion or something and they don’t look 

homeless. But who wants to buy a photo of a homeless person and hang it on their wall. So I 

decided early on in this project that I did not need to have another project in a box in my house 

that I wanted to give back to the veterans and so. I received a thousand-dollar scholarship to help 

with the project. I do all the matting and framing myself. I have another donor who helps with 

veteran projects that I will approach. I have the support of two facilities in Columbia where I go 

to school. One is, I would call it a shelter but more of a very nice transitional living facility 

where they have 32 rooms and everyone has their own little apartment and they are open to me 

coming there and working, meeting the people and building trust. The veterans hospital in 

Columbia is being very resourceful for me. 

I think your work is really marvelous and it is interesting to hear you talk about how it has 

transitioned over the 12 years and it is still ongoing. I don’t think there are too many projects out 

there of this sort that people have done for 12 yeas so I applaud you for that.  

Is there anything that you could suggest to me as I begin my project as a fledgling semi-

documentary photographer. I am really more of a photographer than journalist although I am 

getting a journalism degree. Is there anything that you could suggest to me to help me with my 

project or you know, suggest a path or anything that might help as I go through this project? 

RG: I would say that the biggest thing which I have to keep myself about is patience. I guess on 

the site there are 100 up now but that is like a small portion of the people I tell talk to. I tell 

people not everybody has a great story. Not everybody is a great story teller. The way this works, 

the most important thing is are you good at telling your story. If you have a great story badly 

told, but if you have a mundane story really well told. It will work really well and it will go up. 

You have to have patience. You have to listen and develop an ear for the kind of stories that 

work for you. We become the arbiters of what is a good story . It depends on who you are and 

what your background is. You sort of develop an ear. Sometimes I get two or three in a night. 

Sometimes I won’t get one in a month and you just have to be patient.  

PH: That is really good advice. One of the things that is in my favor is that I chose to do the 

project over the summer and into the fall. I defend until December. While they are only require 

me 18-20 it gives me time to do many more to be able to filter out the good stories and photos.  

RG: Do you know what you want them to talk about or are you just going to give them free rein? 

PH: There is a set group of questions that are recommended by the Veterans History Project that 

I will be using. They are open-ended questions that they can just take off on to whatever they 

feel . In a sense it is a little bit like yours where they can share whatever they want but there are 

suggested guidelines. The part about the homeless will not be submitted to the Veterans History 

Project that will just be a part of my final project and analysis. Those questions would be like, 

“What would you like to share with the general public about being a homeless veteran.  Again it 

is open-ended questions that let them tell their story. 
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RG: I have actually extended this to homelessness as well.  

PH: Interesting 

RG: I am asking homeless people both on the street and in an outreach center for families a 

series of questions about what “HOME” means to them.  Everybody gets asked the same 

questions the questions are the same, the questions are short answers. The answers I get from the 

homeless project are much more concise and ummm line themselves to be transcribed and used 

as short quotes with the photos.  That has not happened in the jail.  

Asking people, this isn’t my question I actually got this question from an interview I heard with a 

teacher or asking questions, basically, “What would you want people to know about you?”  

Actually this has really worked for me because it is open enough and they don’t have to qualify 

if they need to answer as a veteran or as a homeless person or as a prisoner. It is just, “Tell the 

people out there who you are.”  

PH: I am trying to accomplish to open people minds. I think the media has done an injustice to 

the homeless people. Do we have to qualify this in the news?  Why do they say these things 

about homeless veterans.  I just want them to stop and think.  

I talk about my work. ….. 

Do you do things natural light? 

RG: Yes, I strongly recommend not using light. Do you know Kim Comenich? He tells the class 

to use lights and I am like fuck the lights.  

What I would say to you is, this is the way I shoot, I am in the jail, I have a very limited space to 

shoot. In one case it is a concrete gym with giant overhead lights and then the other place is a 

room with overhead florescent lights. In the gym I got tired of using the walls so I brought in a 

back drop which is my only. I use whatever light there is. I am shooting at 3200 and occasionally 

6400. I suspect at least with Kim this is the case, it is just appalling that I am degrading the 

medium. I don’t’ mind, I come film, I don’t mind grain/noise but most people who have come up 

in digital like that smooth look. And when you start pushing even the newer cameras you are 

losing shadow. None of that matters to me, that’s just not the way I see. I don’t use lights. I am 

not real big on tech so if I can’t see the light I can’t get the light.  I am 45 years into a career so it 

is not like I have relearn how to do it without light. Any kind of is enough light for me. I 

handhold at absurdly low shutter speed. If you see it as available light, shoot it at available light. 

PH: …I prefer the look of the character 

RG: Then that’s what you should do. It is all a part of the storytelling. You see it as more 

naturalistic . Whatever shortcoming helps you tell that story that’s what you should do. 

(Wrap up – yes he will be happy to talk with me in the future.)  
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RG: If you post let me know! 

Thank you 

 

Professional Photographer Interview 

Robert Shults 

May 2018 

PH: I appreciate your time this morning. Before I get into the questions let me tell you what I am 

doing and maybe that can influence how you can help me. Ok? 

RS: Sure 

PH: This is for my masters professional project and what I am doing is, I am interviewing and 

doing an environmental portrait of veterans who have experienced homelessness.  

Before I go any further I should tell you that would like record this. After I finish all of the 

interviews and the portraits I will be required to write a 7 page analysis for publication. It may 

not be published, but it might. The reason I want to record it is that if I want to refer back to 

something you share with me I want to quote you perfectly. That will be in Oct. so I just want to 

tell you 

I will be doing interviews and portraits. I will be doing, following  what is called the Veterans 

History Project. I am not sure how much you into veterans but there is a national archive in 

Washington, DC. The first thing I will do is follow that guideline and let them have an 

opportunity to let them share with me about their military experience. And then I have proposed 

about six questions at this point about their experiences as a homeless veteran. They are open-

ended questions to give them the opportunity to share really whatever they feel comfortable with. 

If they don’t want to answer something, that is fine too. That will culminate into analysis how 

the media represents veterans who have experienced homelessness. 

RS: Wow sounds very cool. 

PH: It is quite an undertaking and this will culminate into hopefully around Veterans Day or in 

November for sure since it is national homeless month, an exhibit to share with the community 

and when the exhibit is over I plan to give the framed portraits to the veterans. I have two 

connections in Missouri at the University of Missouri. We brand new shelter which is really state 

of the art and I haven’t found any other ones like it in the Midwest. It is a 32 bed facility where 

they get their own little apartment. 

RS: This is run by Mizzou? 
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PH: No, no it’s just in Columbia and I had connections when I worked with the Missourian and I 

did the opening of the center. They have a 32 rooms and two family units where people could 

bring in one child or something and community room and a computer room.  All of the social 

workers and personnel that help them are on the other end of the building, so all connected with 

a state of the art kitchen where they can have meals together, laundry facilities. Then they tutor 

them and help them find jobs. It’s kind of a transitional thing. Most of the residents only stay for 

90 days or less.  

RS: That is a model I don’t think I have heard of either. 

PH: Oh my gosh it is such a beautiful facility. I was there for the grand opening when the 

residents were walking in. They were walking in to kind of dorm size room, maybe a little bigger 

than that with a twin size bed and a homemade quilt made by some ladies in Columbia, brand 

new bed, big leather chair, lamp, kitchenette area and their own bathroom. 

RS: Wow: That’s a huge deal. 

PH:  It was like they were walking into heaven. 

RS: Yeah the private bathroom is overwhelming. 

PH: it was huge and beautiful, being all so new. And I have been out there several times since for 

dinners and things and have good relationships with the staff. So that is where I am starting and 

then I think it will kind of filter off to  more of the ones who are on the street that say, “Homeless 

Veteran.”  I am not afraid to stop and talk to them. I have done homeless work before I’ll just 

pull my car over and go and talk to them and go into McDonalds and have a cup of coffee or 

something and hear their stories and ask to photograph them. It is all volunteer so I am not 

disrespectful in any way. Everybody has a story and everybody needs to be heard. So that is kind 

of where I am coming from and I have read a lot about your projects and I guess to transition to 

it just very briefly if you could share with me now about your experience of being homeless and 

going back and photographing the people that were homeless and kind of what you did there. 

RS: Yeah ummm, so obviously I am not totally sure what sources you have seen but when we 

are done here today ….there is published material because that may be valuable for your story 

but… 

It sounds weird to say but it is actually a fairly clean and  simple story. Honestly it is a lot easier 

to fall through the cracks than a lot of people realize. Um I just a , …I had, like I kind of think 

the starting point was I had, I got back from several years traveling and had largely sort of 

apprenticing in Central America and I was South Florida at the time staying at a hostel because I 

had elected to camp out back on the property of hostel ….in the spring of 2001, yeah the spring 

of 2001 in this hostel the Lake  Homestead area of Florida City, Florida and a the …ummm..  in 

the process of constructing my campsite I literally turned my back for a second and a someone 
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just came in from off of the street and grabbed off with my stuff except for the tech itself which 

had already been put up, but pretty much everything else. That was a loss and a lot of resources 

and pretty much my entire life was sort of in a couple of back packs. I wasn’t really settled 

anywhere.   So I made my way for a while doing a lot of day labor especially on the boats in the 

Ft. Lauderdale area. Ummm, but that was very seasonal. When the tourist season comes around 

all those boats leave. Ummm so in the summer like in June of 2001 I decided to move on. I heard 

around the hostel/crew house where I was staying at in Ft. Lauderdale like there are a lot of jobs 

in Dallas. Construction goin’ on. You can go to Dallas and find a job and get payroll. So I took 

most of what I saved up and bought a bus ticket to Dallas. Umm then found that it was a rosier 

picture than the reality on the ground.  And I was really to just you know a couple hundred bucks 

and again essentially no possessions or belongings. I remember thinking looking around Dallas 

and thinking, I don’t know that this is exactly a safe place to hit rock bottom. It doesn’t seem like 

it has much of a social safe net.  For whatever reason I just gleaned enough about Austin to think 

like Austin might be a little bit of a softer landing. So I spent literally the last of what I had to get 

my way to Austin ummm but aaahh by the time I got here I had no resources. I had to find a 

place on the streets to sleep. Luckily, I actually only slept on the street for like two months 

ummm I think I remember I was still sheltered but I still had a bed at the hostel like Father’s Day 

of 2001. I remember calling my father from the payphone there. Umm and I had just made a 

connection with someone I met at a coffee house there, “You know you should come and sleep 

on my couch for a few months,” just before September 11th. So it was basically that span of time, 

mid- June to like early September of 2001 that I slept on the street here in Austin. The truth is I 

had every resource available to me. I was young, very fit at the time, mentally and physically. No 

real liabilities other than the lack of ??resources. Which obviously eased that process of sort of 

working my way off the streets and it was a fair amount of luck and firtuitiveness because any 

liability can expand to the virtually like a mortal wound.  You know in the high pressure 

situation of urban wilderness.  One of the ways I like to think of it of is the Tom Hanks movie 

Castaway where one of his greatest impediments to success while he is there are like sort of 

minor cut his foot on the coral at one point and   he has an absessed tooth that was supposed to 

get fixed before he literally dropped out of civilization.  Both of those things although they are 

sort of a minor annoyance in civilization, in the wilderness both of those things become a huge 

liability which expands to a lethal infection or otherwise. I come to think of the street very much 

like that. There really is no healing that can take place ummm on the street. There is no healing 

that can take place without shelter. So a single liability that theoretically be manageable ummm 

in, in sheltered society can become this massive gray disability to educate oneself from the cycle 

of just recurrent and constant homelessness. Whether that is PTSD of a veteran or substance 

abuse issue …or even again a minor physical ailment that limits one’s ability to exploit oneself.  

For financial gain .. I was just very lucky that I was young and fit enough to not really have any 

and so it was a really brief and rapid process for me.  But it was long enough to see how um how 

my mobility actually was. 

PH: Tell me about going back and photographing the homeless society. 
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RS: Yeah, so one of the things …it never really goes away. it’s not like you can so like, “Oh well 

you know I got a job and I found an apartment, Then I reconstructed the social network and 

found a home and now you know I am the person I was before. That’s just not how it works. 

That’s not how a traumatic injury works.  It’s more about integrating that experience in to sort of 

a new identity going forward and one of the things that I have is that I even now the um I guess 

partially inspired by the means of which um access the shelter can actually  be revoked or 

collapse umm umm the anxiety about finding myself in that shelter hasn’t really gone away.  

Even though by all objective standards my life is remarkably stable. It is extremely unlikely that 

I would have to confront homelessness again. It doesn’t go away. The point is I am trying to 

make is I’ve heard that with some measure of commonality of social workers  and so forth where 

umm they find a client and an apartment or something. Then they will get a call from the 

apartment management saying like, “ Hey so is Twix sleeping out on his balcony? I am not sure 

what is up with that.”  Yes, it is hard. It is hard to adjust I actually for years, I essential just slept 

on a mat on the floor even in my own apartment.  Without even really knowing why. One of the 

things I did notice I was doing fairly regularly was as I was you know going about my life, as I 

was trying to work or you know walking into the grocery store or whatever I was doing uhh if I 

passed by someplace that seemed like it might be a suitable um ah temporary or ad-hock shelter I 

would often times take a mental note of it, “Oh well you could sort of hide out under there you’d 

be you know not seen. ????I was in a situation and then I got a job teaching pre-school which I 

had done before when I was traveling and that sort of thing. And um ah at some point the 2010 

the pre-school had sold ah and the staff was being restructured and I was going to be laid off and  

um and yeah I suddenly got absolutely terrified…. Things are just going to fall apart and I am 

going to be back on the street and I am not going to. Um the way I dealt with that initially was 

more than anything was just a therapeutic endeavor. It was …the intention …it wasn’t as though 

I set out to publish though it did strike me as the opportunity like, “Well maybe this is the 

opportunity you need to shift  um to make a serious go at photography in a mature way and 

potentially as a day job.” But it was really more of a therapeutic thing go and make a catalogue 

of the places that I had taken note of and to document those spaces. So I had a really 

…therapeutically I this really concrete record of potential shelters. Like it won’t be that bad. At 

the very least you know you can go here. It is a very small body of work, like 18 photos and um 

the idea was to sort of esthetically the concept A) to somewhat to camera embody the position of 

someone occupying that place for shelter. Most everything is looking up from underside of the 

structure. Umm the a but the strategy was to a fair level of distraction of the environment that is 

there. So that is deliberate. It’s not apparent like, “Oh ????” Rather to kind of elicit in the viewer 

the subjective state for me associating with me for being homeless. So again they are highly 

abstractive.  They are a bit disorienting. Not totally sure where you are! Also, tend to violate a lot 

of the normal conventions composition where in a lot of cases they are without a middle or 

heavily waited on one side or the other, not particularly balanced. They sort of always feel like 

kind of tipping over. They don’t feel particularly harmonious. Um a lot of things are sort of split 

down the middle or divided …???. The idea was you know um there is a, I talk about this a lot in 
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interviews, where there is to an extent limited power in the visual depiction of homelessness at 

this point. There is a risk in some cases of just kind of adding to the noise. Ummm in as much as 

it is not a visual motif that very few people are unaware of and it’s a situation that very few 

people are unaware of. I think a lot of times like, actually I was talking with someone from the 

UK not long ago and I kind of likened it to um the a Susan B. Komen Foundation ….23:00 

raising awareness.  ????? How unaware are we as a populace ….concerning homelessness 

awareness is not the issue empathy is the issue. And the depictions um …especially in a world 

where it so democratized and so pervasive that a  um increased awareness in many cases of a 

negligible fact. So then the question is, “As a visual strategist how do you construct an image 

that causes someone not so much to know about homelessness but to empathize with 

homelessness. And usually in my humble view typically that empathy is the first act toward 

action. The idea was if you could walk through a gallery and look at these photos and um at least 

experience the trajectory of emotions or at least the subjective reactions ummm that were 

consistent with the emotions and subjective reactions that I had the actual experience of being 

homeless. Ummm perhaps that helped increase … If you walk in and feel a little disoriented and 

not sure where you gonna fall next and if everything gonna collapse at any moment. Ummm then 

maybe suddenly start getting a perspective of being in that person’s shoes. Umm That was the 

idea. 

PH: I have just a few questions in particular like how long when you were out photographing the 

homeless people, about how long did  you spend with each person and what were the factors that 

influenced that influenced this. 

RS: I have actually photographed a homeless person in my life. Umm like I only photographed 

the environment that I either sheltered in myself… 

PH: Ok  

RS: umm or that took note of as being a potential shelter. 

PH: Ok great 

RS: The a….Well let me rephrase, that is actually not true when I said I have never 

photographed a homeless person in my life. I really early on in my photographic education, 

ummm I constructed a photo that was at the time visually similar to the sort of style of my 

teacher. Umm at one point when I was living in Guatemala and sleeping on the street and this 

middle class or actually upper class umm  mother and daughter in their sort of garishly colored 

clothing walking by like in the doorway of the city house in Guatemala. Umm and I remember in 

making the exposure and I actually waited for it for a while using either this sort of great setting 

here I could wait for the right person to come by and after the photo and the middle-aged woman 

and her daughter in these bright pink and this otherwise monochromatic scene where this guy 

was I think he himself was like colorless umm the a I remember thinking like I had done this 

really good thing um by like telling his story. I immediately stood up and turned around and 
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there was this other gentleman walking down the street shaking his head and said “????/how 

ugly you!”  

PH: I think I read that somewhere that you shared that in an interview! 

RS: ( ????talking to fast)   - The only work I have done concerning homeless is photographing 

their environment. And I know and I am sure you have read I do wonder at all whether truly 

informed and freely offered consent is even possible  

Professional Photographer Interview – (Skype – recorded) 

Sam Wolson 

June 2018 

PH: Introduction 

PH: How long do you spend with each person and what factors influence the time that you can 

spend with them? 

SW: I spent 3 years doing the project with Shannon. Other projects, if it is a commission maybe 

you have an afternoon, maybe you have an hour with someone, ummm  I think that, you know, if 

this is a self-driven project then I would say spend as much time with them as you can with 

people, at different times of day, spend time with them without the camera, spend time with them 

just getting to know them, getting them comfortable with who you are, umm you know, but 

again it really depends on what you are trying to say, what you are trying to do, what you are 

trying make at the end. But ahh, a yeah I think the time questions kind of speaks to the trust 

question. In some ways those things can…you can sort of gain trust with people very quickly 

sometimes depending on how you work with people what kind of skills you have in terms of 

getting intimate with people quickly but ummm I think there is no replacement for just spending 

as much time with it, with people as you can. You know, .. 

PH: uh hum 

SW: I don’t know if that helps at all? 

PH: Yeah, so if I am hearing you correctly, the factors that influence the length of time are: your 

individual abilities to relate to people, have them relate to you, the time factor, how much time 

your project  has… 

SW: Yeah when did you say you need to be done with your photos by? 

PH: Well, I would like to be done with them by mid to late September. And I am to work 30 

hours a week by university standards. A lot of that is making calls and running them down. I am 

working with them in different institutions as well as just references off the street. 
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SW: Yeah, look I mean it really depends on what kind of images you want to make as well. You 

know the pictures I with Shannon I, …you know, I got very close with Shannon and spent time 

whenever I could with him. Sometimes that was once a week, once every two weeks, sometimes 

it was multiple times a week at different times of day whenever he would allow me to come and 

spend time with him. And that gives you sort of the intimacy to create, to capture some of those 

moments. But if I was doing a project of series of portraits like environmental portraits of people 

and it was more about showing a breath of different people then I probably don’t need to go back 

with every day you know. But I think ummm, yeah it really depends on the type of images that 

you want to make. You know but the more time that you spend with people, you know,  you 

get,.. they trust you more and you develop a relationship with them. So, I don’t know exactly, 

you said you want to do environmental portraits but I don’t know exactly … 

PH: Well with some of them, my professors want me to maybe go back to a point where they 

became homeless. For example, one gal worked at a convenience store that was torn, she lost her 

job. To revisit some of that but I also have to be very cautious because most of these people are 

under care for Post-Traumatic Stress, alcoholism, you name it so I also have to be very careful. 

One fella that is very functional, that is in his own apartment. I have photographed him in his 

new apartment. Then he volunteered to go back into one of the transition homes where he lived 

for a while and be photographed there to show that environment of where he came from and then 

transitioning to his apartment. So it really varies with the people. The ones that are living in the 

transition home, ummm I can’t photograph them in their individual apartments because of 

government rules. So it is out about the grounds and that but I would really prefer to get them 

away from there. I thought I could do them at their work but they all work at the veteran’s 

hospital which I am not allowed to photograph in either so I am kind of hitting some brick walls 

there. I think it is all going to work out. 

PH: Is there anything that you can share on um, you know, establishing the sense of trust. You 

said, spending time with them, just listening to their stories… 

SW: So I mean like I said, I think it is important especially when you are trying to engage with 

really sensitive and vulnerable people about sensitive topics to their lives they understand what 

you are doing and they are on board with that and want to be a part of it. So for instance when I 

first initially met Shannon I was working on a different project where I was trying to take 

portraits in this kind of square in Oakland. I met Shannon and I was having trouble getting 

people to let me take their pictures. They thought I was a cop. They said, why are you doing this? 

Whatever, whatever. And you know something I had learned from other mentors in the past was 

about you know was taking photographs and bringing them back to them to show them you 

know what you are doing. Or even brining some of your work with you or a little book or 

something which Shannon, you know, I brought a little portfolio book and this is the kinds of 

work I do and we kind of hit it off and we just talked and then he ended up taking me around and 

introducing me to that community. Then eventually I got to know him and I ask if I could 

photograph him. There is a few lessons to be learned in there: 1) I think having something that 
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shows the type of work that you do. Bring some prints, bring something so people see, Oh you 

take this kind of photo I understand that. This is what I am trying to do. It sounds like you are on 

with the community that you are working with so that it gives you a sense of credibility within 

the space and having that person kind of vouch for you. With Shannon when I was 

photographing in those street communities or whatever, everyone knew Shannon so, Shannon 

was like, Hey this is Sam. He is cool don’t worry about him. And I automatically gained that 

access and that door. But also, 2) it is really important to listen to people, don’t talk, really listen 

to know who they are and to get them to talk and um and I can’t stress this enough.  Spend time 

with them without a camera. You know, just go spend time with them as a person getting to 

know them, have a coffee or whatever. Tell them about your project, tell them about yourself. 

And then bring the camera another time. They see that you are not just using them for their story 

or whatever that you are really interested in them as a person.  

PH: Usually the first time I meet, well I did a presentation at this transition house and explained 

my project and that I was looking for volunteers and I had six sign up the first night so that was 

good. I usually just talk to them and this will all culminate eventually to archived in the Veterans 

History Project in Washington, D. C. So they are very interested in their story being archived and 

so the questions are a take-off of that and I show them the questions before the interview so it is 

not intimidating. I tell them that if there are any questions they prefer not to talk about at this 

point that they are free to mark them off and I don’t have to go over that. So it gives them a little 

latitude. I have printed the first subject that was in his apartment and very willing and open to 

talk about the project with others. I have printed one of his pictures and the final product so they 

will see where it will end in November. And after the exhibition they’re getting the print as a 

donation.  

SW: I think that great. 

PH: I like the idea about the booklet. I have used those, I believe they called them the “leave 

behind book” when I got my BFA. I have done a project about my father’s work. He was in 

World War II and he took a lot of pictures and I did a little project with his things. And so I think 

maybe I could use that to relate to the veterans and I do these things and I try to be respectful and 

entrusting with their life. But I could also with the university facilities I can get those books 

made for like pennies really, like a 20 page book for three bucks. I think that is a really good 

idea. Thanks for that tip. When I do their photos I come home and print a couple 5x7s so when I 

go back to the facility I can say, “Here are a couple pictures that I liked that I took of you, “and 

give it to them. Some of them are a little shy at first but I think they really like and they probably 

do show it to people when I am not around. They are just very modest about it.  

SW: Do you have a background in this? You don’t have to tell me but like I think if you have 

some sort of personal connection to why you are choosing this topic and connecting with them 

about that. So they understand they can be like, Oh you had this and this experience and this is 

why you care about this and you want to it justice or whatever.  
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PH: Well I have never been homeless but I have worked with homeless people across the United 

States and done exhibits and raised money for different shelters. Actually through my 

photography. When I have an exhibit of my photos and sell then I always give 100% of the 

proceeds to the shelter. So I make nothing on the project but it’s fulfilling. I am a retired teacher 

so that is just my way of giving back. I do shows with my other homeless project and try to earn 

money to help them. And then also, the fact that my father was in World War II and I kind of 

grew up with the reverence and respect for veterans. And so those two things sort of tied it 

together. I was just going to do the project with veterans and then my professors narrowed it 

down because I had done work and written papers about the media’s response to homelessness, 

they suggested that I tied the two projects together and make it a little bit more limiting, not 

really limiting but more focused. There are a lot of them out there, but a narrow focus as opposed 

to just all veterans. So that’s where I came from on that. 

 SW: Sometimes with these government institutions you just have to be persistent and find the 

right person who can get you around those rules. If you can find that person they will be like, 

sure, go.  

PH: What have been some of the challenges with your projects? Was there a challenge of 

accessibility or editors to get things published? 

SW: I think with the Shannon project in particular, you know that was a project that I took on by 

myself and ummm you know I think as a product of doing that I kind of got a very bad taste in 

my mouth for the way that ahhh umm some of the structures that are involved with 

photojournalism at this point, ahh you know, even the idea of taking a topic as complex as I was 

trying to do with the Shannon thing, and even though I had three years to do it, all this stuff and 

trying to reduce it down to 20 picture story is sort of mind boggling. I think in some ways it does 

a disservice to those issues and umm and I ended up posting it on the New York Times ???blog 

which was nice because the article was more of a conversation about some of the process that 

was involved in making the work and they interviewed Shannon and you know I think it was a 

nice rounded way to talk about it, but umm at the same time, you know, I kept running up against 

a wall of news outlets really liking the work, but wanting it to fit into these very specific boxes. 

And to me it seemed like, “No this isn’t a story just about homelessness, or about mental health, 

or about gangs, or recidivism rates or some thing .” …. I think I came away also you know trying 

to figure out what was the benefit of doing that work in some ways?  You know,  ummm I think 

we as photographers, to be totally honest with you right after that project I moved to East Africa 

and I was working as a foreign correspondent in East Africa. I started transitioning to do a lot, 

umm, working other types of media like virtual reality for instance. And you know I think I 

started questioning a lot of structures around photography. In particular, the broader industry I 

find to be very warrant driven sort of you know, when you get these huge amounts of people 

kind of scraping for grants of like $2000. which is really nothing, and everyone is groping after 

these World Press Awards. I mean it is just a broken system/industry in my estimation in a lot of 

ways. I think the impact that photography used to have in its hey-day, it’s just a different eco 
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system now. Photography just plays a much different role than it used to. And I think as 

photographers we need to constantly think about, you know, not just shoving everything into a 

photography box and be able to look more holistically at what is the best way to approach this 

narrative? Not every story can be told in 12 pictures and black and white on the back of a 

newspaper. So I think it’s really great what you’re talking about finding ways that this work can 

exist in a larger eco system within supporting homeless shelters or having the people get the 

prints back to them. I think that stuff is really important. And it’s important for evolving what 

this medium is and what we are doing with it particularly documentary photography. Yeah, so 

challenges, yeah, I think that work that I did with Shannon really kind of transformed my way of 

thinking about documentary photography. What it is? And what I think it should. There’s not, I 

mean publishing the stuff is really hard. It doesn’t matter how much work you put into it. A lot 

of things don’t really matter. And the things that do matter are sometimes very depressing. The 

sort of nepotists whose name is this, you know, blah, blah, blah all this bullshit. So yeah, and I 

think also, like I was saying, something I struggled with was like, you know, I have this very 

intimate relationship with Shannon. I witnessed a lot of really difficult things with him. Ummm  

you know he was in and out of jail. He was on drugs. He had mental health issues. I was there as 

this observer and this whole sort of relationship sort of participant, friend, documentarian, and 

when do those roles change? What’s your responsibility in these different situations can be very 

emotionally draining as well. And yeah, and I think  it’s …I don’t know what the benefit of that 

work was so…Even though I have people contact me, like yourself, who seem to have gotten 

something out of the work and I think Shannon did get something out of the work as well, being 

validated about his experience as well. ???? Even more important than other people seeing it. 

Who knows what they look at and get out of it? Shannon can look at it and get something 

meaningful out of it. I don’t know, does any of that answer your question? 

PH: Yeah it does!  Did you ever experience challenges from the public like questioning the 

subject, like Shannon or your other subjects as being acceptable subject matter? You should be 

doing this or you shouldn’t be doing this. Did you ever have editors question your subject 

matters? 

SW: I think that conversation about representation and race and socio-economic backgrounds 

and working in a very ahhh let’s say like traditional form of documentary photography that is a 

call-back in some ways to a while ago, umm you know, those were conversations that I have 

with a lot of people throughout this process of making the work and it also transformed how I 

was thinking about making the work. I think more than like the general public I would say I had 

pushed back in those conversations with editors and friends and artists who I would show the 

work with and spend time with in critiques and stuff and I think those concerns are totally valid. 

umm I also think though that is really easy to set….I think for me the important thing that you 

are asking those questions along the way. As long as you are grappling with those issues then 

that is more important than being too scared to push a boundary or do something that might 

offend somebody. ‘Cause ultimately I was the one going out in my own back yard and making a 
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relationship with someone I would never have a relationship otherwise. Most other people are 

just sitting there criticizing about, “Oh no, you can’t show a person of color in black and white or 

do this and this. I think it was good to have those conversations. It pushed me to think about 

representation and those issues and like I said, it is important to do that but it shouldn’t stop 

people from making work and making mistakes and pushing boundaries. And I think that ahhh 

Yeah, that is what I would say. 

PH: Explanation of Someone’s Family – decisions about being photographed 

SW: I think the questions are important. These sort of questions of representation and all these 

things are really important and you know, you just need to be able to answer them. You need to 

have answers. It needs to be something you are grappling with. It can just be something like, 

“Well, I just want to work like this cause I think the pictures look nice.” You know, you need to 

have reasons for what you are doing and be able to back up your work and that’s sort of the 

important part.  

PH: African American disproportionate amount….singled out? 

PH: What interested you in your projects such as Shannon in the beginning and now? 

SW: There is a lot of …you want to narrow it down a little there is a lot of work… 

SW: I can talk specifically about Shannon… 

SW: For Shannon, that project meant a lot of different things to me at a lot of different points. 

The reasons I started it. Where it became totally different than the reasons I felt half-way through 

it. So it was sort of a big evolution. I think once you develop a relationship with somebody and 

you see what they are going through, and sort of see the world through their eyes and that 

became…I think particularly in the Bay area where I was living  in Oakland, it was an incredibly 

denitrifying area as it still is.  I live like ummm probably a five minute bike ride from where 

Shannon was staying. And it was literally like a completely different universe. Spending time 

with him. Hanging out in his community and on the street, even when people would walk by as a 

white man walking around the world people relate in a certain way. When I am standing next to 

Shannon, people would literally walk across the street to not be close to us. And to completely 

treat you in a different way. Just having those experiences and seeing the world thorough his 

eyes, I saw how important it was to relay sort of this other representation of him and what he 

went through, and what he goes through and who he is. That drive in me became really strong in 

me through photographs at the time ‘cause that is what I was doing. Ummm You know, I think in 

lot of ways the reason I wanted to go into photojournalism is the same reason that a lot of people 

do. It is just that it’s, you know, it seems like this way to communicate things about the world 

that you think need to be addressed or are important to see or important to think about this is a 

powerful way to actively be engaged in those things and those places. To be this transfer point 

between the rest of the world at ummm a lot of times these things won’t get seen otherwise. Now 
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I don’t know that I totally ummm I think there is still a lot of problematic things that I have come 

to think about that process, but I think that was the impetus for a lot of the work that I was 

interested in. And then you know there are some other less heavy hitting stuff, like the stuff in 

parking lots or whatever but in some ways there is a similarity to that in that it’s even, you know, 

in parking lots it’s a space that you know, you walk through and it’s an invisible space in some 

ways, you know. It’s just that you are going from your car to the store. You are never really 

actively being in that space but what happens when you do actively be there? What is it? What’s 

happening there? You know, so it’s sort of this explanation of what’s happening there of seeing 

in some ways, similar ways. I think I was always really interested in bringing these topics that I 

thought were important or interesting and expressing them in a visual way.  

PH: You answered my next questions of the public needed a view of what you saw as important 

or what you were discovering in sharing that with them. How would you describe the attitude of 

the media, meaning print, audio, social media toward your work and how did that effect your 

work in the future? 

SW: I definitely had big issues with, um, trying to bring that story to…You know there are other 

stories that I have done, that sold that had the pretty explicit intention of being like, Ok, I am 

looking for 12 pictures and I’ve made these 12 pictures and I’m gonna sell it. Hooray, this is an 

open and shut thing, right. But once you start trying to deviate from that formulae which is a 

pretty bad formulae, in my opinion, then you start hitting some pretty difficult walls, right. And I 

think that, you know, I never really pushed it in the larger media space beyond that New York 

Times thing. Umm because of my experience of talking to many, many editors about this work. 

And about needing it to fit into the certain lens on the world or some kind of current event or 

whatever. Umm And but when I did find spaces that this work could exist in, I think ahh it had 

actually a really amazing response.  And I think you know whether that was on Instagram, 

through there’s an everyday incarceration Instagram which is a part of the whole everyday 

project thing, who hosted it, a few other places. The Times did some stuff. And actually the 

responses that people would say in those spaces to the images were actually really amazing. 

People…yeah, you know, I found that very heartening in a lot of ways. Ummm and we did a 

show in the bay area, there was a whole bunch of different projects that were all about 

gentrification, and just the community in the bay area and how things were changing. This 

project was one of them and I did a giant grid of I think it was like 50 images. Umm sort of un -

… there was no order to them. So it was sort of like this giant ahh grid of 50 images and I 

thought that was a really interesting way to try to get out of this kind of sequence. Like, here are 

12 pictures and you can look at this one and this one and it has this meaning when you look at it. 

I would just be like, here is life that I have captured for the last three years. Make of it what you 

will. I am not going to impose this heavy handed way to understand this stuff. And I think people 

really responded to this stuff and having it within that context of like other work that was 

speaking about similar issues and there were community conversations going on. I think this 

stuff was really amazing. Ummm you know, I think it’s a  tricky thing, because like right now I 
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am once again, you know, … I did a project in Sudan about the Nueva Mountains, this ongoing 

conflict there and that premiered on the New York Times in Aljazeera and a few other places, 

virtual reality video. Umm and then now, you know, from that experience which was once again 

like, here’s…we need to shove this narrative into various specific voices for each of these 

publications and this is how it has to sound. In order for it to be a Times thing it has to be x, y & 

z. Now, again, I am trying to get out of that system to some degree. Umm so with my newest 

project we are trying to exist outside of that but still talk about these issues but not sort of be 

confined by these sort of boxes. These framing mechanisms. So, ummm… 

PH: Do you find that media need with the editors is stifling or just not the venue that you are 

presently choosing? Did you feel that the guidelines that they present as editors were limiting the 

way you thought about your work?  

SW: Yeah, I would think people were very supportive of the work. They were like, Yeah these 

are beautiful images. They are very powerful, but you need to do x, y & Z. You need to frame it 

like this. You need to look for more of these types of pictures. You need…and to their credit they 

have publications or magazines or whatever that they represent. Those places have specific 

voices and specific ways to present specific images and they are trying to fit your thing into 

seeing how that could work. Ummm and I think when you … that works really well when you 

make work with those things in mind, which is fine and people do that. I did that. I have done 

that a lot, but when you just make work that you feel needs to be made and you are making it 

whatever way you want to do it, then that is when it becomes problematic because you are trying 

to fit a thing that doesn’t fit into these little boxes, right. So, yeah, I would say, you know, not at 

their fault because they are a part of bigger mechanism, a bigger system, that they are trying to 

look for things that fit into those boxes. So it was stifling because that’s what would be their 

feedback often. You know, here’s how you can fit it into these boxes which will work within our 

structure.  

PH: On the other hand, it is a complimentary thing that they like your work and they are 

interested in using it, but still proposing the guidelines and looking for that narrative that perhaps 

wasn’t your intention as the artist. 

SW: yeah 

PH: Well you know, we are just winding down to the final questions. You have heard about my 

project and some of the questions and interests that I have in yours. Are there any suggestions 

that you could give me, I am still in the 3rd week of my journey of this project that will last 3-4 

months. Is there any advice or suggestions that you could give me that you haven’t already…I 

mean I love the interest about, the talking to them and building the interest, building the validity 

with them, the small books. Is there anything that you could suggest to me to improve my work? 

SW: Ummm it sounds like the biggest challenge that your facing right now is how to make this a 

visual, visually how are you going to tackle this because you are very restricted and that you 
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can’t go in their home, you can’t do this, you can’t do that, so what can you do? Umm and I 

think it sounds like the right path to come up with a more creative out of the box approach. I 

mean, ummm I think like maybe another interesting avenue could be to go even a little less 

literal with it and talk to them about their memories of something, of experiences, or places or 

tough times or whatever. You could even try making still-life’s out of memories that they had 

and make it even more collaborative approach. Rather than just um well here is space that was a 

tough time in your life and I am going to put you in this space and take a portrait it. I don’t know 

if that is what you are doing exactly but …I think if there was a way to make it more 

collaborative, to make it more them, you know, have a bigger hand in how you end up 

expressing your stuff through photographs that would be compelling and interesting and maybe, 

yeah, ummm so, that’s yeah, that seems like the biggest hurdle ‘cause it sounds like you will find 

people who will trust you and want to be a part of this and believe in you and the idea. It is just a 

matter of once you have their attention and their time, what are you doing with it? You know, 

umm so, I would play around with other ways of thinking about this topic and you know, I think 

one other piece of advice I could give is like I started a lot of projects with one idea and they 

have ended up with a total 360 degree different thing because you try it and you are just like this 

isn’t  working, let me, but then oh I met this person or Oh I was in the room with this person with 

this beautiful light or they had a little shrine to their family and this is really interesting. Don’t be 

afraid of change with this stuff. Don’t be afraid of following your intuition of going down a 

different path. Don’t force it, essentially.  

PH: I can see this ahh culminating into something else. Like you say, you met Shannon doing a 

broader project, a different project. I am pretty locked in to the fact that the masters final project. 

The professors have the expectation of this happening and this happening, and on time. The time 

thing bothers me because it does take so much time to find the people, build the trust. I have only 

photographed one person in three weeks which kind of frustrates me because that’s what I like to 

do. I mean, I like doing the interviews and meeting the people and talking to them but I am 

interested in capturing their stories with my camera. So, I am a little locked in, but I look forward 

to how this could culminate into something else when the final project is turned in and I can do 

what I want. I can see the value of that.  

Disclaimer of analysis paper being published…. 

I appreciate your time,..may I contact you again? 

SW: Yes. Where did your questions come from? Is that driven from question you have? 

PH:A culmination of things. The experience of talking to homeless people. And also, I had to do 

a Lit. review about media’s representation of homelessness and veterans. And so, some of it 

comes from that, wondering how you perceive the challenges that I have read about, like with the 

editors and that. And reading about how other photographers in documenting that in my paper. 

So, they came from and then were approved by my professors, a committee of three.  The 
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questions are not locked in stone. Some of the questions I didn’t answer because you had already 

answered them. It is not something verbatim that I have to go down but I have used the same 

guideline of questions for all five photographers to compare apples to apples, to get some of the 

same feedback from each photographer.  

I wish you luck in your work… 

Sample Interview Questions from the Veterans History Project 

 The following questions were used to interview each veteran volunteer. The questions 

were taken from the sample interview questions on the Veterans History Project website.  Not all 

questions were asked of each participant. For example: If the question did not pertain to the 

veteran such as wartime service then those questions were omitted. Each veteran had the 

opportunity to pass on any given question for personal reasons.  

Each interview began with the interviewer stating her name, organization, the veteran’s name 

and the date and location.  

Biographical Details 

1) Where were you born? 

2) Who are/were your parents and what are/were their occupations? 

3) Who are/were your siblings? Names and genders? Which, if any, serve/served in the 

military? 

4) What were your parents’ or siblings’ feelings about you joining the service? 

5) What primary and secondary schools or college did you attend? 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

Early Days of Service 

1) Can you tell us about when you went into the military? Were you drafted, or did you 

enlist? 

2) (If enlisted) Why did you join? 

3) What or who did you leave behind (family, child, pet) when you left to serve? 

4) In which branch did you enter? 

5) (If enlisted) Why did you choose that branch? 

6) How did you get to your initial point of entry? 

7) What type of training or schooling did you have? (Advance Course Warrant Officer 

Basic, Warrant Officer Advance, Warrant Officer Senior Course, “Boot-strap” Command 

and General Staff College or equivalent, War College or equivalent (getting a degree- 

either Bachelors, Masters or PhD). 

8) What is your most vivid memory of your time training or in school?  What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 
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9) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind? If yes, why? 

10) What was your first assignment after basic training? 

11) Did you receive any specialized training? If so, what? 

12) Do you recall your instructors? If so, what were they like? 

13) Did you qualify with equipment (vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons, etc.)? 

14) (If yes) What was training on the equipment like? 

15) What was the hardest part of training? 

16) Did you receive any promotions? Could you tell me about them? 

17) What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to? Why do you think 

it was? 

18) What was the easiest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to? Why do you think 

it was? 

Wartime Service 

1) Where did you serve? 

2) What are your recollections of that experience? 

3) Were you in a combat, combat support, or combat service support role? Or did the war 

zone make that designation relevant? 

4) (If combat/wartime) How did your combat (wartime) experience change you? 

5) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie di you form while serving, and with whom? 

6) How did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

7) What did you do for recreation or when you were off duty? 

8) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

9) Was there something you did you “good luck?” 

10) What was the best part of your service experience? 

End of Service 

1) Do you recall the day service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

2) Did you return home? Where were you? 

3) How were you received by your family and community? 

4) How did you readjust to civilian life? Did you work or go back to school? 

5) Did the G.I. Bill support your education? 

6) How did service change you? 

7) Did you continue any friendships after service? For how long? 

8) How did service affect the way you relate to others? 

9) Did you join a veteran organization? 

10) Do you attend reunions? 

1) How did your military service affect your life? 

2) What are some life lessons you learned from your military service? 
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3) How has your military service impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

4) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will view/hear this 

interview? 

 

Conclusion 

 Thank you for taking the time to share your recollections of your military service. 

1) Is there anything you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

2) Is there anything you’ve always wanted to share about your service or veteran experience 

that you never have? 

3) What would you like people to remember from your story? 

4) Is there anything else we should talk about that we haven’t covered? 

5) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

 

The following interview questions were presented concerning their homelessness experience. 

These questions will not be included in the Veterans History Project. The answers to these 

question were used to tell the story of the veterans experience with homelessness in the physical 

evidence.  

1) Have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how you 

found yourself homeless? 

2) What does “home” mean to you? 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

4) Was there a time when your homelessness was something you could do something about 

or not? Were there resources available to you? Did you know about the resources? 

5) What can the government, news media or people in general do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

 Veterans interviewed 

Alana Greever 

Interview –  June 21, 2018 

VHP – suggested questions 

Introduction 
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1) Alana, where were you born? 

AG: I was born in Jefferson City, Missouri. 

 

2) And can you tell me who are/were your parents and what were their occupations? 

AG:  I didn’t really get to know my dad too much. My mom and my dad got a divorce 

when I was very little. But umm so I never really knew exactly what his job was. But 

with my mom she was a general manager at one of the Pizza Huts in California, Missouri.  

And a, she ran a pretty good shift I think.  I think she did a good job. She won like all 

kinds of vacations and stuff.  

PH: Great 

 

3) And who are or were your siblings? 

AG: I’ve got lots of siblings. So um my dad had two girls and then my had, … there was 

Nick, Joe, Terren and a Justin and Dedre but Justin and Dedre were my step-dad’s 

children.  

PH:  Did any of them serve in the military? 

AG: No, so far I am the only one who has. 

 

4) What were your parents or siblings feelings about you joining the service? 

AG: Any of my siblings I don’t know that they really know that they had too much of 

their opinions. I don’t know I don’t really remember them. Like, you know, saying 

congratulations or you probably shouldn’t do this or anything like that.  My mom, she 

was a little upset like, it wasn’t like, she was just worried, you know. My dad was 

actually one of the people that like told me like I should do this,… so, and my grandpa.  

 

5) What Primary and secondary schools or college did you attend? 

AG: um are you talking about during? 

PH: Primary and secondary schools would be like high school. Where did you go to high 

school? 

AG: So I went in California, Missouri to high school and I graduated from there and then. 

And it was pretty shortly after I graduated that I enlisted into the air force.  

 

6) Did you have any jobs before entering the service? 

AG: mmm yeah, I worked at Pizza Hut from the time that I was 15 up into graduation. 

And then I guess it was a year, so like after graduation I moved with my dad up to Alaska 

and I worked at a movie theater up there. Pretty cool job. 

PH: Sounds like fun. 

Early Days of Service 
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7) Can you tell us about when you went into the military? Were you drafted, or did you 

enlist? 

AG: I enlisted.  

 

 

8) And why did you join? 

AG:  Well like I said, my dad and my grandpa were kind of like talking to me about it 

and like a lot of people in my family have joined the military so I guess it was just kind of 

like keeping up with that kind of tradition I guess. I don’t know. But they said I should 

give it a shot and everything and my dad was like, everybody should serve at least two 

years.  

PH: Did your father serve? 

AG: Yeah, he was in the army. Actually most of my family was army.  

PH: How did feel about an air force enlistment?  

AG: Well see, actually I was going to go army but it was my grandpa’s recommendation 

that I just go air force so…I did. 

PH: listen to grandpa 

AG: Well he had some crazy stories about deployments and looking at the air force 

people and comparing it to what he had. He was like, they had it a lot better.  

PH: They had a lot better time huh? 

AG: yeah 

PH: It’s a lot better to be flying than down on the ground.  

 

9) How did you get to your initial point of entry? Like where were you living and how did 

you get to your first boot camp and wherever you went first. 

AG:   Ok, so umm after Alaska I moved back to Missouri, like California, Missouri. I 

contacted the Jefferson City Recruiter and then after MAPS and everything like that I got 

onto a flight and ended up in Texas. From there I got onto the bus and went to the air 

force base.  

PH: Where was the air force base? 

AG: San Antonio, Texas, basic training 

 

10) What type of training or schooling did you have when you enlisted? When you did your 

training, what were you learning to be? 

AG:  Ok, so umm whenever I first got in I was considered open mechanical so I didn’t 

have a set job yet, but basic training was just the same for pretty much everybody. Just, 

you go in, getting your prepared for that kind of environment I guess, and stressful 

environments with deployments and everything so it’s kind like a pre-face to all that 

stuff. But after basic training I went to, I believe, Wichita Falls, Texas and there was an 

air force base there where I did my technical training um for F-15 ??? which is the jet that 
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I was specifically working on and stuff and so… We got more in depth training on that 

kind of stuff. What all the different parts of the jet were and how they work and just 

everything really. It was pretty intense.  

PH: cool 

 

11)  What is our most vivid memory of your time training or in school?   What was the best 

part or what was the worst part? 

AG:  Umm I remember I was in basic training and it was like Day 1 I think and a my 

recruiter just barges in yelling at everybody you know and I am still leaning down trying 

to tie my shoes and he just runs up and kicks my bed straight into the lockers and starts 

yelling at me and it was just like oh my god! 

PH: What did you get yourself into?  

AG: Pretty much. I kind of had those moments throughout basic training. Like ooooh 

god! 

PH: What was the best part? 

AG: ummm of basic training it was probably the obstacle course. I really liked that. It 

was like really competitive, you know, we had been working out this whole time and it 

was just like a kind of fun and relaxing break from everything else that we had been 

doing.  

PH: What was the best part of your training in Texas? 

AG: Getting to see the jets. Like having them in the hanger and then being that close to 

them and getting to walk on them and like mess with them and stuff. That was really 

cool. 

 

12) Does any particular instructor stand in your mind? If yes, why? 

AG:  hmm I am not entirely sure, like there is a couple ones that I think were pretty 

impressionable.  Especially my own TI, my military training instructor from whenever I 

was in basic training. He was actually a really good guy, you know, he was hard and 

everything. He would yell at us like he was supposed to and I think that is just kind of 

like the job. Like if you were legitimately having problems, because I went through some 

tough times during my basic training, and that was outside of basic training, but umm he 

leveled with me, you know he kind of like talked to me like an actual human being and it 

wasn’t so like, you know like grrrrrrrr. 

PH: Yelling at you.  

AG: yeah 

 

13) What was your first assignment after basic training?  You mentioned Texas, so was that 

your first assignment? 

AG: That was just more training.  

PH: What did you do after that training? 
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AG: After that training, there was a little bit more in-depth training that we had to do for 

specifically just the F-15s ‘cause like in Wichita Falls that was just the overall summary 

of like jets and flying vehicles and stuff. And then the more in-depth training was in 

South Carolina I think, but that was only for three months. It wasn’t nearly as long as the 

initial training that I got in Wichita Falls. But then I ended up being stationed at RAF 

which is over in England. RAF is Royal Air Force base. I always thought that was kind of 

cool.  

 

14) What was the hardest part of training? 

AG: It was a lot. It was so much stuff. I honestly don’t know how I ended up in the 

mechanic field because I have never been mechanically inclined, but I like to think I am a 

pretty quick learner and stuff so I applied myself and tried and everything. I think for me 

it was that I felt like I was coming in a little behind everybody else. Like all these other 

people were already mechanically inclined for the most part so they would kind of 

compare certain systems in the jet to a vehicle. You know they had an existing 

understanding of mechanics. I didn’t really have that.  I would say that was probably the 

hardest part.  

 

15) Did you receive any promotions?  

AG: Um I was to E-3 when I ended up and that is Airman First Class in the air force. 

 

16) What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to?? 

AG: I think a lot of it. Ummm I mean obviously you get kind of used to doing your job 

and everything. It kind of just becomes that. You are just going there. You are doing what 

you need to do. Sometimes you have to work overtime and everything, but umm I think 

the hardest part was the fact that I was so far away from all of my family and all of my 

friends. It was really hard to contact them and stuff cause there was a time difference. I 

would say that was really hard. 

 

17) What was the easiest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to? 

AG:  I don’t know. I don’t that there was an easy part for me to adapt to. 

PH: The hard work after Pizza Hut? 

AG: Yeah I did just mention that, the routine of just going to work. That was pretty easy. 

 

18) So you mentioned the Royal Air Force Base. Can you tell us more about that? 

AG: Ummm Yean I mean we had joint bases I guess it was a thing. I am pretty sure it is 

in England and so it is an agreement that we would have jets up there and ummm one 

really interesting thing was like over in England a lot of them they don’t like to bird 

watch they like to jet watch. There was a specific spot that we had set out at the base and 
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they could like look at the jets as they were taking off. I can’t really blame them it was 

always really cool watching them take off. 

PH: That is interesting.  

19) What kinds of friendship and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

AG: After you know I got out of my shell a little bit and started going out and I did make 

a lot of friends. Like, especially in the mechanics side of like the dorms basically how I 

like to think of it. We had a lot of parties on the weekends and everybody said that you 

know the mechanics, we work hard and we play harder. There were so many parties that 

eventually I just go out and got into some of that and I got to meet some really cool 

people and I made some really good friends. And then I just started hanging out with 

people I was getting close to and we did all kinds of stuff.  

 

20) You mentioned earlier about your friends and family back home. How did you stay in 

touch with them? 

AG: ummm well I did phone calls for a while but I found out that was not a good idea 

because the rates were ridiculously high and so I had to pay all of that off. So Skype was 

definitely the best beta to do that. Skype, Facebook, messenger that kind of stuff.  

PH: How about letters? 

AG: No I didn’t actually write too many letters.  I did while I was in basic like to my 

mom. My mom and I kept that line of communication. That was about it.  

 

21) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

AG: I don’t know that were a lot of funny things. It is hard to choose one singular event 

to find. 

PH: You can say a couple. 

AG: I think it was just, I don’t know, some of my friends were crazy.  

 

22) What was something you did for good luck? 

AG: So did like the traditional cigarette pack. I would take one out and then I would flip 

it over and that was the last one I smoked. The whole concept behind that was that you 

are lucky if you get to that one and everything is ok. It was in a way a military tradition. 

Actually one time I got like a whole carton of cigarettes and I opened one of the packs 

and I didn’t even flip the cigarette over. It already came with a lucky in it. That was so 

crazy and I had never seen that before with one cigarette was flipped up like a lucky.  

PH: They must have done that in the factory for you. 

 

23) What would you say best part of your service experience? 

AG: Getting to go to the new places. Getting to go to England and getting to see a 

different culture. You always hear about that like how different countries and different 

cultures and stuff. You never really get out there and you never really know about it. That 
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was one thing that the military offered that was really amazing. The fact that you get to 

go to all these different places that you might of otherwise been unable to reach and then 

to be invested into other people’s cultures. I think it makes you a little more worldly.  

 

24) Do you recall the day your service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

AG: I know that I was really sick. Like I was REALLY sick. It was so miserable just 

going to all these places because I had to do all these appointments and stuff. I had to do 

all this paper work and all these different people were telling me different things about 

like what services I would have outside of the military and you know I could access the 

GI Bill, the veteran’s hospital and all that stuff.  It was so overwhelming especially with 

the fact that I just like dog-tired and sick.  

PH: Where were you when this was going on? 

AG: I was still in England at the time and then I was coming back to Missouri.  

PH: So you returned home to California, Missouri? 

AG: yeah 

 

25) How were you received by your family and community when you returned back to 

California? 

AG: It was good. I didn’t have any kind of negative repercussions with coming home 

from the military or the fact that I served or that. I know that some people were facing 

that but… That disturbs me because it is a sacrifice. You are giving up that time with 

your family and friends and stuff and essentially time is all any of us really have and so 

the fact that they are willing to sign up and do this stuff for people they don’t even know 

and then have those people chastise them because they did this and it just bothers me 

deeply but I was fortunate not to have to deal with that.  

PH: I’ll bet your mother was happy! 

AG: Yes she was very happy.  

26) When you returned how did you adjust to civilian life?  

AG: I didn’t drive for a while. It was so difficult to do because like going to England and 

learning to drive on their side of the road and the other side of the steering wheel and 

everything. I think that was easier than trying to come back and relearn to drive this way 

with the steering wheel this way and I didn’t drive for a while. I think other than that I did 

pretty well.  

PH: Did you work or go back to school. 

AG: I started working again and then a little bit later I did attend some college classes. 

That is still something that I am looking to pursue is higher education with the GI Bill.  

PH: That is the next question if you used the GI Bill. I think that is wonderful. 

AG: Yeah I used it a little bit but like I said, I am about to use it some more.  

 

27) How did service change you? 
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AG: I would say it gives me an appreciation for a lot of things that we have that I don’t 

think that we fully realize how that without the sacrifices of military service men and 

women. If it isn’t for those people doing what they do and continuing to do that we 

wouldn’t have a lot of the luxuries that we have and I think it just kind of broadened my 

perspective of things like that. 

 

28) Did you continue any friendships from your service? 

AG: I did. I am in contact with many of my friends from the military. One of them is in 

Michigan and one of them is in California. And, I don’t know, we still message each 

other on Facebook and stuff. I’ve got some of them that I still play x-box with because 

that was one thing we did a lot of too. My closer friends we just got together and played a 

lot of x-box. We couldn’t drink every weekend or at least that’s not…well some people 

did! But… 

29) How did the service affect the way you relate to others? 

AG: hmm I think it might have kind of helped with that like ummmm I think I have just 

been like more a social out-going person but before the military I was more introverted. I 

wanted to communicate and make friendships and relationships with people but umm but 

I was just like in my shell essentially. Then I think that put me in a situation where if I 

did that I was going to be completely lonely and so it kind of opened me up and forced 

me to get out there and actually communicate and like be with other people and just, you 

know…I think that really helped a lot. That’s been a lot more social after all that. 

 

30) Did you join a veteran organization? 

AG: No I haven’t really done anything about that stuff.  

PH: I am not sure, when did you get out? 

AG: I got out January 30th, 2012. 

PH: So you have been out awhile.  

 

31) Have you attended any reunions? 

AG: No, umm not really.  

 

32) What are some life lessons that you learned from the military in general? 

PH: You have touched on those a little. How you appreciate the sacrifices. 

AG: No, most definitely. You know ….like I said, it just kind of puts it in perspective a 

lot of our freedoms and the things we do take for granted that we don’t even necessarily 

know that we are taking them for granted because we have had them for as long as we 

can remember. And, you know, other countries don’t quite have all that and it’s 

something that I kind of learned. 
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33) How has your military service impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

AG: I think for like war and the military in general I really kind of feel the military has a 

very good purpose. The reason that it is there is a good reason but I have never been too 

keen on wars. Ummm I mean that was even, you know, prior to service and everything. 

But it’s …I don’t know. It’s pretty much the same. I just don’t agree with war. That’s 

what it comes down to I always hope to aim for like a peaceful resolution as opposed to a 

violent one.  

PH: I think we all agree with that. 

 

34) What message would you like to leave to future generations that will hear this interview? 

AG: I guess for future generations I would want them to know that diplomacy can and 

does work. We just need to find equal ground, common ground with these other countries 

and see what we can do to essentially get out of such a terrible state so that way they can 

provide for themselves without feeling the need to take from others.  

 PH: As we wrap up the conclusion I want to thank you for sharing your recollections of 

the military service 

35) Is there anything you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

Anything about your military experience from joining to being released? 

AG: Well, I guess, if the military is right for you and you aim for that there is absolutely 

nothing wrong with that. It does serve a purpose and is there for a good reason. Some 

things do end up in violent resolutions but hopefully we can aim for more diplomatic 

ones but… it’s there for a reason and you will experience good things. I mean you get to 

travel. You make good friends that you have for a very long time. I am still in touch with 

most of my friends honestly.  

 

36) Is there anything you’ve always wanted to share about your service or veteran experience 

that you never have? It could be anything military or what you did off-duty. 

AG: I mean, off-duty…(laughter) 

PH: We talked about that! 

AG: I was in England and you know they have like five lanes, like round-a-bouts and like 

five lane highways and sometimes there are not even people driving on these highways 

but there’s like cameras everywhere. And so one of my buddies had an app that would 

tell us exactly where the cameras were and it was a five lane highway. It was just like 

completely open so I was like “booking it” like a hundred and twenty all the way to 

Nottingham be would go up there and go to like the clubs and stuff. So you can have a lot 

of fun just be safe, you know.  

PH: You must be a good driver. 



 

 

160 

AG: It was awesome. It was my first manual car so I thought that was like really cool. 

And it was on this side actually (motions to the left) 

PH: I was going to say, “How about driving on the other side of the street?” 

AG: Yeah, like I said before, that was one thing that I had a problem with as far as when I 

came back was just trying to relearn how to drive on the streets because everything was 

the opposite from what I had been used to. 

 

37) What would you like people to know or remember from your story? 

AG: I don’t know.   I guess that I tried. It just wasn’t necessarily for me. And I think 

that’s ok too. I think there are people that are like that, however, I am very thankful for 

the time that I did serve because whenever I ended up in this situation it has definitely 

helped out a lot. I don’t know how I would have made it without the help from the VA 

and Welcome Home. 

PH: So the benefits have been very beneficial for you? 

AG: Yes, especially in this, you know, this is the only time that I have ever been 

homeless and it is going to be the last but I couldn’t  have got to the point where I could 

say that if it wasn’t for the veteran’s benefits. I think that they are very important. Our 

veterans do a great service. I might not have like actively gone out and fought and shot at 

people and been shot at but there are people that have and I think it is very important to 

honor especially their sacrifice, but also any member who is willing to say I am willing to 

step up and do this.  

PH: You really gave up two years of your life.  

AG: Yeah, I mean it is. You’re still an American citizen so you have your rights and 

everything but it does feel like some of the freedoms, ..some of the liberties that we have 

with life outside of the military is that, you know, we can choose where we want to live,  

you know we can change jobs whenever we want, you know there are some liberties that 

you no longer have in the military but I mean they definitely help you out with that as 

well. 

PH: You have the liberty in how you dress. That is something that when you are in the 

military it is pretty much told, this is protocol. 

AG: I mean there are…during the Obama administration were like protocols in 

everything. How to accept transgender groups and everything, but the Trump 

administration is currently trying to stop that and I don’t agree with that at all because I 

think we are just as capable as anybody else to serve our country and I know, I believe 

that she is a warrant officer grade 3, I don’t want to get it wrong, but I don’t remember 

off the top of my head, but she is also a transgender woman and she is a helicopter pilot 

for Apaches and she‘s been doing it for six years.  

 

38) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 
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AG: That some of the things that you experience whatever you are in, the things that you 

see other people have experienced do affect you and people need to understand that when 

veterans come home they need a healing time. I know that especially with my grandpa. 

Like my mom said that whenever he came home it took him a little while to de-colonize. 

That is what she called it. And when I knew my grandpa you know, I was really, really 

young when he originally came home but as I remember him more growing up he was 

always a kind man. He was always an admiral one. I love my grandpa.  

PH: He was very influential to you. Do you know when he served? 

AG: Yes, he was. I know it was during Desert Storm. He was drafted and he served in 

Desert Storm. I believe that he was a tank commander. He retired a Lt. Colonel.  

Alana Greever 

Homeless Interview questions 

1) Have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how you 

found yourself homeless? 

 

AG: Um, yeah I can explain all that pretty well. Actually it all happened last year. Um so, 

it initially started out whenever I came out to my family as transgender and I started 

getting disowned by a lot of my family because of it. And then also as a result of it I 

ended up being divorced and I lost my job. So I had….nothing. I had no one. And I 

wound up in my van for quite some time… Just sleeping in there and going from place to 

place you know just trying to find a spot to sleep. But ultimately I would say it is because 

I have chosen to be myself, because I wanted to be myself. I couldn’t not be myself any 

longer. I had originally found out in 2014 that I was transgender. I was diagnosed from a 

therapist. After about six months I got a letter of diagnosis for gender identity dysphoria. 

And I was going to start hormones and stuff and so I originally started talking to my 

family, coming out to them and everything and some of it was good and some of it was 

bad. Some of the people that didn’t want anything to do with me if that was what I was 

going to do kind of like wore me down.  I don’t know how best to describe it. My 

grandpa (note: grandpa convinced her to join the Air Force) said that he was going to 

have nothing to do with it. My grandfather has just been sort of my father figure in a lot 

of ways. 

 

2)  What does “home” mean to you? 

AG: Home is where the heart is, you know. I mean it is the people you love and the 

things that you love to do. It’s I don’t know. 

PH: What does home provide that homelessness doesn’t? 



 

 

162 

AG: A lot! I mean there is a lot of things that people take like resources, that people for 

granted because they are so used to them. Yes,  you have to pay for electricity. You have 

to pay for heating and cooling and running water and all that stuff, but I mean those are 

like basic necessities whenever you think about it.  Whenever you are homeless you don’t 

have a place to go to the bathroom. You don’t have a place to shower.  You don’t have a 

place to get water to just drink. I mean, yeah you can find some but it’s difficult. All of 

your stuff is kind of outside essentially.  Some people they sleep in a tent and so they 

have a long walk to wherever they need to go to be able to do anything. I was fortunate 

enough to have my van but it still made it difficult. 

3)  How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness?  

AG: I think that there is kind of stigma that goes along with that and I think that is conveyed 

through the media and absorbed into populace. I mean that is essentially what I think that it 

is. I mean, people, I’ve seen it happen, you know people are out there holding up a sign, 

panhandling is what they call it and they are just trying to enough money to get some food. I 

mean yes there are the ones that do go out and they do get alcohol and stuff but at the same 

time you gotta kind of understand, you are going through a lot emotional turmoil during that 

timeframe. I mean just the fact that you’ve lost everything, that you have no one, you have no 

place.  I mean I became really suicidal.  I have got depression and I know that and I think 

maybe some of these people are a little bit stronger in that aspect, but there was a night that I 

was going to do it. I had a pistol and I was gonna do it  because it’s… Ultimately what I am 

getting at is sometimes these people need an escape. You know, I think the people who are 

experiencing homelessness they need that sometimes. We drink whenever we get too stressed 

and I am talking like we, people are in apartments and living their lives working jobs and are 

able to building that stuff back up and I am finally getting to that point. But you know I have 

also experienced all of that and like I see people looking at homeless people and they just 

kind of look away as soon as the homeless person is looking at them. They are out there 

holding their sign just hoping that they can get a little bit of help. 

PH: How would you project that or give me an example of that in the media. Like how do 

TV people report about the homeless population or  in newspapers, magazines and such?  

Can you think of any ways you can share with your thoughts? 

AG:  I don’t really have any that come directly to mind. It’s not necessarily a topic that I 

keep up with as much as I should. I have certain topics that I watch very thoroughly and I 

think that this is probably one that I am going to add to that list. It is very important and I 

don’t think that people understand how important it is to have places that can help you 

through this financial crisis or whatever you call it. Some people are escaping domestic 

violence, rape, all that kind of stuff and they just have nowhere else to go…. There they are! 
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4) Was there a time when your homelessness was something you could do something about 

or not? 

Were there resources that were available? 

Did you know about them? 

AG:  I mean obviously I was very young in my transition so to speak or my second 

puberty I like to refer to it. I do think that there might have been a timeframe that I had thought 

about that if I didn’t transition I could just go back and maybe my mom would let me stay with 

her or something but that wasn’t being honest to myself and that wasn’t being true to myself.  I 

had lived my entire life up to that point for everybody else just trying to be what everybody 

expected me to be and all of these things wasn’t me. I don’t know. I don’t know if I ultimately 

could have stopped it from happening. I mean if my family didn’t react the way that they did I 

wouldn’t be homeless. There is definitely that. There are definitely elements of it that if one 

thing had changed I might not have ended up in the same point that I am currently at but 

unfortunately not the way it turned out. 

In the beginning there wasn’t (resources) because I didn’t know em ..like that’s the 

biggest problem. I was literally just sleeping in my van just trying to eat out of whatever cans 

that I had stored up. I don’t like to talk about it. It’s a very dark time in my life. And I think it 

probably is for a lot of people. Eventually my van got towed. And then El (her finance) were just 

on the streets like we had a tent and we didn’t even know really where to put it up because we 

didn’t want to be around like some of the other people because some of them are heavily into 

drugs. I think there should also be a rehabilitation factor with all of this. I think that is something 

that should be looked into  as well but I mean…So we just tried to stick to ourselves. It was 

difficult getting around, I mean getting where we needed to go. We didn’t have money for the 

bus. We didn’t have tickets or anything like that. Eventually we heard about some places and that 

really started changing things. We found about the Turning Point Church here in town. They 

serve breakfast and you can take showers there and do your laundry.  They also do dinner. For 

lunch you can go to Harbor House, the Salvation Army. You can have lunch there and then you 

get done with lunch you do whatever it is your gonna do for a little bit and then you go back to 

Turning Point and get your dinner. And there is also St. Francis House.  They also serve dinner. I 

think they serve at 8:30 or something like that and they even have spaces for people to sleep if it 

is available. I would like to see a lot more of that kind of stuff. They have live in residents that 

keep everybody in check and everything and they know if they mess up the police are call and 

they are out. I think stuff like is really good. 

So I heard about Welcome Home, actually no I didn’t hear about it, I just walked by their 

old building one day because that was really close to St. Francis House and um where Turning 

Point Church was at so they were just all really close.  I just walked past there and I was like you 

know I have been told that maybe I should check this place out or whatever and I kind of read 

some of the signs that they had out on the old building. I walked in and I talked to them and told 
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them what happened to me and you know they got me into a hotel for a little while before this 

facility opened up because they didn’t have a space for women over at the old one. 

5) What can the government, news media or people in general do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness. 

AG: I think empathy and compassion are a major first step. I think that social media and stuff 

they should start aiming for that, getting people to understand you know like what it is like 

for these people, what they are experiencing, get the publicity out there in a positive light not 

so negative. Maybe it is not that way anymore or maybe I have just sort of missed out on 

some of that stuff. I mean, we can always hope for change and that’s what I am really hoping 

for. If they express it in a different light and get people to really understand. A lot of these 

people didn’t choose this. I don’t think anybody would really choose this. There are some 

people who are like you know what, I am going to brave the wilderness. That works for them 

I guess, but I don’t know too many of those people.  I think getting media to be a little more 

compassionate and empathetic is a great first step and then we need to see more facilities like 

St. Francis House and Turning Point. Welcome Home rising up and saying “We are going to 

help these people because that is what we believe in.” Turning Point is a church, St. Francis 

House is some church affiliation. I think places like are really important . And also like 

Harbor House, the Salvation Army, there are places like that but I don’t know if those 

facilities are necessarily geared towards getting people back.  

Welcome Home is something I think we need to start seeing throughout the country.  I think 

that is an absolutely amazing place and without this place I couldn’t be where I am at right 

now. I know that I couldn’t have everything in my life just burnt down and then I am just like 

in the ashes of it all and I have nothing, just absolutely nothing. How do you even begin to 

get back in to society when you have nothing. It is like being born a baby again basically and 

then just being put outside and say, “There ya go!”  I mean you have a little more intellect in 

to how things go than a baby, yes. In that aspect it is better but it’s still just like… 

Growing up we had our parents to rely on and that was a stepping stone towards getting out 

in to society on our own. You don’t have that stepping stone anymore, your homeless, 

nothing. You got nothing! Places like Welcome Home change that. 

Billy Joe Culp, II  (goes by Joe Culp, II) 

Interview – July  

VHP suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Where were you born? 

JC: Hannibal, Missouri 
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2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 

JC: Joe and Kathy Culp, umm factory work, I mean both of them. I was raised to work 

factories my whole life. 

PH: And what factories were those? 

JC: My dad, worked at General Mills, mom, for 28 years and then my dad at a place called 

Ens Flint. That’s how they made their livin’. 

 

3) Who were your siblings and their names and genders? 

JC: An older sister Mary and my younger brother Matt.  

PH: And did they serve in the military? 

JC: No. 

 

4) What were  your parents’ or siblings’ feelings about you joining the service? 

JC: They second guessed the option the idea on me. I knew I was going to be soldier when 

I was five years old.  My dad had done it and I had other family that did it. I knew that was 

something I was going to do in my life.   Ummmm they just wanted to make sure that I 

really wanted to do that and that it was something I wanted to do. I got to do that. 

 

5) What primary and secondary schools or college did you attend? 

JC: Hannibal, High School, I got a GED out of there right after 9/11  

 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

JC: Yes, I grew up in a working family. I’ve done construction work most of my life. I’ve 

had a few restaurant jobs. Before I entered the service I worked in an outdoor theater when 

I was a kid for several years. That was something I really liked to do.  Mainly family work. 

I mean, owned an asphalt so it was a big deal that we learned early on about work ethic. I 

mean, in our summer breaks we were, consisted of us workin’ all the time so. 

Early Military Experience  

7) Can you tell us about when you went in to the military? Were you drafted or did you 

enlist? 

JC: I enlisted in the National Guard, umm let’s see, well on 9/11 of 2000, on my birthday I 

went and actually went to talk to the recruiter and the Missouri National Guard Armory 

there in Hannibal and he wasn’t in the office so he met up with us a week later at my mom 

and dad’s house and I never had any second guesses, no prior judgement. That was 

something I wanted to do so I signed the paperwork and I did it.  

PH: You said that was on 9/11?  
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JC: The day I turned 17 years old. Yeah, that is my birthday.  I turned 18 the day the twin 

towers fell and dropped out of school right after, got my GED a month after I dropped out 

cause I knew my life was going to take a turn. So.. 

PH: You have told us a little bit about why you joined. Can you tell us more, the family 

history. 

JC: I mean, my dad he was in the army, served in Germany back in the 70s. I have had 

other family, a great uncle that served, and uncle that served. Ummm my great uncle he 

served in combat in two different wars. I think WWII and Korea. He served in both. Ahhh  

I look up to those guys. I still do even though they are gone. My dad, he is still around. He 

was in the late 70s, he was ?????job, He was on active duty and was shot by a hitch hiker 

and left for dead on the side of the highway.  So that is the only reason he was out. Life has 

a way of workin’ out, you know. You get car bombs thrown at you but life has a way of 

workin’ out. It that wouldn’t have happened I wouldn’t be here today. So… 

 

8) When you joined the military who or what did you leave behind? 

JC: No, I was young. No children yet, but family. Mom, dad, grandma, umm my grandpa 

he passed on while I was 16 years old. So this was all after the fact with him.  But I know 

he is still up there. He is watching over me, so…you know. 

 

9) Which branch did you enter? 

JC: Army National Guard at 17 years old. Active duty army through my training and my 

time overseas. 

 

10) Why did you choose that branch? 

JC: umm I chose that branch because it was always what I wanted to do. I mean, that’s 

where my family had gone and that’s what I wanted to do. I mean, I knew at an early age I 

was going to do that. 

 

11) What type of training or schooling did you have? Warrant officer, Boot-strap, command 

and general college. Anything like that? 

JC: Basic training was just the general enlistment training. Everybody gets the same basic 

training at Fr. Leonardwood, Missouri is where I went because I wanted to be a 12B, 

combat engineer, I got to learn to blow stuff up for a livin’. Ummm in my advanced 

training, that’s what we did. I mean it was all specialized training designed for combat 

engineers. It had that basic infantry aspect of it but I got to use explosives. Back then we 

were doing it the old school way with mine detectors and umm technology has come a 

long ways to help out to be a better aspect for the soldier. Safer. 

 

12) What is your most vivid memory of your time in training or school? What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 
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JC: Training aspect of it was tough. I mean, it always is. That is my drill instructors entire 

job was focused around to break you down from who you were and to build you back up as 

a soldier. I am not going to say it was easy because it wasn’t. I mean, but I came out of it a 

better man. I mean, I will never forget my drill instructors. They were hard, but they were 

fair. If you done something against the aspect of your training, I mean they beat you down 

to build you back up as a better soldier.  

PH: What was the best part? 

JC: Probably…I can’t say that really despised any of it. I mean, I liked it all cause in the 

way I, the way we all came out at the end. Umm you’re healthier, a sense of purpose, a 

sense of belonging to me. Ummm yeah I didn’t really have…it was all good for me. 

 

13) You mentioned your drill sergeant, are there any particular instructors that stand out in 

your mind and if yes, why? 

JC: I’ll never forget my two drill sergeants in my service there in basic training and  IT. 

Drill sergeant Montano I’ll never forget that guy. He was my platoon sergeant, one of my 

platoon DIs. Him and drill sergeant Mitze, I’ll never forget that guy. He was five foot 

nothin’, little Scottish dude, everyone Ranger and Sapper. He chose to become a drill 

sergeant and he was a tough guy don’t get me wrong. I mean, he had been through all of it. 

You know, not just in the training aspect of it, but he had been places that weren’t very, 

you know, weren’t very becoming of or kind of a you know tough life for a soldier. But he 

was a real good guy. He ahhh a source of inspiration once, like I said, he was Scottish so 

one day we heard…he came in playing bagpipes for my platoon. And it’s just an old 

Scottish melody and it’s one that the military uses, and he came in playing that as we were 

getting ready to go on a road march or something like that, something to build us up. And, 

it was not something he did for everybody, so I won’t ever forget those two guys. They 

were good. I mean they were tough but they brought me a long ways. 

 

14) Did you qualify for any equipment such as vehicles, aircraft, radios weapons? 

JC: Oh weapons, grenades, explosives.  Ummm I drove… been qualified to drive any…if 

it’s got wheels or tracks on it I can drive it. 

 

15) Did you have training in this equipment and what was that like? 

JC: The training is just about like any other training. You get in there and you do it. You 

know a lot of my training for most of the vehicles I drove was before I went overseas. You 

had to be qualified to drive just about anything. I mean we weren’t driving ????tanks but 

any kind of heavy equipment. I mean they wanted you trained in that aspect of it. And the 

whole time I was overseas I was driving ??half-ton, semi, Humvee, drag vehicles, bobcats 

any kind of heavy equipment.  They wanted you trained in that aspect of it. 

PH: Had you done anything like that before you entered the military?  
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JC: I worked in a construction family, so I mean dump trucks, tractors, heavy equipment, 

loaders… I had been around that stuff my whole life.   

 

16) Did you receive any promotions and can you tell me about them?  

JC: ummm I never was….they wanted me to go to NCO school but I never in my career, I 

just E-4 specialist when I was discharged and I felt, you know I never wanted to be an 

officer in the military cause I always felt that there, I wanted to be where the action was. 

You know I always wanted to be out there, which I had 1st lieutenants that were always, … 

I mean drove my 1st Lieutenant around during my whole tour. And he was always there 

with us.  But it was just the aspect of I wanted to be with the rest of them. I wanted to be a 

grunt. That’s what I wanted to be.  

 

17) What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to?  

JC: Being away from your family….I had never done anything like that before in my life, 

so… That was the general aspect especially when you are overseas. You miss family a lot. 

They miss you, you miss them. It’s as hard on your family here  as it is on you there. 

That’s easily said. 

 

18) What was the easiest part about the military life-style? 

JC: I mean once you get into that life-style its..., you become, it becomes a part of you.  

Ummm and it is still part of me. There are still aspects of it that I use to this day. Ummm 

it’s a sense of camaraderie, loyalty to your brothers and sisters in arms. Um yeah, I still use 

aspects of it in my life today.  

Wartime Service 

19) Where did you serve? 

JC: Bagdad, Iraq from 2003-2004 which in-country a little over a year probably. We got 

there in May of 2003 and we got home in the end of  July of 2004. Bagdad, Iraq mainly. I 

was in Bagdad around a year and the surrounding country. We were, I went with a group 

of engineers so we were rebuilding elementary schools, tearing out roads. We ended up 

cutting back on doing that because every time you rebuilt the school they’d destroy it. 98% 

of the country wanted something better for their life but there was that 1 or 2% liked it the 

way they had it and we were the enemy when we went there. And um that’s what happens 

when you go, I mean, that’s their world, it’s not ours and so, I mean, it’s a sense of, I don’t 

know, disappointment, I mean, you know, not disappointment so much, I mean we felt let 

down because we were trying to do something better and a lot of them wanted better but 

there were those few that didn’t. So every time you would do something to help somebody, 

it got torn down. Eventually we started building camps for summer division 82nd airborne. 

And we were still out there every single day, but we were helping those guys instead.  I 

can’t say we didn’t, we got to help people of the country. We got to help them get back on 
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that path. You know, and it is hard for me, I don’t try to watch, I am not real big on politics 

and I don’t watch a whole lot of TV when it comes to that aspect of it because, I mean, 

when they pulled the last boots off the ground there a lot of them went back to the same 

life that they lived. That’s all they every knew. That’s all they ever wanted. That was a 

disappointment to me. Ten years and so many lives lost to watch these people just revert 

back to who they were. I knew there was somebody there who wanted something different. 

 

20) So would you call this combat service support role that you had in the military? 

JC: Yeah we were out there every single day. And in my entire tour over there we came 

home, we lost people to sickness, mental disease, guys that just couldn’t handle the stress. 

Guys end up coming home. We lost one man to sickness. They thought we got into some 

kind of chemical or biological weapon. We were out in the city, and he was from another 

company. One day he was fine, the next day he sick and then they were life-flightin’ him 

to Germany and he died. And they don’t know why. They thought we got into some kind 

of chemical or biological weapon so they were testing all of us for it. I mean, the original 

plan that what we were looking for over there chemicals or biological weapons of mass 

destruction. So they tested us for all that but come to find out they just didn’t know. He got 

sick. He died. Other than that we came home with everybody we went over there with. We 

were out there every single day and it’s God looking out for you. I mean, I am not to say 

we weren’t around people that died cause people died every day over there. I mean, it 

might be right down the street or right next door to you, but it was…God looked out for us. 

 

21) How did your combat experience change you? 

JC: Oh when I got home mom knew something, yeah, I mean, I’ve got a lot of issues that I 

am just now starting to deal with.  Ahh I came back I still have all ten fingers and all ten 

toes. I seen people come home way worse than I was. Arms, legs both seriously, yeah, in 

trouble and so for a long time I thought they needed the help and I mean, so I pushed off 

my own mental, physical until up here just recently. Took me nine years to come down to 

the VA the first time. Then I didn’t come back again for three more years. So, I got PTSD 

that’s a given. I don’t know any soldier that goes over there and comes home without it. 

I’ve never seen that. Everybody comes home with somethin’.  Yeah, it is what you carry 

with you.  

 

22) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

JC: That’s that loyalty aspect of it. The guys I served with I will never forget. I mean, you 

live with them. You all breathe the same air.  You know, 24/7 you’re around each other. I 

got away from those guys when I got home. Cause I came home and I started partyin’ 

really, really hard and so I kind of fell away from that world. And I am just now coming 

back to it. I haven’t talked to some of these guys in over ten years.  Ahhh I just recently got 

ahold of a few of them. Social media is a great aspect for that. So we are finding each other 
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again. Actually I hope to get together with some of those guys again soon. They are always 

brothers to me.  

 

23) When you were over there how did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

JC: ahh letters, call home when you could. We had sat phones that, sometimes they 

worked, most of the time they didn’t.  So, it took mail three weeks to get there when we 

first go there. It was a long process to get any kind of mail in and out of the country. 

Ummm but that was mainly how you did. I mean, I sent a lot of letters home. I didn’t have 

a significant other when I went. It was just me, my mom, my dad and my grandma. So 

those are the people I kept in contact with. I didn’t have to worry about a wife. I am not to 

say, I had a girl that I was engaged to but we broke it off before I went. Things just have a 

way of working out. Life has a way of throwing you curve balls. And I seen a lot of guys 

over that I could only feel for them. I seen guys get divorce papers in the mail. You know, 

custody papers in the mail. Those are bad things. You are going through enough over 

there. And that is not stuff that you need to have on top of you too. So… 

24)  On a lighter side, what did you do for recreation or when you were off duty? 

JC: We used to buy bootlegged DVDs from the Iraqis. We watched movies, worked out, 

got drunk. Yeah, once, I mean, I don’t care, there ain’t any country in this world that’s a 

dry country. So, I mean, the little bit of time we had that is what we did. Sleep when you 

could. A soldier sleeps when he can. I mean, you never know. Some days were really, 

really long. And so you just had a good time when you could.  

 

25) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

JC: hmmm we tried to make the best of a bad situation all the time.  Umm humorous we 

had, you get pretty dark when it comes to jokes especially in a situation like that. People 

didn’t understand. You would start stuff that was funny to us was not funny to others. 

When we got home people just kind of look at you funny. It took me a long time to kind of 

curb that and to get back in to the gist of regular lives. So, I mean, we used to crack jokes 

about anything and think it was funny. You know, I mean, yeah.. 

 

26) What was something you did for good luck? 

JC: On the good luck aspect, I mean some guys did stuff for good luck. Like, I mean, 

before you leave every single day. I mean for me it’s a God thing. We got back and I thank 

God every day that we were still alive. And it is the same aspect as before, you go out, you 

know, just get together, you know, I got your back, you got mine. Just go do what you 

gotta do.  

 

27) What would you say was the best part of your service experience? 

JC: I loved my time overseas. I don’t have one particular incident in my entire military 

career that was the best of anything. I mean, I loved it all from the beginning to the end. 
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Umm it was really good for me, even though I got some issues, but my time overseas, I 

mean I will never wish I could change that. I mean, those are things that a lot of people, I 

don’t know whether it is a generational gap or, people just don’t want to do things like that 

anymore. There are certain men and women out there that still have that undying faith and 

loyalty to their country. I’m not big on politicians. I love my country. I’ll do anything for 

my country and what it stands for. But freedom ain’t free. Somebody’s gotta stand up for 

it.  

 

28) Do You recall the day service ended?  

JC: hmmm yeah on paper it was a September 2008. I finished my last two years and ten 

months enlisted reserve. You’re on paper. By then I had a family. I was focused more on 

my family life than I was on my military career. I mean, it’s all honorable. I got eight years 

on the books all together and I am happy about that.  

29) Where were you when your service ended? 

JC: I was back home. I mean, being enlisted reserve I was already back home.  

PH: In Hannibal? 

JC: yeah, a raisin’ two kids. Had my first one five months after I got home she got 

pregnant. I had my first son before I was 22. Umm my second one, they’re two years apart. 

So, Joe and Austin. I love my boys to death. That’s my whole world. And my youngest one 

actually wants to serve. He is only 10 years old now, but I knew when I was half his age 

that I was going to do something like that. If that’s what he wants to do I will do nothing 

but support him for it.  

 

30) When you came back how were you received by your family and community? 

JC: I lived in a small town. Hannibal is only 18,000 people and that’s the max it’s way less 

than that now. But um, my family and the people that knowed me ….my mom, she was in 

Ft. Leonardwood the day we got off a bus. And I got hugs from my family and a welcome 

home but she knew that something was wrong with me then. I just chose to bypass it. 

Umm but well received. I mean people shook hands with ya at airports. We had a 

ceremony when we got back. Umm that stuff, the ceremonies and stuff, I didn’t do it for 

that. I didn’t do it for that, I did it because I love my country. So that was just, you know, I 

didn’t need all that I could have got off the bus and just gone home. I would have been fine 

with that.  

 

31) And after you were out did you go back to school or take any training on the GI Bill? 

JC: No, I haven’t used my GI Bill. I went to work the first year I was home. I just did a lot 

of partyin’. And used up the money I had saved up. The following year I went to work for 

my dad at the factory, out at the Ennis Plant. And I worked there four years with him 

before he walked away and then I walked away right after. I been working for myself ever 

since.  
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32) How did service affect the way you relate to others? 

JC: hmmm I mean, I am, it’s what you bring home with you. You only let people get so 

close to you. Ummm I’m workin’ on that. I mean, my relationship with my kids.. I mean I 

been an alcoholic and drug addict for a lot of my life and some of that directly reflects on 

my service, I mean, but it is choices that I made. Didn’t anybody else make those choices, 

these are things that I tried to do to cover up different aspects of my life. It’s been on and 

off with me and other people in this world. You know, I separate myself from them. You 

know, it’s… the world didn’t separate itself from me. It was the other way around.  

 

33) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

JC: No, just part of the VA. They do all medical. One day I may join a VFW or something. 

It hasn’t go to that point yet.  

 

34) You mentioned reconnecting with some of your comrades from Iraq, you probably haven’t 

attended any reunions but would you like to do something like that? 

JC: I would, I would really like to do that. I hope we get together sometime.  

 

35) So if you were talking to your son, what would tell him are some of the lessons you have 

learned from you military experience? 

JC: I have nothing bad to say about my military experience. If that is what he wants to do I 

will support him 100%. I loved what I did. It’s a really big deal to me. And it still is a big 

deal to me. I’ll put my boots on right now and go back if that’s what is needed in this 

world. If they need…I’ll do it again. It’s one of those things we all sign, anybody who 

lives that life and does that, signed the contract up to and including your life. It doesn’t 

mean that contract ever expires. I know guys that are older than me that have done their 

time, served their country proudly and would still do it again if they could. 

 

36) I want to thank you for taking the time to share your recollections and your military 

experience. I really appreciate that.  

Is there anything that you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

JC: I think it was a pretty good interview. I mean, its, you covered all the bases I mean it’s 

just…I am very proud to call myself a veteran. I didn’t need any thanks for that. I did that 

willingly. I did that gladly. And like I said, I’ll do it again if this country needs me. 

 

37) Is there anything about be a veteran or a veteran experience that you have never shared? 

JC: No, but for a lot of years I wouldn’t share things. But I try to be pretty open with my 

treatment team. Umm I am going to start seeing the psychologist again, and it is just 

putting my life out there you know. Umm I didn’t have a bad experiences in there, even 

my time overseas, I don’t consider that a bad experience. Bad things happen but I don’t 
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consider that a bad experience. I mean, everybody brings home some kind of trauma from 

that, now, no life, I mean, yeah I didn’t have any bad experiences like that. I mean, of that 

aspect, no.  

 

38) What would you like people to know or remember from your story? 

JC: My story is like a lot of others. It’s just what we done. You get up. You put your boots 

on every day and you do what you have to. And that’s that contract up to and including 

your life. I mean, my particular story is like so many other soldiers out there that haven’t 

come home. You know, um, if I was going to share my story I would want all of theirs 

shared. Just throw them altogether and go that route with it. You know, one single story 

isn’t, yeah, you have to share the whole story.  

 

39) What is the one thing you wish people knew about veterans? 

JC: um veterans especially, any veteran, let alone combat veterans. It’s different for us out 

here. I mean, if you spend any amount of time, I mean it doesn’t matter how long in the 

military that um you weren’t afforded emotion. A lot of guys don’t know how to deal with 

regular life when they come out of situation like that whether they be combat veterans or 

any veteran, it doesn’t matter how much time you had. There is a certain aspect in a certain 

way that life goes and um I know there are a lot of homeless vets out there that I just don’t 

think they get a fair shake. I mean, a lot of that, I gotta say, that 100% how it goes because 

some guys choose that life. I mean, I have met a few and they choose that life. If you want 

to do something different in your life then, you know, it’s putting forth that effort. To me, 

it’s you gotta put forth the effort. Ahhh some guys think it should just be given to us. Well 

it wasn’t given to us then. We had to work for it. So for me it’s just a…I came down here 

not knowing what I was going to get in to and I gave up my… I changed my entire life for 

something different for another chance at this. My entire venture so far has been…it’s been 

a God thing to me. God put this in front of me and he has put my past life in front of me as 

a lesson learned. I mean all the troubles and everything I struggled was by my own doin’s. 

For a long time I thought God was being unusually cruel to me and I know I got issues. I 

know I got problems, but I am working on it now. The VA has been a really big help to 

me. Welcome Home has been,..these people here mean, I thank them every day because 

they helped to give me my life back. And they tell me all the time I am doing the heavy 

lifting they’re just here to spot me. Well they done a lot of heavy lifting with me too. I 

guarantee it. So when I come down here I didn’t know what I was getting in to. And so, 

it’s been a big deal to me. And I won’t see this place torn asunder for nobody. We get 

people in here from time to time that don’t you know… I hope they learn something here 

as I have. Ummm sometimes I don’t think some of them are going to but all I can do is 

pray for ‘em. I mean that’s all I can do.  

PH: That’s all we can do for each other. I want to thank you for serving our country.  

Billy Joe Culp, II 
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Homeless interview questions 

1) Have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how you 

found yourself homeless? 

JC: I ran away from home when I was 16 years old.  Jumped couch to couch most of my 

life. It wasn’t anything my parents did but um my lifestyle that I was living, and wanted 

to live at the time, put me in a position where I just felt like I just didn’t need to be there. 

So, I jumped couch to couch with different friends, working on houses here and there, 

living in those houses. When I went overseas, I mean, you got a place to live at all times. 

When I got home…I still own a piece of property that has been in my family for 50 years. 

I still own a trailer that sits on the piece of property beside my mom and dad. My family 

has been real close like that my whole life.  Umm and I still own that but its been an 

aspect of a lot of hardship. I mean I raised two kids there and then when everything fell 

apart ummm I lived in an old trailer that didn’t have lights, water ummm for several 

years. I mean that was just part of the aspect of it. And I mean you might as well been 

living under a bridge. It was the same aspect of it.  I didn’t have anything.  I didn’t want 

anything.  I had given up on life in general.  Just to… I wasn’t one of those ones that…I 

don’t believe in suicide but I had a lot of days when I woke up and was mad that I was 

still alive. I mean that was mainly out there in my addiction. I mean had a lot of days 

where didn’t care if I was here or not. Umm coming down you know they put a roof over 

your head in jail and locked up. It’s not really a roof over your head that you particularly 

car for or  like, but it’s a roof over your head. And then I got out again I had a place for a 

little while, tried something different, umm eventually I was out of there again living 

here, there and everywhere, anywhere I could lay my head at.  Ummm I got locked up 

again. It’s been off and on my whole life,… most of my adult life.  Last time when I 

came down here I gave up my entire life for something different. I came down here I 

didn’t know what I was getting into. Welcome Home, this place has been a Godsend to 

me. They brought me in. They gave me a place to stay. They have helped me to get back 

on my feet again. And that is what I love about this place. Any aspect that you need, if 

the VA can’t help you then this place can. It was designed for that. I met the man, I know 

the man real well, one of the Vietnam vets that founded Welcome Home. He’s a really 

good guy. He is one of the only ones still left around. I think there is only a couple of 

them left. I met the other guys yet that are still around. They saw this problem way back 

then. And they got tired dealing with it long enough and they put their money together 

and they got a place. I know about the old Welcome Home that had 10 beds and two 

couches and they said everything was full. But they done everything they could to help 

out homeless vets.  That’s what I really like about this place, I mean, it’s been a part of 

my life for as long as I can remember, I know, I mean I chose to live that life. I mean I 

have aspects where, I mean, out there my addiction when my entire life centered about 
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that and I didn’t care about anything else that I have been put out like that but that was by 

my own doin’s, by my own fault that I did.  

2) What does “home” mean to you? 

JC: Well there are a lot of acronyms for home. Home is where I lay my head. Home is 

where the heart is. My home is Welcome Home. I mean this place, this is my home and I 

won’t see it torn asunder. This place means that much to me.  Um I see home with me 

everywhere I go. I am away from my children. I am away from my family, but this is my 

home. And I plan on making it a permanent fixture.  I am not moving back to Hannibal. 

When I leave here, I am in the Vet Corp program down here so I will be down here at 

least a year but I don’t plan on leaving. This place, this is my new home. Home means…I 

am not that far away from my kids. I am not that far away from my family. I can work it 

out later on down the line that I can have my children on a more permanent basis, down 

here with me. Um home is life to me. And I spent a lot of time in my life not ever feeling 

like I was at home, even when I was.  But that was by my own doin’s. It wasn’t anybody 

else’s doin’s. 

3)  How do you feel the media meaning TV, radio and printed news present the veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

JC: ahh well it’s not just the veteran. The veterans are one part of that but there are a lot 

of people out there homeless. And I mean for as much TV as I watch, which isn’t very 

much, I try, I  have faith in humanity. I can see the good in a lot of things. In this world 

there are some people who are …there are hateful people in this world.  Umm I can’t 

really say I see it out there enough. There are a lot of homeless vets out there that are 

homeless, jobless. There are a lot of people out there. Some of them didn’t choose that 

life. It just things happen in their life and that’s the way it fell down. You know, I don’t 

know percentages on that.  Umm it’s not something I have looked into a lot.  Um I 

believe there is more that can be done about it. I know that for a fact.  I mean it’s a strong 

belief that…That’s why I am glad we have a place like this. I didn’t know anything like 

this existed. I knew there was shelters and stuff like that but I never knew there was 

anything in my  life that existed like a place like Welcome Home that…it’s not just a 

shelter where you lay your head down for a few days or a week and then you gotta move 

on again. Some of them don’t even get that.  You know if you don’t get there early 

enough in the bigger cities if you don’t get there early enough you ain’t getting’ a spot 

and you’re livin’ under a bridge or on the street somewhere.  It’s different here. They 

want better in your life.  And I wish, I’d love to see this aspect of it not just put to 

veterans but put to the whole world.  I mean, if we can do this for veterans why can’t we 

do this for the rest of them? You know, that’s a big deal to me.  I don’t have answers for 

why they can’t, but I really can’t see why they couldn’t. I mean, I know it’s a big country, 

it’s a big world and I am just a very small part of that, but I know there is enough good in 

this world that you could change the world for the better if only you try. 
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I try to see the good in humanity. I mean I have faith in humanity regardless of anybody 

else does. With social media, Face Book, Twitter, I see good stories. I mean what you see 

on there sometimes are really good stories…..story not too long ago (story of homeless 

man helping) 

 

Politicians.  There are some people out there that have tried to do something different.  

Bill Gates and his wife set up a foundation, a non-profit foundation. They took 300 

million dollars of their own money and donated it into this foundation. He has 

multimillionaire friends. He got all these guys to donate money to these foundations just 

to help the needy. Umm because he knows he will never be able to spend it all. I am sure 

in the end it’s just a tax write-off for him anyways.  I mean, he is the richest man in the 

world, but it is nice to see that the aspect of him trying to help. There is people out 

there…there is greed in this world..I see no reason or place for greed in this world. I 

mean, guys like that, they have enough that you’d think that they want to help and give 

back. And some do, but a lot don’t. I keep hearing all the time that the rich get richer and 

the poor get poorer, but it your aspect of it, if you look at the reality, I mean, taxes … I 

try not to get into that side of it but I mean it’s hard  to not notice that stuff sometimes. 

Brian McNeil 

Interview – September 6, 2018 

VHP – suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Brian, where were you born? 

BM: I was born in Fort Hood, Texas. Military base 

2) Who are/were your parents and what are/were their occupations? 

BM: My father is Edward Joseph McNeil and my mother is Norma Jean McNeil. My father 

was a career soldier. My mother was a homemaker then became a social worker.  

3) Who are or were your siblings, their names, genders and did any of them serve in the 

military? 

BM: That would be Laura, my sister, Eddy and Kevin. And both of those served in the 

Marine Corps.  

4) What were your parents and siblings feelings about you joining the service? 

BM: Well it was almost expected so feelings were I guess high and prideful and you 

know the rip-roarin’ type of deal. It was almost as if….like I said, we were expected to 

serve our country.  

5) What primary and secondary schools or colleges did you attend? 
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BM: I went to ahh … I had gone to a couple police academies and I went to a junior 

college for about a year with the intent to major in history. I also graduated from a 

culinary school.  

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

BM: Umm yeah, I had, which was early in my high school we had to work and I started 

working when I was young. Umm I worked at a pizza place during high school. I 

understood what that was about early on.  

PH: Let’s talk about your early days of service 

7) Can you tell us when you went into the military? Were you drafted or did you enlist? 

BM: Well, umm I was not drafted. Umm again, it goes back to we were somewhat 

expected to go. My oldest brother went in to the Marine Corps and he wrote letters and 

we were all proud. And then my brother Kevin went in to the Marine Corps and he wrote 

letters and we were all proud. I chose to go in to the Army to follow in my father’s 

footsteps. He served 24 years in the Army and 4 years in the Navy. Ummm so my early 

years… 

8) When you went in to the military what or who did you leave behind, family, children, pets? 

BM: Well, at the time my brothers were already in…One was in North Caroline and one 

was in Japan. So they were gone out of the house. 

9) PH: And you entered the army. You told us why you joined because of your father 

background and being in the army.  

BM: Yeah, I just ahh.. You know I wanted to join the Marine Corps but I had a high 

school girl friend that wanted me to stay closer to home and being in the army instead of 

being in the Marines on the east or west coast, or in Japan. I chose the army to stay closer 

to home but it didn’t work out that way. 

10) So how did you get from where you grew up to your initial point of entry when you joined?  

BM: How did I get there? From ahh physically you mean? 

PH: Yeah 

BM: Well the neps station is in St. Louis and so the recruiter was out of Fort 

Leonardwood.  We would be bussed up there and take our oath and enter from there. 

PH: Were you living in Texas at the time? 

BM: No, we were living in Missouri in high school. I graduated here. My dad retired out 

of Fort Leonardwood. So we set up there as a child with a small ranch and raised German 

Shepherds and some cattle and whatnot, horses but we had a… we went from the 

recruiters office. 

11)  What kind of training or school did you have, like an advanced course other than basic, 

warrant officers, bootstrap… 

BM: This was early on, yeah this is peace time in the military in the early 80s. We had a 

lot of training aircraft rec. We had…things were new, newer systems there. They had just 

put in play with a the a patriot missile which was what my job was. It was kind of high 
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tech at the time. Ummm so being that it was…we had a somewhat of a survivor course 

that was taught to us in desert survival. Umm by special forces group out of North 

Carolina. They came in and beat on us for a couple weeks. But nothing of it was glory.  

12) What was the best part of it? 

BM: The best part of being in the military?  

PH: No, the best part of that training. 

BM: The training, oh yeah, well, being out in the field. Doing soldier work. You know 

was always, you know, embracing, you know, the complications of …you live in the 

ground. This is what you do. This is what the army…they live in the dirt. Ummm and the 

training I enjoyed was just doing actual military stuff. Umm some folks…one of the 

greatest things about that training, you know, being out in the field was when they would 

bring hot food once a day. It was always in a big metal can. They would bring the chow 

in, you know, you’ve been eating out of cans or…MREs were new at the time, so you 

know like this is junk but you eat what you can eat. That hot meal once a day was just 

ahh, man it was just something else, if you can get it.  

PH: What was the worst part? 

BM: well… 

PH: Of the training… 

BM: The training, you I am just thinking of being out in the field, just the heat. You 

know, middle of the desert, not always, it snowed on us too. Ummm just carrying 80 

pounds on your back and trudging along and going on a long hike. That’s just part of it. 

That’s lovin’ and hatin’ it.  

13) Does any particular instructor from your training stand out in your mind? 

BM: You know I remember this one guy, a drill sergeant in Carolina. He was just a big 

ol’ figure of a man, you know, and instilled great fear and respect. Even to this day, I 

remember. You know, I mean he stood out you know, Sergeant Walker stood out in time 

because he was just like I said, he was a big figure of a man and everything you believed 

a sergeant was going to be, he was it.  

14) Did you have any specialized training? 

BM: Specialized?  Umm you know we were considered top secret at what we were doin’ 

just because it was newer systems that the military started with these missals. So the 

classification was Top Secret. You know, the Russians were really big on what we were 

doin’ supposedly.  

15) Did you qualify with any equipment such as vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons? 

BM: Umm vehicles were the… I was licensed to drive everything the army had except 

the tank. No, not anything real special. 

PH: How about weapons? 

BM: Umm outside of M60 and M16 and 203 grenade launchers you know that we had, 

50 cal, nothing… I mean we went through all that but  

16) Did you receive any promotions? 



 

 

179 

BM: Nothing extravagant, just from E1 to E3. 

17) What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to and why do you think 

that was? 

BM: Well one thing the military taught me was that umm you may not like the guy who 

is in charge or the guy or gal who is your boss but respecting the position will help you 

get through those moments. So, having crappy leadership was pretty hard and you can do 

anything about it. You just have to move on and go about your business. 

18) So what was the easiest part of the military life style for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

BM: umm I don’t know I was going to say the easiest was going to chow. Mail   call was 

one of the greatest of course. Easiest, it is hard earned, but it’s probably not a good 

answer but the camaraderie was something that was, again, not a given, it’s earned like 

the uniform. The easiest was the pride you felt in putting on the uniform that I felt. It is 

one of those things in life that is not a given. You earn that to wear your country’s 

uniform. How can you not be proud of that! 

PH: Do you think that it was easier for you specifically because you grew up in the 

military family? 

BM: Yeah 

PH: You had been around it your whole life. 

BM: Yeah all my life. All my ancestors back to grandmother was a Daughters of the 

American Revolution. So we go back to the beginning of this country, serving this 

country.  

PH: And then your father’s service. 

BM: MY uncles, my grandfathers. Right now to this day my nephew is in basic training 

in Fort Sills.  

PH: Family tradition 

BM: Absolutely. 

19) Well you said it was a peaceful time, where did you serve? 

BM: I was in a peace time not a war time service. Fort Bliss in El Paso, Texas. I got my 

permanent station there and ahh it was peaceful. I tease that I didn’t fight anyone other 

than other soldiers and boredom.  

20) So that is your recollection about that experience? 

BM: The non-peace-time was off-duty hours. That is in Juarez, Mexico was across the 

border which was quite a draw with life-style and parties.  

21) My next question, what kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving 

and which whom? 

BM: Well umm you know, fellow soldiers. Anybody that you share triumphs and 

tragedies together, you know, ummm, you chew the same dirt as your brother next to you 

and you form a bond that again is ahh it is hard to describe. It is hard to define with other 

people. Umm but I had some real good close friends and you know they call them battle 
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buddies and whatnot today but it’s like umm Carl and Montoya and Angel and Ricky and 

Johnny Cox. These are guys that just, you know, we palled-out around together and until 

guys got shipped out. You know and that was permanent duty. We would always go 

across the border. We would have Bar-b-Ques and you know, just good times. We would 

go dancin’ you know. 

22) How did you stay in touch with family and friends back home?  

BM: Well, you know, we wrote letters. And ummm made phone calls every now and 

then. It wasn’t a daily thing….once a week maybe a phone call. Write a letter here and 

there.  

23) You mentioned it a little but what did you do for recreation when you were off-duty? You 

went to Mexico and …. 

BM: Yeah went to Colesbad Caverns, got kicked out of there once. And ahh the Franklin 

Mountains were right there so there was a lot of things to go see. There was history to go 

see. You would have to drive sometimes to get away from the city…go out and get away 

from the military base. The soldiers are more appreciated when they went to town instead 

of right on the doorstep. That is why I would not want to stay around. 

24) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

BM: We were on a drill team once and I remember people would lock their knees and fall 

out. You know, I guess that’s not…anytime anybody falls it can be funny. Ahhh we were 

doing funeral detail and a guy had passed out and ahhh right when we were maneuvering 

the casket and I was falling into the grave because I was on the front left of the casket. It 

was a in the desert in the southwest. The one guy locked his knees and passed out then I 

started falling inside and then someone came over and assisted me and save the day. You 

know, we were burying somebody’s poor grandpa, you know, and we were about to drop 

him.  

We would go to Mexico and a dude would try and sell us a car for $20 and it was out car. 

We told him, “Dude that’s our car.”  He took off running. Good times.  

25) Was there something that you did for “good luck?” 

BM: I don’t think so. 

26) What would you say was the best part of your service experience? 

BM: You know, this is odd, but umm, like I mentioned earlier, wearing that uniform. Not 

everybody gets to do it. Not everybody does do it. Like 7% of the population or 

something like that. Well, marching is like to me is just great. I just loved to march and 

sing. We would get geared up for battle and it’s pretty intimidating when the boots hit the 

ground and you are a part of that large body of people and it’s pretty awesome.  

PH: So we will go to the end of your service... 

27) Do you recall the day your service ended?  Where were you when your service ended? 

BM: I was at my permanent duty station in Fort Bliss. Ummm I had actually gotten 

orders from Germany, for Decent and…but I had gotten injured and the unit went. Not all 
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of them. And they took ahh they sent our equipment and we were going to train over 

there and become a light infantry unity.  But I had gotten injured from a vehicle accident 

so I was pretty much discharged after that.  

28) Did you return home? Where were you? 

BM:  I went to Ohio where I was engaged to get married to my future wife. And my 

future divorced wife.  

29) How were you received by family and community? 

BM: umm again it’s a different period of time and our country responds…it depends on 

the country and   of the day. My family was looking forward to me coming home. My 

fiancé was looking forward to me coming home. Ummm so it was good. 

PH: What about your community? Did they seem appreciative? 

BM:  Yeah you know, again this is a… what I was going back to was back east and it’s 

more of a blue collar area.  And ahh lot of World War II vets and they were not that old 

then. This was 20 years after World War II. Twenty-one years after the end of the war. So 

it’s like…you know, the World War II guys loved it. Anybody that was in the service, 

you know, givin’ a guy a break ‘cause he served his country. You know, look at this guy! 

So the community…there were not parades…there wasn’t supposed to be. I had my own 

parade. 

30) How did you adjust to civilian life? Did you work or go back to school? 

BM: I did both. I started working for the city that I lived in. You know it was working for 

the police department there. I went to the academy and eventually became a patrolman. 

31) Did the G.I. Bill support your education? 

BM: Yes 

32) How did service change you? 

BM: Well,…I believe changed me, I can only speak for myself. I know I come from a 

different cut or swath of fabric, you know, in our country, because I served and I chose to 

serve. I took an oath. Proudly took that oath. It changed me by instilling personal pride 

and discipline. Ummm you know, taking that oath separates me from the rest of the herd. 

That’s Pretty much how that goes… 

33) Did you continue any friendships after service? For how long? 

BM: Not for a long time. I mean, not for a while. Matter of fact not forever until Face 

Book came about and I connected with some guys. I went and visited one about 

oh….seven month ago.  

34) How did the service affect how you relate to others?  

BM: I don’t think I read that one. 

PH: How did your service affect how you relate to others? 

BM: umm I don’t know if the service …I don’t relate to others… I don’t if that is the 

service or not. I think it is to a certain degree. BS is BS. You know I calls it as I sees it. A 

spade is a spade. I think that is a part of the military.  

35) Did you join any military organizations? 
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BM American Legion, umm member of Welcome Home… that is an organization. 

36) Did you attend any reunions? 

BM: No 

37) What are some life lessons you learned in the military? 

BM: Well…ummm… you know I think you have to make your bed every day. First thing 

on your list. That’s what needs to be done,  ‘cause at the end of the day and you pull your 

bed sheets back to get in there is not greater feeling. But it is just starting your day right. 

Umm I feel, that was, you know, definitely instilled into me by the military. Ummm one 

of the things I look at is when things get tough the military taught me how to get through 

that. That is left foot, right foot and then repeat. Hopefully, just move on. 

38) How has your military service impacted your feelings about war and the military in general? 

BM: Well, you know, I do believe we want to be the country of peace we need to be 

prepared for war. I don’t forget that we are at war today and young men and women are 

dying because we are in war now. But it is not fun to talk about on TV so we are not 

aware of that. I don’t wish for war. The soldier is the one who prays the most for peace. 

That’s a big subject there.  

39) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will view/hear this 

interview? 

BM: Future generations…I would say you know that it is up to them and we are going to 

depend upon them to continue this long line of military personnel that serves this great 

country of ours. You know, ummm there were many, many before us and there are many 

now and there is going to be many that come after us that’s going to be another 

generation. It is going to be up to them to serve, to continue the great glory that the army 

and marines and the navy and the air force has.   

40) Is there anything that you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

BM: No, not really. 

41) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

BM: Well, what I wish more people knew about veterans…ummmm…they 

don’t…ahh… heroes go to Arlington. Ok and then, then they are not heroes they are just 

men and women who choose to take up the fight or stand on that line and ah, ah serve this 

country. You know, they don’t want no glory. They don’t want parades. They…just 

decent respect. They don’t ask for free stuff. Ummm most of them would do it again if 

they had the opportunity. 

42) What does patriotism mean to you? 

BM: Patriotism, ahhh I believe it goes back again to service. You don’t have to join the 

military, but that’s a great start to display your patriotism. Umm you know, umm the 

country the flag. You can do some civic service. You know, there is other things that 

people can do. But I think that’s the ultimate way to show your patriotism to this country 

to again your ancestors that come before us and the ones that come after us. The men and 

women that need to take up this cause and serve this great country and they are and I give 
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thanks to them. I give thanks to great men like that have lived. So yeah, I would say 

patriotism is a form of love and respect for our country and our fellow man and we 

display that by a flag, or standing at the Pledge of Allegiance or you know. 

 

Conclusion and thank you for serving our country.  

 

Christopher Swan 

Interview – June 17, 2018 

VHP suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Where were you born? 

CS: De Soto, Kansas 

2) Who are/were your parents and what are/were their occupations? 

CS: Actually I ended up with four parents in a way because my parents got a divorce and 

remarried and stayed married to the same people so I was lucky enough for that so a my 

parents are Norma Davine Wilhide now, and Charles Wilhide was her husband and my 

real dad is Michael Swan and step-mom is Casey Swan. 

3) Who are/were your siblings? Names and genders? Which, if any serve/served in the 

military? 

CS:  Sure. I had two brothers, two older brothers. One, half-brother David Harrison and 

one I guess biologically, biological brother, Ben. He actually served. He just retired this 

year after I think 21 years, um fulltime Army National Guard, um and then the other 

brother didn’t serve. 

4) What were your parents’ or siblings’ feelings about you joining the service? 

CS: They were worried.  Um, I did really well in school and they seemed to think the 

military would not be a good fit for me so um I guess it was good thing I was stubborn.  

5) What primary or secondary schools did you attend? 

CS: Well I went to high school and then I went into the service directly after high school.  

Um for their nuclear program. 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

CS: Yes, umm I started working when I was like 12 1/2 selling candy door to door and 

then I became a waiter umm so that was when I went into the service. I was young at 16. 

Early Days of Service 

7) Can you tell us when you went into the military?  Were you drafted or did you enlist? 

CS: No, I enlisted. Umm I found out that I was graduating early. And um I was looking 

into it and I realized that the Navy has like ex-nukes were like top in their fields no matter 

what they went into. 

8) What or who did you leave behind (family, child, pet) when you left to the service? 

CS: Yeah, I was living with my father and his wife and my brother Ben when I went in. 

Ummm so that was my family and my friends. You know I had started to make good 
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friends. I had moved around a lot so um ahh I had quite a few friends that I had got to 

know. 

9) In which branch did you enter? 

CS: Navy, Unites States Navy 

10) Why did you choose that branch? 

CS: Because of their nuclear program. Their nuclear program was just second to none.  

Um and it seemed really exciting. 

11) How did you get to your initial point of entry? 

CS:  ahhh my initial point of entry was in Arizona. I had forgotten that. I had to fly down 

there so I took a plane to Arizona. That was a station. 

12) What type of training or schooling did you have? 

CS: ummm I went to what they called a nuclear  power training. It’s about five-years- 

worth of college condensed into less than two. And so you have nuclear-filled A School, 

Nuclear Power School and then Nuclear Prototype over two years. 

13) What is your most vivid memory of your time training or in school? What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 

CS: uuugh wow! Ahh most vivid memory ahhh I would probably say, it’d have to be in 

in nuclear power school. A lot of people, I think I mentioned before, I am not sure if I 

mentioned. They had a huge attrition rate going through the nuclear power school or the 

nuclear power training.  Umm a lot of people didn’t make it. A lot of people what they 

called psyched out, you know it was just too much pressure.  Um but I remember, this 

sounds so weird, but ahh, one of the guys was walking his invisible dog but he was still in  

because I think so many people, so many guys were under so much pressure that they are 

not always sure who was actually really having a hard time or who was kind of faking it 

because they just didn’t want to do it anymore. Ummm and they put a lot of money into 

our training, you know and a lot of time. And, so I guess this guy was in that little 

window of they were checking him out and researching to see if he should get put out on 

sight but it was weird because he would go out there, I swear the dog went running and 

he was pulling him. You know and if I didn’t know better I would swear the guy was 

being pulled by a dog. It was so real you know but me and a bunch of guys in my dorm 

would watch this guy and he would come out and I would just sit there. I feel bad now 

but we would just laugh so hard you know and we would call him “Dedicated.” We were 

trying tell each other that we thought they should just keep him because if he could stay 

dedicated to this then, you know, he’d be a good person to watch your back. That is 

probably the most vivid memory strangely enough. 

PH: What was the best part? 

CS: ummm I used to say this all the time when I got out of the Navy. Was, what I missed 

the most, and it  would be the best part. it would be the camaraderie, you know a lot of us 

guys come from different walks of life or tough times ummm and you come in an 

somehow in a short amount of time this trust is built up and this safety net with each 

other. That just doesn’t happen and I mean its…I am sure they design it this way but 

when you are there and you know everyone knows we are there for the same purpose we 

want to fight for our country. We wanted, we were proud of it. There is some sort of bond 

that is created that’s just umm that’s probably the happiest memory constantly reminding 

myself thinking like wow I can be here and I always felt safe and felt like what a good 

place to be in and know these guys….You just know anything that can happen they’d 
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have your back and you’d have theirs. Ummm…Going out in the real world again you 

know you have to work really hard to find that in people and aaah I miss that the most 

and that was probably the happiest part about it. 

14) Does any particular instructor stand out in  your mind? If yes, why? 

CS:  um that’s probably pretty hard for me because umm there are quite few I remember 

ummm so individually it was hard.  I saw them more as a group. Strangely enough I 

would probably say the one that, I can’t honestly remember her name, ummm but…she 

stood out the most because of the story that when we got to prototype there were a lot of 

female instructors and I made a comment about it, and ummm, at that time females were 

no longer allowed to serve on the nuclear submarine. And I didn’t understand that at one 

point they were allowed and then they were no longer allowed. So you had this lady, an 

instructor I was talking to telling me how you know there is this whole group of women 

that had been allowed on submarines and then when they changed it and didn’t allow 

them anymore to be on nuclear submarines, umm they all had to become instructors.  

And so, I remember her story, umm she was so..., such a great instructor and so 

knowledgeable.  I remember thinking, I had no problem serving right next to her. You 

know thinking that I wonder why they did it that way. I would probably say, her. 

15) What was your first assignment after basic training? 

CS: ummm After basic training we go to nuclear field A School. And my basic training 

was in Orlando, Florida and so was the nuclear field A school. So it was at least a short 

transition. 

PH: So that was your specialized training? 

CS: Yes. 

16) Did you qualify with equipment, vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons etc.?  If yes, what 

was the training with that equipment? 

CS: Well my training was in nuclear ummm and so ahh  its kind of, that’s your training.  

But the unique things is, ummm like if you went to civilian college and wanted to go in 

that field, there are three areas: there is nuclear mechanic; nuclear electrician; or a nuclear 

reactor operator. Although they three different areas in civilian world you would learn 

one or the other.  And we were still designated as one, like I was a nuclear electrician.  So 

but even though you are designated as one, you actually learn all three. You are trained 

and able to operate all three. So I, even as an electrical electrician, still learned all the 

knowledge to be,  and run the nuclear reactor, as well as, go and do the nuclear 

mechanics job too. It makes sense obviously, but it is strange because that is a lot and 

even more knowledge on top of being great in your own area. As far as other areas, I 

think handling a nuclear power plant is probably enough. 

17) What was the hardest part of training? 

CS: Like I said the attrition rate. The loss of the guys.  I mean umm you know everything 

is creating this camaraderie and this brotherhood, you know and it was just having them 

picked off one by one I mean, I wasn’t in maybe like land war you know where a lot of 

these guys and veterans were losing guys left and right, but that’s how it felt. You know 

you would get really close to some of these guys and you know we would help each other 

even though it was still through training, to have them fall out …it was a constant kind of 

slam on ya. You felt it to some degree because it wasn’t you who fell but you felt like 

maybe if you would have helped them a little more or you know, I don’t know, so…. 

18) Did you receive any promotions? Can you tell me about them? 
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CS: ummmm yeah we did but I never considered it personal credit. As a nuclear 

electrician in that area of training. I came out of boot camp as an E-3 not like others who 

come out E-1. Because of that I never felt special I guess in my promotions. You know, 

we were already special. We were already ahead of other people in other areas. So I 

wasn’t someone who was big on counting mine, if anything I a tend to downplay ummm 

it because I felt whether you were a nuke of not, I didn’t feel like, I knew I was smart, but 

I didn’t feel that made me better than the guy that was working in the front of the 

submarine.  I figured if we go down we’re all going down. And so I didn’t really focus 

mine as much. Individually I did when we had an opportunity to get  a promotion I apply 

for it, I did that.  Ummm but I was never big. I didn’t tout it a lot. 

19)  What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to? And why do you 

think that was 

CS: Politics.  Politics between what we consider the older generation and the younger 

generation. There seemed to be a big gap when I went in. Ummm. When you are young 

the difference of being 20 and 30 is a world. You know and so going on my sub there was 

actually three of us newcomers which was a lot at one time for a real small sub. There 

was a total of 130 crew that was including non-nuclear personnel, you know. So um we 

felt like umm there was the over 30  part of the submarine and there was the under 30, 

you know.  And it was about politics believe it or not. The president at the time was 

Clinton. There were all of these changes going on and they were talking about all these 

different subjects and it was…when you went to eat that’s all everybody was talking 

about, like actual politics, politics and how they applied to the service. It’s a big thing. 

Ummm it was really strange cause all of us guys were say maybe under 25, you know, 

we all tended to think the same way. You know and we all had almost the same views 

strangely enough. Almost all the guys over 30 had what we called the old timer views. 

You know ahhh it’s like with the women, perfect example is all of us didn’t understand 

that at all. We were like, we could work with women. You know like it wouldn’t bother 

us at all. And all the old timers were like, oh I wouldn’t want a woman on my submarine, 

you know. So it was that. It was politics stuff like that but it was difficult because people 

talked about it and it was the first time I felt divisive in the service I had come to feel as a 

brotherhood and always. And I still trusted anyone, don’t get me wrong, but it made me 

wary, you know, for the first time. I would say that was the worst. 

20) What was the easiest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to? Why do you think 

it was? 

CS: Again, ummm being able to meet someone and trust them in a heartbeat is just 

amazing. It’s amazing like you have this trust in your family somehow you built over 

your entire lifetime. It’s amazing to just meet somebody and within 30 seconds feel like 

you could say anything to them they’re your brother. And you just met them. I constantly 

think about that and how it is not that way in the real world. That’s an amazing thing to 

me. Really it is. 

Wartime Service 

21) Where did you serve? 

CS: I got stationed in Groton, Connecticut. Umm the sub base out of Groton, 

Connecticut. Ummm in New England and the submarine was the USS Archerfish. We 

did mainly Mediterranean tours. 

22) What are your recollections of that experience? 
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CS: ummm a lot of it is blur. You know ahh being on a submarine they have this whole 

way of working you into the submarine life. It through working your butt to the bone.  

Umm literally we thought, you know the training was difficult, 80 hours a week, week 

after week. This was even more. They literally make you work so hard that when you 

have time to sleep you are literally falling into your rack. You know ummmm as a new 

person you get what they call hot racking. So it means that there is always a body in the 

rack. So as they are rolling out you’re literally waking them up and they roll out and you 

roll in.  Umm but they literally keep you working long hours because even if someone is 

not claustrophobic I guess, we had a guy that flipped out.  Umm you go through all the 

tests and all the training but you can still get under there and all of the sudden it will not 

work with your system somehow. It’s not your fault. So that’s a pretty weird thing to kind 

of deal with so you work really hard the first. The program just has you working and then 

after about six months I remember they slow it down as so you have a little bit more time, 

right, and when I first went in too, we went on this long tour, ummmm under water, 

longer than normal and we were coming up to port and coming up to Greece and they a 

have a video of the outside of the city, right, as your coming up, and I remember looking 

at the video, and I know it’s real, real time, I know that’s actual real city out there, and 

yet I was so detached from the first time being under the water and everything, not seeing 

anything real or TV or any of this stuff, right, ummm my brain had a hard time 

processing it. I was looking and I know this is really out there, but it couldn’t…it kept 

wanting to say like it’s a movie.  It’s not real. I am like, no, I know it’s…talking to 

myself, I think I am going a little insane. And then I found out it was actually really 

normal process to go through, so that was pretty crazy. 

23) Were you in combat, combat support or combat service support role?  Or did the war 

zone make that designation irrelevant? 

CS: I think it’s more irrelevant. I’m on a submarine which means you know I think in, 

like on the surface the combat zones it depends on how close you are to firing. On a 

submarine it is just that way.  If the sub gets hit everybody dies. There isn’t oh the 

forward regiment, the guys in the back to support. You know what, we are all one so the 

support staff umm and the combat staff and everybody is all 100 percent equal when 

you’re on a sub. You know umm, if you hit everyone dies there is not,…it’s   like pretty 

rare that some people on a submarine live.  It is either they all or they don’t all. 

24) How did you stay in touch with family and friends?  

CS: ummmm Letters, I was really never that good, believe it or not with communication. 

I mean, my mother was thankfully the type that would call you over and over you know 

like every week kind of thing. I wasn’t you know, ummmmm and obviously we had to do 

letters you know, ummm being in and out of port, ummmm and they were pretty cool 

though as each time you come into port they forward your mail to that port you are going 

to and ummm so I still got letters you know. Letters are just a lot more valuable I think 

when you’re out there. I mean, you get a letter and it’s the world for a moment, you know 

like you really stop and it’s like it’s ok, I am going to read the letter. You know and 

everything stops and you’re focusing on… I don’t think I have ever focused on reading 

so much as I did when I would open up a letter to read. 

25) What did you do for recreation or when you were off duty? 

CS: ahhh for me, first of all you always had to have a buddy. At least that’s the way it 

was when I was in. When you got off your submarine you had to have a buddy with 
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somebody and  you did everything together, ummm while you were on port.  Luckily I 

always found someone that ummm felt like I did, I was just totally interested culture.  All 

this different cultures that I didn’t know about I wanted to learn. I wanted to see, you 

know, how people lived in these different countries, umm and how they lived their lives. 

So I was going to very local places every country we stopped in on I was always wanting 

to go to places where it was all locals and no tourists kind of thing, umm to learn and 

meet people and ask them about their culture and their livelihood. I loved that.  

26) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

CS: HAHHHAHAH Oh yeah, I am sure there is a lot of them. One I remember from 

actually one of our first ports ahh…talk about how…reminding me always to appreciate 

what we have here.  It was this little port off of Italy, umm it was literally this picturesque 

town like you would see on a postcard. You know, cobblestone streets, flower boxes 

outside the windows, like, just beautiful, right. This is kind of bad but I mean, but I go in 

to use the restroom, right, unlike here we have toilets. Umm everyone has them, even if 

you are poor there is a toilet.  You know, ummm there, it is like this guy is literally in a 

three piece suit, you know, and they have three holes in the floor to do all  your business, 

right. It doesn’t matter which one it is and strangely enough they are rather close. What I 

consider close. And so you know, essentially you have a guy in this suit and tie who is 

bent down you know and doing his business. And I’ve gotta go and just you know, how 

my mom used to say, do number 1 right next to this guy who is doing his business and of 

course I can’t do it. I am just like just gonna wait. I patiently wait until he is done and you 

know. I used to tell my family the story and thinking like, you know I would have never 

really thought like you’d think someone in a suit and tie has enough money to be able to 

afford that but it was a public restroom. That’s what was available. And ummm definitely 

made me appreciate like where we come from I guess.  Ummm but I always thought that 

was really funny.  

27) Was there something you did for good luck? 

CS: Luck?  Ummm you know I am not real religious person in my life, but I used to say, 

even though I am  not religious, ummm I am spiritual I guess, if you will, like you know, 

and I would say because I did pray. Because everybody always considered me the, you 

know I lived in a big city, I moved away from home, and I never looked back and I 

wasn’t afraid, umm in my life. I would walk down the darkest street just because it 

looked like it would be neat. Ummmm but I prayed, ummm in the service, you know 

everything was new, umm I felt safer than I had felt most of my life to be honest. Being 

in the military, ummm, but for good luck I say, prayed. I prayed for cool and good events 

to happen, you know, around me. 

28) What was the best part of your service experience? 

CS: Well I kind hate to repeat the same thing over, I guess other than the camaraderie is 

along those same lines is I went to prototype up in New England. That is where they take 

a submarine and put it on land its last six months and then I ended up getting stationed in 

Groton, Connecticut which was really close to there, right, so a bunch of the locals even 

non-military people that I had met and made friends with, you know, I got to remain 

friends with, which was really cool.   Ummm on top of the guys that we went through 

training, somehow we connected more than ever , ummm, and a lot of them got still or 

off that base, ummm and so we made some of our longest, or I made some of my longest 
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relationships not just the people from my submarine, but umm, there is some people not 

from my submarine that were still part of that group I guess. Even after the fact so… 

End of Service 

29) Do you recall the day service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

CS: No, I recall the year, cause it was almost the exact same month. I know it was May. 

Ummm I think when a it was a few weeks earlier I had figured out cause I went to work 

here at the VA, and they do this service thing and you get time for in the government, you 

know that you served. And mine was just short by 13 days, and I was surprised because I 

thought like at a totally different time of year than what I actually did. When I looked 

back I was like, I don’t know how that happened but I thought it was like October. And it 

was like May. So I never figured out how that happened but it was New England. So who 

knows what the weather is out there.  

PH: Did you return home? 

CS: ummmm Yes, I actually had saved up quite a bit of money. And I told my mom that 

everybody talks about how they have worked hard for money and have family and all this 

stuff. You don’t just take time off whenever you want and so I said, I am not going to 

have another chance like this for probably the rest of my life, is what I thought at the 

time. I actually took 6 months off and I drove around the country and visited a bunch of 

my friends I had made while I was in the service that had moved to different ports and 

stuff. And I traveled all over the United States visiting them and some of their other 

family and then of course stop and saw my family in Missouri and then continued out 

west. I did that for six months it was amazing. 

30) How were you received by your family and community? 

CS: I was really lucky, you talk to these vets that went through Vietnam and all that stuff, 

ugh just kills me for hearing their stories of what they went through. Mine, was a 

completely different experience. It was, if you know, I was in uniform having dinner 

more often than not somebody would pay the bill and not even say anything to us. 

Ummm so when I got out it was a different world. It was for congratulating you ahhh no 

one was looking down on you. You know it was like the world was proud of us. And 

umm, I can’t imagine it being any other way I mean I hear these stories of some of the 

vets where it wasn’t like that and I always say, I always get teary-eyed and tell them how 

much I am thankful to them because I am full aware we would not have been treated so 

well had they not went through what they did, and people had not realized, looking back, 

how wrong  it was to treat people that way I think.  And then they worked hard to make it 

better for future generations and that is what has happened. 

31) How did the service change you? 

CS: uummm I think it shows you that ummm it helps you with a never give up attitude in 

a way and umm I think it really shows you how much a team can accomplish with still 

working and doing your part but…In a team the thing of it is, you’re not just working 

hard for you, you are doing it because you know the person next to you and the one next 

to him depend on you and trust you to do your job as much as you need to do it, right, or 

as hard as you need to do it. And I often thought about that and even if it is just regular 

jobs out in the world that I remember constantly thinking, ummm that when I was 

working I wasn’t just working for me. You know, what I did was going to make, help the 

person who was doing a different job somewhere else where I was working.  You know 
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they might not have been thing that same way, but I did. Uummm so I would say that 

affected me the most out in the real world. 

32) How did your military experiences impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

CS: You know ummm I am I guess what you would call a utopian believer, you know, I 

would like to imagine a utopia of us as humanity reaching this utopian place. You know, 

where we get beyond this stuff, we get beyond violence and war. ummm I think it did a 

couple things. I never really liked violence, but at the same time, I think being in the 

service helped me see that you can still be against violence and understand the value 

showing strength.  And having a good strong military and ideally if we have the best 

politicians who do it the right way, you should have a strong military that doesn’t have to 

hardly ever do any violence. Ideally, because that means you have made yourself so 

strong that everybody knows it, “Hey, there’s no point!”  You know, ideally. Of course 

that’s not the real world and sometimes we have to do it.  It gave me an appreciation for 

understanding the value of showing a strong military.  Ummm and how bad it is in some 

areas and you know when it is just, ummmm a bunch of people who are trying to eat, you 

know, people are willing to do anything and it’s not that they are bad people, you have to 

survive. And to deal with sometimes, you know, rough situations you gotta have a really 

strong military that’s, you know, worked together as a brotherhood and I think that what 

our military has done. I think it is valuable. 

33) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will view/hear this 

interview? 

CS: uummm ahhh like I said was…before I went into the military I always considered 

myself special. I was always the top of the class, I was always smarter than anyone 

around me including my teachers, typically. After going in the service, I am just so not 

like….it just changed such, that whole aspect of that about me. I worked most of my life 

to downplay my intelligence if you will more so than anything, because ummm, I wasn’t 

ashamed of it but yet I understood that it didn’t make me better. And I think that is what I 

got out of the service.  And I would say for future generations is forget that, believe it or 

not, even though there is understanding and there is more value to a general than a 

private, though I understand that concept at the end of the day I think future generations 

will see more and more the value of every single person, you know, ahh You don’t get to 

show a force by “a” general by themselves. You get a show of force by a general with an 

army behind him. And everyone is a value to that. I’d hope they would see that. 

PH: I want to thank you for taking your time to share your recollections of your military 

service. 

34) Is there anything you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

CS: No, it is a pretty thorough interview! And I appreciate asking some of those 

questions that um might seem really simple to some or not that big a deal to some. Ahhh 

cause it does to me. Some of the things you ask about as far as how we recollected and 

things that were funny. They might not be that funny on the big scope but they were to 

me you know.  So thank you. 

35)   What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

CS: Well, going along with our conversation we had before, I’d say that veterans, believe 

it or not, deserve the thank you that they get, ummm The reason why we say the veterans 

deserve the thank you but not the slam, if you will, it’s because you know if you don’t 
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agree with certain politics of wars or what have you, that has nothing to do with the 

service man. A guy who is serving, at least the majority of us Missourian veterans, we 

went in for some idea of serving our country,  Ummm and nothing else.  It seems so 

crazy but it’s that simple like.  That’s what kind of unified us so much as like even if we 

were totally different types of people we all knew we just wanted to make our country 

safe and we wanted everybody to have a great life kind of thing and to protect that, 

ummmm, you know, I wish people would just realize that veterans were just regular 

people. We have the good and the bad, but what’s unified and why everybody will 

sometimes say, “Thank you for serving,” is umm we did sign up to serve and to get glory 

and all that stuff, but ummmm,  

We were also new, a lot of us were putting our life on the line when we signed our name. 

And we thought it was worth it to do it because we were thankful for the country that we 

lived in. 

PH: Thank you for serving our country. 

Chris Swan 

Homeless interview questions 

1) Have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how you 

found yourself homeless? 

CS:  I have now. I hadn’t until the last five or six years. Um I had never experienced it 

before then. Um I had a been in an accident and had brain surgery and um when I came 

out of it, a you just I guess as your brain puts itself back together again, ahh it takes a lot 

of time you know and having help and stuff and a so I didn’t know I could get help and I 

went through all my money so I stopped getting help.  And so, ended up being homeless 

like four or five times you know like over a couple years so… 

2)  What does “home” mean to you? 

CS: Um safety, um believe it or not, dignity, I mean just it bothers me to eat in public I 

think and so to be able to have my own place and I can eat. Not that I am slobbering or 

anything it’s just having my own space is a..I never realized how much that affects my 

dignity like when I didn’t have it. Umm just always feeling embarrassed, you know,   you 

can’t like yourself away. We all have these moments of weaknesses I think in our life but 

we don’t realize when in those moments of weakness we go home and close the door. 

When you don’t have a home, you can’t do that.  I don’t think I ever realized the value of 

having that until I didn’t have it. 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

CS:  ahhh um I definitely think. I guess I am conflicted with this. Um…cause being faced 

with it now and being around the guys and their experiences its um I still think everyone 

is avoiding what’s really there and the reality is that vets are just like everybody else and 

even though it’s great to help vets I think homelessness, it’s the same aspect um that 

affects everyone else. With vets, they just have a higher chance that the reason they’re 

there is because of something that happened while they were serving their country, but 

that being the case the end result is I think the majority of our homelessness is people 
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who have had some kind of mental issue. You know and after going through what I did 

and how quickly I ended up there and it’s like I don’t think they are portraying not just 

veteran homelessness but just homelessness in general it’s um…If somebody is homeless 

and they’re saying it’s my choice to be homeless…there might be something wrong with 

them too. That doesn’t make it ok to leave them out there, you know what I mean? Umm 

I would say their depiction is… I think it is better than maybe it used to be, you know 

they are trying to help more which is great. I think that’s awesome but I think overall they 

are missing the point of why we have it in the first place. 

4) (This question was rewritten after Chris’ interview.) He went on and on about it because 

the way it was worded upset him. Refer back to it if needed. Or do another interview with 

just this question. CS: That’s tough, I mean I kind of did all the right things. That’s why it 

bothers me so much because I was someone who worked hard. I saved my money. I did 

everything that you are supposed to do, um and just by the chance of the way events 

happen it didn’t matter. I lost everything while I was going through surgeries and it was 

in my coma and all the money that I had saved was lost. I mean maybe I could have 

saved more, um, but I don’t think it would have mattered. I think it would have ate 

through that too. I was in a big negative at the end. Ummm It still comes down to the 

same place. I was still homeless. I was treated like any other homeless person was, umm 

talk about loss of dignity. I can’t..its almost impossible for me to walk past somebody and 

give them something. It is not about deserving. I don’t sit there and think, “Oh I wonder 

if this guy could have saved and didn’t and that is why he is there?” It is just such an 

emotional question, even asking that question is ….thankfully I did everything right and 

it didn’t matter and that great I am not the usual case. But if someone else was asking that 

question to someone next to me, another homeless guy, I would probably get upset for 

them…… 

Homelessness is such insanity. Like I can’t even,… before it happened it was even so 

beyond my comprehension. There was no possible way literally that it could ever happen 

and just the way I looked at life. 

(Then Chris goes into his brain surgery and recovery. This doesn’t really relate other than 

the fact that it brought him to homelessness.)CS: (Emotionally) My niece um a came up 

with me and drove up with me to drop me off  and I was trying to be brave and thankful, 

which I was, so she came in and we talked with the staff and they told me I was going to 

be on the couch and I put my stuff there and I kept it together. She looked at me and she 

said,  

“Well, where’s your room?” I said, “They don’t have it quite yet I just have to stay here 

on the couch for a while and um I don’t know if she saw through me, or cause usually I 

am pretty good at keeping it hidden but um or just that she just knew me and knew what I 

had been through or what have you, but um but I had to see her get tears in her eyes and 

then it just really killed me. She felt so bad for me you know, um, I hated the thought like 

this is what parents must go through that it saddened me so much that she had to see me 

…..the sadness or the lack of what’s available what you kind of have to go through and 

then she even had to see it. You know, young girl like she recognized the sadness of it. 

And that sucked!...... 
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Dave Dollens 

Interview – August 27, 2018 

VHP – suggested questions 

Introduction  

1) Dave, where were you born? 

DD: Mexico, Aldrin County,  Mexico, Missouri 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 

DD: My father’s name was William Lesley Dollens. He was …brought the first 

carpenter’s union into the city of Mexico.  And my mother and father run a pizza house.  

First one in Aldrin County and there was none in Columbia, nowhere when they opened 

that up.  

PH: Interesting 

3) And who were your siblings? I know you had a lot. Give me their names, their genders 

and did any of them serve in the military? 

DD: Ok, I came from a family of 14. My mother was a homemaker you can tell. I came 

from a family of 14. There was 7 girls and 7 boys. The boys all served in the military and 

was all honorably discharged. Bud is the oldest. Bud served in Korea. After he came back 

from Korea he went to area 51 and he got radiation. He died at an early age. Brother Bob. 

Bob went to the army. He spent his four years, I don’t think, I don’t remember if Bob had 

any conflict or not. Then there was me. And then there was Ray, Howard, RAY. He was 

killed in Vietnam March 23, 1965. Let’s see now let me think here, Bud, Bob, Dave, Ray, 

Howard and Jerry and me. Anyway, there was 7 of us. Jerry is all messed up from 

Vietnam. He’s go the agent orange. He’s got the whole… and he gets 100% disability. 

But hell it took him eight years to get it. 

PH: Wow 

DD: And that was just him that called. He is not gonna live long.  

4) What were your parent’s and sibling’s feelings about you joining the service? 

DD:  Well, it was a pretty well, my dad served as a during the 2nd war he was a civilian 

work or whatever. And a he spent all his time in Hawaii. But it was just something our 

family done. And when you got out of high school you went to the service. It was, that 

was just what ya done. That’s kind of what they required. That’s what we done.  

5) Where did you go to high school? 

DD: High School? Ooooh that! I went to Centralia, Mexico and Fulton 

PH: Did you attend any college? 

DD: No….I didn’t even finish high school. I was kind of some reason the black sheep of 

the family. My father was one of these kind of people that beat the children. Even though 

he was father of the year, he used to beat me so bad that I couldn’t even go to school. 

And the rest of the kids to keep from getting beat, I would take the blame for it. 

PH: ahhh the peacemaker  

DD: I didn’t want my brothers and sisters get beat. That is the truth. I remember he was 

beatin’ ol’ Spot. We had a dog named Spot and he was beating that dog for sucking the 

eggs and I told him, “Spot didn’t do it. I sucked the eggs.” I really done that.  

PH: I believe you. 
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DD: He beat me for lying about sucking the eggs.  

6) Did you have any jobs before you went in the service? 

DD: yeah, you know a family of 14 you ain’t got money. My 8th grade, during the 

neighbor’s harvest, he was a big farmer, and I got 75 cents an hour with a corn knife 

cutting cotton weeds out of the beans. And I worked all summer, me and a guy named 

Homer Powers, boy, I made $200. I saved up 200. Well, it came time for me to go to high 

school so I bought my clothes for high school and I bought my sister some clothes for 

high school. The one I went to high school with. I have always been a sharing type of 

person.  

PH: I see, you have. 

7) Can you tell us about when you went in to the military? Were you drafted or did you 

enlist?  

DD: Enlist. …All us boys enlisted.  

8) And you said before why you joined it was just a family expectation? 

DD: Yes 

9) Who or what did you leave behind, family, you pet Spot, when you left for the service?  

Brothers, sisters? 

DD: Well, my dog Spot that’s for sure.  

PH: Girlfriends? 

DD: Ahh didn’t have one of them. 

PH: ok 

DD: I had one in high school but that didn’t pan out very long. 

10) Which branch did you enter? 

DD: Navy and the reason why I entered the Navy was, my brother law retired from the 

air force. Me and him was real good friends. So we both joined the air force. The thing is, 

I couldn’t pass the test to get in the air force. Ok the navy recruiters were, no problem 

Dave I’ll take you. So I went to the Navy and he went to the air force. We left that day.  

11) So how did you get to your initial point of entry for the navy? Like how did you get from 

where you were living to boot camp or whatever they call it for navy.  

DD: Well the air force recruiter took me to St. Louis. Right away, I had the clothes I had 

on you know, anyway they put me on this train, took me to Great Lakes, Illinois, and it 

was cold, January. I had a little ol’ jacket. They picked us up and took us to the base, put 

us in this old building that didn’t even have a roof on it. No blanket, no nothin’ . Yeah! 

And we sat there until the next morning. COLD! We sat on that concrete and MAN IT 

WAS COLD! I wasn’t sure I like that. Anyway, I went on and got the haircut and to boot 

camp. Got out of boot camp and went to Annapolis, Maryland. I loved Annapolis I really 

did like Annapolis. Beautiful, beautiful city. I like to live in Washington, D. C. better 

than that.  

PH: Did you have some school there in Annapolis? 

DD: No, I was on a…. it was a naval air base. And what it was, it was a real small base, 

and a I think it was kind of elite to get sent to there anyway. I pretty well stood guard and 

I cleaned up the hangers. And  it was quite enjoyable. 

12) Were there any instructors that that stand out in your mind?  

DD: NO 

13) So Annapolis was your first assignment after basic training, ok? 
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DD: Yeah, then I got orders for the Newport News CA 148. Come home on leave, went 

aboard ship, first place I checked in was the mess hall. Everybody to go to board ship, 

first thing is the mess hall. The mess duty, I loved it.  

PH: So what was the best part of it? 

DD: Serving all the troops I guess. I used to give them a lot more than you were supposed 

to.  

PH: They probably liked you! 

14) Did you receive any promotions in the navy? 

DD: No, yeah, I did when I was in Annapolis. The admiral, at that air station, said that 

was the cleanest bathroom he had ever been in. He called me up to his office.  He said, 

“I’m gonna give you a week off.” Gave me a whole week off! I became his friend. He 

found out where I was from and so forth. He was from Missouri too.  So one day he 

comes around there and ??? he says, “Dave, I gotta fly to Pittsville, Ilinois. How close is 

that to Mexico?” I said, “Not too far.” He said, “Well, I’m gonna be gone about a week. 

How would you like to have another week off? You got somebody to pick you up?” I 

said, “Yeah.” He pulled this crap and there ain’t no way he was supposed to. You see 

what I am saying. An admiral was doing this. I found out you kind of want to buddy-up 

with them admirals. They gets some stuff done.  

15) So while were you in the military what was the hardest part of the military life-style for 

you to adapt to?  

DD: None, really. ‘Cause you know, I could take orders. I didn’t want to make no 

trouble. I just didn’t care about making no rank. I kind of liked what I was doin’.  

16) What was the easiest part? 

DD: Well, there ain’t nothing too easy when you are aboard them ships. You gotta lot of 

work. You get a chip in paint one day, you paint the next day. You gotta little brick, you 

got a hole in it, you hole the stone in the day. All the good stuff.  

17) Well, I know you have something to say about this, let’s go into your wartime service. 

Where did you serve? 

DD: Tonguing Bay. I never did go in to Vietnam. We sat in Tonguing Bay. Fired them 

big guns. Hell you didn’t know what you was hittin’. Who knows?  

PH: So that was your combat experience firing guns into the mainland? 

DD: Yeah, I was pretty much in on the first wave of that stuff.  

18) How do you think your combat experience changed you? 

DD: It didn’t. The only thing that changed was my ears. My duty station was on a little 

ol’ 350 gun belt. And on the boat, that ship they had a little 350. It messed up and me and 

another guy….another guy that a 2nd class. That’s how they tried to make a gunner’s mate 

out of me. I never did take the test. I was considered a gunner’s mate. Anyway, we 

worked almost three days repairing that gun 24 hours a day and we got some kind of little 

letter from the admiral on the ship for doing it. I don’t remember what it all was. And 

they came out with the plan of the day, well that happened to be in the Newport News a 

daily thing that they came out with you know. I had to send that home. 

19) What kinds of friendships or camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

DD: I had more buddies than you can think of. I was always pulling something. 

ALWAYS pulling something. The funniest thing that probably happened to me in the 

service is ??? I remember he is fresh out of Annapolis, and he thought he was pretty 
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smart. So I was on watch on the fan tail. He came back there you know, DOLLENS! You 

see that knat on that ship on over there? I said, “No sir but I hear him crawlin’.” 

20) How did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

DD: Well, I get called to the captains mast. Down in the captains office. I hadn’t wrote 

home in two years. So my mother had got the Red Cross and everybody is lookin’ for me 

and so forth and whatever so I was advised to write home. (laughter) I would probably 

have not done it ‘til maybe when I got out. I don’t know. ‘Cause you know, I was away 

from my abusing family. And ahh, that’s just how it is. And I still hold up, they used to 

all lie so I would get the beatin’. That is the truth.  

PH: I believe you. 

DD: To this day I got no relationship.  I got one sister and one brother. I don’t have no 

relationship with that one that called. Our family just don’t have no relationship, a couple 

here, a couple there. I don’t have no relationship with none of them. My sister, Virginia, 

called me this week to tell me about my sister Jody. And I been wanting to tell her off for 

60 years well, I got the chance to tell her off. She is married to a guy that’s got and 

airplane, and whatever and this and that. They got a place in Arizona. One in Florida. 

One in Mexico. She called and I pretty much told her, “You and him can just literally just 

kiss my ass. I don’t care to hear from you or nothing. You just stay out of my life I’m 

doing fine.”  

21) So tell me when you were in the service for these six years, what did you do for luck? 

What did you do for good luck? 

DD:  HA!! 

PH: I am almost afraid to ask! 

DD: It depended with port you was in.   

(Laughter from both) 

DD: It so funny to be that age and so young and see all the country. You didn’t go within 

a quarter of a mile, first bar and first whore house. That’s just how it was. I’d never do 

that again.  

22) So should I ask what the best part of your service experience was? 

DD: The buddies, the buddies 

End of Service 

23) So we go on in the end of service. Do you recall the day your service ended? Where were 

you and when did your service end? 

DD:  ???1st ’66. I got off of little tin can in Norfolk, I got off that tin can, I went across 

three ships I went across. I went over a carrier. Anyway, when I got to reach the land I 

just dropped my duffle bag. Lucky I didn’t get caught. I could face a court martial. 

PH: Did you return home? 

DD: No, I went down to Norfolk. In Norfolk, Virginia where the home port was I had a 

locker downtown you weren’t supposed to have. I had civilian clothes down there in the 

locker. I got my civilian clothes and I stayed around there about a week. I was a good 

pool shooter. I had acquired a friendship with a warrant officer with another ship. And I 

acquired his friendship. We met at a bar. I had been there for a week and he talked me 

into coming on back home. He said, “You mess around here you gonna end up with 

nothin’. You are going to be an old drunk and I will be giving you money.”  He talked me 

into coming back so I stuck my thumb out. By the time I stuck my thumb out I got home 
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it took me thirty days to get here. When they find your out of the service. A guy picked 

me up and bought me dinner and he said, “You don’t know who I am do you?” I said, 

“No.” Well, he was that country music guy Earl Straight or…yeah he picked me up and 

gave me a ride all the way to Missouri. He was going this way. And that was his name. I 

didn’t know him. Earl Straight. I will never forget that.  

PH: Yeah 

DD: Anyway, he brought me to Canyon City and my mom and dad came and picked me 

up. It was about 4 o’clock in the morning.  

24) How were you received by your family and the community when you got back to 

Missouri? And how did you adjust to civilian life? Did you go back to work? 

DD: Yeah, pizza makin’.  By that time I had growed up and me and my dad were getting 

along pretty go you know. He proud he got the kid out of the service and all. Introduce 

you to all the people. Hahaha and so I was a better pizza maker. The people would come 

in….it’s my own fault…it’s my own fault that I am not a head of the pizza chain cause I 

could make a good pizza. The people would come in and ask me to make a pizza and 

wave at my mom and dad. My mom hadn’t had a vacation in a long time so they decided 

they could take off and I could run the pizza house for a week or so. Haha I did. Done 

real good. Only trouble was, they came back a couple days early. Well it was about four 

o’clock in the morning. There was beer setting all over that back room table and 

everybody, 15 kids back there. We all, and this is the truth, we were all eatin’ pizza and 

smokin’ that marijuana. Hahaha  What the hell the front door opened. Boy my dad just 

kicked my ass is what he done. 

25) Did you ever think about going back on the GI bill or was school just not for you? 

DD: No, I should have got it in the service but I didn’t. That’s cost me a lot of jobs. But 

now, if you are in a factory job you’ve gotta have some kind of schoolin’.  I was out of 

the service at the right time and John Deere didn’t care about all that but now they do. It’s 

a damn shame that I didn’t get on at John Deere Donaldson because you know I’d have 

made it. Look what I have done being a janitor. I feel like I am one of the best citizens the 

state of Missouri and I feel that they lost. It took my sister a long time to convince me to 

be proud of what you done and achieved because it’s been their loss. And it has been.  

26) So, with your service did you continue any friendships after your service?  Any of the 

buddies that you were with? 

DD: Yeah, couple of them. They died. I have no idea what happened to them. I get a 

DAV magazine and I got that little plaque over there. I readin’ where in the Newport 

News they were going to have a reunion. I called the guy up. He wasn’t on there in time. 

What happened to the Newport News, I didn’t know, but one of the them Asian gun 

mounts exploded and it killed about 25. I didn’t know it killed about 25. It’s in mothballs 

now. And he happened to be on that and he was lookin’ for ones that was on there when 

the guns exploded. I hadn’t read about it or heard nothing about it. That happened during 

the Arab Vietnam. It took four people to put that shell in that ??? Four people to lift that 

shell up. And a 25 mile radius. At the time that was the biggest ship that they had, I mean 

now they go the missiles and everything. But that was the biggest gun to float.  

PH: Interesting 

DD: That was the one the navy had. 

27) Did you join any veteran organizations when you came back?  
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DD: I belong to the American Legion. I haven’t messed with the VFW and I’ll tell you 

why. I do not like way the VFW treated the Vietnam vets. And I will belong to the VFW. 

The American Legion treated them with respect. And my brother is a lifetime member of 

the American Legion. I’m a member of the American Legion. My brother Howard is a 

member of the American Legion. My brother Bob, he never did join anything. None of us 

mess with the VFW on account of that. I will never mess with them. They are the only 

organization now that the Vietnam veterans that they did not let them march in the 

parade. Their own damn organization. Now that is totally bullshit. And a lot of us 

Veterans feel that strong about it.  

PH: Don’t blame you. 

28) What were some of the life lessons that you learned while you were in the military? You 

mention that you grew up and … 

DD:  I learned to always to respect your servicemen I don’t care what branch they was in 

or whatever. I don’t care if he’s a war time, I don’t care whatever. If he got a discharge, 

he’s honorable discharge I’ll always respect him. I don’t care what he does.  

29)  How did your military service impact your feelings about war the  military in general? 

DD: Your always going to have war. This country is always going to have conflict. There 

has got to be a better way than war, but sometimes you gotta have it. That’s how I feel 

about that. With this administration we got now, it is totally frightening what may 

happen. 

30) What message would you leave to future generations who are going to hear this 

interview?  

DD: I don’t know. 

PH: Honest answer 

DD: I would hope that they would learn something that maybe not beat their children. 

You know I’ll be 77 years old and to tell you with all them brothers and sisters that I 

don’t have no relationships with and it’s not my fault. I always say, I should forgive. I am 

not going to.  

31) Is there anything you would like to add that we haven’t covered in this interview? 

DD: Yeah, don’t vote for no damn republican. That is the truth. Because this Glasscoe, 

you see him on there the other night.  Oh yeah, he has something to do with the veterans 

too now. And look what in the hell he done to me. But the way it all boils down to. If 

somebody has lived in this accountability but when I turned 60 I moved in here because I 

was volunteer. And a girl called Grace kept 6 people out of the nursing homes. I was on a 

committee with Senator Eagleton to get home healthcare. Her and me took care of six. I 

was working at the university and taking care of three handicap people.  

PH: Wow, that’s a job. 

32) What would you like people to know about your story? 

DD: What I have become. I am glad that I have took the road that I have been down and 

it’s not all bad. I go to sleep at night, ever night.  I try to do something for somebody 

every day. And a this building I have probably run through four cases of tall paper a 

month. Yesterday I gave 14 meals away that is supposed to be for me and just things like 

that. If someone in this building knows where to get a couple bucks. I usually got it.  

33) One last questions before we finish today. What do you wish more people knew about 

veterans?  
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DD: What they go they through. What they experience, especially the homeless veterans. 

Through the roads that I have token, you know I was one of four people who first opened 

the soup kitchen of Columbia and I met a lot of homeless vets that should not be there. 

But once you get homeless it is almost impossible to get off. Now they have a few 

programs now for the homeless veterans and they didn’t have those before. Most of the 

homeless veterans are alcoholics or mental. When you go to war and come back it is hard 

to live. In this building, nobody in this building respects a veteran. They just don’t do it. 

And really the office don’t. It’s just …and it’s just a shame about them on the street. It 

saddens me that when I read and hear that 25 veterans are killing themselves every day.  

My family doesn’t seem to care. Me and Howard do. Even the ones that are in the service 

don’t. I got a brother Jerry who tried it. I tried it.  

 

Ok, in Mexico, Missouri I drank a 5th of Jack Daniels. I got another 5th and there’s a train 

track that comes through Mexico. Both of them train tracks. This is the truth, I knew that 

#9 would be through there at 6:00. I sat down on that track and closed my eyes. I heard 

him a comin’ and the tracks were a vibratin', maybe 3-4 minutes elapse. It’s so bad to say 

somebody to do that but I opened my eyes, but before I opened my eyes I don’t believe in 

purgatory, but I didn’t feel nothin’. The devil hadn’t got me. This is all going through my 

head and there’s a couple minutes left and I opened my eyes and I got on the wrong track. 

That is the truth. I got on the wrong track. So I walked 7 miles out to my friend’s house 

and told him. He brought me to VA.  

PH: Good. 

PH: I want to thank you for your service… 

DD: I know people say with suicide your crazy. You’re not crazy dammit, you just can’t 

stand it anymore. And that makes me so mad when I hear people say that. And they say, 

well you should turn it over to God. Well I turned it over to God and I tried it. 

So…Christian say when someone kills themselves they go to hell. I don’t think so. I 

didn’t.  I didn’t go nowhere. Maybe when I die I am going to one that just lays in the 

grave and be bones.  

PH: Thank you  for your time today. I want to thank you and your family for the 

sacrifices you made for our country.  

Dave Dollens 

Interview – Homeless 

1) Dave, have you ever experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

DD: Yes, I came back from Iowa got a divorce. I came back to Missouri, Mexico. It was 

1978 when I came. I could not find a job. In the paper there wasn’t over a half a dozen 

jobs. That’s when it go really super bad. So I had no job, its Christmas eve, I couldn’t pay 

my rent, I am evacuated in Mexico, my hometown. Ok, I tried everything to get a job. Put 

out posters at the Post Office, job wanted. I heard about the homeless house in Columbia. 

I get three days in the homeless house. The morning of the fourth day you got to leave. I 

moved to Stephens Lake Park. That’s the story. Ran into a guy call Hard Times. That 

lying sucker. He told me all kinds of stuff that he was a veteran and how I could do it. He 

ain’t nothing but ….a stoned alcoholic. But he taught me the streets.  
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2) What does “home” mean to you? 

DD: At this point in my life the only thing a person needs is a good bed, something to eat 

and a good pair of shoes. And I believe that from the bottom of my heart. That’s all 

anyone needs. I don’t believe in cremation. I got a friend that he and his wife has got a 

little money and he said, “Don’t worry about that. We will pay for your funeral.” Which I 

am sure they will. They can afford it. He’s called twice today. But I am gonna try to save 

enough. It takes about $8000. I am not sure I am going to have a military funeral. Your 

gonna be dead what difference does it make? I might not even have a graveside service. I 

want them to come get me, put me in a casket and tombstone. My mother and father 

believe or not of all the kids and everything they left me a plot. Is that something? They 

left me a plot. 

PH: There you go. 

DD: I kind of became my dad’s favorite. It took a lot of years. He was a good ol’ man he 

just beat his kids. That’s just the way it was. He would beat us kids and he thought that’s 

the way they ought to raise. It’s a shame. It’s a damn shame that none of the neighbors 

ever said nothin’. They should have said something because they all knew it. But he was 

such a good ol’ boy. He was cuttin’ wood for the neighbors and the kids was cuttin’ wood 

for the neighbors.  

3) So you have spent some time around the university and journalism I want to know how 

do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans experiencing 

homelessness? 

DD: They portray them, most of them as alcoholics. They really do. They are not 

portraying them about their war time experience and very seldom do you read anything 

about the suicide rates that keep going on, and going on, and going on. And hell, they 

have had veterans here in town kill themselves on the street. Nope, nobody seems to give 

a damn. And Donald Trump, in war time the first thing you do is knock out the media. 

Ok, he has discredited the media of this country. Nobody believes nothin’  they hear on 

TV. You can go to the coffee shop and nobody,…well l don’t watch that. That’s all a 

bunch of lies. He has literally discredited students, government. Hell there ain’t gonna be 

no journalists before long. You see what I am sayin” Nobody reads the paper in here…”I 

don’t want to read them lies.” That’s what’s happen. I’d hate to be a journalist. I don’t 

know. You could start your own little newspaper maybe. I don’t know.  

PH: I might. 

DD: You see what I am sayin’? 

PH: Yes, I do. 

DD: I got a niece in journalism. My mother said all they gonna teach ya is lies. Own 

mother said that.  

 

4) Was there a time when you were homeless that you thought you could do something 

about it? Were there resources available to you? Did you know about them? 

DD: When I was homeless they had no resources. They had no resources. That one thing 

in one of them papers there you read. I was …this was in maybe, hell, I don’t know, 

maybe 81 or 82. I went up to the city council.  I was feeding people right out there in the 

park. The homeless isn’t bad as it was. Was I was feeding a lot of people out there in the 

park. I was feeding at least 75 people that was homeless. And I told that down to city hall 

and they want to know where there at?  See what I am saying.  I went to the city council 
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and told them, “We got at least 75 homeless people in the city.” “Ohhhh”  I was call a liar 

by Barbara Mardell. She ended up having an affair. Left her husband.  

5) What can the government, news media or people in general do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

DD: Try to find out who they are. Donate to a place like Welcome Home over here. 

That’s a good organization. You know about it? 

PH: Oh yeah.   I am there a lot. 

DD: That is a good organization and they ought to be five times bigger than what they 

are. The VA is turning people away because they got no place to go. It’s not know but 

you know it and I know it they are putting them back on the street. That is the truth. The 

Federal Government and they are putting them back on the street. And half of them 

should be on disability. But to get disability at the VA is almost impossible if you don’t 

have something if you don’t have something …like a missing arm, mental no. You know 

and I know, and I know a tremendous amount of veterans. I know a couple that killed 

themselves and they just got out of the VA hospital, and that’s wrong.  

 

Gary Osborn 

Interview – August 28, 2018 

VHP suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Gary, where were you born? 

GO: Long Beach, California 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 

GO: My father was Philip Dean Osborne and he was a captain at that time in the Air 

Force. He has just come back from the Philippines. He arranged to meet my mother who 

was Ruth Hummel from Detroit, Michigan in California, there. And a year later I sprang 

up in their lives.  

3) And who were your siblings? Their names/genders and did any of them serve in the 

military? 

GO: No, wait, one of them did. There is my sister who is next in line. She is two years 

younger than me. And that is Anne Gifford and she lives here in Columbia. And I have a 

brother, Devin Osborne and he has huge medical problems. He lives down in Fort Worth, 

Texas. And a he’s got kind of a..he married once but he divorced very quickly. It didn’t 

hold up, but he managed to get lots of friends around him and he kind of supported a lot 

of his friends over the years. So he has his own little cliché that he lives with down there. 

Then I have my brother John, excuse me Tom. He is about six years younger than me. 

Ahh he was Navy. He is a veteran and I know he collects veteran’s pay to this day. He 

still works and he is not retired or anything but a he does get some social security and he 

was a, ah good man. He was in the military for like 16 years and that is why he gets the 

veterans pay and whatnot. Then I have a brother John and he is a cardiologist down in 
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Fort Worth area. He has been a blessing for my brother Devin because he can go right to 

my brother John and get medical advice if nothing else. And ahh that’s it. 

4) What were your parent’s and sibling’s feelings about you joining the service? 

GO: ahh I think they felt fairly good about it. My life didn’t have a huge direction about 

it. I was studying art and whatnot and I went to Eastern College down in Philadelphia. 

And it was a lovely college and I did well with my art there, and ahh the only thing was 

people talked about the starving artist and whatnot and they said, “Gary you don’t want to 

be an artist because your probably not going to make any money out of the deal.” Which 

was very true. There was not a lot of money in it and I did learn quite a number tricks 

because I sold my artwork for years. And sometimes it was my main occupations and 

sometimes my side occupation. Either way I did make money off of it. Not huge amounts 

but I had clever little things that I would do in order to sell my paintings and whatnot. I 

did have a number of awards for my paintings. One of them was from the Red Cross 

believe it not. It was called Hands Around the World and they took one of my pictures 

and sent it around the world. And I got another from Scholastic Magazine and it was 

called the Gold Key Award. There were some art magazines, Art Today which is more of 

a newspaper. They gave me an award for being in the Philadelphia area. Do you 

remember the movie Rocky? At the very beginning of the movie he runs up these stairs 

and he does this thing where he throws up his arms (sings Rocky Theme). That is the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art.  I have two paintings in there right now. 

PH: Very wonderful. 

GO: It was never a thing where I made a lot of money off of it. No, I made money it was 

great but there were a lot of times getting kind of skimpy as far as the funds were. But 

ahh that was it. I did many things … 

PH: Well that was the next question. 

5) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

GO: Yes, you bethcha. I worked at a store. It was in the Philadelphia area. It was called 

Rinks. It’s a chain. It’s on the east coast. In New York they have it. Boston they have it.  

It is not anywhere else in the United States. I think they had like 30 stores, anyway, quite 

large. It was kind of like a Walmart, or a Kmart kind of operation where everything is 

discounted. What made it unique was that we had a furniture department which was way 

ahead of what a Walmart ever had anything like that. I worked in there as a store 

manager. I did that up in the Detroit area. I finally ended up moving down to Ohio to take 

over some stores there but it was getting a little bit beyond me. I was putting my art 

behind me and  I was becoming a store manager and less of an artists and I didn’t like 

that. I finally started putting it aside. I did that, oh it was probably three years in all over a 

period of time that I did that.  

6) In the early days of service can you tell us about when you went into the military? Were 

you drafted, or did you enlist? 
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GO: Oh, I enlisted. Yes, I wanted to be able to serve. I went in at..I was living down in 

Florida, in Pensacola and I joined and they sent me up to Fort Benning, Georgia. And 

ahh, I was at, sometimes I can remember the unit there…but it was over in the Chapel 

Hill area. And ahh, it was basic training and whatnot. From there, I went over to San 

Antonio to for Sam Huston to do the medical training. They wanted me to have some 

experience with the infantry so if I was a medic and I would go out with them I would 

know what I am, I am talking about the infantry. So I went down to Fort Polk, Louisiana. 

Then I went up to, …some of these are more difficult for me. It was up in Kentucky. Fort 

Campbell, Kentucky. And I put in some time there and they shipped me over to Vietnam, 

Saigon area.  

7) So when you left for the military what did you leave behind? Family? Pets? 

GO: Oh, everything. There wasn’t much left ahh the associations and whatnot kind of fell 

apart. The only thing and I mentioned to you, my dad retired from the military about that 

time and he went to work for a management corporation and he was given a job running 

the Tuduc power plant there just outside, right on the very fringe of Saigon. They 

provided the electricity for Saigon. They lived about five blocks down the road from 

where I was at, at 3rd Field Hospital at Cockman Street. And I could sit there. I could 

walk to the house. Which is sometimes in the evenings was what I did. Saigon, I was very 

blessed to be in that area. When you are stationed in Saigon you are allowed to go into 

the downtown area where a lot of the troops in the infantry were not allowed to go into 

the downtown area of Saigon. There were nightclubs and whatnot and bars. Because they 

had the French background, it used to be French Indochina. There was a lot of French 

nightclubs and French restaurants and whatnot.  There were parts of Saigon that had a 

little bit of elegance to them. I remember we used to go down to that area, me and some 

of the other troops to visit, but it was not quite the nightlife we were looking for. We 

wanted to be able to get to bed early so we could get up and do medi-vac the next day. So 

there wasn’t a lot of hanging around French restaurants and whatnot. It didn’t happen.  

8) So you traveled a lot and had a lot training. 

GO: Oh yeah 

PH: Do you remember how got from your first position, where you said you were in 

Florida to your first, I guess they call it boot camp? You were in the Army, correct? 

GO: Yes, they sent me, I was at Pensacola and they sent me just over the border. It may 

have been Mobile, Alabama. It wasn’t much of an operation. There were just two 

buildings there and it wasn’t an army post or anything. They ahh took me in and got our 

medical examination and they did some tests. I remember I went home for a few days and 

then they said, “You are going up to Fort Benning, Georgia.” So that is how that worked. 

9) In your training was there anything that stands out in your mind about your training? 

What was the best part of that training? And what was the worst part? 

GO: I remember ahh it was kind of interesting I enjoyed the training. There was 

something about being Fort Sam Houston that was special. There were a lot of people 
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there were uniquely special. I had a bunk and the kid who slept over me, his father was a 

colonel in the army. And I got a big kick out of that and he was real fine fellow, very 

cultured, very smart, very intelligent, very savvy. And ahh between us we studied very 

hard, we pushed ourselves. We found ourselves doing injections and whatnot and we’d 

do blood tests want whatnot and we would do it on each other. And I remember the first 

time I every had that done the fellow went in six times before he could hit a vein. And I 

can’t believe I am doing this.  

PH: One of my questions was, What is the worst part? I think I know now! 

GO: Yeah that was kind of pushing the parameters.  

10) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind and if so, why? 

GO: No, they would come in and we would have a class. The class would disperse and 

things were going so fast during that period of time. There was no one that stands out. 

11) What was your training like for weapons? 

GO: Ok, now I am going to tell you this. I was a conscientious objector. They sent me 

from Fort Sam Houston to down to Fort Polk Louisiana for infantry training. And I went 

down there and the first thing I heard was the troops standing in a field yelling and they 

all had guns in their hands, and they were yelling, “Kill, Kill, Kill.” And I thought, “No, 

this doesn’t work because I am here to save lives.” I remember I told my commanding 

officer, I said, “I’m not doing the gun toting thing, Ok. Do we understand that?”  And he 

said, “ok, ok ok.”  I had a commander who was just the most understanding. He was a 

wonderful person. He helped me. They sent me up to Fort Campbell, Kentucky. It was 

like infantry without weapons. I was getting the infantry training but we didn’t use 

weapons. The whole bunch of us. And I was one of the few who was a conscientious 

objector. I told them, “I am not going to be out there killing people. It’s not the way I do 

business.” The argument is that you’re going to save America, you know. I didn’t know 

that many NVA or Vietcong in the United States that were shooting anyone. We had to 

go and find them. If I might say this, we lost 53,000 people for nothing, for noting. We 

got nothing out of that Vietnam deal. There were 53, 000 lives that were lost and to this 

day I wonder “why” for absolutely nothing. There were no benefits from it. The 

Vietnamese probably liked us less than when we first went in there. The South 

Vietnamese were friendly to us enough but I don’t know how that is any more.  

12) Did you receive any promotions while you were in the military? 

GO: When I went to Kentucky they made me a Pfc which was an E3. And then ahh they 

didn’t want anybody in Vietnam less than an E4 so they gave me a promotion while I was 

up there and made me an E4, Spec4, Specialist 4th class. Then they sent me to Vietnam.  

It was educational. I enjoyed it. It was good duty because I was saving lives. That was 

more important than anything.  

13) What was the hardest part of the military life-style to adapt to and why do you think that 

was? 



 

 

205 

GO: Yeah, it was the regimentation, but it was the same thing for most people. You get 

used to it. Everybody has the same time to get up. You can’t say, “Oh I would like to stay 

in bed for just another 30 minutes here.” No, you have inspections and they go through 

your residence and whatnot and check everything and everything has to be cleaned up 

and all. You just deal with it, you know. It was good that the military got us so organized, 

that we were all able to get up at the same time, get everything done at the same time, we 

had the same way of attacking our problems. So the discipline and whatnot in the 

military, is good. It worked out. It was good for us, yes. 

14) What was the easiest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to? 

GO: The easiest part was being able to have our own time. There were a lot of times 

particularly there in Saigon. We would get off work at five and six o’clock and go 

anywhere in Saigon we wanted to go. There were some incredible areas. There was a 

regular French area. Sometimes we would go down to the American embassy. The 

American Embassy always had lots of little programs going. They had little art shows 

and whatnot. They had things for children because there was a surprising number of 

children that were over in Saigon because their parents brought them, some military, but 

a lot of them were not military. They were just US citizens because their parents worked 

there. We would go over to the French Embassy and I got to kind enjoy the French life a 

little bit when I was in high school I took French so it made it a little bit easier to get 

around and talk to them and whatnot. The French were not always that crazy about the 

Americans to be honest. So I would keep a low profile when I would do that you know, 

and not try and stand out too much as an American I just tried to blend in. We would go 

there wearing civilian clothes and whatnot. I didn’t wear my uniform at the French 

Embassy.  

15) So as far as your wartime service I have heard that you were in Vietnam. And would you 

consider yourself as a combat service, combat service support or combat? 

GO: I was about as close to combat as you can get because I went out on the medi-vac. 

Like I said, we would pick up the injured and sometimes we would pick up bodies and 

whatnot of the other military posts. WE also took care of a lot of the air force troops from 

the ??? air force base. They weren’t all necessarily injuries from wartime, no, there were 

vehicle accidents and they were better known as an airport and there are situations where 

people get injured and hurt on an air force base and they would come to us. They had 

their own clinic, but they didn’t necessarily have a hospital per se. That’s where 3rd Field 

Hospital just outside Tonsnut (sp) became useful. It was interesting ‘cause I did get to 

know a lot of the air force fellas. They have a little different philosophy of looking at 

things. They were not quite as organized as the army was. We did get to know some navy 

people because what would happen is ahh, because we were a fairly formal hospital, it 

wasn’t a huge hospital, but very formal, we would get people in from all the branches and 

you get to talk to them and know them and get an idea what their lines of work are. You 

kind of compare it with your own and you share data back and forth. Yeah 
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16) So, how did your combat experience change you? 

GO: Umm it convinced me that I wanted to save lives. I wanted to help people. I do not 

hurt people. Ahh after I got out of the army and Saigon I came back and I went into the 

Los Angeles area and I very quickly moved up to the San Francisco area which at that 

time was quite the burgeoning new age movement. And ahh it was a very different thing 

and I started identifying more with the civilians than I did with the military. I could see 

problems that were coming at us even when I was in Saigon. And I didn’t have to wait 

like five or ten years to see that this didn’t work out too good. We lost a lot of people. We 

spent billions of dollars on that, you know, and we didn’t get any… So when I went up to 

San Francisco it was like I am going to investigate the civilian side of life. I got involved 

in it as far as possible as far as the youth movement and whatnot. I was still somewhat 

young. I was still in my early 20s. It cause me to think.  

17) When you were in the military what kinds of friendships or camaraderie did you form 

while serving  and with whom? 

GO: There were a lot of people you knew you didn’t want to get around them too much. 

Because a lot of them would come up and say, “That fella over there, you don’t want to 

associate with him too much . Don’t get too close. He’s very volatile.” Yeah fine, ok. I 

made some of the dearest friends in the military I just… They were just wonderful 

people. Ahhh the ones that I enjoyed the most were the ones that were the most involved 

in our hospital activities, in our medi-vac activities, the saving people. Those are the 

friends I wanted frankly. And I could identify with them. The ones that take chances and 

running out on the field when there were gunshots going over to be able to get a fella out 

there and start and IV or something on him or give him some artificial resuscitation there, 

you know, get him breathing again. There were certainly lots of those we did get 

involved in that aspect of combat. Umm my heart went out to those troops. Man, they 

were heroes.  

18) So you have mentioned this a little and with our other conversations but it is a very 

interesting so tell us how you stayed in touch with your family and friends? 

GO: For years it was just telephone calls. I remember I didn’t have a lot to do with them. 

I ended up leaving the San Francisco area and I remember going down to New Mexico 

and then over to Texas and whatnot. For a while I was over in Alabama.  

PH: What about…tell me the story again so we have it in the archives about when you 

were in Saigon and your connections with your family there. 

GO: Yes, well my dad was a colonel in the air force and he retired. He went into 

management and he was with management corporation and what they did was supply 

management to other businesses. And ahh apparently they needed some management 

abilities over in Saigon at the Tuduc power plant. And ahh my dad was the manager there 

and he fit in quite well. He was used to the Japanese and whatnot because of World War 

II. And ahh he never had any problem with it.  My dad was an army of occupations where 

he went form New Guinea, up to the Philippines, up to Okinawa, and into Japan. So he 
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was army of occupation and immediately after the war as a consequence he got to know 

the Japanese as he was there a couple of years before he went back to the United States 

post war. He worked very well with the Vietnamese. He had no problem with them. They 

lived just down the street from where I worked there in Saigon at 3rd Field Hospital. They 

lived on Cockman Street and 3rd Field Hospital was right on Cockman Street. And I was 

one of the very few people there that was able to go home in the evenings.  

PH: I like that part of your story. 

GO: Yeah it was a very remarkable..sometimes I have to keep reminding myself so 

accepting of your situation like I am entitled to be with family and whatnot. NO, I was 

blessed to have family over there. My mother was over there, my brothers and sisters 

were over there. You know, my sister she married for a short period of time and she had a 

little girl and her and the little girl lived there in downtown Saigon. It was very 

interesting being able to go there. If I had any problems I could always ask my dad. He 

has the most beautiful management, military concepts that he would get me straightened 

out. NO problem.  

19) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events, other than you go to be there 

with your family? 

GO: I remember my brother Tom, he had a motorcycle. My dad had a car and driver. He 

didn’t to do the driving himself because the Vietnamese style of driving was a little bit 

different. It was a different way of thinking of it and ahhh If you do something wrong 

behind the wheel, you don’t want to be an American and accidentally hit another 

Vietnamese so he always had a Vietnamese driver and whatnot. So my dad had a car and 

driver but my brother Tom didn’t. He was finally able to get a motorcycle. I remember, 

we would get on his motorcycle sometimes on the weekends and we would go up 

country. One time we went as far as Fubai and almost right along the border of North 

Vietnam. We were pushing the perimeters. I remember one time there was a Vietnamese 

on a motorcycle and he fell in front of us. We stopped our bike and we got off and I was a 

medic, no problem. I started to try and talk to him and he didn’t speak any English. Well 

then a policeman called, a Vietnamese policeman. And finally a Vietnamese came over to 

us, “Look, you need to go. This guy just said you caused his accident and he wants to 

have legal ramifications.” I don’t know if it was that funny or not but we got on the bike 

and we got out of the area. We were kind of shocked that we had stopped to help 

somebody only to be accuse of causing their accident. I remember a couple times we 

were trying to ..there were some really hilly areas, one time I saw a mortar go by and 

blow up right near us and I don’t think it was much more than a hundred feet away. I 

remember looking over and there were these little Vietnamese guys and they had these 

sort of triangular cone-shaped hats. I saw them looking up, you know, like, did we get 

‘em? Did we get ‘em?  And we thought, this is a good time to turn around and get back 

on out of here. We were shot at a few times. It did happen. You have to be kind of careful 

with tourism in Vietnam.  
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20) Do you recall the day your service ended? Where you were when your service ended? 

GO: yes, I was sent over to Manilla first and I did some post army work there signing 

papers and whatnot. That was only a few days and then they sent me to Los Angeles. 

When I hit Los Angeles I was totally signed out at that time. And history took care of 

itself. 

21) How were you received by your community when you returned back to Los Angeles? 

GO: Ahhh a lot of times you didn’t want to necessarily tell them that you were ex-

military because they didn’t know where to put you at. They thought oh well you were 

busy over there shooting people and whatnot. And ahh they just normally associated 

veteran with that sort of thing. So I would purposely avoid mentioning it to anybody 

frankly. It didn’t do anything for me as far as in society among my equals.  

22) How did the service affect the way you relate to others? 

GO: Actually it was good, because I was able to relate to my patients and with the 

doctors, specialists, whatnot, in the hospital and when we would go out on the med-vac I 

would meet people, the pilots and co-pilots on the choppers and whatnot, they had their 

own flight crew. You would get to know them a bit and I always was impressed frankly.  

Ahh I enjoyed the military from that aspect as far as the doctors, the pilots, the people 

involved in the war I respected. The war didn’t always work for me but I did my little 

part. I learned from other to respect who do want to stand up for the country. Today I still 

feel good about those who will speak up for America. I don’t have any problem with that.  

23) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

interview? 

GO: I would say ahh, ahh always keep in touch with yourself. Don’t allow your own 

personality and your family upbringing and whatnot to affect you so much that it distracts 

from your own personal life. Whether you are working, where you are working or 

whatnot, you do the work, you get it done, but at the end of the day you go home and you 

are your own person and you have to learn to deal with yourself. In that sense to be able 

to be around so many people. I saw much the same thing. A lot of these service people, 

when they got back they had been in the position of being artillery or infantry and they 

had to go out in the field and shoot people whatnot. It affected them a lot.  And in a sense 

they didn’t like talking about it all the time. I remember my dad, he would tell stories 

every once in a while about World War II, and whatnot, going on bombing raids because 

he was a B24 pilot. But you would come up against a wall where they didn’t want to talk 

about their military backgrounds because ahh, ahh , it can conflicts with your everyday 

life. If someone hits my car, are you gonna jump out and shoot them. No, no, no, it 

doesn’t work that way. So when you leave the military it’s a great door slamming behind 

you. The most beautiful aspect was the training that we got as a field medic was 

wonderful because I did put that to use several times when I worked as orderlies at 

hospitals off and on for several years. The ability to organize and to ahh be able to give 

commands to those under you helped me a lot when I was working the retail business 
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because I could sit there and I knew as a military person I could say what I needed to say 

to get the job done. I didn’t need to have deeper relationships with everyone. I just had to 

make the work, work for us so we could all get our pay at the end of the day. 

24) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

GO: ahhh veterans are our heroes. I didn’t always agree with all that was going on in the 

Vietnam War, but they are still heroes none the less. They fought for America. They put 

their lives on the line. So many of the guys you know, out there in the field and whatnot, I 

would see them day in and day out drinking out of their canteens, oiling their weapons 

and they were heroes. They really true they were. They weren’t always heroes I would 

like to see, but they were heroes none the less. I must defer to that! In the end, they were 

the ones that helped keep this country free, and they tried to help other countries be free, 

sometimes successfully, sometimes so not.  

 

PH: Thank you for your time and thank you for serving our country. 

GO: Thank you. God Bless you all. 

Gary Osborne 

Interview – Homeless 

1)  Gary, have you ever experienced homelessness now or in the past and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

GO: Sometimes I don’t think of it so much as being homeless, it’s being out on the road. 

The important thing to me with homelessness was having a direction. Because out on the 

road you can do it in such a way, “Oh I am going to Washington.” “I am going to New 

York.” “I am going to St. Louis.”  You have this sense of direction whereas homeless 

almost infers that maybe you are one of these people that are sitting in a town square 

some where you know with their backpack laying on the bench next to them or 

something. I didn’t want to stay at one place very long. Having that sense of direction, 

achieving something, you’re doing something, you’re getting something done in a crazy 

kind of way. I would have to cook up reasons for myself why I wanted to go to New 

York,  or go to Boston or you know, “Why?”  Well, maybe there are more jobs there, you 

know. Good. But a lot of times I wouldn’t always fit n to those jobs anyway. Ahh in New 

York you might find a lot of accounting jobs that are open and I am not really an 

accountant per se. So you didn’t always fit in so you ended up, “Whup think I’ll go down 

to Miami now.”  

2) What does “Home” mean to you? 

GO: Home, I don’t know. Home is where the heart is. It can be anywhere. I can be at 

home here in Columbia and I can be at home somewhere in Pennsylvania, Ohio. It is 

where the heart is. In that sense I am comfortable. One good thing about being homeless 

and being out is that you know how people function and you know how people think. In 

that sense you don’t worry about taking care of the business around you because you 
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already know how to do it. It is just a matter of getting things done and having that sense 

of direction and whatnot. I don’t ponder a lot on the personalities of those who are 

homeless. I have many homeless friends. Oh my gosh! Sometimes we would try to work 

it out where we would get five or six of us all going to the same place. Incredibly, we 

would ever once in a while get rides with five or six people. I remember one time ahh in 

Texas there were three of us and we got onto a truck. It was old trucks that had the wood 

rails on the back. It was a big thing, double tandem wheels in back and whatnot. And it 

had the wood slats for floor. It was a Mexican wedding party and they were heading to 

the wedding and they were all kind of dressed up. They were singing and whatnot. There 

were kids there, senior citizens there, older people. Cracked us up! But for a few 

moments there we were a part of the system there. Part of the public again. It’s just nice 

to have a sense of direction in your life. 

3) Here is a journalism question.  How do feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed 

news present veterans experiencing homelessness? 

GO: ahhh I think they do the very best they can. I have no problems with reporters who… 

sometimes they want to complain about the homeless people and whatnot. I don’t have 

any problems with that. I am sure there are a few homeless people out there who might be 

objectionable. They might be very true in their suspicions of homeless folk. But in the 

deeper sense I have not problems with their thinking that way. They are just being 

practical in a sense as far as news reports and whatnot. There is a dangerous aspect to it 

and there are dangerous homeless people. If they reporter wants to say something just a 

little bit unkind about a homeless person, I have no problem. When they start branding us 

all as dangerous people then, you know, I got a little problem with that. That’s when you 

want to say, “Let me get you off to the side here. I want to talk to you about a couple 

things.” That’s more how to be rather than sit there and complain, “You hate homeless 

people? You’ve never been homeless. You don’t know how it is. You have never lost 

your job and your family and whatnot, and had to be out on the street with no money in 

your pocket and hungry, wondering what you are going to wear the next day, where are 

you going to sleep that night, under a bridge, you know, what are you going to do.” I 

have no problem with newspapers, press with what they feel about us. Probably some of 

it is a little deserving, you know.  

4) Was there ever a time when you were homeless, or traveling that you thought you could 

do something about, you know, your situation? Did you know there were resources that 

were available as a veteran?  

GO: Yes, yes I never wanted to use it or take advantage of it. The most enjoyable time I 

had as a homeless person is when I was down in Texas and ah…Corpus Christi. They 

took me in to a…it was a church run mission. It was a large operation. They had 200 

people there every night. There were several of them because there was so many 

homeless people. It is a very warm area during the winter months and whatnot, it’s where 

you want to be, as far south as you can get. And ahhh I was there for about a year and 
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ahhh, they came up to me one day and said, “We need somebody to run our coffee 

house.” And I said, “Oh I think we can make that work. And they said, “Ok you will have 

to get out of your bunk and move your stuff over to your new room.” That works. And 

they said, “We are going to pay you $50 a week. It doesn’t sound like much, but you get 

three meals a day.” They were pretty good meals, quite surprising you know, had desert 

also. But ahh they did a wonderful job with… That was one place… it was the mission 

that kind of turned me around. By giving me that job, it put a little bit of importance back 

in my life in that, “Yeah, yes, I am somebody. If I am capable of running the coffee 

house…” I had two younger women who were my laborers, cause I was just 

management. I took care of all the paper work. I had to handle the contributions. 

Starbucks donated a lot of coffee to us. Here we are making Starbucks coffee and giving 

it out for free. And we made it into a very enjoyable thing for all the residents. A lot of 

times they would have breakfast in the morning but then nowhere to go ‘cause they were 

all homeless. They didn’t always like them to be there on the property during the day. 

You would see them all wondering around, sitting all over. No, they would tell them you 

gotta move on and come back tonight at 6:00 or something, whatever. Ahhh but what 

would happen is… I remember the mornings that breakfast, the people would come over. 

We would have 100-150 people all at once crossing the street over to our coffee house. 

They loved our coffee. I had a lot of art work I hang out of on the walls. I got a big kick 

out of it because, “Who did that picture of the mission here?” I think I know that guy.  

PH: What about the services at the VA like you have now? Did you know about those 

benefits? 

GO: Yeah, I kind of wanted to make my own life work for me. I didn’t want..I can’t say I 

don’t want any depending on anyone else. Here I am in a homeless shelter. Yes, I would 

get involved with other people as far as ahh you know, being taken care of by them. As 

far as VA, and whatnot, I was never around it so much that I did know everything either. 

There was a little bit of a communication problem there. Maybe it wasn’t on their side, 

maybe it was just on my side ‘cause I wasn’t asking enough. I didn’t ask about much to 

be honest with you. I had a brother who was in military for 16 years and he knew about 

veterans benefits. He gets a pile of benefits now. My dad was retired military. I am sure 

he could have told me about a few things if I had asked but ahhh….a lot of it just 

ignorance on my own part. I just didn’t ask.  

5) So this is the last question for today. What can the government, news media or people in 

general do to help the veterans experiencing homelessness? 

GO: Well ahh one of the things I get a big kick out of is HUD. Now this used to be a 

HUD building here. It’s been turned over to the Columbia Housing Authority. But HUD 

did a lot. I know there in Fort Worth, Texas, I worked my way up there and I got an 

apartment and whatnot. It was $36 a month. It was beautiful, about three times as big as 

this. And it was a beautiful place. But it was HUD and it was Salvation Army and 

between the two of them, they put a lot of money into us homeless people. And we were 
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blessed to be there. Oohh yeah, we were blessed. HUD and whatnot, they are heroes to 

me. They have helped many, many homeless people. They are ahh…I say, “God Bless 

‘Em” They helped me in that sense, yes. So I have no problem with any government 

agencies helping out the homeless because every little bit that they do whether it’s a 

donation to help them or putting out a pavilion for somebody to sleep under or whatever 

is…providing medical help is a big thing and ahhh, Medicare and Medicade has helped a 

lot. Even if you don’t work you are going to  get Medicare and Medicade. That’s the 

government helping you, you know. They are practically supplying the crutch that you 

hold yourself up with. 

 

Grady McCrary 

Interview – August  

VHP – suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Grady, where were you born? 

GM: I was born in Columbus, Mississippi 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 

GM: My mother was Nancy Greenlow, formerly but my father was Clifton McCrary.  

PH: And what were their occupations? 

GM: My father was a veteran and also a letter carrier. My mother was a cook for the 

university in Mississippi. 

3) Who are/were your siblings? Names and genders? Which, if any served in the military? 

GM: I have seven siblings. Only two served in the military. That was Frank, James and 

Leroy was in the military.  

4) What were your parents or siblings’ feelings about you joining the service? 

GM:  ooh My mother didn’t know because I slipped off and joined! When she found out 

she wasn’t all that surprised because she said she had a feeling all along that I would join 

the military. My father, on the other hand, he had passed. So…. 

PH: What about your brothers and sisters? 

GM: They were somewhat excited that I had joined the military.  

PH: How old were you? 

GM: I was 18 when I joined the military. 

5) What secondary or colleges did you attend before the military? 

GM: After high School, I was at Caldwell Senior High School. And I went to Hawaii 

where I completed night school and then joined the military. I went to school under the 

GI Bill. 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the military?  
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GM: Yes, I did. I worked at Wheeler Air Force Base in Hawaii. I worked in the daytime 

and went to school at night.  

Early Days of Service 

7) Can you tell us about when you went into the military.   You enlisted, but can you tell me 

about when you went in? 

GM: I went in March, I don’t remember the exact date. But it was early March of ’74. 

And then I got out June of 1974… June 11, 1974. 

PH: ’75   

GM: Yeah, 75 

PH: That wouldn’t be a very long service would it? 

8) Why did you join? 

GM: I wanted to do something adventurous in life. The people will be proud of me. The 

military in my hometown played a big part in one’s ambition in life.  

9) Umm What or who did you leave behind your family, child, pet when you left to serve? 

GM: When I joined the military I left no one behind other than my immediate family, my 

uncle and aunts.  

10) Which branch did you enter? 

GM: I entered the army.  

11) Why did you choose this branch? 

GM: Well the army at that time they would take people left and right and also there was a 

shortage in the job market at that time. 

12) How did you get to your initial point of entry? 

GM: After I joined the military I was shipped…I went from Hawaii to Ft. Orr California. 

First of all I joined the military while I was in Hawaii.  

PH: So you flew from Hawaii to California… 

GM: yes 

PH: for your boot camp? 

GM: Right  

PH: Ok 

GM: And upon graduated from boot camp I went to school that they refer to as AIT. I 

went to…I was still at Ft. Orr California for supply clerk and upon graduated from supply 

school I ahhh was sent to Germany. I was assigned to the 3rd and 2nd Army Calvary 

Regiment.  

13) What is your most vivid memory of your time training or in school? 

GM: Being on the border Czechoslovakia. We were border patrol. There is a lot of 

memories there. I was a camp Rose and Camp May. And ….just the general atmosphere 

of being in Europe. My presence there in Europe.  

PH: What was the best part of that? Being there? 

GM: The best part for me was being a part of the activity that was taking place. 
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PH: What was the worst part? 

GM: The worst part was the cold climate. Putting in guard duties, gate guard, gate duty. 

Guy endured a lot of cold days. 

14) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind? If yes, why? 

GM:  My supply sergeant, Sgt. Ragan. He was to become my mentor and even though 

sometimes my feeling was low he would help me keep my morale up.  I can’t say a 

whole lot of bad things about Europe. Man there was some beautiful country. I enjoyed 

participating in the activities, war games, war exercises … 

PH: That was your first assignment? 

GM: That was my first assignment. 

15) Did you qualify with any equipment such as vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons? 

GM: No, I was a supply clerk.  Ummm I was in charge of anything from C-rations to 

toilet paper, ammo, to a paper clip.  

16) Did you receive any promotions? 

GM: Yes, I received promotions but then I would lose them.  

PH: Can you tell me about that? 

GM: I was ahh insubordination, I was AWOL, Ahh not a whole can say but that I was 

neglecting my duties and I deserved the punishment.  

17) What was the hardest part of the military life-style that you had to adapt to? 

GM: Obeying orders.  

PH: Why do you think that was? 

GM: I didn’t see early on, being so young, I didn’t see the significance in protocol. I 

didn’t see the seriousness of it as I later found out the urgency of my responsibility. Also 

I had a confidential clearance and there’s a lot that I wasn’t able to tell because of my 

security clearance.  

18) What was the easiest part of the military life-style to adapt to? 

GM: The easiest part was when  you were following your assignment to the letter you 

were given ahh rewarded by getting time off or you were applauded for your 

accomplishment. I can remember one year, I mean not one year, my first tour on the 

border our accomplishment on the border were rewarded with a big feast dining out.  

War Time Service 

19) Where did you serve? 

GM:  The whole time was in Germany. 

20) And were you in combat or just did the supply clerk? 

GM: Just did the supply clerk. 

21) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

GM: I would contribute this to the military. I was able to meet many people from all 

walks of life and many parts of the United States. And to be frank and fair I bonded with 

everyone I met. There were racial motivated tendencies there but I didn’t experience any 
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and a it was just, it was almost like my time in the military was like with brothers and 

sisters. I served with no women. There were no women in the outfit I was in. In fact, I 

don’t think the army…. I was never stationed…we didn’t have no WACs. 

22) How did you stay in touch with your family and friends back in the states? 

GM: Mainly I communicated with my family with mail, letters, ahh occasionally a phone 

call. Red Cross would help provide that for me. It was exciting to get a package from 

home for mail. Sometimes it would be cookies and brownies and things like that.  

23) What did you do for recreation when you were off duty? 

GM: For recreation we hit the disco clubs. We would go to Nuremburg, Germany to the 

disco clubs or we would go to a Munich. Ahhh then they ahh sometimes even Graff, 

Germany to the clubs. Clubs in that ere was a big thing.   

24) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

GM: I can remember one frightening night being in the Black Forest. I didn’t know there 

were wolves in the Black Forest. And was a frightening experience because occasionally 

I would wonder off and very much afraid. Even though I wondered off I was afraid.  I 

can’t think of anything… 

PH: That’s and unusual event.  You didn’t know they were there. 

25) What was something you did for good luck? 

GM: I don’t recall any bad luck that I had…ahhh good luck was meeting the villages 

going into the various villages around spending time in the guest house ahh Offenbaugh, 

To this day I can still remember the rolling hills we would just walk through or the 

vegetation. I never seen cabbages get that big. Ahhh I never seen carrots get that big. But 

the people were friendly. The people were warm. The ones I met they were nice. Ahh 

back a little bit, contributed to my downfall, my biggest downfall would be alcohol. I 

couldn’t handle the liquor over there. And I it would cause me to do stupid things and 

looking on back on time had I got that under control, maybe I would have been a lifer. 

Maybe I would stayed 20 or 30 years. 

End of Service 

26) So going on and talking about your end of service, Do you recall the day service ended? 

GM: Yes, the day my service ended it was a dreadful time. I had got into a fight just 

before I was going home and I regret that because I never got to say I was sorry to the 

person who I owed it to the most.  

PH: Where were you when your service ended? 

GM: I was in ahh Hamburg, Germany 

PH: And did you return home? 

GM: I returned home to Mississippi where I lived there shortly after that and I went back 

to Hawaii where I worked at Pearl Harbor Shipyard and Dry Dock. And also I worked at 

a Hiccum Air Force Base and Ft. Rucker, Ft Shaptner cleaning government quarters. 

27) So when you came home, how were you received by your family and community? 
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GM: In ’75 when I came home, although I had only a short stint in the military I was 

received back by my parents and siblings with love.  Unemployment was an issue. It was 

a big issue so I went back to Hawaii where I resumed like I said earlier.  

28) So would you say that was how you adjusted back to civilian life was to get a job and 

support yourself? 

GM: To get a job and support myself and to just get off and work. Umm I suffered a 

minor set-back early on which I don’t like to talk about it but I suffered severe depression 

early on and  upon my discharge I was discharged with some disability.  

29) Did you use your GI Bill to support your education? 

GM: Yes, I did. I went to various schools. I went to.. I remember using my GI Bill for the 

first time in ’76. I went to a vocational school and completed a course on sewing machine 

repair and I got a certificate in that. And then I bounced around from colleges like 

Merihome College in West Point, Mississippi and Battle State and then I left the place 

was … it was out in the country. In 1982 under the GI Bill that I went to school majoring 

in administration of justice trying to pursue a degree in criminology and I accumulated 32 

credits, hours, and soon my ??? would catch up with me.  

30) How did the service change you? 

GM: The service changed me by giving me…it gave me the initiative to get up and go 

after. It made me get up and go after whatever I was trying to achieve. Maybe I didn’t 

succeed all the time but the military gave me that drive to go forward, to move, to adapt. 

To be my own driving force. I have what I have today because of the military because I 

don’t want to religion out of it but I am just saying that in the military they teach you to 

be gung-ho and stuff like that. Kill or be killed. But with me the military gave me that 

initiative to move forward.  

31) Did you continue any friendships after the service, people you met during your military 

service? 

GM: I tried to. I met one guy that I was stationed with but the drugs had overtaken him so 

we would soon depart. And I, with my life right now I can identify with these guys, I can 

feel their anger. I can feel, having been in the military I can ??? to some of these guys. 

Umm I can’t relate to the combat but I can relate to the separation from their families. I 

can relate to them aahh being unsupervised or not getting along with their supervisors.  

32) Did you join any veterans organizations? 

GM: Yes, at one time I was a member of the American Legion and also a member of 

DAV.  

33) Do you attend reunions? 

GM: No, no.  

34) How did your military experience affect your life? You mentioned that it made you 

motivated and driven. It there anything else you want to say about that? 

GM:  Well umm it gave me some survival skills. I learned a large part of discipline today 

looking back I can see what they were trying to do but I was young and I was bucking up 
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against the corp. instead of going along with the program. But today, I can sit back and 

say Hey this is the way this should be done and the military is about following orders, 

obeying rules and regulations. It’s about that but it is also about ahh adapting to people 

too.  

35) So how did your military experience impact your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

GM:  From what I seen, today’s veterans going to Vietnam War, they come back home 

maimed and a loss of limbs, sight. It gave me a negative view. I have a negative dim view 

of war. War is good for nothing. It can’t give life. It can only take it away.  

36) What message would you leave for future generations who will hear this interview? 

GM: The choice is up to the individual. But if I could just go back in time, I would go to 

school, listen to my parents, and be obedient at home first.  Get me about two years of 

credit college or vocational training to do something constructive whether it be pipe 

fitting or whether it be a business degree. I wouldn’t advise them to join the military. I 

am sorry but I couldn’t because like I said, the military is a bad thing, in one way it was a 

good thing. Many of us didn’t get disciplined by our parents and ended up in jail and 

prison and the military with war, I couldn’t advise that. 

37) Is there anything you always wanted to share about your service or being a veteran that 

you never have? 

GM: No, no 

PH: No, you are pretty open. 

38) What would you like people to know or remember about your story? 

GM:  ha (laughter) If they choose the military, once you choose the military as a way of 

life, go for the gusto. Be all that person can be. That’s about it. 

39) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

GM: Umm I wish people would try to get to know the veterans that they run across. Get 

to know that veteran. Talk to the veteran. The less the people know about veterans they 

can assist that veteran. I mean because they can’t do anything because they don’t know 

him or her. They don’t know the hardships because we come from different walks of life. 

We all breathe different. A homeless vet, Why? There is a reason why he is homeless! 

Umm get to know and try to walk in that veterans shoes. If it is alcohol, or drugs, then 

don’t just throw money to the veteran but if you can in your power assist the veteran to 

get a home or get into a shelter or a meal. You wanna do something for a veteran be nice. 

Be Nice to the veteran first and then assist him. You may not have the funds to assist him 

but maybe you can guide him to the proper places where someone can maybe can help 

him. All these guys standing out on the corners today asking for a handout, are not 

veterans,… are not veterans. You see a veteran treat him or her with respect. Don’t look 

down on them. What you might see at hand a disappointed person or a raggedy person, 

that is a human being and because the large degree of mental illness today. Every veteran, 

white, black, yellow, purple, pink should be treated with curtesy.  
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PH: Thank you for your service. 

Grady McCrary 

Homeless Interview Questions 

August      2018 

1) Grady, have you ever experienced homelessness now or in the past and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

GM: I was homeless in the past.  I mean sleepin’ here and there, abandoned houses 

mostly in St. Louis. It was through the veterans program. The hood vatch program I met 

these wonderful people. Two wonderful people Sarah Froese and Black Witacre (sp) who 

accepted me in the hood vatch program and by going to the meetings. I mean, coming 

here they had an excellent program for a homeless veteran. First I stayed in the Welcome 

Home. It got me a place I had a room there and with keeping myself clean and sober and 

the way I was staying from drugs I was able to advance quickly into housing.  

 

This I have right now before me is my home. It’s beautiful, its clean at the same time the 

VA helped me get this and I say this to every veteran that is homeless, you gotta stay 

sober, you gotta stay off the dope. And far more, you have to stay away from criminal 

element and activities.  

 

By this chance that they gave me I sleep good. I eat good. I cleanliness. There is one 

other thing I like doing for the VA. I like volunteering. I am going now on my fourth 

year. And done this as to say give something back. 

2) What does home mean to you? 

GM: Security!  I think of but one word. SECURITY! 

PH: That’s great.  It does.  A warm place. A nice place.  

GM: In the summer it is cool. Winter it’s warm. I am away, out of the element so to 

speak and then I have some wonderful neighbors. Everyone is not going to treat you as 

you would them but I have some wonderful neighbors. And for the most part, right here 

where I live now I am surrounded by my own peers. Veterans! Ahh because where I was 

misplaced having makes me feel like I have been found. 

3) How do you feel media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

GM: The media can portray homeless veterans as unwanted people, but on the other hand 

the media can get in and expose the homeless veterans to the world as if to say, Hey, this 

is an issue. It needs to be addressed. The media can get it out there where is can exposed 

homeless… I mean what one has gone through and maybe other people can just latch on 

to it. And that is from coast to coast. I just came back from Albuquerque, New Mexico 

and a I thought we had a serious problem of homelessness here. Yeah, man it is enough 
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to make you wanna cry. I remember seeing this picture when I was a kid growing up 

where this Indian would see all this trash. He would walk the highway and he would see 

all this trash along the highway and you see the tears running his eye saying like this is 

un-American. The media by exposing this, how can I say it, the wide range of 

homelessness can make people aware. I mean this is the world, just aware!  

PH: Do you think they are doing enough of that or would you like them to do more? 

GM: No, no, no they are showing too much of Donald Trump! They should show the 

veterans.  

 

GM: Cut the drinkin’ out. Because of my teachin’ and my bipolar. I wasn’t born 

homeless. I started off with a successful marriage. But then my addiction got in the way 

and that is what the problem is today.  

 

GM: Once you educate the veteran, about homelessness, how serious this is, if you can 

get him to get his life or her life in order the better off. Then that person can help another 

veteran.  Maybe by my example of a veteran could follow suit. This is what I am 

protecting right now. Once I come through that door I am home. I have a one bedroom. I 

have stuff kind of scattered about right now but now… My mother is deceased. That is 

her chair. I remember those chairs when we were growing up. And that’s all I have of my 

mother. I wanted no money. And my brother Leroy didn’t want no money. He just 

wanted ???? 

 

I don’t mean that I would just settle my life right here because in time if something came 

available where I could get on aid or something I don’t have to just stay here. The 

program that I am in they told me I could go down to the Virgin Islands. But I keep 

things properly in place since I have now since I am no longer homeless, maybe I can 

afford a two bedroom. This is all I need and so …we can never say, enough how we can 

do for homeless but the veteran has got to want. The veteran himself has to want a home. 

You can’t get no home and then you breaking the rules and regulations like this place I 

live in here. There are rules and regulations and guidelines we have to follow. So.. you 

slippin and druggin’ and drinkin’ you not following the rules.  

 

James Dew 

Interview – August 9, 2018 

Veteran History Project questions 

Introduction 

1) James, where were you born? 
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JD: Des Moines, Iowa 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 

JD: James Dew was my dad and he was a city bus driver.  Mom, Mary Dew and she was 

a homemaker. 

3) Who were your siblings, genders and did they serve in the military? 

JD: Three brothers, Al, Pat and Bill, one sister, she had breast cancer, Margaret and Bill 

was in the Army MPs and served in Desert Storm. 

4) What were your parents’ and siblings’ feelings about you joining the service? 

JD: Dad wasn’t too happy about me joining the Marine Corp. He said they always go 

first. So, my mom was happy I joined the service. In general, once they got over the 

initial shock of me joining the Marines, ummm they were happy with it. 

PH: And how about your siblings, your brothers and sisters? 

JD: My brother liked it so much he joined the Army after I joined the Marines. So…. 

PH: Good influence! 

JD: They were proud of me so… 

5) What primary or secondary schools or college did you attend? 

JD: None,.. 

PH: You were born there. Where did you go to high school? 

JD: Valley High School 

6) Did you hold any jobs before you went in to the service? 

JD:  I worked retail.  I was a reservist so I had a job plus on the weekends I would go do 

my Marine thing. Umm and then we got activated for Desert Shield/Desert Storm. 

PH: What jobs did you work at? 

JD: Target, Walmart, HyVee, a place called Service Merchandise which is a long time 

ago. So, mainly retail. 

Early Days of Service 

7) Can you tell  us about when you went into the military?  Were you drafted or enlisted?  

JD: I joined the military voluntarily back in February/March of 85. Ummm I enlisted.  

My occupation was infantry. That’s what my unit was in Des Moines, infantry so… 

8) Why did you join? 

9)  

JD: I joined for something to do. There is not much to do in Iowa when you are up there.  

So… 

10) So when you went in to the military you mentioned your family, was there anyone else 

you left behind a child, pet? 

JD: When I joined, No.  When I went to war I left a wife and two kids. Umm that’s kind 

of tough. 

PH: And you said that you joined the Marines. 

JD: Yep 
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11) Why did you chose the Marines? 

JD: They’re the best. (smiles) You know the dress blues got me. That was a grabber to. 

Dress Blues I liked the uniforms the best of all of em. 

12) So, you joined and how did you get to your initial point of entry? Like you went from 

Des Moines to…? 

JD: San Diego, they flew us from the Des Moines airport to MCRE San Diego, 

California. 

13)  And what kind of training or schooling did you have? 

JD: Infantry 

14) What is your most vivid memory of your time training or in school for the military? 

JD: My commanding officer made me mad one time. I was renting a house and they put it 

up for sale and I said, “Can I make up this drill?” He said, “No.”  Well I had to find a 

place for my family to live so he made me mad and I followed him home. Spite is not the 

greatest thing to achieve rank but… (laughing) 

PH: What was the best memory you have about your military experience? 

JD: The greetings you have from the homecoming, the war, that is pretty cool. 

PH: And what was the worst part?  

JD: Bootcamp. Bootcamp kind of sucked. 

PH: Why? 

JD: umm you’re from Iowa. You’re from a loving family and all of the sudden??? Yell at 

you constantly. You have three or four drill instructors on you constantly yelling different 

orders at the same time. You are supposed to do them and it’s confusing. They are getting 

you ready for battle. 

15) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind? 

JD: Drill instructor Sgt. Jones. He was five foot three. He was a tanker. His history was a 

tanker. And he was mean, mean, mean, just unbelievable. 

16) What was your first assignment after basic training? 

JD: My reserve unit back in Des Moines 

17) Did you receive any specialized training? If so, what? 

JD: I was company radio man. So I got schooled in that really quick.  

18) Do you recall any instructors from your specialized training?  

JD: Who was that? Corporal, Corporal ? I can’t remember his name. 

PH: Why do you remember him? 

JD: Cause he is the one who taught me how to do the radio. 7s and radios. 

19) Did you qualify with any equipment? Vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons 

JD: M16A1, M16A2, M16A2 with grenade launcher, M2458 automatic weapon, and 

radio 

20) What was the training with that equipment like? 

JD: Ah fun! Because you got to shoot stuff. Um pretty knowledgeable. It’s fun to do.  

PH: What was the hardest part of the training? 
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JD: Cleaning weapons good enough for the armor to take them back in the armory. 

21) Did you receive any promotions and can you tell me about those? 

JD: I made it to Lance Corporal, E3, a couple times. I followed the major home and…he 

didn’t like that. 

22) What was the hardest part of the military life-style? You mentioned a little bit earlier 

about coming from a loving home and then being in the military life-style and why do 

you think that was? 

JD: it’s a culture shock basically. You are immersed in this a I guess new family you 

have that you won’t forget so…Culture shock would be the right word for it.  

PH: What was the easiest part of the military life-style? 

JD: Easiest part?  I don’t know. There isn’t anything easy about infantry. Um I don’t 

know can we come back to that one? 

PH: Sure 

Wartime Service 

23) Where did you serve? 

JD: Desert Shield and Desert Storm, I was in Barain, Darain, and Quay City. 

24) What are your recollections of that experience? 

JD: uhh oil fires, you can look at the sun at noon and it would be like 6 o’clock at night. 

25) So you mentioned that you were prepared for combat. Did you do combat, combat 

support or combat service? 

JD: We were an infantry unit but we got slated to combat support. So we watched POWs 

um and watched supply points. Stuff like that. 

26) How did your combat or wartime experience change you? 

JD: Yes. Trust. I don’t trust anybody you know. It takes a long time. Umm I have a TBI 

from it. Traumatic Brain Injury, PTSD, um They train you how to go to war. They don’t 

train you how to be afterwards. So you are in that mode all the time, hyper, vigilant. 

Changes you a lot. It takes the years away. You have to grow up pretty quick. 

27) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

JD: I have a buddy, he is in Des Moines still. He is my best friend. I talk to him every 

weekend on the phone and I just saw him two months ago in Iowa when I went up there. 

Umm he is like a brother from another mother.  

28) How did you stay in touch with family and friends while you were over there? 

JD: We got phone calls ever once in a while.  There were no cell phones. None of that 

when I was over there. So we had to go to a place where they had telephones and call that 

way and letters. 

29) What did you do for recreations when you were off-duty? 

JD: Ahh in the war? In the war we would play some football. Sat around telling war 

stories of our own. Umm being reservists you got most of the month off so you go out 

with your friends drinkin’, dancin’, just a regular citizen. 
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30) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events while you were serving? 

JD: Ahhh 

PH: Could be in Des Moines or when you were deployed. 

JD: We had drill on weekends. We all went to a bar. And this guy goes, “Are you a 

Marine?”  And this guy goes, “Yep.” The guy coal-cocked him. BAM! Just knocked him 

in his jaw. Well you got about 80 Marines drinking at that bar at the same time. So that’s 

a big ol’ bar fight. So Sgt. Hogan the full-time armor, picked the guy up, opened the door 

with his head and threw him out of the bar.  

31) What was something you did for “good Luck?” 

JD: ahhh you pray a lot.  Yeah 

32)  What was the best part of your service experience? 

JD: The people. Friends you make and life-long friends. 

33) Do you recall the day service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

JD: um my contract ended I was over in the desert. But there was a “nobody in, nobody 

out” everybody was frozen so…I had to stay longer than my contract, they wasn’t going 

to fly me home in other words. When we got home I was basically, I didn’t have to go to 

drills anymore. 

PH: So you returned to Iowa? 

JD: So I returned back to Iowa, yeah. 

34) How were you received by your family and community? 

JD: WONDERFUL! Just an outpouring of support and generosity. 

PH: Can you tell us more about that? 

JD: ummm it seemed like wherever you go um and if they knew you were in the war, 

they would go out of their way to help you out. It was a lot different than what the 

Vietnam veterans went through when they came home. It was a huge amount of 

difference. So, they would thank you for your service and shake your hand. Buy you a 

beer if you wanted a beer.  

PH: How about your family? 

JD: How did they react? Ahhh they were glad I am back. My brother when he came back, 

same thing, they’re glad we were back safe and sound.  

35) How did you adjust to civilian life… 

JD: Not very well. I went back to work at Target. Um when I started at Target I was level 

one detail stock boy and I worked my way up to level 3, area specialist, which is like an 

area manager. They promoted me after I got back to area manager and that is where my 

PTSD hit and I couldn’t put up with people or couldn’t be around people, so I walked 

out. Umm at that time I wasn’t diagnosed with PTSD for a while longer so they put me 

on the do not hire list again.  So…. 

36) Did you use the GI Bill to go back to college? 

JD: No I never went back to college. I never went to college.  Which was stupid of me, 

you know, but I just never did. 
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37) Did you continue any friendships after service. You mentioned your one friend and how 

long has that been and were there any other friends? 

JD: ummm actually I met that friend in high school so I have known him since 1982. 

Umm we are still best friends. Other friends from the unit ahhh lost contact with. I 

haven’t been to a reunion since they have had em. But I am planning on going to the next 

one. 

38) How did service affect the way you relate to others? You mentioned that  little bit with 

your Target job, anything else  you can say about that? People in general, your family ?   

JD: ummm family is different from people in general. You trust your family. Again, I 

have a hard time trusting people like outside the VFW or outside the VA. Civilians would 

be a correct word. For some reason I put more merit into something a veteran says. I am 

more apt to believe that as if I hear the same thing from a civilian. So…. 

PH: Why do you think that is? 

JD: It’s a bond that I think we went through. Umm different branches of service but we 

went through boot camp and the VA most people went through war. VFW you did go 

through war. So ahh all wars are different. I have a different experience from someone 

else but 

PH: You’ve all walked  

JD: We have all walked in the same boots. 

39) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

JD: VFW, Veterans of Foreign Wars in Columbia, Missouri, Post 280 

40) And what does that offer you? 

JD: ummm comradeship, support, a place to get and get out and have fun 

41) So you mentioned the reunions and you are planning to attend a reunion? 

JD: Yeah, when they have it. 

PH: When will that be? 

JD: I don’t know yet. 

42) How did your military experience affect your life? 

JD: It turned me around. Ummm I wasn’t a bad person, but I think if I didn’t join any 

branch of service I think I would have ended up in trouble. Just because you get bored, 

idle hands. So I think I would have been in trouble. It kept me out of trouble. So, I am 

grateful for that. 

  

       50)  What were some of the life-lessons that you learned from your military service? 

JD: Discipline. Ummm treat everybody the same. I don’t care if they are the janitor to the 

president of the company, you treat them the same. Umm I don’t know.  

       51)  umm How has your military experience impacted your feelings about war and the 

military in general? 

JD: ahhh I think war is necessary. It is bad, but I think it is necessary sometimes. Military 

in general, I think everybody should have to serve in the military.  I think they should 

draft. At least two years…ummmm that’s the way I feel. 



 

 

225 

       52) This could be a long one because I think you have a lot to say about this. What message 

would you leave     

              for future generations who will hear this interview? 

JD: umm I think you make your own choice. Don’t go about what I said. Each experience 

in the military is different. Umm there is more options in the military other than just 

infantry….firefighters, pilots, radar technicians, just tons of stuff you can  use for future 

benefits and future employment or infantry. If that is what you want.  

PH: Well we are wrapping up here, first of all I want to thank you for the time that you 

served. I think that is very important and I appreciate you doing the interview for me.  

    53)  Is there anything that you would like to add that we didn’t cover in the interview? 

JD: Ahh I think you should thank your veterans if you see them. Thank your veterans for 

their service. Welcome them home. ‘Cause you don’t know what they had to go through 

or leave behind when it happened. I think you should cover your heart when you see the 

flag or salute if you are so inclined. Don’t kneel through the anthem.  

PH: Strong convictions here. How does it make you feel when people thank you for your 

service? 

JD: Good! ….appreciated.  

     54)  Is there anything that you ever wanted to share about your veteran experience that you 

never have? 

 JD: I don’t think so. 

    55)  What would you like people to know or remember about your story? 

 JD: Umm that you make friends, life-long friends that you’ll never forget. 

    56)  What do you wish people knew about veterans? 

JD: I wish more people knew that they had a job to do. It may have been their choice to 

join, but the job they got ordered to do by the president maybe rubbed them wrong, but it 

is not for them to choose anymore. I think you should remember about the veteran that 

they left a lot behind when they left for war and a lot of people lost a lot of friends during 

the war.  I think what they have been through. Just because you see them walking 

hunched over doesn’t mean they are crippled. They could have been a POW. They could 

have been in the infantry for 20 years and carrying a heavy pack. They could have been 

tortured. They could be just a number of things. You don’t make fun of someone because 

they can’t walk.  They may be missing an arm or leg. You don’t know what happened.  

PH: One last question 

      57) What does patriotism mean to you? 

JD: Patriotism means to me, standing during the national anthem. Supporting the 

veterans. Supporting the services. Supporting the organizations that help veterans like the 

VFW, the American Legion and all the other ones. Go out to their dinners. Go out to their 

fish-fries. Go out to bingo nights. The money here goes out to other veterans.  

 

James Dew  

Homeless Interview Questions 

1) James have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how 

you found yourself homeless? 



 

 

226 

JD: I was homeless in the past. I was the primary caregiver to my mom and dad and they 

died like 10 days apart. So they sold my mom and dad’s house. So I lived with my 

brother and his wife in Colorado. Well they moved to Fulton, Missouri and I tagged 

along with them. I got in an argument with his wife and she kicked me out of the house. 

So I walked from the Calloway/Boone County line all the way to the VA hospital 

dragging a suitcase down the interstate.  

PH: The hospital in Columbia? 

JD: Yeah 

2) What does “home” mean to you? 

JD: Being safe. Having a safe place to live, being comfortable. Just doing what you want 

to do. 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio, and printed news present the veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

JD: I don’t think they do it enough. I think they do it around Christmas time and forget 

about it the rest of the year.  

4) Is there a time when you were homeless that you feel like you could have done something 

to not be homeless? Were there resources that were available that you knew about? 

JD: Luckily I was in the VA system in Columbia and I knew they had a homeless 

program. So I knew that is where I needed to go for help, and I got help there.  

5) What can the government, news media and people in general do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

JD: Know that it is not a choice for a lot of veterans. A lot of them have mental issues, 

PTSD, schizophrenia, ummm there is plethora of reason why you are homeless. It is not 

always because you are lazy. It is not how your dealing with your job or that you don’t 

want to work. Some of them just can’t work.  

 

Jeff Dunckel 

Interview – September 17, 2018 

VHP – suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Jeff, where were you born? 

JD: Lansing, Michigan 

2) Who are/were your parents and what were their occupations? 

JD: My parents were Robert and Carol Dunckel. My father worked for the state of 

Michigan my mother actually worked at Michigan State University. 

3) Who were your siblings, names, genders and did any of them serve in the military? 
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JD: Had an older brother, Philip. He was 2 1/2 years older. I had a younger sister, Lynn 

and she was eight years younger. None were in the military. 

4) What were your parents and siblings feelings about you joining the military? 

JD: First off, I have no idea. I joined at 17, right after, so they had to sign, and they did 

so… they couldn’t have objected too much.  

5) What primary, secondary or colleges did you attend? 

JD: Well militarily wise, computer science and then when I got out to Computer Learning 

Center to turn the military thing into a degree. I keep thinking there was one more…. 

PH: We can come back to it. 

PH: What high school did you go to? 

JD: Aloso High School 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

JD: Yeah, well I mean I had a paper route. We owned a hardware store so most of the 

time I worked in the hardware store. 

PH: Well that’s work. 

Early days of Service 

7) Can you tell us about when you went into the military? Were you drafted, or did you 

enlist? 

JD: I enlisted 

8) Why did you enlist? 

JD: Honestly, I sent out the applications to all the colleges and none came back. I mean 

they didn’t come back at all. So I looked around and I signed up for the Marine Corps 

and then two weeks later all the colleges came in. By then I had already signed up so I 

said, what the heck.  

9) What or who did you leave behind when you left for the service, family, pets? 

JD: Mom and Dad and sisters. My brother died two months before I went in.  

PH: Oh my gosh. 

10) Which branch did you enter? 

JD: United States Marine Corps 

11) Why did you choose the Marine Corps? 

JD: (laughter) umm I sent off these little cards that I found in magazines. I sent them off 

to all four. Marine Corps was the only one who wrote back or called back, whatever. 

12) How did you get from your initial point of entry in Detroit to California? 

JD: We went from Detroit, recruiting station where you took your oath. We flew from 

Detroit to Las Vegas to San Diego. That was my first plane ride. 

13) So you mentioned a little but what kind of training did you have? Advanced course, 

Warrant Officer 

JD: After bootcamp they sent me to Computer Science course in Quantico, VA. An 11 

week course in how to operate computers. 
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14) What was your most vivid memory of your training? 

JD: Quantico, well I think Quantico was just the size of it. I mean that’s where OCS is. 

That is where FBI training is. It was just fun to go through the base and be kind of like 

this whole little military city. For a 17 to 18 year old kid that was fun. 

PH: What was the best part about the training? 

JD: Well playing with the computers. It was a self-paced course so you could just do it at 

your own speed. It was fun. You know you would have to a few things and send it in to 

the computer and if it came back correct you got an “Atta boy!” on the last page of the 

printout. It was just fun. It was like the first time I had literally been on my own. 

PH: What was the worst part? 

JD: hmm I was going to say the clothes. But I don’t know if can say that 

PH: You can say whatever you like. 

JD: I wasn’t used to wearing a uniform every day. And my hair was considerably shorter 

than I was used to. Right out of boot camp I was still pretty much bald. (laughter) 

15) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind? If yes, why? 

JD: I don’t remember any of the instructors 

16) What was your first assignment after that training? 

JD: Actually I graduated top of my class and they gave me a choice to go to Japan. 

17) Did you receive any specialized training? 

JD: After that 

PH: Yes 

JD: NO 

18) Did you qualify with any equipment? You said, computers, anything else? 

JD: Well, just no, I mean the computer and all of its peripherals, printers and disk drives 

and take drives and everything that goes with it.  No it was all computes. 

19) What was the hardest part of the training? 

JD: Honestly I have to say there wasn’t one. The computer stuff was all intellectual and 

the kind of stuff that I wanted to do it was pretty easy. 

20) Did you receive any promotions and can you tell me about them? 

JD: Well six months in you automatically get Pfc. That would have happened over in 

Japan. But that was it.  

21) What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to and why ? 

JD: Well the hardest part is honestly being told what to do pretty much 24/7. I don’t 

know if it’s the redhead or whatever, that never sat well with me. But it was computers. 

We were all like computer nerds. I mean they were all intellectual marines. It was quite 

as bad as ????  I just think having everything dictated 24/7 at least 5 days a week was  

22) What was the easiest part of the military life style for you to adapt  to and why? 

JD: I liked the job. I like the computer stuff. And I mean when you weren’t there you 

could do anything you want. I was an 18 year old kid in Japan. I traveled every weekend, 

me and my friend. I would just hop on a train and say, there.  
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War Time Service 

23) Where did you serve? 

JD: You want the list? After boot camp there was Quantico, Virginia, after Virginia there 

was Japan, after Japan there was North Carolina.  

24) Were you in a combat or combat service role? 

JD: No 

25) What kind of friendships or camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

JD: Japan was an open squad bay. 20-30 guys in bunk beds so you pretty much know 

everybody but usually the other guy you were sharing the bunk with. In Japan it was 

Andrew Ferguson from combat zone in Boston, Mass. And it Cherry Point it was John 

Loskowsky an admiral’s son from I don’t remember where. We would hang out with the 

ones whoever you worked with or who you bunked with. 

26) How did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

JD: I didn’t.  

PH: Not at all? 

JD: Not at all.  It happened in boot camp. They told us to all call home. I never go 

through. In Japan, for Christmas, what do they call it, the armed forces radio. Gave us all 

free phone calls home. I didn’t get a hold of nobody. After that I stopped trying.  

27) Well, you mentioned a little about what you did for recreation when you were off-duty. 

Maybe you can tell us a little more about your travels. 

JD: Japan, that’s all I did. I spent weekends in Hiroshima. I never made it to Tokyo. It 

was on the other end. In Japan it was just a lot of walking around. They had never seen a 

6 foot red-head before. I would get a lot of conversation that way.  Ahhh back in the 

states it was pretty much drinking and hanging out with the guys.  

28) Do you recall an particularly humorous or unusual events? 

JD: For being and 18 year old 6 foot red-head in Japan that happened pretty much all the 

time. Nothing jumps out at me.  

PH: Well if it does you can come back to it. 

JD: Military and humorous usually doesn’t go in the same sentence. 

PH: How about unusual? 

JD: All of it was unusual. Just walking around seeing all that stuff I had never seen 

before. 

29) Was there something you did for good luck? 

JD: No 

30) What would you say was the best part of your service experience? 

JD: I would say driving all over. When we went to Japan we stopped in Alaska. That’s 

where we refueled. I’ve been to Alaska, I’ve been to California, North Carolina, Japan. 

There are a lot 18 year olds, well a lot of people period who have not been all over.  

End of Service 
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31) Do you remember the day your service ended? Where were you when your service 

ended? 

JD: Where it was Cherry Point, North Carolina. It ended a couple of weeks, ahh week or 

two before Christmas of 81.  

32) Did you return home? 

JD: (laugher) yeah, eventually 

PH: Where were you? What did you do? 

JD: Well, once I got discharged I flew home but my family wasn’t there. They had 

moved and forgot to tell me.  

PH: Oh… 

JD: So I had to dig around and find my grandmother. I spent a couple days with my 

grandmother then she drove me to my family’s house.  

PH: And where was that? 

JD: ???? Michigan 

33) How were you received by your family and community? 

JD: Community, it was a totally new city I had never seen or been to before.  I don’t 

know anything about the community. I had a lot of family there. I had aunts and uncles 

and cousins. I think that may be why they moved there. My parents, let’s say ambivalent? 

34) How did you adjust to civilian life? Did you work or go back to school? 

JD: Huh well both I guess. I was working while I went back to school. I went back to the 

Computer Learning Center to what they call it. The classes you took in the Marine Corps 

would go towards a college degree so I just had to patch it all up together to turn it in to a 

real degree.  

35) Did the GI bill support your education? 

JD: Yeah the Montgomery GI Bill. I was too young for whatever the Vietnam vets got, 

that had a different name. Oh I had a Veep, Montgomery was what the Vietnam Vets had. 

All I had was what I put in they put in a bunch or something.  

36) How did the service change you? 

JD: ahhh its all stuff you don’t recognize. It’s an inner confidence or attitude whatever, 

you can actually still experience it now. The way you think, the way you talk, the way 

you walk. I remember after boot camp we were in the airport in San Diego and a couple 

old ladies said, “Hey look at those two nice soldiers.” And we both snapped to and said, 

“We are not soldiers, we are Marines.”  There’s a difference, soldiers are army. It’s a 

mindset. 

37) Did you continue any friendships after service? 

JD: Nope 

PH: Walked away 

JD: Walked away 

38) How did the service affect the way you relate to others? 
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JD: hhmmmm better or worse, Well I am trying to think. I am not a people person to start 

with. I go to the VA now all the time. And I admit, being inside that building, ???At the 

VA the person you sit down beside you have something in common you automatically 

strike up a conversation. I was waiting in line at the optical shop the other day and there 

was so old lady and we are talking. That would not happen at the mall.  

39) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

JD: No 

40) Have you attended any reunions? 

JD: No 

41) What are some life-lessons you learned from the military service? 

JD: Life lessons, It was that straight-forward don’t quit. I was never sure if that was the 

main core of being a redhead. It was just see it, do it, you know, get it done.  

42) How has the military service impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

JD: Well I didn’t do any war so it hasn’t changed any of that! I mean beforehand I didn’t 

want to go to war and I never have so that. Umm it wouldn’t say it has changed because 

the feelings I had, I still have. 

PH: And what are those? 

JD: Well I am still glad I didn’t have to go to combat. And I still think it something 

everybody should do. Some places like Israel have the two years compulsory. I think that 

is a heck of an idea. Just because it opens you up to a whole new set of stuff that you 

would have never known if you… 

43) What you like to leave for future generations who will hear this tape? 

JD: I think what I just said, it’s travel, it’s education, it’s life experience, it’s memories 

that you are gonna remember for the rest of your life. Everybody ought to give it a try.  

44) Is there anything that you would like to add to this interview that I haven’t covered? 

JD: Not that I can think of. 

45) Is there anything you always wanted to share about your service or veteran experiences 

that you never have? 

JD: NO 

46) What would you like people to remember from your story? 

JD: huh I tried it. I enjoyed it. It never hurts to try.  

47) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

JD: I want to say they are just regular people. I mean they are not, they could be your 

friends, your neighbors. I don’t know. They tend to get treated better for better or worse.  

 

Jeff Dunckel 

Interview – Homelessness 
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September 12, 2018 

1) Jeff, have you ever experienced homelessness now or in the past and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

JD: Ok, yes I have been homeless. Actually more than once. I was trying to remember…I 

came up with three times. Ahh You want me tell you about it? 

PH: Yes, tell me about it. 

JD: The first once was in March of ’83 right after the divorce. Well I got divorced in 

March of 83. Umm I was a stay at home dad. Everything was in her name. So when she 

packed up the kids and moved back to her mother. Overnight I had nothing. The 

apartment, the car, the bank accounts, the credit cards. Everything was in her name. So 

when she left I went from everything to nothing literally overnight. I was in Houston and 

that’s how I ended up homeless in ’83. 

 

JD: Ummmm Denver, 2001, that was simply not working hard enough, not paying my 

rent, getting evicted and not havin’ nothin’ else to fall back on. It was summed up in 

sentence but that… 

PH: So you didn’t work enough hours or you didn’t have a job? 

JD: I was driving a cab. 

PH: Ok 

JD: Which was really a lot of fun and it turns out now was a longer job than I have ever 

had in my life. But in Denver driving a cab, all you had to do was go in every Monday 

morning and pay them like $580. And you were free for the week. The car stayed with 

you, you worked when, why you wanted. And there were too many days I didn’t want to 

work.  

PH: Ok 

JD: So I didn’t make the $600. Dadahha 

PH: I see. 

JD: So I ended up losing the job and didn’t have any money. 

PH: So the third time…. 

 

JD: That’s what’s weird because it was two years later in 2003, but I don’t remember 

what started it. I was in Springfield and again I was driving a cab. But I couldn’t 

remember. Something happened. All I remember is the DAV driving me to the psych 

ward in Fayetteville, Arkansas. (laughter) I do not remember whatever happened in 

Springfield to cause this or whatever. But I do remember the DAV van driving me to 

Fayetteville, Arkansas. Because that was the closest VA psych ward from where I was. 

PH: What does DAV stand for? 

JD: Disabled American Veterans 

PH: Ok 

JD: They had the vans and they would drive to the VA. 
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2) What does “home” mean to you?  

JD: Wow, now you are getting’ all Hallmark on me!  Home is where my refrigerator and 

bed are. Right now they are here. 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio, and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness?  

JD: I think they express the homeless thing in one lump sum. I don’t they treat any of 

them different. Homeless is homeless. I have never seen a special article on homeless 

vets or homeless CPAs. Homeless is homeless. 

PH: How do they present the veterans? You don’ think they present the veterans as 

homeless?  I just want to clarify and make sure I understand.  

JD: When they point out to a bunch of people living in a field or whatever they don’t 

point out which ones are vets, which ones are….homeless is homeless. 

PH: Ok, OK  I just wanted to make sure I understood you. 

4) Was there a time when you were homeless (one of the times or all of the times) when you 

thought you could do something about it?  Were there resources and did you know about 

them? 

JD: Actually all three times. I went to the VA. In ’83, a nurse found me in one of those, 

there was a place in downtown Houston where you could like take a shower and eat 

breakfast. She found me there and signed me up for a psych outpatient thing and the same 

thing in 2001. Every time well 2003 it was the VA that took me there.  

5) What can the government, news media and people in general do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

JD: Wow! One those social consciousness question I never answer or think about.  

….This is definitely a pause.  

PH: That’s ok. 

JD: ummm I am just trying to think. They need money. They need volunteers. They need 

all the resources for stuff that they need. You know they need the low income housing 

and they need to know when and where it is happening. Yeah  I don’t know. It’s either 

donations or time and money.  

PH: Good answer 

 

Karon Watson 

Interview – VHP questions 

October 17, 2018 

Introduction 

1) Karon, where were you born? 

KW: St. Louis, Missouri 
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2) Who are/were your parents and what were their occupations? 

KW: My parents were John D. Watson and my mother Betty Jane Watson. My dad was 

in the military. He was in the army. He was a brick layer. That’s what his job was.  My 

mother was a housewife. She took care of kids in the home. And she was very, very 

talented. She should have became an interior decorated because my mother was very 

talented.  

3) Who are/were your siblings? Names and genders? And did any of them serve in the 

military? 

KW: Ok, I have an older and older sister. Her name was Charma Jean Rouse and she has 

been deceased since 2003. I have a sister named Donna Lynn Washington. She was 

married. She is a cancer survivor. My baby sister Linda Renee Watson and also my 

brother Victor Allan Watson. He is in Ohio. 

4) What were your parents or siblings feelings about you joining the service? 

KW: Well I had to get my parent’s permission because at the time I was 19. So I 

definitely had to have their signatures because the recruiters came to my sister’s house 

and gave me the test and everything but my parents lived in St. Louis. So I had to travel 

because at the time I was in Ohio. Because I graduated from Sydney High about 35 miles 

from Dayton, Ohio. 

5) That’s the very next question, what secondary schools did you go to or colleges? 

KW: Well Sydney High School in Sydney, Ohio, like I said, is about 35 miles from 

Dayton where Neil Armstrong is from. HE was in Wapakoneta, Ohio. S0 that was a few 

miles from Sydney.  College, I was going to Florissant Valley for a while but son was 

still a baby and it was hard to go to college and raise my son. 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

KW: Well I worked through HS And then after HS it was mostly data entry and customer 

service. 

Early days of Service 

7) Can you tell us about when you went into the military? Were you drafted or did you 

enlist? 

KW: It was during the Vietnam Era. I enlisted and my basic training was in Orlando, FL 

and I stayed less than a year. So I stayed in the states. 

8) Why did you join? 

KW: Career-wise, I used to always look at the pamphlets and it just looked so 

challenging and good opportunities and also for my country. 

9) Who or what did you leave behind? Family, child, pet? 

KW: Family, cause at the time my son wasn’t born 'til afterwards. 

10) Which branch did you enter? 

KW: Navy, during that time in 1973 the women were not allowed on the ships back then, 

which was fine with me.  
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11) Why did you choose that branch? 

KW: WOW, I just wanted to into any branch of the service. The recruiter came to the 

house and gave me the test and from then on it smooth sailing on the way. 

12) How did you get from your initial point where you were living to your first assignment? 

KW: Boot camp was in Orlando, FL. And it was kind of coed. The guys were in one 

building and we were in another. 

PH: How did you get there from Ohio? 

KW: How did I get there, travel? 

PH: Yeah 

KW: Airplane, that was the first time I ever rode in an airplane. And it was really 

interesting, especially the wings of the airplane. They served a nice steak dinner but I just 

couldn’t eat it you know.  

13) What type of training or schooling did you have? 

KW: Basic training mostly and no schooling afterwards. 

14) What is your most vivid memory of your time training or in school? What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 

KW: Well basic training…getting up early in the morning…hearing that Reveille, 

reveille. You know, five o’clock in the morning. I didn’t like the fact, well at the time I 

didn’t know how to swim, so I had to really learn how to swim and then jumping into that 

deep, deep water was terrifying. 

PH: That was the worst part? 

KW: yeah 

15) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind? And if yes, why? 

KW: Not really. 

16) What was your first assignment after basic? 

KW: Umm I stayed in clerical in the United States 

17)  Did you qualify for any equipment such as vehicles, radio or special training? 

KW: NO 

18) Did you receive any promotions? 

KW: No  

19) What was the hardest part of the military lifestyle for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

KW: Whooo I think the hardest part was just getting everything right, especially in your 

locker. So that was very challenging because you had to measure and make sure certain 

clothing was …that part was very challenging. 

20) What was the easiest part of the military lifestyle for you to adapt to and why? 

KW: The food was good. 

War Time Service 

21) Where did you serve? 
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KW: I didn’t.  

PH: You were in the states? 

KW: I was in the states during the Vietnam era so they could have sent us over there. 

22) Were you in a combat service or support role? Clerical work? 

KW: Right,  

23) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

KW: Well there was a lot of people, ladies, from different parts of the United States, but I 

was really young too. So I had a lot of…It was just interesting meeting people from 

different parts. 

PH: Were you allowed to talk to the guys? 

KW: Oh yeah, we did. We would talk to the guys. If you got a chance to go on leave you 

could go to Disney World. 

24) How did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

KW: Writing letters mostly. 

25) What did you for recreation when you were off duty? 

KW: Basically just participate in some sports, softball and horseback riding.  

26) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

KW: Ahh just the fact that fact that I had to jump in that deep, deep water learning how to 

swim. To me that would be an experience I will always remember. That was some deep, 

deep water. 

27) Was there something you did for good luck? 

KW: I believe in good luck but in reverence to the four leaf clover. But  I mostly believe 

in prayer and faith. I am really not in to the good luck thing. 

PH: Were you religious before you went into the military? 

KW: Yes we were raised Baptist. I got baptized when I was nine years old at Sydney 

Baptist Church in Sydney, Ohio. We always had to go to Sunday school and church. So 

yeah, we were definitely brought up in the church. 

28) What was the best part of your service experience? 

KW: Just basically getting to travel to different cities, Traveling to different cities. 

PH: Do you remember any of those cities? 

KW: St. Cloud, MN, White City, Oregon. That was a culture shock for me. I had never 

seen so many mountains. White City, Oregon you have access to different domiciliary 

that can help you start all over again. If you have an addiction, you know, help you with 

that, umm yeah. 

End of Service 

29) Where were you when your service ended? 

KW: Orlando, Florida 

PH: Tell me about that day. 
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KW: It was kind of refreshing. It just felt good to be away from all the stress that comes 

with basic training. 

30) Did you return home? Where were you? 

KW: Yes, I did return to St. Louis and acquired a job.  

31) How were you received by your family and community when you returned home? 

KW: Very proud of me. As far as the community, it was always a positive reaction if you 

said you were in the service so they gave me some respect. 

32) How did you adjust to civilian life? Did you go to work or back to school? 

KW: Well, I went to work definitely. I did attend Tarkio College which is no longer, you 

know, here. But that was just for a short time. 

33) How did your service change you? 

KW: Service taught me independence, responsibility, courage. It definitely made you 

grow up.  

34) Did you continue any friendships after service and for how long? 

KW: Maybe a few with the guys but like I said we lost contact with each other. But 

maybe a few lady friends but once again we lost contact with each other. 

35) How service affect the way you relate to others? 

KW: I became more open minded. More understanding things a lot better. Also do some 

very serious thinking about it before you really spoke on things that people may ask you 

about. 

PH: How does that help you with your work at the Truman Memorial Hospital? 

KW: Well, you know there is always gonna be a challenge for you. People are either not 

going to like you. You will have to deal with racism which is sad because it still exists. 

But there’s people appreciate you. It makes me feel good when people come up and say,  

“Thank you for your service.” People you know who really appreciate you for who you 

are. It doesn’t make any difference what color you are. You know united we stand 

supposedly. It was very interesting. Some people, it is kind hard for us women. One guy 

asked me, “If you didn’t go to war then what did they have you do, make bullets?”  I am 

like no, and I think sometimes the guys who were in service, you know, we have a hard 

time. Some guys, they don’t want to recognize us as being lady veterans. That we have an 

important part in the military. 

36) Did you join any veteran organizations when you returned?  

KW: Well, right now I am in Post 404. I was staying at Welcome Home shelter for 

veterans here in Columbia, MO and I needed help with my rent. I was going to move in 

here at Paquin Towers the last part of, week of May, so this guy, a veteran, he was kind 

enough to bring me $40. And pay my membership to become a member of post 404 in St. 

Louis. That was just a tremendous blessing. 

37) Do you attend any reunions? 

KW: No, hopefully I will be attending a lot of the events with Post 404. St. Louis event. 

They are opening up the new memorial, oh I can’t think of the, the new building 
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downtown. Also we do march. I haven’t had a chance to march in a parade yet, but I will 

have that chance in November. So ummm yeah. 

38) How did your military experiences affect your life? 

KW: Wow, well ahhh like I said, it made you more mature, the wisdom the knowledge 

but it was nice to have that freedom of not being told what to do and when to do. But then 

again that is where you benefit. It was just less stressful to just breathe. 

39) What are some of the life lessons you learned from the military? 

KW: That definitely to stand for what you believe in. Stay independent you know, 

responsible, understanding and respectful. 

40) How has your military experience impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

KW: Well, I feel that, I mean that, keeping it real, I think they should take some of those 

guys in prison over to the war and they just wouldn’t be able to come back here, because 

there are so many innocent lives being taken. Our veterans come back with you know, 

missing limbs, and so forth. I mean they physically and mentally have given a lot so. 

That’s enough to affect anyone. War, sometimes I don’t feel like we should be in the 

countries we are in but if the war was to come over here to the United States I would 

definitely be ready to fight for my country. 

41) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

interview? 

KW: umm keep an open mind about the military. It is a tremendous blessing I think that 

we, as a black race, went through during that time where even though black folks served 

in the military, they were being mistreated tremendously. So, you know, the benefits and 

the privileges are much, much, different than when they were back. 

PH: That was just Civil War, no Civil Right time. 

KW: Yeah, I came during Martin Luther Kings’ time. 

42)  Is there anything you would like to add that we didn’t cover in the interview? 

KW: Well, all VAs are not the same. There are some better than others. Sometimes you 

have to go to different VAs in different cities to be able to accomplish what you want to 

accomplish.  Ahh I think the thing that disturbs me mostly is when a veteran comes to 

seek help in a VA hospital, they should be taught with respect and consideration because 

sometimes you have employees who do not treat the veteran with respect. Sometimes just 

because they are an employee they think they can just treat you any way. I just, I will not 

accept that. I would like, ….I tell my nieces and nephews, of course it is war time now so 

maybe now is the not the time to go in. But in the future, those who are finishing high 

school there is a lot of benefits and privileges afterwards. My dad told me, “Take your 

DD214 up to John Cochran VA in 1973. And they said, “Yeah she had an honorable 

discharge.” I have been going to the VA hospital ever since 1973. I have been kind of all 

over, Des Moines, Iowa, St. Cloud, Minnesota. Really a lot of traveling because they 

have different facility. But  just feel that and I don’t mean to dwell on the racism but I 
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feel it is pretty thing at Truman VA and I like I said have had to call Washington, DC. 

There is a hotline for veterans 24/7 and you tell them what is going on and they do 

contact the director or whomever at that VA. There is a lot that veterans sometimes are 

just being hurt by the VA when they really should be helped. I just feel that with the 

experience that I have had a the Truman VA. It is almost like some, not all, just want to 

tear you down. They do not have the respect for you that you have served in the military 

and that you have an honorable discharge and should be treated with respect. And to 

understand that soldier, make or female. I just that this racism that is so thick at the VA 

hospital at Truman VA in Columbia, Mo, I pray that become almost non-existent. 

43) Is there anything that you would like to share about your veteran experience that you 

never have? 

KW: I appreciate the fact that I can go to any VA hospital in the United States and get 

help both physically and mentally. Ahhh I appreciate the fact that with all this health care 

that is going on that I can get the healthcare that I need at the VA hospital. So, everything 

mostly that I have needed, I wear a C-pap machine and I am a diabetic you know, so forth 

and so forth but I have been able to get the help that I needed and if not then that’s why 

we have patient’s advocate, because they are supposed to fight for that patient. So, I just, 

ahh, yeah…just the privileges, the benefits are a tremendous blessing.  Now they have 

HUD vash section 8, the CWT, comprehensive work therapy, program that you can be in 

for 6 months. It’s basically an incentive of tax free money.  

PH: What was the HUD thing you mentioned? 

KW: HUD Vash Section 8 is for veterans only. In St. Louis I was in HUD vash Section 8 

for almost three years and I voluntarily gave it up to come this way to relocate in 

Columbia. But St. Louis VA, the HUD vash Section  works off of the housing authority 

like the Columbia Housing Authority. Bu the good thing about St. Louis is that they have 

what is called a Heroes Program. It is a transitional housing you can stay in for two years. 

And then like I said, then you have HUD vash section 8 which you can stay for a life 

time. The main thing that they want you to do is you know, pay your bills first, keep your 

apartment. So you won’t be homeless. I have been homeless. St. Louis, the way that they 

run their HUD vash is program. Here in Columbia they go by points. In St. Louis if that 

veteran is out there on the street they want that veteran in a place to stay. St. Louis HUD 

vash come from the housing authority. They get maybe 40 -50 houses at a time. They can 

house veterans who are homeless in St. Louis City. So they want to get the veterans off 

the street. Here, there HUD vash section 8 they take you through all this paper work and 

if your points is not over a 10 then you are not eligible for HUD vash section 8 or you are 

on the bottom of the list. So sometimes you have to move to other locations to get the 

benefits of HUD vash section 8. When I was in Welcome Home which was very decent 

here in Columbia. It does give that veteran a chance to get theirselves together. You don’t 

have to pay rent. Your room is almost like a hotel room.  Ah so, I had a very well put 

together case manager, Zachary, or Zach. So that’s an opportunity for veterans but they 
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get in there and they don’t stay. I mean that is the hardest place to really to be put out but 

to me it gave me that opportunity. Because I was in treatment here and they ended up 

putting me out because I spoke up for myself. Now I am not a criminal, I don’t have any 

felonies, I can pass an FBI check and a background check but it was very disturbing 

when I went through some of the things that I went through in that treatment. And I was 

at the end of treatment. I think it is 6 weeks. And they ended up putting me out of 

treatment so Welcome Home was a blessing that I had already called and they usually 

don’t hold a room but they said they would for me, and when I got to Welcome Home my 

spirits were just lifted. It was really a sad thing the way that ahh the green team 

mistreated me. Whenever you are a person that speaks up and speaks out then you have 

to have a attitude problem or mental problem. I am 65 years old and I am always gonna 

fight for my rights and ahhh God made me, not man. So it is just the fact that I feel like a 

lot of improvement can be done. I think about the veterans like oh my god they have 

really went through a lot. It was sad, I did a survey. They paid $25 from the NY VA 

about suicides that the veterans encounter or commit. And so I been through it all, 

suicide, drugs, you know, homeless, an abusive relationship. I used to just travel to 

different places like Des Moines, Iowa or St. Cloud because I knew that I was able to get 

into a domiciliary or help. It has been a lot. 

44) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

KW That we are people that have.. that are very compassionate, we hurt. We have 

memories that may not be good memories, because some of the veterans have actually 

been in the war thing. You know, that we are fighting for our country, we are fighting for 

a lot of people. Treat that veteran with respect. And it is good for people to come and say, 

“Thank you for your service.” Even the employees at the VA who have never been a 

veteran, treat that veteran with respect because if it were not for that veteran they would 

not even have a job.  

MacKenzie Wilsoncroft 

Interview – VHP questions 

October 12, 2018 

Introduction 

1) MacKenzie, where were you born? 

MW: Boone County Hospital, Columbia, Missouri 

2) Who are or were your parents and what were their occupations? 

MW: My parent were Martin Scott Wilsoncroft and Karla Kay Wilsoncroft. My father 

was a registered nurse. He worked at the dialysis clinic here in Columbia. My mother was 

a stay-at- home mom.  
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3) Who are or were your siblings, names and genders and did any of them serve in the 

military? 

MW: I have three sisters, Katie, Dakota and Raven, all female obviously and none of 

them served in the military. 

4) What were your parents or siblings’ feelings about you going the service? 

MW: My mom was apprehensive. And my dad was ok with it.  

5) What primary or secondary schools or college did you attend? 

MW: I went to the Divers Institute of Technology in Seattle for topside, air- supply 

commercial diving. And that was a tech school. I got my associate’s degree at Shoreline 

Community College in Seattle, Washington and I got my bachelor’s degree at the 

University of Missouri in Columbia, Missouri. 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

MW: Yes, just a basic labor type jobs. The job I had immediately preceding leaving for 

the military was Brookstone a factory in Mexico, Missouri.  

Early Days of Service 

7) Can you tell us about when you went into the military? Were you drafted or did you 

enlist? 

MW: I enlisted. It was ah, I was working at that factory Brookstone on September the 

11th. That’s when the twin towers were hit. And I went to my boss and I told him I 

wanted off early that day so I could go up to the recruiting station and I did on September 

11. I had completed my meps, my asphab, my physical and my drug test all within 13 

days and left for Fort Jackson, South Carolina on September 24th, 2001. 

8) Why did you join? 

MW: I just felt like I needed to do something about the towers getting hit. 

9) What did you leave behind when you left for the service, family, child, pets? 

MW: I’d had a child when I was in my senior year of high school. And she, …me and the 

mother were not really ready to be parents and she was adopted by the maternal 

grandparents. But I did leave her back behind.  

10) In which branch did you enter? 

MW: The United States Army 

11) How did you get from your initial point of entry to basic training? 

MW: Ok, um I went to the St. Louis International Airport, got on a plane and headed for 

Fort Jackson. 

PH: And that’s in… 

MW: South Carolina 

12) What training or schooling did you have? (advanced air corps, warrant officer etc.) 

MW: I went through ahh, quite a few training things. I did basic training at Fort Jackson. 

Then I went to airborne school at Fort Benning, Georgia. Then I went to parachute rigger 

school at Fort Lee, Virginina. Then I went assigned to the first battalion of the 75th 
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Ranger Regiment in Hunter Airfield. While I was there I went through sergeant school, 

which is primarily leadership development course. And I went through Armory training. 

Umm and then a number of other little schools. 

13) What is your most vivid memory of your time in training or school. What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 

MW: The best part and the worst part…well, you know a lot of it is foggy because you 

are filled with so much adrenaline and everything. But a there was my most vivid 

memory was when I first showed up to reception at basic training and there was drill 

sergeant’s drill sergeant and he must have been over 7 feet tall he was just this 

humongous guy but he never raised his voice. He would say things like, “There’s no 

reason for me to raise my voice, because if I have to do that, well then something is 

significantly wrong. And then I will have to defend myself against you. And a guy that is 

over 7 feet tall you really don’t want him to have to feel like he has to defend himself.  

PH: That’s true. So what was the worst part? 

MW: Lets’ see here, the worst part was the stress and the potentiality of significant injury 

to myself. I saw it happen to a lot of friends around me. Just regular training exercises 

you know not even in the war. I would see friends you know lose their lower jaw or you 

know their leg become disconnected from their body or there would become 

entanglements parachute jumping and stuff like that. And not to mention the war. I never 

went to Afghanistan or Iraq but I went to Africa for a while and I can’t talk about that too 

much. I signed a bunch of non-disclosure statements you know how that goes. 

14) What was your first assignment after basic training? 

MW: My first assignment was the first of the 75th ranger battalion, Hunter air field, 

Savannah, Georgia.  

15) Do you recall any instructors there? 

MW: Yeah well I remember my first squad leader of course and things like that.  His 

name was Sergeant David Chevrant. He was from West Virginia. 

16) Did you qualify with any equipment? Vehicles, radios, aircraft, weapons? 

MW: ahh yeah well I was a subject matter expert for airborne materials and airborne 

equipment. So basically parachutes, parachute harnesses, weapons cases. Any heavy air 

drop stuff. Mostly just airborne stuff. 

17) Did you receive any promotions and can you tell me about those? 

MW: Sure, I entered as an E1, so I was just a private, E1 private. And throughout the 

duration of the time in the military I reached all the ranks up to sergeant. E5 Sergeant. So 

that was my highest.  

18) What was the hardest part of the military lifestyle for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

MW: Ahh well, I would say the hardest part was complete conformity, just because I am 

intrinsically non-conformist but you have to do what you have to do in that environment. 

19) What was the easiest part of the military lifestyle? 
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MW: The easiest, umm hmmm I don’t know if any of it was easy. It was all difficult in 

some way, fashion or form.  

PH: Think of the lifestyle, what you had to do. 

MW: The easiest thing I had to do….hang out in off-time. 

War Time Service 

20) Where did you serve? 

MW: Units or locations? 

PH: Locations 

MW: Hunter Air Field, 1st Regiment Battalion, and I served in Fort Bragg, North 

Caroline with the 82 airborne division. 

21) Were you ever in combat or did you feel it was combat support or service? 

MW: My role as a parachute rigger was humanitarian aid. So we would pack up you 

know supplies, foods, waters for air drop and stuff. Mostly I was not in Afghanistan or 

Iraq but I had gone to Africa. But I was not in direct combat. If anything I was in air craft 

most of the time as a parachute rigger. So I was riggin' the para troupers up and making 

sure that they had a safe way down to the ground.  

22) What kinds of friendship and camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

MW: I formed a lot of really close relationships with several guys. David Chevrant, he 

was an excellent initial squad leader. My platoon sergeant was ahh at the time staff 

sergeant and then later on, sergeant first class, Andy Garcia and he was an Audi Murphy 

Board winner. So he was one to really place significantly high standards. But he is also 

the reason I was able to attain the rank of sergeant with in my first four years.  

23) How did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

MW: With my phone. I had a cell phone and so I would contact. My mom was a big rock 

for me while I was in, I would call her on a weekly basis at least and maybe one or two 

friends from high school but mainly her. 

24) What did you do for recreation when you were off-duty?  

MW: I drank a lot. Probably as often as I could. I was eager to…especially when I first 

got in. Spend my paychecks as soon as I got them. It is a pretty common trait. You leave 

your parents’ house and you have a bunch of money, ahh and all the freedom to spend it 

how you like. You spend it all too quickly. Learn to drink heavily.  

25) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

MW: umm humorous or unusual events…ahhh   yes, and no well, ok just a lot of general 

camaraderie. The guys in my unit, we were a parachute rigger shed for a tier one level 

unit and there wasn’t too many of us. There was maybe 30 parachute riggers in total. And 

we kind of had our own area out away from the inner circle of the Ranger Battalion. So 

we were kind of off to the side and we kind of stuck to ourselves so the 30 of us built a 

pretty good sense of camaraderie between us and there would be a lot of you know, jokes 
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cracked while playing pool or throwing darts or something like that while packin’ 

parachutes.  

26) Was there something you did for good luck? 

MW: Something for luck? Ahh perhaps yeah, I would go to a the Unitarian Universalist 

Church in Savannah, Georgia and to Buddhist sittings there which I got looked upon as 

weird. There is not a whole lot of soldiers who are in to that back in 2003. Or at least in 

my little unit. Umm I would say that was luck you know or least help from a high power.  

End of Service 

27) Do you recall the day your service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

MW: I exited the military from Fort Bragg, North Carolina on July 7, 2007.  

28) Did you return home? 

MW: Immediately after I got out I came home which was Mexico, Missouri at the time. 

That is where my mother resided. I stayed only maybe a month. I’d saved some money 

and I had pre-enrolled into the Divers Institute of Technology in Seattle.  And I went up 

there to go to school. I went through the Divers Institute and that was maybe an eight 

month program to learn how to commercial dive. And I had decided to continue to go on 

to school after that I was receiving GI Bill and it was pretty nice. So I figured I would just 

start and associates degree program and continued that for another two years in Seattle 

until my grandpa died in ummm December 2009 and I came back in the winter of 2009. 

And then I came home. My mother had asked to come home and help settle the estate and 

his belongs. I came back after I graduated from community college there in Seattle. I 

came back to Mexico to help move my mother up to my grandpa’s old house in Cairo, 

Missouri.  

29) How were you received when you came home by your family and the community? 

MW: Ahh they were happy to see me. They wanted to go out and get drunk with me. It 

seems like a pretty common trend to that part of my life. But everybody was real happy to 

see me. You know there was I think a high level of support for the soldiers at the time 

which throughout history that was not the case. But ahh for whatever reason the 

community was very supportive.  

30) How did the service change you? 

MW: How did it change me? Umm well let me see here….It gave me a high level of 

values. Specifically the army values really I think I still hold a lot of them. I may have 

lost and regained some of them at different parts of my life. But the level of loyalty and 

perseverance. I would say, it is not a specific army value but it really taught me how to 

persevere through some pretty difficult circumstance. 

31) Did you continue any friendships after service and for how long? 

MW: For a short bit I did. It was a good friend of mine Robert Stalka from Murphy, 

North Carolina. And we roomed together there in the army barracks at Hunter Air Field.  

Initially him and I  did not click so to speak. But after a couple of little altercations we 
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actually became the best of friends. And I maintain a relations a relationship with him for 

a while with calls and Facebook but as of now I do not have any contact with any of the 

friends from the army. 

32) How did the service affect the way you relate to others? 

MW: hmmm good question. Well, I will give this as an example. When I first got out I 

was a little crazy for about the first twelve months. For about a year I was kind of still a 

little insane from a just the level of regiment and mentality that you receive in the 

military and there was somebody I was seeing in Seattle and they were folding my shirts 

and doing my laundry for me and folding my shirts in fourths. I did not fold my shirts in 

fourths, I folded them into thirds because they fit better in my dresser that way. And I 

remember just going off on them and kind of badgering them about how they were doing 

this wrong and they were doing me this courtesy of doing my laundry for me in the first 

place. And that’s when I caught myself and realized I do not want to be an asshole like 

this. So umm that kind of sparked a level of self-introspection for me, so.. 

33) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

MW: Yeah I am a member of the VFW, Veterans of Foreign Wars. And let me see if I 

did anything else….not really I think I was aligned with the veterans, I forget what the 

name was but the MIZZOU veterans association or something like that, MSA, yeah that’s 

what it is.  

34) Did you attend any reunions? 

MW: Military reunions? 

PH: Yes 

MW: No 

35) How did your military experiences affect your life? 

MW: Ahh my experiences throughout the military and my career of doing it..ahh well it 

certainly affected my ability to get to school.  Umm I used the complete GI Bill and 

probably would not have been able to you, know, an associate’s degree and a bachelor’s 

degree had I not gone so that made a significant impression in my life but I would say 

over all and its more of a negative, but be as it may, if the army didn’t teach me nothing 

at all, it certainly taught me how to drink. And that made a significant contribution to my 

life for a long time you know. And I would say that is a pretty big one.  

36) What are some life lessons you learned from the military? 

MW: Some life lessons…gotta say perseverance of course, honesty, loyalty, to be able to 

stick with you know ahh ahh a goal in mind independent of any other person’s 

background. When you share really trying circumstances with other individuals, 

everything goes out the door with who they are, what their beliefs are, what the color of 

their skin is, where they’re from, their accent. Any of those things so it really gave me 

ahh a huge ability to hmmm understand a multicultural society.  

37) How has your military service impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general?  
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MW: Say that one more time 

PH: repeated question 

MW: About war and the military in general. I would say… Well when I went in the war 

was just kicking off. It was just 13 days after the twin towers got hit. And I still went in 

maybe with ignorance, maybe it was fearlessness. You know my mom was crying to me 

and saying, “Please don’t go, just don’t go.” You know if anything, me as a non-

conformist as I was with her telling me something to do, of course I am gonna do the 

exact opposite. But I was already in the mindset of going. 

PH: How old were you? 

MW: At that point I was…let me see here, 2001, I was 19. 

38) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

interview? 

MW: ummm throughout my life I met a lot of people who don’t do what they say they 

will, you know, and if there is anybody who has come forth and paid me back for things I 

did it was the United States Military. You know if they said, if I could do this, if I 

fulfilled my contract, if I could stay alive, you know, and ahh get an honorable discharge 

that they would help me go through school. You know that they would help me with 

medical attention going to the VA hospital. And later on in life, which I didn’t know at 

the time would really help me out significantly. I say it a lot to people, umm but ahhh my 

mind just went blank, ok.  

*****”When I was young and dumb, I did something really smart and joined the 

military.” 

PH: I like that line. 

39) Is there anything that you would like to add that we haven’t covered in this interview? 

MW: Not particularly, not off the top of my head. 

40) Is there anything that you have always wanted to share about your service experience or 

veteran experience that you never have? 

MW: ummm no I have been pretty open about it. I think that comes with some of the 

self-honesty and realizing that and have external honesty. For as sucky as many days 

were it was still worth it in the end, You know. Like I said a couple of times there is 

something to be said about perseverance. There really is you know. In the middle of some 

really trying circumstance, you know when you are really just don’t think you have 

anything left in you and you keep on and you stick through it, it really makes you a better 

person in the end.  

41) What would like people to remember from your story? 

MW: From my story…ahh… About my military experience specifically? 

PH: uh huh 

MW: Ahhh that a some people say you know like what are you doing or why are you 

doing that? You know that line that we tell children often when they are young, you can 
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do anything that you want to do if you really put your mind to it, is a truth. It really is 

possible. That’s what I got. 

42) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

MW: Well I would say, that a lot of people think, and I even believe this too. A lot of 

veterans feel entitled and for whatever reason, that is kind a thing a lot of veterans feel as 

sense of entitlement or help. But there is probably a good valid reason for that in my 

opinion. For a bunch of people who didn’t serve or didn’t even know, these people go 

and are willing to sacrifice their own lives just to help them. True selflessness. I think that 

probably is worth a little bit of entitlement.  

PH: Thank you for your dedication…. 

 

MacKenzie Wisoncroft 

Interview – Homeless 

October 12, 2018 

PH: Mackenzie, have you ever experienced homelessness now or in the past and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

MW: Sure, umm well, ahh. I was in my senior semester at MIZZOU. I was going through a nasty 

break up at the time and my mom was put on hospice, and a the financial aid office at Mizzou 

called and told me I had met my aggregate loan limit. Even though I had enrolled in my last two 

classes to graduate and a they said, well you are going to have to come In with 7 grand  before 

we are going to allow you to take these last two classes. And I had just spent five and a half years 

at MIZZOU pursuing a bachelor’s degree in mathematics and environmental science. Ahh and so 

it just crushed me, not to mention my mother being on hospice the whole duration my time in the 

military. Like I said I talked to my mom probably on a weekly basis on that whole six years I 

was in the military. To hear that she had a very limited amount of time left really took a crushing 

blow on me. And I in turn started using meth amphetamine as a coping mechanism. I had already 

been, …I had been a drinker since I was maybe 15 or something like that and the army really 

taught me how to drink heavily and still maintain a 6 mile a minute pace for multiple miles. And 

a once that traumatic event happened to me. Let me see if I get my dates right that would have 

been, December 2014. And I just remember when my mom told me on the phone I was in my 

room. I was living in Columbia, Missouri in a house over on Newton. I just dropped to the floor 

and I was bawling. Ugh you know I had been in college I had experimented with you know 

drugs, LSD, marijuana or whatever. But I did know some friends who been doing meth and you 

know what I decided to do was a much of it as I possibly could. If I was high wasn’t thinking 

about losing my mom or being kicked out of school. All those negative things, the break up I was 

havin’. My lease was up in February so that would have been Feb 15 so I let it expire. So I 

started living out of my car. I was used to being cut around a $5000 check each semester, you 
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know, the fafsa money and I had been living on that since I got out of the army. Well at first I 

started using the GI Bill but it wasn’t very long until I started applying for fafsa loans too. And  

you know I had this huge amount of debt from student loans. I almost had like $100,000 in loans 

for the student debt. For five and a half years of bachelorette  study and not to mention my 

associate and tech school before that so it’s a big ol' piece of debt that I had. I was like, I don’t 

have anything. I don’t know I am ever supposed to pay anything of this back if I don’t have a 

bachelor’s degree. You know everything I had been working towards. I didn’t have, my parents 

didn’t have the money to put me through school you know that was part of the motivation for me 

to go into the army. So, there I am, living out of my car, I am using meth, and there was one 

point, maybe in January before my lease expired, where I went on to Youtube and I watched how 

to stick a vein. It was a nursing video or something like that, and I just watched it a few times 

then I snuck off by myself and I just shot myself up with drugs. That way there was nobody to 

blame but myself. And that really snowballed after a while, just went as hard in the pain as I 

could and ultimately I stayed homeless until 2017. Well there was a stint in there when I was 

living out of my car and I wasn’t getting that $5000 check each semester anymore and I didn’t 

have any money. You know and I was too high on drugs to go and get a job or anything like that, 

so I went in to Walmart in Mexico, Missouri and I stole a shirt from the rack. I just put a flannel 

shirt on. I think it was May, and I was cold. I was there to see my sister’s baby who had recently 

been born and like I said, I just didn’t have the money to pay for the shirt so I put it on in 

Walmart and as I was walking out one of the “secret shoppers,” I didn’t know they were secret 

shoppers. It is their job for me not to know they are secret shoppers. But they positioned 

themselves in front of me when I was exiting out the foyer door and I pushed them out of the 

way. And that escalated a first offense misdemeanor shoplifting to a class B felony robbery and I 

was sent to jail. And before this I was in the 75 Ranger Battalion. I was a parachute rigger. I got 

Army Chief of Medals, Global War on Terrorism, Parachute Rigger badge, Airborne School 

badge, I had a 1st of 75th Ranger Scroll. All these things, not to mention my associates degree, 

other stuff, I was doing what society told me to do and here I was sitting in jail looking at 5-15 in 

prison. I got kicked out of school, what do I have to live for, and on top of all that my mother is 

on hospice all that time. She is on her death bed and here I am sitting in a jail cell, thinking I am 

never going to see my mom again. But I have to keep sitting in jail because I had been in school 

for so long I didn’t have any savings built up. I had been living off of Ramen Noodles and 

crappy student jobs that paid minimum wage. So, I decided I couldn’t just take a felony like that 

you know I will have to fight it or something, take it to court you know. So I got a public 

offender assigned to me and I sat in jail for 10 months. The whole time I’m just corresponding 

with my mom through letters because we didn’t have money for phone conversations because 

they are exorbitantly high. I would write to her and she would write to me. We would probably 

write a couple times a week if not more than that. Which was really good because there were 

some pretty deep letters we both wrote to each other. And ahh umm a lot of, I will revert and say 

a couple of things. I, transitioning to being a female have felt that call my whole life really. But 

because of the war and the way 9/11 panned out and stuff, I had to keep that under wraps. It was, 
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“Don’t ask, don’t tell” policy in the military. And when I thought about telling my mom you 

know when I came home on leave when I was like 20 or 21 my dad had decided to leave my 

mom for a homosexual relationship. And my mom told me and my sisters to ostracize him 

completely. Don’t call him, you know, and a she wasn’t really a Bible thumper prior but she 

became one after. Maybe just for the sole purpose that it gave her an argument that now he is 

going to have to go to hell. And I wanted to be able to tell my mom, “Hey this is me!” But for 

fear of ostracizing (not really a word) of me or not being able to touch my mom or not having 

any family anymore. I had to go back in the closet so to speak about it. So I kept it hidden. When 

I was in Seattle I was open about it. When I was in the army stationed at Hunter Air Field and 

stuff or at Fort Bragg, North Carolina I would go to the gay bars and stuff but I was pretty 

sneaky about. You can’t be too careful. So then I come back to Missouri and my mom is on her 

death bed and all that stuff and I waited to come out about it until she died just out of respect for 

her. If she was going to cut me off and communication or any of that stuff. I know she loved me 

unconditionally but still there was the potentiality that is could be that situation. So I refrained 

from coming out again and stopped dressing as female and stuff like that. Went back in the closet 

in 2009 when I came back to Missouri and stayed that way until my mom died in 2016. But a the 

homelessness, right, so there I am in jail and I have sat there for 10 months and I am waiting for 

a jury trial, no a bench trial, because after sitting in jail for almost a year, they said, “Well a jury 

trial is going to take at least another year.” So I would have been sitting in Audrian County jail 

for two years just to be seen by a jury of my peers to get judged. I said, NO is there any way 

faster? MY public defender said well you could probably go for a bench trial and get that sooner. 

So, that’s what I took. So in 10 months I did and as soon as I showed up at the courthouse on the 

trial day, they had invited two large classes from the local high school to come and sit in and 

watch the proceedings. It was a crucification (not a word). I was made to be a spectacle in front 

of all these kids.  There is a bunch of 15 years olds just staring at me while I am in stripes and 

shackles up on the stand trying to defend myself. I was already convicted before I showed up and 

that became evident later. I was too dumb to notice it at the point and time but that is kind of how 

it was. So anyway, to sum some of that up, because I had sat in jail for a year, awaiting this trial 

date, along with the stipulations of my probation, and them convicting me of class B felony 

robbery, and my alternative was go on probation and have to pay the prosecutor fees and the 

other fees. But the county clerk in Mexico, Missouri will not let me off of probation until I pay 

the jail bill because I sat in jail for a year waiting to defend myself. And the jail bill totals 

$10,000. So here I am, I thought I had my life on track with school and doing all these things that 

I thought I was supposed to be doin’ and then the financial aid calls me and says no more school, 

no more bachelor’s degree possibility. I am on the streets. Now I am in a jail cell, then I am 

living outside of jail getting released to my mom’s house in Cairo, Missouri and I think I’ve got 

a $10,000 or I am not going to go off probation and my back up is to go to prison for 5 years. 

And at the time I was feeling like I shouldn’t have to pay this kind of money for a $10 shirt that I 

took. A $10 shirt was congruent to $10,000. Worth of fines. It was obviously disproportional. 

And I was ambivalent about it, if not outright angry about it. I didn’t feel like I should pay it so I 
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was just not paying it. And then I was relying on drugs when I got out of jail. My mom came off 

of hospice for a short time and then was back on it. So she was still alive for a little while when I 

got out of jail which was good because I thought I would never see her again while I was sitting 

my butt in jail. So I got out. I got release there and stayed at my mom’s house there. But then my 

sister, it was a one bedroom house in Cairo, Missouri which is a population like 300. My sisters, 

three of them, and two of them have kids, so there was two kids, plus  three sisters, plus mom, 

plus myself, all in a one bedroom small house in Cairo, Missouri. It was claustrophobic to say 

the least. One of my sisters, because I was working a job at the time so I was putting in a lot of 

hours working at the Grain Bin Supply in Cairo, Missouri, putting up grain bins just living for 

the Saturdays that I would have off so I could sit at my moms’ bedside while she was dying and 

talk to her for a little bit while she was coherent. And my sister decided that I was taking up too 

much space. And I was intervening in their space too much. So she call the police on me and had 

me leave the premise. And I asked my mom, “Am I supposed to leave? Is this what you want?” 

And my sister forced my mother into a position, well that sister was wiping my mom’s butt, 

taking care of her in a medical aspect and I had some money saved up cause I had been working 

so I had to be the one who left. And I did. I was so resentful that, that I refused to talk to my 

mom or my sisters. That was in October when I had to leave. October 2015. Then November 

came and Thanksgiving, Christmas, my birthday in January and New Years of course then 

Valentine’s Day and my mom’s birthday 2 days after Valentine’s Day and then two days after 

that my mom died. I had refused to talk to them at any point since the October prior. So I never 

did talk to my mom right before she died just because of my own hard-headedness and resent. 

But a so now I am using lots of drugs and more. 

PH: Where were you living? 

MW: Out of my car. I lived out of my car a lot since 2014. The majority of it. And ahh so there 

came a point that I had saved up a lot of money and I was sitting at the Gerbes parking lot in 

Columbia I had like $2000 and almost $3000 in my checking account and I applied to all the 

apartment complexes in Columbia and I was refused all of them because I was a felon. I 

concluded right then and there, which is not necessarily true today, but at that point I thought it 

was true, that it didn’t matter how hard I worked, how much money I saved, or how much I 

wanted to live in a home, that I just had to be homeless. So I found jobs. I couldn’t hold one very 

well because it is hard to get up on time when you don’t have an alarm clock or the money to pay 

a cellphone bill to use its alarm clock. I was on drugs so I just bad at holding a job. I ended up 

contracting Mersa. My mom was morbidly obese. She was diabetic. When she died she weighed 

almost 1200 pounds. And she had gotten a form of MERSA and probably while I was shooting 

up drugs at her house, the whole area is contaminated and I probably injected myself with mersa 

and contaminated my own body, and gave myself the damn disease. I was living out of my car. 

Sleeping in my car working this crappy job out on Brown Station Rd. My butt cheek got like, 

you know, it started swelling up, very sore, very hurty, I was getting flu like symptoms. I 

couldn’t control my body temperature. I was chilling. I was sweating. It was very painful. My 
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one butt cheek got, the left one, had swollen up about three times the size of my right one so I 

couldn’t even hardly sit down. I was sleeping on my right side only in the front seat of my car. 

And trying to make it to work and everything and it was hurting so much  I was just, I don’t 

know, in such a bad situation that I went to the Veterans hospital. When I got there they put me 

in a room and they quarantined me and I stayed there for like a week. Anybody who came in 

there had to have the full get-up of gowns and all that stuff. They said, “Ok, MacKenzie, well 

how are you gonna clean this wound? You are going to have to pack it and soak in an Epson salt 

or baking soda water almost daily until it’s healed, which I am kind of aware of cause that is sort 

of what my mom died of. I said, so I’ll do my best but I live out of my car. I will keep it as 

sanitary as I can. One of them said, “Well, have you ever heard of Welcome Home and I had, I 

had tried to contact them but there was a long waiting list and stuff. But this time, being 

quarantined in the hospital and I gotten been receiving significant problems out on the street 

anyway. I had gotten the attention of the gangs, the Ganster Deciples and they kind of knew me 

transitioning to be a female so they were trying to trick me out to a prostitute. So I had these 

biker gangs who were harassing me significantly trying to  you know put me into the sex trade or 

something. I’ve got this MERSA and in the hospital. Things had gone significantly downhill. So 

this lady that asked me if I heard of Welcome Home said, “Well why don’t you stop by there 

whenever you get out of here. We are discharging you today. So that was the first place I went. 

And that was Oct. 10, 2017 at Welcome Home. I went in there and I wasn’t there and one of the 

ladies handed me a key and took me to a room and said, Here ya go. But I was seriously addicted 

to drugs. I was trying to get off of them. We are talking 14-17 so that is three years. I had already 

peaked my point of intense drug abuse and I was trying to wean myself out of drug abuse. So I 

was being sneaky and doing drugs. I wouldn’t do them there but I would leave there and go 

shoot up in my car. The drug abuse at Welcome Home and I was quick to anger or defend myself 

and there was one guy who stole my phone when I was at Welcome Home and I backhanded him 

in the lobby. He said he would give me my phone back for about a month and a half and he never 

did and one of those days he said, I don’t even care about your stupid phone quit, leave me alone 

about it. at this point I wasn’t taking nothing from nobody because I had been victimized 

significantly over the past few years. And I just backhanded him and said, I don’t know what I 

said. And they gave me about 48 hours and I had to be out of here. Thank goodness they didn’t 

say one hour because they probably could. So I went out on the street and started living out of 

my car again and ahhh then ahhh bouncing around, couch surfing at friend’s houses. I was trying 

to get off drugs the whole time. I couldn’t do it by myself I figured out. I had to drugs like once a 

month because I would be so overwhelmed or so caught up in my own crap. I went to the VA 

hospital again. I said, “Will you guys please help me? I need help” and they did they let me in to 

the treatment program at the VA. I was there 2 and ½ weeks and it is a 42 day program. But I 

was catching some bullying from some of the other vets. You know, a person transitioning from 

make to female, the vets, you get two kinds. You get some that are really mean about it. Rude 

about it. You get some that accept you for anything and everything that you are and love you 

anyway. But a couple of the bullies…I just wasn’t’ having it. So I  said, “Screw you I am 
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walking out of this thing. I signed myself in to this, I’ll sign myself right out.” But the same day I 

signed myself into the Phoenix program here in Columbia and that was the best thing I have 

done in my whole life. The Phoenix program, like I said, some of the vets feel entitled and 

maybe they are. But a the truth of it for me was that I had let myself get to a really gritty bottom. 

I was shooting up at one point daily. I was living out of my car. I was hanging out with the most 

disreputable people that you could imagine. They would just as soon step on my fingers if I was 

hanging off a cliff than grab my hand and help me back up from it. Maybe even steal my wallet 

while they were doing it. So when I was at the VET place getting seen for drugs. The vets that I 

saw there had not seen the level of depravity that I had been putting myself through. When I was 

at the Phoenix, it is not just for vets, they take vets, but they take everybody off the streets. That 

was the raw level of healing that I needed to be at. While I was there I had a sense of my higher 

power than I have ever had in my entire life. There were statistical anomalies that just cannot 

happen in regular like. And they were happening daily. After I get out of there I am trying to find 

a sober house. There is a significant shortage of sober house for women. So I was living on the 

street again. I was sleeping at a parking garage by MIZZOU and I came over to the VA and 

talked to Kristen Baker and said, “Look I am sleep in a parking garage can you please help me?” 

She got me into the Harbor House which is the city shelter, Salvation Army city shelter. I was 

there for a while until a bed opened up over at Welcome Home hopefully. Exactly one year to 

the day. On 10/10/2018 I signed in again to Welcome Home but this time with the conviction of 

sobriety and the knowledge of some resources of how the veterans can help me and how the city 

can help me get back on my feet.  

To sum it all up. While I was getting sober I called MIZZOU and said, hey I was ready to beg 

and gravel. I said, “What do I have to do to get this Bachelor’s degree? Can you just review my 

transcripts and stuff and see if I don’t meet the criteria enough or something?” And they called 

me back a week later and said, “Mam, you don’t meet the criteria for Environmental Studies and 

mathematics,  but you do for  General Studies. Your focus will be business, mathematics and 

environmental science. You can walk in December 2018 if you want to and we will send you 

your degree. You don’t have to take anymore classes or pay any more money.” You just have to 

readmit and we are going to wave your admittance fee.”  So the higher power was really evident. 

Right now I am at the Welcome Home and I have been putting 40 hours a week and trying to do 

the right thing and get my life back on track. Things are really working out now.  

 

Max Wilkey 

Interview – September 12, 2018 

VHP – suggested questions 

Introductions 
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1) Max, where were you born? 

MW: Battle Creek, Michigan 

2) Who are or were your parents and what are their occupations? 

MW: Roy and Ollie Wilkey. My dad was…worked at Clark Equipment. He was a 

machine operator. My mother worked at General Foods, Post Cereals. She was a line 

operator.  

3) Who were our siblings, names, genders and did any of them serve in the military. 

MW: ummm I have a lot of brothers and sisters. So, like 17 of them.  

PH: Oh wow! 

MW: So, umm I don’t know all of them. So forgive me. I have Pat, she was a nurse. She 

passed away a couple years ago. Billie, she passed away. She worked at a bakery. Velma, 

she way ahh just a mother. She did odd jobs. Scott, he worked at umm Michigan carton, 

made cardboard boxes and stuff. Gordon he was ahh worked for the railroad. Umm that’s 

all the ones that lived in Battle Creek and then I had others that lived in Tennessee. RC 

worked as a farmer. Cleo he was a farmer. And then I had relatives that, brothers and 

sisters that lived down there that worked for the city of Dayton, TN. So like I say, there is 

a lot of them that I know just by seeing them. I knew they were my brothers and that was 

it. So… 

PH: Were any of them in the military? 

MW: Gordon was in the army at one time and Scott was a Marine. 

4) What were your parents or siblings feelings about you joining the military? 

MW: Umm my dad didn’t know I had joined the military. He passed away before I was 

old enough. My mom was upset that I joined. So it took her a little bit longer to realize 

that I joined.  

5) What primary or secondary or colleges did you attend? 

MW: I went to Battle Creek Central. Graduated from Battle Creek Central. Went to 

community college and decided it was time for me to just join the military.  

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

MW: umm just small jobs like ahh working in a grocery store and stuff like that. 

Early days of service 

7) Can you tell us about when you went into the military?  Were you drafted or did you 

enlist? 

MW: I enlisted. 

8) Why did you join? 

MW: I thought it was my duty.  All my friends…I had two friends that enlisted ahead of 

me, a gentleman named John Hastinings. He went to Vietnam and he died. Another 

gentleman, JT Taylor, he died too. And I thought it was my turn. Not to die (laughter) but 

to go over there and serve my term.  

9) What or who did you leave behind, family, children, pets, when you left for the service? 
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MW: ahh at that time I wasn’t married. I got married in between boot camp and the time  

I joined the service.  

PH: So you left a girlfriend behind? 

MW: I left a girlfriend behind. 

10) In which branch did you enter? 

MW: I joined the United States Navy 

11) And why did you choose that branch? 

MW: I loved the water.  

12) How did you get from your initial point where you lived, to your initial point of entry? 

MW: Such as boot camp? 

PH: Yeah 

MW: Train 

PH: From Battle Creek? 

MW: From Battle Creek to Great Lakes, Missouri, ahh Illinois 

13) And what type of training or schooling did you have? 

MW: I went to radar school. And also photographic school. 

14) What is your most vivid memory of the time in school? What was the best part? What 

was the worst part? 

MW: I didn’t like either one to tell you the truth. I enjoyed blowing things up. (Laughter) 

The training, I liked.  

I wished I was a machinist but the navy thought I was better at this so I did what they 

wanted me to do. I volunteer for duty T which is underwater demolition and ended up 

being a seal and I love that. I loved jumping out of planes.  I loved scuba divin’. And like 

I said before, I enjoy blowing things up. So  (laughter) 

15) Does any particular instructor stand out in your mind and if yes, why? 

MW: umm I love being pushed, so I had a… I think all my instructors pushed and when 

they got in my face it just pushed me harder. And I think that’s what drives me now. Ahh 

if somebody gets in my face and says I can’t do something or … I don’t know how to 

stop. And that’s what drives me.  

16) Did you receive any specialized training with your jumping out of planes or scuba 

diving?  

MW: Many, many courses.  

PH: What was that like? 

MW: ahhh first jump was scary, after that it was fun. I enjoyed the thrill. It’s my high. I 

have over 1700 jumps and I still jump. So ahh people here think I’m nuts, but I enjoy it.  

17) And did you qualify with equipment such as vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons? 

MW: I was trained in radio. I was trained in weapons. I was trained in a lot of weapons, 

so ahh not the newer weapons like they have not, but the M16s the AK47s, anything you 

can think of.  So it’s fairly,.. I’m pretty well-trained, but the men now-a-days are well 

beyond what I am trained in.  
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18) What was that training like with the different equipment? 

MW: Hard. I enjoyed it. I really can’t describe it. It is really hard to describe to someone 

who has never been there. I keep telling people, you gotta walk in my shoes before you 

can do it. Ahh it’s stuff that you do over and over again until it’s routine. I love it. I miss 

it. And it keeps driving me. Umm I go to bed at 11 0’clock. I wake up at 5 o’clock. I 

don’t have an alarm clock in my house. I try to stay up all day. It’s just some driving 

force. Every day I have own routine. I fold my clothes the same way and I think that is 

why my ex-wife and I got a divorce because I had to have my clothes folded the same 

way. I had to do my clothes in closet the same way and she just couldn’t get over it. So… 

19) Did you receive any promotions and can you tell me about them? 

MW: Such as promotions in rank? 

PH: Yes 

MW: Yes, I went from a Seaman to all way the way up to E4, E5, E6. It required a lot of 

work. A lot of studying. I worked my rear-end off (excuse my French), but it is a lot of 

work. Ahh just kind of watching my “p’s” and “q’s” just doing it over and over again 

until it was right.  

20) What was the hardest part of the military life style for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

MW: For me ahhh working as a team. Umm I am more of a loner. I like working by 

myself. But working with 5 or 7 other guys all the time and rely on somebody watching 

your back all the time. That was the hard part. Umm I had never had that before. I came 

from a big family and course in a big family the first person at the table got the best food. 

So you always had to watch your back. So it was more working with the team as a team. 

21) What was the easiest part of the military life style for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

MW: I don’t think anything was easy.  

Wartime Service 

22) Where did you serve? 

MW: I served in Vietnam. I did a tour of Italy, France and that area fist. Then our team 

volunteered for Vietnam. And ahh we got it. We did four tours of Vietnam. I have ahhh 

…we were all over Vietnam. We did special missions, just pretty much whatever they 

wanted us to do, going after prisoner of war, ahh blowing up radar installations, just 

about anything they needed. So… 

23) So would that be considered combat, combat support or combat service support role? 

MW: Yeah it was combat.  

24) How did your wartime experience change you? 

MW: It made me realize that there is a lot of good people here, but, there is a lot of bad 

people here too. I have seen villagers…I went into a village once and I seen things that 

people should never see. It should never happen and it made me real unhappy. I think that 
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is why our team volunteer the second and third time back. People just don’t understand 

what some people do and …like I came back and I got coffee thrown on me. And I never 

understood that. But they never saw what these people done to the people over there. And 

tell you the truth I would be glad to go back again. 

25) So what kinds of friendships or camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

MW: The seven guys that I trained with, that I served with, we have a tight bond. We still 

do. There’s three of us left. And we talk probably once every week. And it never goes 

away. And every time one of us leaves this earth we all get together and go to the funeral. 

It is like a brotherhood. And the brotherhood misses somebody.  

PH: So these seven people, they were with you in Italy and then you volunteered for the 

Vietnam service. 

MW: Yep 

PH: Four times? 

MW: yep  

PH: Same seven? 

MW: Same seven 

PH: I can see why you are close. 

26) When you were in the service how did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

MW: Letters. Didn’t get to write as much as I wanted to. Went through a divorce in the 

service because my ex-wife didn’t understand what I did, and didn’t understand why I 

volunteered to go back. So we ended up getting a divorce. It paid the price.  

27) I know you didn’t have much time but what did you do for recreations when you were 

off-duty? 

MW: Drank. Drank a lot. We partied. When we go to a safe zone we did party a lot. 

28) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

MW: Ummm I remember one time we tore up a golf course. Ahhh we were supposed to 

be having R &R on a nice island. We kind of got loaded and we tore up the golf course. 

So…we ended up paying for it. Yeah 

29) What was something you did for good luck in the service? 

MW: Good luck. I think we made our own good luck. I had a St. Christopher, I lost it 

now, but I used to wear St. Christopher medal that somebody gave me.  A little boy gave 

it to and I lost it when I was driving truck. 

30) What would you say is the best part of your service experience? 

MW: Being at home. Being at home where I could relax for a while and training, training 

with the men. 

End of Service 

31) Do you recall the day service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

MW: Great Lake, Ill  

PH: Did you return home? 
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MW: No, I got stabbed. 

PH: Ohh want to tell us about that? 

MW: I lost part of my stomach and part my intestines. And I was notified that I could not 

dive any more. I could either become an instructor or civilian. 

32) How were you received by your family and community when you came home? 

MW: Family…kind of took me as a ghost. They took me in but they didn’t really interact 

with me. I think that is why I became a truck driver. Friends, ahh they weren’t friends. 

They kind of walked away from me. A couple of my friends called me “Baby killer” and 

I didn’t appreciate that. So I am glad I became a truck driver and got away from them. 

PH: Did you have any repercussions from the community in general? 

MW: No 

33) How did readjust to civilian life? Did you go back to school? 

MW: I went back to school for a while. Umm ended up like I said, I became a truck 

driver for 30 years, stayed on the road. I enjoyed it. 

34) Did the GI Bill support your education? 

MW: Yes. 

35) You mentioned this earlier but I will let you go into it more because I think it is a very 

nice story. Did you continue any friendships after service and for how long? 

MW: My friendships of the men I served with, yes. One lives in Arizona and I try to go 

out and see him a couple times a year. Or once a year I should say. My other friend lives 

in Washington state. I used to go visit him at least once a year when I was driving truck. 

Ahhh the one in Arizona is a retired policeman. He’s doing great. In fact, he kind of 

helped get my head back on straight at one time. So..yeah, we’re kind of close. Still close 

friends. 

PH: So how long would you say you have been friends? 

MW: 40 years  

36) How did the service affect how you relate to others? 

MW: ohhh boy, ….that’s a hard one. Well I look at people here, I see people here as kids 

and they act like kids. Ahh we have some good people here and you have met them. I like 

them a lot and I trust them a lot. But some of them I can trust them as long as they are in 

front of me, but if they are in back of me, I don’t trust them. So it,…I kind of watch how 

I am around people. I have been stabbed here a couple times, in the back here by some 

people and so I just kind of stay in the art room or up here or just do my thing and that’s 

it. 

37) Did you join a veteran organization? 

MW: No 

38) Do you attend reunions? You mentioned you got together with your friends. 

MW: I go with my friends and that is it, yes. We celebrate, not celebrate but do get 

together and talk about old times. 

PH: An celebrate the life of those who have passed. 
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MW: That’s it. 

39) How did your military experience affect your life? You mentioned that a little bit 

early…with your ex-wife. 

MW: When I came home I slept with a 45 under my pillow for five years. And …I when 

I walked into a restaurant I always had to put my face to the door and my back to the 

wall. It took a long time to get out of that.  Ahhh it’s hard to, I guess it is hard to find 

somebody that you can really care about, or love anymore and or even trust anymore. I 

found a couple people here I can trust with my life and it is funny.  

40) What are some of the life lessons you learned in the military? 

MW: Strength. I found I had more strength than I thought I ever had. I watch people here 

give up too quick. I let you know I had a heart Cath done. It is not the first one. I have 5 

stints in my chest. I have a blood clot in my brain.  Ahh I don’t know how to give up. I 

think my seal training taught me how not to give up. I have watched people here. I know 

one lady her who could walk and move around and everything else but she sets her rear-

end in a chair. A wheel chair. A motorized wheelchair, runs around and everything else. 

One day she gets up and walks around and the next day she is in a wheel chair. The next 

day she’s got her arm in a sling. The next day she’s got her foot in a cast. And I don’t 

know if she wants people to feel sorry for her or if she just wants to give up. But I can’t 

do that. Doctors want me to use a walker and I can’t do that either. I gotta be me. Until I 

fall down and I can’t get up that is when I will use a walker or start using a wheel chair.  

41) How has your military experience impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

MW: Could you repeat that please? 

PH: Repeats questions 

MW: I think we are always going to have war. I think somebody is always going to think 

they are gonna be a kingpin. And I think somebody is always going to try to push 

somebody around. Ahh I think that ahh what’s going on now. I love these men and 

women who are fighting now. They are coming back with honors and I appreciate that. 

But ahh Vietnam was a war that nobody came back with honors.  

PH: How do you feel about the military in general? 

MW: I think they are the best in the world.  

42) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

interview? 

MW: I think time for people to work on peace. Start working feeding the hungry. Work 

on things that will help people instead of tearing people down.  

43) Is there anything that you would like to add to the interview that I haven’t covered? 

MW: NO 

44) Is there any that you always wanted  to share about your service or veteran experience 

that you never have? 

MS: No 
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45) What do you want people to know or remember about your story? 

MW: I always tell a funny joke. I quit drinkin’ because I went into a fire fight drunk. I 

jumped out of an airplane and was in the middle of a fire fight drunk. I looked at my Lt. 

and ask how I got there. I quit drinking after that and I haven’t drank since 1967. 

46) And this is our last question…Now that you are a veteran. What do you wish that people 

knew about veterans? 

MW: That they are good people. That they are not the war mongers that everybody thinks 

they are. These men had jobs before they were vets. That they have families and that they 

are men, they are women and they need our service. 

47) Conclusion 

Michael Metzenmacher 

Interview – VHP 

October 15, 2018 

Introduction 

1) Michael, where were you born? 

MM: New London, Connecticut 

2) Who are or were your parents and what were their occupations? 

MM: My mother is Claudia Luke and my father is Dana Luke, My dad works at 

machines that make computer parts. He fixes em. He designs em and makes em.  My 

mom is a stay at home mom. 

3) Who are or were your siblings, name and genders and did any of them serve in the 

military? 

MM: I younger brother. He served in the Army National Guard and I have a step-sister. 

She didn’t serve. She is a stay at home mom and I have a half-sister that is in college. 

4) What were your parent and siblings feelings about you joining the service? 

MM: They were proud for it. It was just part of the family. Like everybody in my family 

has been in some kind of war.  

5) What primary or secondary schools or colleges did you attend? 

MM: None, I just have the GED.  

PH: You did go to elementary and high school? 

MM: yes 

PH: What state? 

MM: Massachusetts 

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

MM: I was a tow-truck driver for a few years, about four years. I did plumbin’ for a 

couple years. Kind of like, all different jobs just trying to see what I liked.  

Early Years of Service 



 

 

260 

7) Can you tell us about when you went in to the military? Were you drafted or did you 

enlist? 

MM: I enlisted 

8) Why did you join? 

MM: I joined after 9/11 because I wanted to make a difference.  

9) Which branch did you enter? 

MM: Army Reserve 

10) Why did you choose that branch? 

MM: Because my grandparents from my mom’s side were in the Army, so….I was just 

kind of following the family suit.  

11) How did you get to your initial point of entry?  

MM: I went to Basic at Fort Knox.  

PH: How did you get there from where you lived? 

MM: We took a plane from Boston to Kentucky. 

12) What kind of training or schooling did you have? 

MM: I was a light wheeled vehicle mechanic. 

13) What was the most vivid memory of your time training or in school? What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 

MM: The best part was a lot of shop stuff, plumbin’ different trades. I liked that, the book 

stuff I really wasn’t a big fan of.  

14) Did any particular instructor stand out in your mind and if so, why? 

MM: Actually my plumbing in did because ahh he was just real more hands-on than the 

book. He said we could always learn in a book but hands-on was where it was at. 

15) What was your first assignment after basic? 

MM: I went to a reserve unit in Fort Devins, Massachusetts. And we started maintaining 

the vehicles that we had on the unit. Because right after basic and AIT we got mobilized. 

We had like 30 days between going to training and getting back to my unit and we were 

going to mobilized.  

PH: And where did you go then? 

MM: We went to upstate NY, I can’t remember the base right now.  

16) Did you qualify with any equipment such as vehicles, radios, weapons? 

MM: Yeah, I took two extra weeks extra to qualify on the Hemit Wrecker so I could 

perform recovery missions and some stuff. We ahh. It was after my AIT we did. 

PH: What about weapons? 

MM: nah just basic M16s 

PH: Basic to you guys! 

17) What was the training like with that equipment? Tell me about it. 

MM: It was different because they taught us how to fix it when we were in school. Then 

they taught us how to break it afterwards so it was like, this is how we can fix what we 



 

 

261 

just broke. One of the first things we did was get the vehicle stuck in the mud. Then had 

to get it unstuck so…. 

18) What was the hardest part of the training? 

MM: Being away  from family.  

19) Did you receive any promotions and can you tell me about them? 

MM: Umm I went from pay grade E1 to E4 when I was over in Iraq for doing a good job.  

20) What was the hardest part of the military lifestyle for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

MM: Being apart from my family. It is a constant. I watched my first son grow up over 

the phone. His birthday was a week before I went to basic. Not being there for the small 

things that, you know, the first walk, the first word and it was just part of the job for 

being away.  

21) What was the easiest part of the military lifestyle and why do think that was? 

MM: That everybody, I was doing something good for people. I was doing my part for 

my country and my family would get the results out of it too.  

Wartime Service 

22) Where did you serve? 

MM: In Iraq, right in the triangle. Right north of Bagdad. 

23) What are your recollections of that experience? 

MM: It was pretty horrible. There was a lot of things that I seen that I wish wouldn’t have 

seen. That I still gotta see. Umm the heat was pretty bad. You know and ahh like we 

would do a lot of things for the people. The next day they would be blowin’ it up again. 

Then there would be all kinds of locals that were just lovin’ us and they would come and 

help us do all kinds of you know. They would do a lot of the work on bases and stuff. It 

was kind of weird just seeing how a group of some could be alright and the other groups 

would be all… 

24) Were you in combat or combat support? 

MM: We did combat support. We ran recovery missions from the north to the south 

picking up the blown up equipment off the side of the road so they wouldn’t blow it up 

again for like the convos to get clear. 

25) How did your combat experience change you? 

MM: It made me stronger as a person. There was a few times I had some doubt that I 

might not make it out of some things. Getting out of it unscathed, no cuts, no bruises, not 

losing any friends while I was over there. That made me stronger as a person knowing 

that I could get through anything in life.  

26) Speaking of friends, what kinds of friends and camaraderie did you form while serving 

and with whom? 

MM: The guys in my units. We worked together in our recovery team so we were pretty 

tight because we had to depend on each other 24/7 to cover each other’s back. There were 
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times when I would walk down the road and not worry about it because I knew somebody 

was watching after me and they knew the same.  

27) How did you stay in touch with family and friends while serving? 

MM: They had internet café. You could buy some time. You get like 30 minutes on the 

phone. The satellite phone. You know you buy it by the minute. ATT&T had some time 

over there in Kuwait. You just buy a phone card and put minutes on it and get in line. 

PH: So sophisticated from the early wars. 

28) What did you do for recreations when you were off-duty? 

MM: We went to Germany for a little bit for 4-days. They call it Rest and Relaxation 

cause stuff was getting’ crazy. Ummm when we weren’t doing anything in Iraq we would 

go to like they have a little store, we would go by stupid stuff. Like they would have little 

remote controlled cars and we would be having remote control car wars and crashing into 

them and airplanes and crashing into stuff. Breaking everything we could get our hands 

on.  

PH: Put it back together? 

MM: Yeah, and then try to make it look better. 

29) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

MM: Yeah we had a female in our unit and she always seemed in a bad mood so one day 

we took an MRE heater and put it in a Gatorade bottle and put water in it and threw it in 

her room while she was sleepin’. She freaked out and came out yelling and screaming at 

us. But it was quite funny.  

PH: To you guys. 

MM: Yeah 

30) What was something you did for good luck? 

MM: Every time before I would go out on the road I would call my mom. And I would 

just let her know that I was going out on the road that I would call when I got back. And 

that it would be a little bit. You never know when you are out there when you will be able 

to call. Not every base has an internet or phone. There wasn’t any cell phone service out 

there. It was sort of my routine. I would go call her before and I couldn’t really tell her 

too much what I was going to do. But she would know that I would be out and she 

wouldn’t worry about me. It kind of made me feel better that my mom wasn’t worrying.  

31) What was the best part of your service experience? 

MM: When I came home and everybody was glad to see us home. WE had like state 

police escort and people were over bridges and it made me feel that everything I had just 

sacrificed the year before was for the good and people appreciated it.  

32) Do you recall the day your service ended? Where were you? 

MM: I was in Massachusetts. Umm it was getting… It was costing more to go to drill 

every weekend after I came back because I had moved farther away from the base, and it 

was the closest base. So, I was driving my tow truck and the admin sergeant called me up 
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and he like said, “Look, you already needed to do everything you needed to do. You can 

go for a hardship discharge, you got an honorable discharge. You did what you did so…”  

33) So you were living at home at that time? 

MM: yes 

34) How were you received by your family and community? 

MM: They were all crying. They were just happy to see me back. I remember when we 

got off the airplane, we were coming down the escalator everybody was just standing at 

the bottom of it and they were just so happy to see me come home….safe. People in 

general were like that too. People on the airplane were happy we were coming home. 

 How did you adjust to civilian life? Did you go to work or school? 

35) How did you adjust to civilian life? Did you go to work or school? 

MM: I went back to work. I went right back to the job I had. It was just like when I left.  

36) How did the service change you? 

MM: I got more leadership I think now. I used to be a follower. If my buddies were doing 

it I wanted to do it. When I came back I kind of didn’t take that leadership role. I just 

went back to being a follower.  

37) Did you continue any friendships after service? 

MM: I got a really close friend of mine that went over there with me. He came back and 

we are still friends. His kids call my mom grandma. They’re all a real close family still.  

PH: So is he on the east coast? 

MM: mmhmm 

38)  How did the service affect the way you relate to others? 

MM: I believe everybody should go in the service when they turn 18. Part of what you 

should be doing as an American, defending, not even defending just serving your 

country, providing whatever asset. Everybody has an attribute that is good at. Some 

people are good at writin’ and some people are good at computer skills, and I think all the 

skills should be used. 

PH: About relating to others, you spoke of your mother and calling her and that was 

respectful. Did you carry that on when you came home? Do you think that was a trait that 

you carried home because of your military experience? 

MM: Yeah, it gave me like a responsibility. Kind of laid out the things that need to be 

done on a regular basis. 

39) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

MM: umm I joined the VFW in Massachusetts. I have a lifetime membership to that. I 

really figured I was too young for all those ol’ man clubs.  

PH: Most of the young guys do. 

40)  Have you attended any reunions? 

MM: No, I haven’t. I am really not still connected with a lot of them but that one, but we 

both got our own lives going on.  

41) How did the military experience affect your life? 
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MM: When I came home, after Iraq, all the things that I had seen, people doing to other 

people or just in general, I developed a problem with drugs and alcohol, most drugs, 

cocaine. I’d get rid of it. Like if I didn’t have to think about it. I was getting high and not 

worrying about it.  

42) How has your military experience affected your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

MM: I believe we are over there doing our job. I don’t believe we were doing the right 

job. I feel we were protecting somebody’s money. I met a lot of people that lost their 

lives for a bad cause. The terrorists weren’t there. They were here. 

PH: How long were you in Iraq? 

MM: 13 months 

43) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

recording? 

MM: Repeat it? 

PH: Repeats question 

MM: When you turn 18 you serve your country and serve it proud. Take the skill that you 

are naturally given and do the best with it.  

44) Is there anything that you would like to add that was not covered in the interview? 

MM: I am grateful for the VA. Without the VA I would probably be still be battling a 

real bad drug addiction, on the street. 

45) Is there anything about your service that you would like to share that you never have? 

MM: Pretty much I share my story with anybody that gives me two minutes. Everybody 

and anybody knows it. 

46) What would you like people to know about your story? 

******MM: “I had it all it all once. I lost it all. I fought just like a regular soldier to get it 

all back again. “ 

47) Is there anything else that you would like to talk about that we haven’t covered? In 

general? 

MM: No, I just wish that when we came back from Iraq that there was more help with 

dealing the things that needed to be dealt with. I felt that when they brought us back they 

just said, “OKAY.” 

They are doing that now but now is late. 

48) When you left for the war, who did you leave behind? 

MM: My mom, my son, my son’s mom at the time, my brother, my sister and my dad. 

49) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

MM: We all paid a really big price. Whether we went to war or we just stayed at home on 

the stateside. We sacrificed our families to do what we did. Sleepless nights and through 

some rigorous training. 

PH: Bootcamp is quite serious. 

Concluding Remarks -  Thank you 
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Michael Metzermacher 

Homeless Interview 

October 15, 2018 

1) Have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how you 

found yourself homeless? 

MM: Yes,  drugs again. I was living in somebody’s  basement if I was lucky. Or crashing 

on couches. 

PH: May I ask why you were in prison? 

MM: Stealing TVs 

PH: To pay for your addiction 

MM: Yes, you were. You didn’t have an address. 

2) What does home mean to you now? 

MM: Home is my everything. It’s for my kids. It’s safe and my family, we are 

comfortable here. We get to expand ourselves. We worked hard for it. We chose how 

hard we worked for it on a daily basis. 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, Radio and printed news present the veteran 

experiencing homelessness? 

MM: I don’t feel they put enough effort into it. I feel when it is a concern, right then and 

there, they put effort in it for the moment and it gets old and something new comes along 

they just move on to a different subject.  

4) Was there ever a time when you were homeless that you thought there was something 

you could do about it? Were there resources available to you and did you know about 

those resources? 

MM: I always knew that I could get a job or save up or go to a shelter but I could always 

do something about it but I was wrapped up in my addiction and didn’t do anything. 

PH: What about the resources at the VA? Did you know about that? 

MM: No I didn’t know about it until after I got arrested for drug possession and I 

contacted by someone from the VA and he told me about the treatment center and they 

could get me in and once I got there I found out all the resources they had. 

5) What can the government, news media or people in general do to help the veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

MM: ahhh when  you see a veteran tell them thank you. Put out any information that is 

there. There is Welcome Home. If you see a homeless veteran, give them a Welcome 

Home card.  

PH: Did you live in Welcome Home? 

MM: Nope 

 

Rocky Summers 
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Interview – August 30, 2018 

VHP suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Rocky, where were you born?  

RS: Fayette, Missouri 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 

RS: My dad’s name was Gerald L.  Summers and my mother’s Alma E. Summers. 

PH: And what were their occupations? 

RS: Housewife, waitress, nurse. 

PH: And your father? 

RS: Truck Driver 

3) Who are/were your siblings? Names and genders? Which, if any, served in the military? 

RS: None of my siblings served in the military. I have one brother. His name is Bill, or 

William. I have four sisters, Laura, Anita, Ann and Jeanette. 

4) What were your parent’s or sibling’s feelings about you joining the service? 

RS: I was told it was my decision.  

5) What secondary or college did you attend? 

RS: None 

PH: You didn’t go to high school? 

RS: I went to high school but I dropped out in my junior year. 

PH: And was that in Fayette? 

RS: No it was in New Franklin.  

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

RS: The last job I had I was working for Brown’s Shoe Company in Jeff City. Then I 

worked a gas station for about a year or so before I went in the service. 

7) Can you tell us about when you went in to the military? Were you drafted or did you 

enlist? 

RS: I enlisted. Bad time of the year to enlist. It was 3 days before Christmas when I 

signed the papers. 

PH: When did you leave for the military? 

RS: January of ‘69 

PH: At least you got through the Christmas holidays.  

8) Why did you join? 

RS: I had reason. 1) I was going to make it high enough and get good enough to guard the 

President. When I was 13, I watched on closed circuit TV where John F. Kennedy got 

killed. And that stuck with me all these years. I remember what he said in one of his 

speeches, he said, “Ask not what your country can do for you, ask what you can do for 

your country.”  You know, that stuck with me then and it will stay with me ‘til I go.  

PH: I remember that too. 
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9) What or who did you leave behind when you left for the service? Family, a pet? 

RS: Just family 

PH: Any pets? Girlfriend? 

RS: Just family 

10) And which branch did you join? 

RS: Army 

PH: Army, ok! 

11) Why did you choose that branch? 

RS: Just seemed like the right thing to do. 

12) How did you get from your initial point of entry? 

RS: I got from Booneville, Missouri on the bus  all the way to Kansas City where the 

induction station was. I signed all the papers and went through physicals, spent the night 

in the hotel in downtown Kansas City. Then they put us all the bus and shipped us to Fort 

Leonardwood. 

13) What kind of training or schooling did you have? 

RS: Beside basic I had AIT, back then Advanced Individual training. I went in to heavy 

equipment. I watched them put in interstate 70 from Kansas City to St. Louis. And I had 

the idea of getting’ my own equipment when I got out of the service. That did happen 

either.  

PH: Well you were a good dreamer. 

RS: I operated a 955 caterpillar. I done a bunch of land.. 

14) What was your most vivid memory of the training you had? What was the best part? 

RS: Bayonet training. I enjoyed that. One of the DIs challenged me with it. I was trying 

to make the decision whether to go through with it or go on. But I went on. I couldn’t 

stand a court-marshal for killing a DI.  

PH: That wouldn’t be good. 

RS: huh 

PH: What was the worst part? 

RS: I don’t think I had any. 

PH: You liked it. 

RS: Yeah I kind of liked it, going from place to place. The first place I went was 

Germany. I went over there and took some mine training and demolition. It wasn’t long 

too long after that I came down on what they called the levy and they shipped me back to 

Vietnam. 

15) With the particular training in equipment was there any particular instructor that stood 

out? 

RS: No 

16) Your first assignment after basic training was in Germany. What were you doing there? 
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RS: Guard duty for NATO is what we did over there. Keeping the equipment up. 

Cleaning the barracks all the time. KP. I used to do KP quite a bit because I was making 

money at it.  

PH: Well, there you go. 

RS: $25 a pop. 

PH: Back then that was a lot of money. 

17) Did you qualify with any equipment you were talking  about the large equipment that you 

would use or radios or weapons? 

RS: I was qualified on a front loader, bucket loader is what they called it. The wheels for 

rough terrain. And rough terrain fork lift and that is what my training was. 

PH: And what was that training like? 

RS: I enjoyed it. I always did like the equipment even when I was younger I couldn’t wait 

to get up on the tractor.  

18) Did you receive any promotions? 

RS: I made E4 rank while I was in Germany. By the time I got to Vietnam I was E5, in 

less than ten years. I should have stayed in. I was always going somewhere. They asked 

me at the wrong place at the wrong time to re-enlist. I am not going to tell you what I told 

him. 

19) What was the hardest part of the military life-style for you to adapt to and why do you 

think that was? 

RS: Putting up with what they call now is bullies. I never did like bullies and I still don’t. 

Dealing with them without an article 15 or court-marshal.  

20) What was the easiest part of the military life-style? 

RS: Sleeping. I really don’t see anything was really hard about it. They give you orders to 

do something and you did it. I had a squad of my own and I treated them just like I 

wanted to be treated. We were like brothers then. I didn’t give orders. I made 

suggestions, “We need to do this today.” And it would get done. That’s the way I treated 

the men. For some reason they didn’t like me doing it that way. I didn’t care.  

21) Going on to your wartime service. You were in Vietnam. Can you tell us about what part 

of Vietnam? 

RS: I was on the DMZ and in the valley. We spent about three months out there. The only 

thing we done was guard the mountain pass. Get up on one of the mountains and it to me 

it looked like there was a passage about three quarters of the way up and we had to guard 

that. We put up bridges. Other than that it was building artillery bunkers. Anything they 

wanted us to do. 

22) Were you in a combat, combat support, or combat service support role? 

RS: I would say it was combat support. ‘Cause before they disband the Red One in 

Vietnam they were the ones that were the combat unit in our area. If push come to shove 

if they got into a big battle we were supposed to be their back up. And that’s another 
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thing they told us if we were shot at not to shoot back. (laughter) That is a no brainer 

there. 

23) How did this combat experience, or being so close to it change you? 

RS: I grew up. I enlisted when I was 17. When I got out I was 21. I had already been to 

both sides of the earth. I figure I learned quite a bit from it.  

24) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

RS: Just a few. You meet somebody and you’re getting along. But sooner or later you 

know you gotta split up because of rotation. You can’t get real close. That’s why I am 

stand-offish today. It is in me,  trained in to me and I just don’t get that close. We knew 

who each other were and we knew what we were about. That is what matters. We took 

care of each other.  

25) How did you stay in touch with your family and friends back home? 

RS: I wrote. Once a week. One year the entire family I was sending out Christmas cards. 

And when I got back from Vietnam they asked me about the Christmas cards I sent them 

out. I said, “Didn’t you like them?” They said, “Yeah we would have liked them but all 

we got was the empty envelope!” The cards weren’t in there and I spent the money and 

got them envelopes with the Christmas cards. I know I put the Christmas cards in there. 

Nobody got them. I don’t think anybody in the family got a Christmas card from me that 

year. 

26) What did you do for recreation when you were off duty? 

RS: Go to the PX or I got my first GED when I was off duty. I did up all the tests. LG 

said I passed them. He said you have to write the camp. I don’t know if it is still in 

operation or not. It is where they, the military stores all the GEDs and stuff. They called 

me back and said we have not record. I can understand that because when you ship things 

back from a war zone they do tend to get lost. 

PH: That’s too bad. 

RS: So I got my second GED in 2015. 

PH: Good for you. 

27) Do you recall any humorous or unusual events while you were serving? 

RS: Not right off. There might have been a few. Good times and bad times. I don’t know, 

we just got along. More like we were civilians when we was off duty. The army was 

there but we didn’t take it with us. Wasn’t supposed to take it with us. We were supposed 

to enjoy ourselves.  

28) Was there something you did for good luck? 

RS: No, prayed a lot. 

PH: I hear that a lot when I ask that question. 

29) What was the best part of your military experience? 

RS: I am going to get out, being discharged. I didn’t really expect a whole lot when I got 

back. The only thing exceptional when I got back was I did get a steak. We didn’t have 
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that over there. And a spending a night a night in the Holiday in the night before I got 

back on the plane to Missouri. 

30) Where were you when your service ended? 

RS: I was in Vietnam. They sent me to Fort Lewis, Washington and that is where I 

discharged. 

PH: And did you return back home to Fayetteville? 

RS: Fayette, yes, about 45 miles, but at the time my mothers and sisters were living in 

Boonville.  

PH: So did you return to Boonville? 

RS: (nods yes) 

31)  How were you received by your family and community when you returned? 

RS: They didn’t know I was there. I guess I snuck in on them.  I had an aunt and uncle in 

Kansas City, Kansas on the Armordale district. I just got a cab at the airport, KCI, that’s 

when it was downtown. Took a cab down to Armordale, Custer Ave. and knocked on the 

door. Everybody went “AAhhh, Rocky, you’re home! Why didn’t you call? We would 

have come and picked you up.” I didn’t want to bother anybody. It was 11 o’clock at 

night. 

PH: So what about when you got back to your mom? 

RS: Nobody had called her. So the next day I got on the bus in Kansas City and I rode the 

bus home. Walked down to Boonville. Bus station was on 6th Street. I walked down 6th 

Street because mom lived on the south end of 6th Street, right there where 87 goes 

through now and she lived right on the corner. I knocked on the door and they all liked to 

fall out. I had a pretty good homecoming except for getting off the plane in Fort Lewis. 

People calling you baby killer and spitting on you. Makes you just want to reach out and 

touch them, physically. 

32) How did you readjust to civilian life? Did you work or go on to school, you got your 

GED? 

RS: I went to work for General Motors right after I got out.  

PH: And where was that? 

RS: Fairfax in Kansas City. 

33) Did you ever use your GI Bill to support getting your GED or anything? 

RS: I took some truck driving and that was through PELL Grants and student loans. That 

got paid off. After I finally got my VA pension.  

34) How did the service change you? You mentioned earlier that you grew up. Is there 

anything else that you can tell me?  

RS: It changed me from young and dumb to educated and still young. 

PH: You were young. 

35) Did you continue any friendships? You mentioned you were a loaner… 

RS: I have been in contact with some of the men in my squad. Every now and then I will 

go to a battalion reunion. The last one I was at was up at Des Moines. It was pretty good. 
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The expense, you go stay in a nice motel, you have everything give to you. Well, you do 

have everything give to you. I didn’t meet anybody I was in Nam with, or Germany. For 

some reason we just…when we came home we just went…(throws arms in the arm as if 

to scatter) 

36) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

RS: No, but now I volunteer at the VFW here. I cook wings on Tuesday night and fish on 

Friday night. It is just volunteer. They have been talking to me about joining. I’m all for 

it, it is just the money situation. (note: research shows it costs $45 to become a member) 

37) How has your military service affected your life? 

RA: Discipline, organization. You know, no when to do, and how to do it. It’s a life-

lesson and I would go back for anybody. But today not just anybody can do it. They’re 

lazy. That’s the way I see it. Of course I am 57. But anyway, that’s the way I see it 

because I busted my ass all my life. Kind of aggravates me when I see these young 

people just (pretends to be texting on a phone). Sitting around playing with their video 

games.  

38) How has your military experience affected your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

RS: If there is a war and push comes to shove I’d stand up. I’d be there. I probably 

wouldn’t be able to make it. I would trade places with the men and women that are in the 

service today. You know, Iraq and Afghanistan. That was the one time I thought about re-

enlisting and the guy said, “We cannot put you in a combat zone.” This was back in the 

‘70s. 76 or 77  We had a conflict going on then. It didn’t last very long. I can’t remember 

what it was. They said they couldn’t put me in a combat because I already did combat. 

They said, “We got a desk job for you.” I said, “Well it’s like this. I am kind of an 

outdoors guy.”  

39) So you touched on it  a little bit earlier but can you expand on it. What message would 

you leave to future generations who would hear this recording? 

RS: Do your duty. Serve your country. It probably love you as much as you love it. If you 

don’t love it, you have no business here.  

40) Is there anything that you would like to add that we didn’t cover in the interview. 

RS: The military is a learning lesson and it’s every day. It’s not just one time thing it’s 

every day because you see something that it sticks with you combat or otherwise. 

41) What would you want some to remember about your story, your service? 

RS: That I honor my country. 

42) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

RS: We are not all bad. Haha We are not baby killers. We are trained to do things that a 

lot of times we don’t want to do but it gets down to survival, you going to do it. That’s 

the way I see it. 

43) What does patriotism mean to you? 

RS: Everything that is going on in the US.  
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PH: I appreciate your service…. 

Rocky Summers 

Interview – August 30, 2018 

Homeless Questions 

1) Rocky, have you ever experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

RS: My homelessness was due to my own mistakes. Quite a bit of it had to do with 

substance abuse. Alcohol was my drug of choice. I met the wrong person and moved in 

with her and I haven’t seen her for over a year. What started it really was, I had a farm in 

Northwest Missouri. Mom wanted to move back here to Central Missouri so I sold my 

farm up there. Paid my bills up there and we came down here and mom started looking 

for a place. So she found one and we went and looked at it and I said, “This is fine mom.” 

So I took what I had left from the farm and paying my bills up there and put a $6000 

down payment on the house. And mom borrowed the rest of the money. We was makin’ 

payments on it. My name was not on it for…be honest I was paying child support. I was 

told if I owned anything to pay off my rears in child support that they would take that. So 

my name was put on the deed or anything else. But I have paid off my child support 

which is good deal. Mom passed away. My family was supposed to go over to the county 

seat and have everything changed from mom’s name to mine. That never happened. Mom 

passed away before it happened. So I stayed there in the house for a while and nobody 

had  said anything. The next thing I know I was being evicted because somebody had 

bought the house. Century 21 was handling the place. The only place I could go was my 

sister’s place. I went and stayed with her and her husband for oh, about six months. Then 

I stayed at Welcome Home. I went back to my old loupe and tried to get the relationship 

back in order again. It just didn’t work out so anyhow I was homeless again. I had just 

bought some new furniture. The person I was with she ends up with everything, even my 

computer. The only thing I ended up with was the clothes on my back. And I was told not 

to go around her. I don’t know, she didn’t have a restraining order. I was told by the 

judge and the sheriff not to go over there so I didn’t. I ended up losing my furniture. 

2) What does “home” mean to you? 

RS: Place that is over my head. Something I’m comfortable in like this. It may be small 

but you know I can come in and sit down and look around. Hey, that’s my TV. I can 

watch it. That’s what I like. I come in and go to bed if I want to. Nobody says anything.  

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

RS: I don’t think they are getting the whole story. Some people prefer to be homeless. 

Some people are homeless because they screw up. The media especially doesn’t 

understand. They have to live the life. They have to be there to feel what is going on with 
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the people. Most of it has to do with jobs. That’s why there are so many veterans out 

there. They know how to survive. 

4) Was there a time when your homelessness was something you felt you could do 

something about or not? Were there resources available to you? Do you know about these 

resources? 

RS: yeah I found out about them. I have quite a few appointments with the VA every 

week. That is one reason why I moved to Columbia. Everything is centrally located for 

me. If I need something it is easy access. If I run in to problems, same thing, easy access. 

I can go to the VA, or community action or places like that and get what I need. It may 

take a little while but if I answer some questions or find other ways for want I want to . I 

have lists an lists of places that will help out. It is good to know that a person has that. 

Transportation, I don’t have any transportation but I have a bicycle.  

PH: There are buses.  

RS: Buses, yeah I got one over here on Providence (ST) and one up here at the end of 

Garth (Ave.) If I need to go to Walmart.  I can go either direction. It doesn’t take that 

long to get up there. 

PH: I noticed you have your cart. Where do you buy your groceries. 

RS: I go to Walmart or Priceshoppers. 

PH: OK I am not familiar with the area here. 

5) What can the government, news media or people in general can do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

RS: There is a program going on in Kansas City right now where they are putting up 

these units up for veterans and I think the country ought to get in on that. You know they 

are made for veterans. They are put there for veterans so they can have a place to stay. 

They can cook, sleep, take a shower or whatever. That would help us quite a bit knowing 

there is something like that we could go to. We need that.  

 

Roger L. Harden  

Interview July 10, 2018 

VHP – Suggested Questions 

Introduction 

1) Where were you born? 

RH: I was born in Kansas City, Missouri. 

 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations?  

RH: My father was in the military, Roger, and then a Anna was an office worker.  
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3) Who were siblings? Names and genders? Which, if any served in the military? 

RH:  There were six of us. My younger brother Darrell retired from the Army. Then my 

baby brother he was Army. Then I had three sisters, two deceased as of now and one is 

free lancin’ in Kansas City somewhere. She is like an insurance adjuster. 

 

4) What were your parents and siblings feelings about you joining the service? 

RH: Oh they was very glad for me. In fact my older sister who has passed, one of them, 

she suggested I go in the Coast Guard. You know her first husband was in the Marines.  

And I went in thinking I might work in at war time but it quit right at that time so … 

PH: What about your parents? 

RH: Oh well my mother, well my dad passed when I was young, but my mother, she was 

just glad to see me doing something constructive. Most of the young men in that area 

would end up in the institution. I chose military.  

 

5) What primary or secondary schools did you go to or did you attend college? 

RH: Oh I did special training in machine technician and just how things work basically 

for my job in the Coast Guard. I did a little Community College before I realized how 

important computers are.  

 

6) Did you hold any jobs before you entered the military? 

RH: Yes, mam 

PH: Tell me about those. 

RH: Oh it was summer jobs in my school days tutoring other children. Then when I was 

16 I was dish washer, bus boy at a spaghetti house in Kansas City. So when I got back I 

went to work for the spaghetti house. 

PH: You must have been a good worker. 

RH: Uhh yeah actually the ahh, one of the managers was an owner of another restaurant 

that was going to reopen and they took me with them. So I felt like I was… 

 

Early Days of Service 

7) Can you tell us about when you went in to the military? Were you draft or did you enlist? 

RH: Enlisted. I just went down and signed up. Mother said, you gotta get out of here and 

do somethin’. So I got my GED after I got out. You’re gonna be somewhere, that 

institution, service, school but just don’t lay around here.  

PH: Well I think we know why you joined so I don’t need the next question! 

RH: You know, it was the natural thing to do. I grew up around military men or older 

men and all working so I knew it was necessary for me to make a move. And it was 

actually one of the best jobs I ever had.  

 

8) So at that time what or who did you leave behind? Such as family, child, pets.  

RH: My family, siblings, mother, girlfriend. I got a son but that’s another story. Nothing 

of material value. Actually just getting away from it all. 

 

9) What branch did you enter? 

RH: United States Coast Guard 
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10) Why did you choose that branch? 

RH: umm I did that it was like a helpful program instead of creating things of chaos. It 

was a system of restoring, rescuing. You know, doing something positive for the effort. I 

was on a search and rescue program. So that was something I would like instead of trying 

to shoot the gun and do the battle. I was lazy. I didn’t want to go to the Army or Marines. 

That was the only thing that came to mind, someone suggested  Coast Guard.  

 

11) Do you remember how you got to your initial point of entry? 

RH: Initial point of entry, would that be recruiting office or the base?  

PH: Recruiting office or the first base.  

RH: It was all right here. Took the oath. They sent us to the island off the coast of San 

Francisco. I can’t remember the name of it now. But they let us loose in San Francisco 

closer to the time to get out. I enjoyed that. An island for training.  

12) What type of training or schooling did you have? 

RH: I had bookwork on machineries. It was a physical regiment on a daily basis. Training 

to not be scared of water.  

PH: That would be pretty important.  How did you feel about water? 

RH: I respected it. I tried to get more in my system of staying on top of …I learned to 

float, I am not a great swimmer but I know how to float. 

 

13) What is your most vivid memory of your training or your time in school?   

RH: First time I jumped off of 50 feet…fifty feet up the platform, learning how to go in 

properly. So, the first one was kind of rough but then after that… 

PH: What was the worst part? 

RH: COs, people that were already in charge and how they would wake you up in the 

middle of the night, I just laid down after watching until four then its five, What? The 

worst part was the timing.  

 

14)  Does any particular instructor stand out? If yes, why? 

RH: ahhh no not only have a vague a memory of guy who was in the barracks with us. He 

was a nice guy. Up the ranks there was some very nice men. They inspired me to believe 

that I could do this. Nothing in particular just the whole thing when I thought… 

 

15) What was your first assignment after your basic training? 

RH:  First assignment was a 95 foot cutter named Cape Cross in Rochester, Cape  and the 

northern part of Massachusetts. I was an engineer where we do shifts down in …make 

sure things were right. That was fun.  

 

16) What was the hardest part of your training over all? 

RH: Just getting myself disciplined in order so that I wouldn’t let circumstances frustrate 

me to you know do something I shouldn’t have done. Hardest part was just getting’ 

myself beyond … ???? like I said it was like, how bad can it get if I just walk? 

 

17) Did you receive any promotions? 
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RH: Oh just the basic over time you know, I studied for the E-3 but E-2 is like showing 

you graduated boot camp. Then I got up to E-3 ummm I had some family matters at home 

which caused me to lose my drive and I went back to E-2.  Finished my service doing 

whatever… 

 

18) What was the hardest part of the military life-style. You kind of talked about it a little bit 

but could you tell us more about that? How you adapted to it.  

RH: It’s the different situations that you could be in and it’s not like just a daily schedule 

people work, be up at 6 and be out of the house at 7:45, clock in at 8. It wasn’t never 

there, so…umm especially on Cape Cross. There was any moment, there is a boat broke 

down, a boat on fire. People around ….they had so much time. We would get a call and 

they would get their call. But the hardest thing was being able to go with any situation 

which I learned that you stay calm and you could do it.  

Wartime Service 

19) Where did you serve? 

RH: Cape Cod, MA, air force base. It was…my training in Virginia. That covers all the 

way up to the middle of 1977. 75-76 I went to school for a while in Virginia. And I did 

two years straight on the 95 foot cutter. Then I did two years at the air force base. It was a 

helicopter rescue pad. Several UEs and I would just do maintenance on it. The buildings, 

the cars, go get the jet fuel…just mechanical maintenance. Did I get off track? 

PH: Good, you’re good.  

 

20) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

RH: Had a roommate. He came out of school with me from Texas. He helped me learn to 

drive a stick. It was one guy who talked me into taking the other guy’s Camaro out for a 

ride and show me how it worked. ???? 

We had some good relationships. One guy we went from school to the base and he was a 

Spanish-Mexican. I had a lot of good friends at the time but I can’t tell you any of their 

names. A lot of people helped me stay up.  

 

21) How did you stay in touch with family and friends? 

RH: Letters, phone. Every chance I’d get I’d come home. You know I did a lot of flyer 

miles back then. 

  

22) What did you do for recreation when you were off-duty?  

RH: Oh I enjoyed racquet ball when I was younger. Racquet ball, tennis. Just watchin’ 

Saturday Night Live. Wasn’t much to do on base but they had racquet ball, tennis, golf. I 

never got to it. I used to read. I’m still reading. I used to be a big reader.  

 

23) Do you recall any particularly humorous  or unusual events?    

RH:  hhmmmm I can’t put a finger on unusual. 

PH: or funny 

RH: With to do with military or off-work? 

PH: either one 
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RH: We had a party. Someone brought me home. Found out the next day my car was on 

the beach and stuck. That was wondering…how’d that happen? I woke up and my car 

wasn’t where it was supposed to be. Ok, hmmm that was unusual.  

PH: that’s pretty funny 

 

24) Was there something you did for “good luck”? 

RH: No, I just went with it.  

End of Service 

25) Do you recall the day your service ended? 

RH: August 1, 2980 I just got a plane and I was gonna take a long vacation. I got home 

and everybody was happy to see me. I was happy to be there, but that was it.  

PH: So home was back to Kansas City? 

RH: uh hum  

 

26) How were you received by your family and community?  

RH: Open arms from family. They were glad to see me. I got to know people very easily. 

You know some of the old friends, we still even talk now, today. Boy Scouts,  a couple of 

fellows. I had a good welcome home. I then I just relaxed tried to help my mother.  

 

27) So the next question would be how did you readjust to civilian life? 

PH: So you relaxed and helped your mother… 

RH: I just did little things around the house. You know, stayed busy then I’d go out and 

look for jobs at the unemployment office. But just basically adjusting to a free schedule.  

 

28) How did your service change you? 

RH: It made me realize that it’s not all fun and games. I didn’t have any great or 

traumatic moments, but I had to change a lot of thoughts from the way I was thinkin’ as a 

child. It made me be more open-minded to some things to keep up with the world. After I 

got out I started reading more than the funny pages. I read the newspaper. 

 

29) How did the service affect the way you related to people after you got out? 

RH:  I don’t know if it affected. I would always look the person in the eye, talk verbally 

understandable. But after the military, that kind of polished. You know so I like to think 

that I have some diplomacy and ability to create, you know, a conversation.  

30) Did You join any veteran organizations? 

RH: No, I didn’t. Well I was in the Welcome Home program and they were very helpful 

But that’s the only organization since the military.  

 

31) What are some of the life lessons that you learned in the military that you use today? 

RH: hmmm  

PH: Such as discipline or being on time. 

RH: Timing yes, being careful of your words and if I am gonna do it, do it from the heart. 

??? It’s like, we got it done. Boom, that’s all I need. Man was burnt on one boat and I 

froze. Chief’s like (*&(^^^ If you don’t go at it whole-heartedly it won’t get there.  
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32) How did your military experience impact your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

RH: OH, no affect at all. War is a natural part of mankind. And I am glad that it hasn’t 

come to America per say even though we have our own little things going on. But I am 

not yay or nay about war because it is part of the world. 

 

33) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

interview? 

RH: Ok, I would leave this interview with the reminder that there are some things that 

can’t be changed. You have to find peace in those things that you see which would lead 

us this way, that way. Then change in yourself and takin’ this interview, gotta have 

courage. It takes a lot of courage to make yourself grow better. I always look forward to 

stayin’ healthy and a although I don’t act like it sometimes. Then there is just people 

praying for ??? so that I make the right decisions so my life can be long and healthy.  

 

34) Is there anything you would like to add that we have not covered in this interview? 

RH: Only that the military, any branch, has a purpose any person may be made for it or 

not made for it, but it has it’s values. Building character, getting in the mindset of 

working and then there’s a lot of new things that you learn. If I was going to add anything 

to anyone thinking of it I would tell them to go ahead. It’s a nice job if you pick the right 

one.  

 

35)  Is there anything that you always wanted to share about your service or veteran 

experience that you never have? 

RH: Nothing spectacular. I was just search and rescue on a boat an I was an aide to 

search and rescue on a helicopter. So there’s nothing beyond that tells what I did. Just did 

my part so I could say, I did that.  

 

36) So what would you want people to remember about your story? 

RH: That’s kind of a, well, know that it can be done from a guy from mid-town Kansas 

City, which is not a bad place but the ones that I lived with said I did good. Military, it 

was good enough that’s about all I can say. 

 

37) What do you wish more people knew about all veterans? 

RH: People should go in depth, veterans are just people too. And there is a lot of those 

that come home and prosper and succeed and there are those, like myself, that are down 

on my knees. But keep on trying. Don’t give up. If you been in the military you have 

some caliber to you, some quality, no matter what road you take. You made it through 

life’s military you have some qualities that no one can take away from you. And that is 

what I would pass on. To go, or have something to say, about not going, it’s a personal 

choice. It did me a great deal of help in my life’s choices, and the choices I made now. 

Decisions I make and how my health is ?????   

 

RH: That’s all I can think of. I am going to close with a thank you for allowing me to 

share this with you. And I hope has some good passed on to the next generation and make 

a person realize that a veteran can be homeless as I once was. A veteran can get his own 
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company started. A few of them did that. But I am on my feet, doing the work and 

thankful the military has taught me to hang with it. Stay with it, stay with it, don’t just get 

mad and run away.  

 

38) If I could ask you one last question, what does patriotism  mean to you? 

RH: I do love and honor your country and do what’s necessary to have peace for life in 

this land of the free. Everything else is partial. Patriotism is putting your all in all in. You 

know, to be loyal to the country. Congress a …. Patriotism, a lot of people from different 

nationalities that have done great things for our country. That is patriotism. Sticking to 

your choice. You know, if it’s good for the country ?????  

 

PH: That’s great. Well Roger I want to thank you for doing this interview and I want to 

also thank you for serving our country. I appreciate you sharing your story with me and 

being a part of this program and wish you the best of luck.  

 

Roger Hardin, Jr 

 

Homeless interview questions  

1) Roger, have you ever experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain 

how you found yourself homeless? 

RH: Hello Pam, I found myself homeless as a parents passed after moving here to live 

with them from Kansas City. They passed away I was… feeling lost and I fell to 

homeless because of where I had for a place of shelter. I went to the homeless veterans in 

the loop of Rangeline and they took me in. ok 

PH: Can you tell me about that experience” 

RH: It was in enlightening and relieving. I was relieved that I didn’t have to be without 

some help. They let me get on the couch in their office because the rooms were full, and 

then they gave me a room and they talked me through my addictions and my 

homelessness. 

PH: How long were you homeless? 

RH: Six months 

2) What does “home” mean to you? 

RH: Roof over my head. Living indoors and eatin’ regular. The opposite of homeless. 

Homeless is without a secure, you know shelter or a steady meal. I’ve slept under trees, 

in parks under shelters. Wait on the food wagon to come around on a regular basis to get 

breakfast, lunch or dinner and then, places that would feed anybody for dinner. I’ve been 

homeless in many days and many ways, but like I said, living indoors and eating regular 

is my goal. I think it is a real privilege and pleasure these days. 

 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

RH: What I have seen and heard, every now and then you find people in high positions, 

like a police officer giving a man a pair of shoes or you know, they find someone who 

has a talent and they expand on it and they have a better position supposedly I don’t 
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know what they did with that popularity. Homelessness is a fact of not having security of 

going out and coming to a place that is stable.  

 

4) Was there a time when your homelessness was something you could do something about 

or not? Were there resources available? Did you know about them? 

RH: Yes, but due to drugs and alcohol I did not take advantage of these until it became a 

necessity that I had to change. I was just going with the flow and after a while I realized 

this is not me and I looked to what else was better and thank you Jesus, God, that I was 

able to fine them. I never considered homeless a real option. It was just a part of it.  

5) What can the government, news media or people in general do go help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

RH: Present the truth of options and bring enlightenment to our people, which is why I 

am doing this with you, because I was saved from a whole lot of more complications and 

heartaches because I found a way and I thought it through. Some people don’t have time 

to think it through or whatever got me on the track of bone not everyone has that in him. I 

see it today, people today who could have it better but they are still walking around 

mumbling and grumbling and blaming other folks. I think your involvement brings it to 

the truth and brings it to light that so we, a group of homeless people could find out that 

there are other ways to do it. You don’t have to be down and out without help. 

Thank you for your time. 

 RH: I hope that I have been fair and help you with what you need and you helped me 

open my mind to realize how blessed I am.  

 

Scott Gardener 

Interview – VHP questions 

October 3, 2018 

 

Introduction 

1) Scott, where were you born? 

SG: St. Louis, Missouri 

2) Who are or were your parents and what were their occupations? 

SG: Raymond Flay Gardener, II and Betty Joanne Gardener, My mom had a few 

different…but most of her life she was a secretary. She worked. My dad worked in the 

printing trade most all of his life. Most of the time he was a bindery foreman. He wasn’t a 

printer but he did the bindery.  

3) Who are or were your siblings and did any of them serve in the military?  

SG: No, nobody else in my immediate family served in the military. My dad tried to go in 

during Korea but he had a heart murmur and wasn’t allowed in.  I am the youngest of 

three boys. My oldest brother is Raymond Flay Gardener, III, Glen Clay Gardener and 

me. And there is about two years between all of us.  

4) What were your parents and siblings feelings about you joining the service? 
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SG: Most of them did not think I would make it. The odds were that I wasn’t going to 

make it through basic training. I had started getting into trouble early on in high school 

and so…My cousin who had served in Vietnam gave me some advice. Literally people 

said you won’t make it through six weeks of training. You not going to be able to put up 

with it because you are too much of a wise guy. My cousin, Ricky told me, he said, “You 

can handle anything for eight weeks. Do your best and don’t volunteer for much. And 

keep your mouth shut.” That’s it, I made it. I thrived.  

5) What primary or secondary schools or colleges did you attend? 

SG: I lived in an area in St. Louis county that had a very good school district. I went to 

several different schools before high school. We were right on the edge of these 

boundaries. I went to one school for kindergarten, 1st and 2nd grade. I think 3rd, 4th and 5th 

at Concord school then middle school and high school.  

6) Did you hold any jobs before you joined the service? 

SG: Well one, when we moved to Peoria in my high school years, 10th grade. My dad had 

lost a job and he got one in Peoria, Illinois. So we moved out of St. Louis for about a 

year, year and a half and at that point I worked at a place called Angelo’s Italian Kitchen. 

I was a pizza cook for a while.  

Early Days of Service 

7) Can you tell about when you went into the military? Were you drafter or did you enlist? 

SG: I enlisted. Two of my best friends that I was hanging out with in high school, one 

primarily, Dan, he had talked us into going into the Marine Corps. On a buddy system. 

We were going to do four years and that is how we were going to do it. Because of my 

troubles in high school the marines would not take me. I had a couple of DWI arrests. 

And ahhh,  the only place that was going to take me was the army. So they were going in 

and I didn’t have many options.  

PH: And you enlisted 

SG: I enlisted. 

8) Why did you join, besides the buddy thing? 

SG: Well, like I said, I had, had some things that happened to me and I experimented and 

used a lot of drugs and alcohol in high school, lots. And I got into some trouble and I lost 

my license. And when I graduated finally, ummm my dad kind of said, you are just not 

going to sit around here and do nothing. And I felt where I was living….I couldn’t drive. 

I had no interest in goin to school. I had a tough time getting out of high school. So, it 

wasn’t really a patriotic gesture. I needed to find something to do and it sounded exciting. 

I grew up watching the Vietnam War on TV every night. And I was just, I had mindset 

that, that was interesting to me, the things that were going on in the ’68 elections, 

conventions in Chicago. All that stuff was just a lot of input. So,.. It seemed like the right 

thing to do.  

9) What or who did you leave behind? Family, girlfriend, pets? 

SG: My fist girlfriend, I didn’t date anyone until through high school. Just about the time 

I graduated. I really liked her and she was still in high school. And that was something I 

guess my thought was we’ll get married and I will have a job and live happily ever after. 

Right as I was going in I found out that she was pregnant and she was in 10th grade. She 

was in 10th grade 15 or 16 and I was under 18. While in basic training, her parents talked 

her into having an abortion. And I was against it. Not that I am against abortion but I 
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didn’t want that . I tried to get out of basic. I tried to get emergency leave for basic 

training. At least to go back. It was only 2 hours away from Fort Leonardwood. And it 

had to go all the way up to the post chaplain or whatever and they told me it was not 

immediate family and I couldn’t make the trip. So she had the abortion.  Six or eight 

months later she broke up with me while I was in school.  

10) PH: And you entered the army, correct? 

SG: Yes, June 1976 

11) And how did you get from your initial point of entry to basic training? 

SG: There is a building downtown where you do all the testing. They took us on a 

greyhound bus from there to Fort Leonardwood.  

12) What type of training or schooling did you have? Like advanced course, officer basic. 

SG: umm I went to…my MOS is 13 Echo. It is fire directors patrol. When I tested to get 

into the army. Apparently I tested very high. They gave me any option except military 

police. And so the two they recommended were survey and 13 Echo which they told me 

at the time was computers. And in 1976 there weren’t a lot of computers. And so it 

sounded interesting so that’s what I did. It was primarily a lot of math. Whole lot of math. 

I didn’t think I would be able to do it. In fact, when I got to Fort Sill, there were 66 

people in the class I think, something like that. And they had a math test to take. If you 

pass this you’re in, if you don’t we are going to give you five hours of remedial math to 

get above 70. Well I took the test and I got 17%. I had taken one math class in high 

school and the teacher just passed me because he didn’t want me back. So I am screwed. 

So we did five hours of remedial math in a class and I paid attention and I took some 

notes. I went back and took the test and I got 100. And when I was in Germany I took 

leadership training. They were trying to fast track me into E5. And some really bad stuff 

happened over there and it turned me off.  

13) What was the best part of your training or schooling? 

SG: The very best part was when I took over the head of the class. About five weeks in, 

we didn’t do any physical training at all in my school. It was all sitting in the classroom 

eight, nine hours a day taking tests, and working slide rules. And five weeks in there was 

one guy ahead of me in the class. Nobody liked him. I don’t know why. And I remember 

when I took over the top spot we were marching back to our barracks and they do 

cadence calls and they made a cadence call with me being number 1. It was pretty 

amazing.  

14) Does any particular instructor stand out?  

SG: Not from my AIT experience. My drill sergeant stands out. I know his name. ???? he 

was skinny like me, and that guy could do anything. He was amazing. 

15) What was your first assignment after basic? 

SG: Well I was a holder, what they call a holder-over. Immediately at the end of basic 

they give you orders and you go on to your schools. There was a hold on me. And I 

needed top secret clearance to go into my job. And they said that they had a security hold 

on me. And they didn’t know what it was. So I stayed at Fort Leonardwood for almost 

two months after basic. And they finally figured it out. There was a guy in my basic 

training who had the same name as me. And they had confused me with him and they 

tracked him down apparently and he didn’t want to go to school. So not sure if that 

answered your question. 

16) Did you qualify with any other equipment like vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons? 
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SG: Fired a top expert with an M16. Qualified with hand grenades. Qualified with law. 

Tech weapons. Grenade launchers. I volunteered which my cousin told me not to do but I 

did it. They asked if there was anybody who wanted to be a driver in basic training. So I 

immediately wanted to drive, which was a good thing because I didn’t have to stand 

guard duty. And in Germany it was a combat MOS, artillery, and so we got to drive all 

kinds of things. Once or twice a year they would take us out to this area. In fact it was 

called Area Mud. And they would do driving day where you could drive anything. 

Anything that track vehicles, trucks so it was kind of fun.  

17) Did you receive any promotions? 

SG: I ahh went to AIT as an E1 and because of the scores that I got coming out of that 

school they did what I think was called an Accelerated Promotion. So I was never an E2. 

I went from E1 to E3. So when I went to Fort Polk which was my first duty assignment. 

It was a brand new reactivated 5th division. We didn’t have anything down there. We 

didn’t have weapons. We didn’t have vehicles. They put us up on the old north fort which 

was old WWII wooden barracks. All we did for that entire time was pain barracks. Paint 

the barracks, clean it up, move on. I was actually the highest ranking enlisted man for the 

first six months being E3. We nobody coming in there at the moment. And so I never had 

to do anything. It was all E1s and E2s. That was a breeze assignment.  

18) What was the hardest part of the military life style for you to adapt to and why? 

SG: I don’t know that I had a lot of hard parts of the military life style. Ummm I can’t 

think of anything. 

PH: That’s ok. 

19) Do you remember any easy parts of the military life style? 

SG: Meeting people. Umm doing my job felt easy.  

SG: Maybe the hardest part to go back to the previous question, I was still a little wild 

and I had to learn how play the system without getting in trouble. I pushed the limits in 

that area. I didn’t get an R15 or write-up until I was at 45 months out of 48 when I was 

getting out. I should have. Many things I should have but I wiggled my way out. A 

stabbing had taken place in Germany by a GI and civilian and they made a rule that all of 

the sudden you couldn’t carry your lucky blade knives with you anymore. Well it was a 

tool I used all the time. It wasn’t an illegal knife or anything. It was a buck one, 12 or 10 

or whatever it is. And all of us carried them and we used them for work and we used 

them for protection and we knew how to use them, but they said you couldn’t carry them. 

Shit, they searched me and I go the write-up but as long as I stayed out of trouble for the 

next three months I got to keep security.  

War Time Service 

20) I know you weren’t in during war time but tell us about where you served? 

PH: You talked about Germany. Can you tell us more about that? 

SG: Yeah Germany was actually, probably the closest I did to doing my job. We trained a 

lot. I went over there in 1978. I think at the beginning of 78, well maybe June. What was 

the question again, I am sorry. 

PH: Just telling us where you served.  

SG: It didn’t seem like military too much. I had to do formations until I got to Germany. 

But when I got to Germany we actually did the job. And I had a little bit of an issue of the 

recruiter that I had, had told me to leave one particular incidence that I had when I lived 



 

 

284 

in Peoria, IL. I had an arrest for marijuana. He said, they are never going to track that 

down. I’ve been arrested several times but no convictions. Or at least for that. He said to 

leave it off. When I got to Germany they did my background check again and I lost my 

top secret clearance. I had to get a bunch of letters from everybody. They ended up 

reinstating that. I really like that. I loved Europe. I like the people I worked with. It was 

just really good.  

21) Would you say that your service in German was combat support or combat service? 

SG: Combat service. It was combat related. The job was in artillery so when we went out 

we loaded the truck that I drove. It was called an MM138. And we were the brains of the 

outfit. We used 12 gun runners, 13 bravos. And they were the guys who had to lift up the 

200 pound rounds and I was the guy who figured out how to aim that thing. Hit 

something with that 200 pound round. And so we were well taken care of. We had nice 

vehicles and they kind of pampered us in a way. An interesting thing, just the first three 

or four days in Germany, we were going through an orientation and this is what you are 

going to be doing and this is why you are here. And I remember the guy saying…your 

job, we were pretty close to the East German border, and they even took us on a tour of 

the border. And basically your job is to hold 12 hours. We basically want you to be a 

speed bump. You are not going to make it any long than that. And really that was sort of 

a scary thing. Really? If something happens, I got 12 hours. So you know it was peace 

time but and it’s weird, I really respect people who do combat. That is the job of combat 

but I was blessed that we didn’t have any at the time I was in.  

22) What kinds of friends or camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

SG: Very good. Keeping them going afterwards was tough. I had a really good friend 

David Predmore in Fort Polk. He got out in three years. He stayed in Fort Polk when I 

went to Germany. We stayed in contact for a while then. I actually when I got out…he 

lived in Essex, Massachusetts. I knew he was out and I knew where he lived, so I was 

discharged from Dix and I thought I am on the east coast I am going to go visit Dave. 

And I spent 4 or 5 days when I first got out of the service there visiting him. But I went 

through, it’s called MSD, I had been gang raped in Germany by military personnel. And 

it was not pleasant and I refused to talk about it and it took me 39 years to tell anybody 

about it. And so when that happened, shortly after I kind of lost it and I didn’t want 

anything to do with the military. I somehow blamed the military. It wasn’t the military. It 

was some people in the military. And ahh so I didn’t stay in touch with anybody until 

about 15 years ago I got an email from David Predmore. Our lives had gone sort of in the 

same direction. He was doing well. I kind of lost contact. We hadn’t talked as much for a 

year or so and I reached out on FB to him and I found out that he had passed away.  

23) How did you stay in touch with family and friends while you were in the military? 

SG: Letters. Sometimes phone calls. Germany was a little expensive to make phone calls. 

I did write a lot especially early on. And I stayed. I would take leaves whenever I could 

and I had a car so I would drive home on weekends and hang out with friends. Germany 

was a little more difficult.  

24) What did you do for recreation when you were off-duty? 

SG: Spent a lot of time in bars. A lot of drinking. I got to Louisiana we spent a weekend 

at the Jazz and Heritage Festival. In like 1976 or 77. Probably 77. We got to see Muddy 

Waters and BB King on stage together. I had a lot of fun whenever I had the chance. 

25) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 
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SG: That’s even more loaded. Umm I don’t know I think maybe the event I look back on 

with the most pleasure. I had about 35 or 40 days left in Germany before I was getting 

out. Me and a guy named Dave Duffer, a friend of mine from West Virginia, hillbilly 

guy, really good guy. That was interesting about all the different people you meet. We 

decided to hitch hike and take trains down to the French Riviera. He had never seen the 

ocean in his entire life and he lived only 3 hours away. He had never seen the ocean. We 

took almost four weeks and it didn’t cost us a lot. We hitch hiked and took the train. We 

got to Neice and our primary objective was to drink a beer in every place that sold it. It 

was fun. It was a great trip. We made it back without getting hurt or causing any major 

problems.  

26) What was something you did for good luck? 

SG: I don’t think I believe in it. 

27) What was the best part of your service experience? 

SG: Probably graduating number 1 in my school. I came home right after that and having 

the trouble that I did all the way through high school, legal trouble and different things 

going on. We weren’t rich, middle class white folks in St. Louis County and I didn’t 

really give my parents a lot to be proud of. And I remember coming home and my dad, 

we always had paper, I think that is how I got into art. And he had taken some what is 

called wet press paper on a roll and there was a big sign across the porch, Welcome 

Home #1. Pretty cool. 

End of Service 

28) Do you recall the day service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

SG: Yeah, I was flown back to Fort Dix, I had gotten everything done, turned in all my 

equipment and got all the paper work done. And I was discharged from Fort Dix, New 

Jersey. I didn’t know anything about Fort Dix it is kind of where it was. I spend a couple 

day there and I think that day I was allowed to say good-bye and go to the bus station and 

do your thing. That’s when I visited Dave. I went to the bus station and said do you have 

a ticket to Essex, Massachusetts? We don’t know where that is at. So I just went to 

Boston and figured it out from there.  

29) How were you received by your family and community? 

SG: I don’t know. People did not like the service at that time. To go in, in ’76 right after 

Vietnam was not something that people wanted to do. I don’t know anybody else that 

grew up with me in Missouri except for Dan and Scott . They are the only two guys I 

know at all that joined the service. There just weren’t a lot of people enlisting. Umm 

when I came home it was not a big deal. It was not welcoming home a hero. I was just a 

guy that quit the army. And that is kind of how I felt because I was doing very well until 

that happened in Germany and so it felt like I had quit my job and it was a struggle. You 

know I never heard thank you for your service until about four years ago.  

PH: Wow 

SG: It wasn’t like people…I didn’t get spit on. It was oh you made it back.  

30) Did you go back to school? 

SG: Not for about 10 years. Eight years, because I had two years left of my GI bill. I 

finally decided at one point with the help of some people in voc rehab and things that I 

was going to do that and straighten out my life and try to change things.  

31) So you used the GI Bill to go back to school?  
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SG: Two years of it and I collected my money from the GI Bill but then it ran out and I 

decided that I wasn’t…didn’t want to be a techniclove that I wanted to go in to fine arts. I 

left the community college I was at after that and went to college. Well, I heard that they 

had a job opening and one of the benefits was free tuition at a very nice school. I got 

hired. 

32) How did the service change you? 

SG: Couple of ways I guess. It did teach me some discipline and it made me a little more 

hardheaded. Ummm I realized that I could do certain things that I didn’t know I  could, 

but then when I was attacked in Germany The trauma from that, I didn’t know anything 

about trauma or PTSD. We were still using the term shell-shocked. I wasn’t involved 

with the military. I didn’t want anything to do with the military. But that event over the 

last 15 years I have really dug in mostly in the last two years. I really began to really look 

at that and look at how that did affect my life. I mean I am hardheaded and I can muscle 

my way through stuff. But it was bad. It was bad. 

33) How did your service affect the way you relate to others? 

SG: It may have given me a little more confidence. Ahhh I generally have no problem 

meeting new people. I have some anxiety issues at times but when I am in a good place I 

make friends real easy. I am very open to people from other cultures.  And I don’t know 

if I would have been that way with my experience in the service. 

34) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

SG: No 

35) Have you attended any reunions? 

SG: No 

36) What are some of the life lessons you learned from the military experience? 

SG: There are some rules you just have to follow. And you know that statement that my 

cousin told me. You can do anything for 7 weeks. I use that a lot. When I am going 

through some stuff. I can handle this today.  

37) How has your military experience impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

SG: Well, I am not a pacifist I don’t think but as I have grown and whatever. Initially I 

was very angry with the army about what happened but you I have kind of figured out 

that it wasn’t the army but just some people. 

38) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

recording? 

SG: umm well. If something…I guess it is the mental health aspect that has really stood 

out recently. That no matter, I guess just try not to be afraid to tell people what is going 

on. A little over two years ago I had lost my job, some things had happened and I was in 

a real downward spin. I started using the VA finally, because I had not had to because I 

had jobs that had jobs off and on throughout my time since the service where I mostly 

had different insurances. I didn’t need to. I found myself in a situation where I had no 

health care and I went to the VA. I started to find out that due to my military service there 

were some benefits that I did have that I had never looked into. So they have helped me 

out a great deal. 

39) Is there anything you would like to add to this interview that we haven’t covered? 

SG: Umm because this is kind of where homeless veterans, I have been homeless many 

times for short periods. This was where I had no way out and there is an organization 
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here in Columbia called Welcome Home that really did a good job. And the VA hospital 

here, the Truman hospital is truly outstanding. The people who work there are 

outstanding.  

40) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

SG: I don’t think I have an answer to that. 

Scott Gardener 

Interview – VHP questions 

October 3, 2018 

Introduction 

1) Scott, where were you born? 

SG: St. Louis, Missouri 

2) Who are or were your parents and what were their occupations? 

SG: Raymond Flay Gardener, II and Betty Joanne Gardener, My mom had a few 

different…but most of her life she was a secretary. She worked. My dad worked in the 

printing trade most all of his life. Most of the time he was a bindery foreman. He wasn’t a 

printer but he did the bindery.  

3) Who are or were your siblings and did any of them serve in the military?  

SG: No, nobody else in my immediate family served in the military. My dad tried to go in 

during Korea but he had a heart murmur and wasn’t allowed in.  I am the youngest of 

three boys. My oldest brother is Raymond Flay Gardener, III, Glen Clay Gardener and 

me. And there is about two years between all of us.  

4) What were your parents and siblings feelings about you joining the service? 

SG: Most of them did not think I would make it. The odds were that I wasn’t going to 

make it through basic training. I had started getting into trouble early on in high school 

and so…My cousin who had served in Vietnam gave me some advice. Literally people 

said you won’t make it through six weeks of training. You not going to be able to put up 

with it because you are too much of a wise guy. My cousin, Ricky told me, he said, “You 

can handle anything for eight weeks. Do your best and don’t volunteer for much. And 

keep your mouth shut.” That’s it, I made it. I thrived.  

5) What primary or secondary schools or colleges did you attend? 

SG: I lived in an area in St. Louis county that had a very good school district. I went to 

several different schools before high school. We were right on the edge of these 

boundaries. I went to one school for kindergarten, 1st and 2nd grade. I think 3rd, 4th and 5th 

at Concord school then middle school and high school.  

6) Did you hold any jobs before you joined the service? 

SG: Well one, when we moved to Peoria in my high school years, 10th grade. My dad had 

lost a job and he got one in Peoria, Illinois. So we moved out of St. Louis for about a 

year, year and a half and at that point I worked at a place called Angelo’s Italian Kitchen. 

I was a pizza cook for a while.  

Early Days of Service 
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7) Can you tell about when you went into the military? Were you drafter or did you enlist? 

SG: I enlisted. Two of my best friends that I was hanging out with in high school, one 

primarily, Dan, he had talked us into going into the Marine Corps. On a buddy system. 

We were going to do four years and that is how we were going to do it. Because of my 

troubles in high school the marines would not take me. I had a couple of DWI arrests. 

And ahhh,  the only place that was going to take me was the army. So they were going in 

and I didn’t have many options.  

PH: And you enlisted 

SG: I enlisted. 

8) Why did you join, besides the buddy thing? 

SG: Well, like I said, I had, had some things that happened to me and I experimented and 

used a lot of drugs and alcohol in high school, lots. And I got into some trouble and I lost 

my license. And when I graduated finally, ummm my dad kind of said, you are just not 

going to sit around here and do nothing. And I felt where I was living….I couldn’t drive. 

I had no interest in goin to school. I had a tough time getting out of high school. So, it 

wasn’t really a patriotic gesture. I needed to find something to do and it sounded exciting. 

I grew up watching the Vietnam War on TV every night. And I was just, I had mindset 

that, that was interesting to me, the things that were going on in the ’68 elections, 

conventions in Chicago. All that stuff was just a lot of input. So,.. It seemed like the right 

thing to do.  

9) What or who did you leave behind? Family, girlfriend, pets? 

SG: My fist girlfriend, I didn’t date anyone until through high school. Just about the time 

I graduated. I really liked her and she was still in high school. And that was something I 

guess my thought was we’ll get married and I will have a job and live happily ever after. 

Right as I was going in I found out that she was pregnant and she was in 10th grade. She 

was in 10th grade 15 or 16 and I was under 18. While in basic training, her parents talked 

her into having an abortion. And I was against it. Not that I am against abortion but I 

didn’t want that . I tried to get out of basic. I tried to get emergency leave for basic 

training. At least to go back. It was only 2 hours away from Fort Leonardwood. And it 

had to go all the way up to the post chaplain or whatever and they told me it was not 

immediate family and I couldn’t make the trip. So she had the abortion.  Six or eight 

months later she broke up with me while I was in school.  

10) PH: And you entered the army, correct? 

SG: Yes, June 1976 

11) And how did you get from your initial point of entry to basic training? 

SG: There is a building downtown where you do all the testing. They took us on a 

greyhound bus from there to Fort Leonardwood.  

12) What type of training or schooling did you have? Like advanced course, officer basic. 

SG: umm I went to…my MOS is 13 Echo. It is fire directors patrol. When I tested to get 

into the army. Apparently I tested very high. They gave me any option except military 

police. And so the two they recommended were survey and 13 Echo which they told me 

at the time was computers. And in 1976 there weren’t a lot of computers. And so it 

sounded interesting so that’s what I did. It was primarily a lot of math. Whole lot of math. 

I didn’t think I would be able to do it. In fact, when I got to Fort Sill, there were 66 

people in the class I think, something like that. And they had a math test to take. If you 

pass this you’re in, if you don’t we are going to give you five hours of remedial math to 
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get above 70. Well I took the test and I got 17%. I had taken one math class in high 

school and the teacher just passed me because he didn’t want me back. So I am screwed. 

So we did five hours of remedial math in a class and I paid attention and I took some 

notes. I went back and took the test and I got 100. And when I was in Germany I took 

leadership training. They were trying to fast track me into E5. And some really bad stuff 

happened over there and it turned me off.  

13) What was the best part of your training or schooling? 

SG: The very best part was when I took over the head of the class. About five weeks in, 

we didn’t do any physical training at all in my school. It was all sitting in the classroom 

eight, nine hours a day taking tests, and working slide rules. And five weeks in there was 

one guy ahead of me in the class. Nobody liked him. I don’t know why. And I remember 

when I took over the top spot we were marching back to our barracks and they do 

cadence calls and they made a cadence call with me being number 1. It was pretty 

amazing.  

14) Does any particular instructor stand out?  

SG: Not from my AIT experience. My drill sergeant stands out. I know his name. ???? he 

was skinny like me, and that guy could do anything. He was amazing. 

15) What was your first assignment after basic? 

SG: Well I was a holder, what they call a holder-over. Immediately at the end of basic 

they give you orders and you go on to your schools. There was a hold on me. And I 

needed top secret clearance to go into my job. And they said that they had a security hold 

on me. And they didn’t know what it was. So I stayed at Fort Leonardwood for almost 

two months after basic. And they finally figured it out. There was a guy in my basic 

training who had the same name as me. And they had confused me with him and they 

tracked him down apparently and he didn’t want to go to school. So not sure if that 

answered your question. 

16) Did you qualify with any other equipment like vehicles, aircraft, radios, weapons? 

SG: Fired a top expert with an M16. Qualified with hand grenades. Qualified with law. 

Tech weapons. Grenade launchers. I volunteered which my cousin told me not to do but I 

did it. They asked if there was anybody who wanted to be a driver in basic training. So I 

immediately wanted to drive, which was a good thing because I didn’t have to stand 

guard duty. And in Germany it was a combat MOS, artillery, and so we got to drive all 

kinds of things. Once or twice a year they would take us out to this area. In fact it was 

called Area Mud. And they would do driving day where you could drive anything. 

Anything that track vehicles, trucks so it was kind of fun.  

17) Did you receive any promotions? 

SG: I ahh went to AIT as an E1 and because of the scores that I got coming out of that 

school they did what I think was called an Accelerated Promotion. So I was never an E2. 

I went from E1 to E3. So when I went to Fort Polk which was my first duty assignment. 

It was a brand new reactivated 5th division. We didn’t have anything down there. We 

didn’t have weapons. We didn’t have vehicles. They put us up on the old north fort which 

was old WWII wooden barracks. All we did for that entire time was pain barracks. Paint 

the barracks, clean it up, move on. I was actually the highest ranking enlisted man for the 

first six months being E3. We nobody coming in there at the moment. And so I never had 

to do anything. It was all E1s and E2s. That was a breeze assignment.  

18) What was the hardest part of the military life style for you to adapt to and why? 
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SG: I don’t know that I had a lot of hard parts of the military life style. Ummm I can’t 

think of anything. 

PH: That’s ok. 

19) Do you remember any easy parts of the military life style? 

SG: Meeting people. Umm doing my job felt easy.  

SG: Maybe the hardest part to go back to the previous question, I was still a little wild 

and I had to learn how play the system without getting in trouble. I pushed the limits in 

that area. I didn’t get an R15 or write-up until I was at 45 months out of 48 when I was 

getting out. I should have. Many things I should have but I wiggled my way out. A 

stabbing had taken place in Germany by a GI and civilian and they made a rule that all of 

the sudden you couldn’t carry your lucky blade knives with you anymore. Well it was a 

tool I used all the time. It wasn’t an illegal knife or anything. It was a buck one, 12 or 10 

or whatever it is. And all of us carried them and we used them for work and we used 

them for protection and we knew how to use them, but they said you couldn’t carry them. 

Shit, they searched me and I go the write-up but as long as I stayed out of trouble for the 

next three months I got to keep security.  

War Time Service 

20) I know you weren’t in during war time but tell us about where you served? 

PH: You talked about Germany. Can you tell us more about that? 

SG: Yeah Germany was actually, probably the closest I did to doing my job. We trained a 

lot. I went over there in 1978. I think at the beginning of 78, well maybe June. What was 

the question again, I am sorry. 

PH: Just telling us where you served.  

SG: It didn’t seem like military too much. I had to do formations until I got to Germany. 

But when I got to Germany we actually did the job. And I had a little bit of an issue of the 

recruiter that I had, had told me to leave one particular incidence that I had when I lived 

in Peoria, IL. I had an arrest for marijuana. He said, they are never going to track that 

down. I’ve been arrested several times but no convictions. Or at least for that. He said to 

leave it off. When I got to Germany they did my background check again and I lost my 

top secret clearance. I had to get a bunch of letters from everybody. They ended up 

reinstating that. I really like that. I loved Europe. I like the people I worked with. It was 

just really good.  

21) Would you say that your service in German was combat support or combat service? 

SG: Combat service. It was combat related. The job was in artillery so when we went out 

we loaded the truck that I drove. It was called an MM138. And we were the brains of the 

outfit. We used 12 gun runners, 13 bravos. And they were the guys who had to lift up the 

200 pound rounds and I was the guy who figured out how to aim that thing. Hit 

something with that 200 pound round. And so we were well taken care of. We had nice 

vehicles and they kind of pampered us in a way. An interesting thing, just the first three 

or four days in Germany, we were going through an orientation and this is what you are 

going to be doing and this is why you are here. And I remember the guy saying…your 

job, we were pretty close to the East German border, and they even took us on a tour of 

the border. And basically your job is to hold 12 hours. We basically want you to be a 

speed bump. You are not going to make it any long than that. And really that was sort of 

a scary thing. Really? If something happens, I got 12 hours. So you know it was peace 
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time but and it’s weird, I really respect people who do combat. That is the job of combat 

but I was blessed that we didn’t have any at the time I was in.  

22) What kinds of friends or camaraderie did you form and with whom? 

SG: Very good. Keeping them going afterwards was tough. I had a really good friend 

David Predmore in Fort Polk. He got out in three years. He stayed in Fort Polk when I 

went to Germany. We stayed in contact for a while then. I actually when I got out…he 

lived in Essex, Massachusetts. I knew he was out and I knew where he lived, so I was 

discharged from Dix and I thought I am on the east coast I am going to go visit Dave. 

And I spent 4 or 5 days when I first got out of the service there visiting him. But I went 

through, it’s called MSD, I had been gang raped in Germany by military personnel. And 

it was not pleasant and I refused to talk about it and it took me 39 years to tell anybody 

about it. And so when that happened, shortly after I kind of lost it and I didn’t want 

anything to do with the military. I somehow blamed the military. It wasn’t the military. It 

was some people in the military. And ahh so I didn’t stay in touch with anybody until 

about 15 years ago I got an email from David Predmore. Our lives had gone sort of in the 

same direction. He was doing well. I kind of lost contact. We hadn’t talked as much for a 

year or so and I reached out on FB to him and I found out that he had passed away.  

23) How did you stay in touch with family and friends while you were in the military? 

SG: Letters. Sometimes phone calls. Germany was a little expensive to make phone calls. 

I did write a lot especially early on. And I stayed. I would take leaves whenever I could 

and I had a car so I would drive home on weekends and hang out with friends. Germany 

was a little more difficult.  

24) What did you do for recreation when you were off-duty? 

SG: Spent a lot of time in bars. A lot of drinking. I got to Louisiana we spent a weekend 

at the Jazz and Heritage Festival. In like 1976 or 77. Probably 77. We got to see Muddy 

Waters and BB King on stage together. I had a lot of fun whenever I had the chance. 

25) Do you recall any particularly humorous or unusual events? 

SG: That’s even more loaded. Umm I don’t know I think maybe the event I look back on 

with the most pleasure. I had about 35 or 40 days left in Germany before I was getting 

out. Me and a guy named Dave Duffer, a friend of mine from West Virginia, hillbilly 

guy, really good guy. That was interesting about all the different people you meet. We 

decided to hitch hike and take trains down to the French Riviera. He had never seen the 

ocean in his entire life and he lived only 3 hours away. He had never seen the ocean. We 

took almost four weeks and it didn’t cost us a lot. We hitch hiked and took the train. We 

got to Nice and our primary objective was to drink a beer in every place that sold it. It 

was fun. It was a great trip. We made it back without getting hurt or causing any major 

problems.  

26) What was something you did for good luck? 

SG: I don’t think I believe in it. 

27) What was the best part of your service experience? 

SG: Probably graduating number 1 in my school. I came home right after that and having 

the trouble that I did all the way through high school, legal trouble and different things 

going on. We weren’t rich, middle class white folks in St. Louis County and I didn’t 

really give my parents a lot to be proud of. And I remember coming home and my dad, 

we always had paper, I think that is how I got into art. And he had taken some what is 
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called wet press paper on a roll and there was a big sign across the porch, Welcome 

Home #1. Pretty cool. 

End of Service 

28) Do you recall the day service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

SG: Yeah, I was flown back to Fort Dix, I had gotten everything done, turned in all my 

equipment and got all the paper work done. And I was discharged from Fort Dix, New 

Jersey. I didn’t know anything about Fort Dix it is kind of where it was. I spend a couple 

day there and I think that day I was allowed to say good-bye and go to the bus station and 

do your thing. That’s when I visited Dave. I went to the bus station and said do you have 

a ticket to Essex, Massachusetts? We don’t know where that is at. So I just went to 

Boston and figured it out from there.  

29) How were you received by your family and community? 

SG: I don’t know. People did not like the service at that time. To go in, in ’76 right after 

Vietnam was not something that people wanted to do. I don’t know anybody else that 

grew up with me in Missouri except for Dan and Scott . They are the only two guys I 

know at all that joined the service. There just weren’t a lot of people enlisting. Umm 

when I came home it was not a big deal. It was not welcoming home a hero. I was just a 

guy that quit the army. And that is kind of how I felt because I was doing very well until 

that happened in Germany and so it felt like I had quit my job and it was a struggle. You 

know I never heard thank you for your service until about four years ago.  

PH: Wow 

SG: It wasn’t like people…I didn’t get spit on. It was oh you made it back.  

30) Did you go back to school? 

SG: Not for about 10 years. Eight years, because I had two years left of my GI bill. I 

finally decided at one point with the help of some people in voc rehab and things that I 

was going to do that and straighten out my life and try to change things.  

31) So you used the GI Bill to go back to school?  

SG: Two years of it and I collected my money from the GI Bill but then it ran out and I 

decided that I wasn’t…didn’t want to be a techniclove that I wanted to go in to fine arts. I 

left the community college I was at after that and went to college. Well, I heard that they 

had a job opening and one of the benefits was free tuition at a very nice school. I got 

hired. 

32) How did the service change you? 

SG: Couple of ways I guess. It did teach me some discipline and it made me a little more 

hardheaded. Ummm I realized that I could do certain things that I didn’t know I  could, 

but then when I was attacked in Germany The trauma from that, I didn’t know anything 

about trauma or PTSD. We were still using the term shell-shocked. I wasn’t involved 

with the military. I didn’t want anything to do with the military. But that event over the 

last 15 years I have really dug in mostly in the last two years. I really began to really look 

at that and look at how that did affect my life. I mean I am hardheaded and I can muscle 

my way through stuff. But it was bad. It was bad. 

33) How did your service affect the way you relate to others? 

SG: It may have given me a little more confidence. Ahhh I generally have no problem 

meeting new people. I have some anxiety issues at times but when I am in a good place I 
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make friends real easy. I am very open to people from other cultures.  And I don’t know 

if I would have been that way with my experience in the service. 

34) Did you join any veteran organizations? 

SG: No 

35) Have you attended any reunions? 

SG: No 

36) What are some of the life lessons you learned from the military experience? 

SG: There are some rules you just have to follow. And you know that statement that my 

cousin told me. You can do anything for 7 weeks. I use that a lot. When I am going 

through some stuff. I can handle this today.  

37) How has your military experience impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

SG: Well, I am not a pacifist I don’t think but as I have grown and whatever. Initially I 

was very angry with the army about what happened but you I have kind of figured out 

that it wasn’t the army but just some people. 

38) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

recording? 

SG: umm well. If something…I guess it is the mental health aspect that has really stood 

out recently. That no matter, I guess just try not to be afraid to tell people what is going 

on. A little over two years ago I had lost my job, some things had happened and I was in 

a real downward spin. I started using the VA finally, because I had not had to because I 

had jobs that had jobs off and on throughout my time since the service where I mostly 

had different insurances. I didn’t need to. I found myself in a situation where I had no 

health care and I went to the VA. I started to find out that due to my military service there 

were some benefits that I did have that I had never looked into. So they have helped me 

out a great deal. 

39) Is there anything you would like to add to this interview that we haven’t covered? 

SG: Umm because this is kind of where homeless veterans, I have been homeless many 

times for short periods. This was where I had no way out and there is an organization 

here in Columbia called Welcome Home that really did a good job. And the VA hospital 

here, the Truman hospital is truly outstanding. The people who work there are 

outstanding.  

40) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

SG: I don’t think I have an answer to that. 

Sean Perry 

Interview  

VHP – suggested questions 

Introduction 

1) Sean, where you born? 

SP: I was born in New Orleans, Louisiana, United States 

2) Who were your parents and what were their occupations? 
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SP: My parents were Donald R. Perry and my mother is Helen S. Snivel. Well, my 

mother had a few occupations. Earlier in her life she worked in a bank, bank clerk. My 

dad film maker and worked in communications since he was young. Ultimately ended up 

working at the university level teaching. 

3) Who were your siblings, names and genders and did any of them serve in the military? 

SP: Everybody in my family…I have ahh one sister and three brothers. She did not, my 

sister did not serve in the military but she married into the military. The whole family 

was oriented towards military involvement. As we were a family of immigrants, and we 

also came from a few different places in the United States. Upstate New York. We had 

some of our relation in Florida. And ahh the German side of my family in New Orleans. 

We are all Germans who a came here pretty much before the first world war and fought 

for the United States against the Germany. 

4) What were your parent’s and sibling’s feelings about you joining the service? 

SP: It was expected in my family. You were raised to join the military. That’s what it was 

about. All of us. 

5) What high school or college did you attend? 

SP: I went to ahh local public high schools in New Orleans. And I also took college 

courses whenever possible, sometimes community college,…ahhh….  

6) Did you hold any jobs before entering the service? 

SP: Oh sure, I worked in different jobs when I was in high school I worked at the 

shopping mall that had just opened up across street. I worked in a bookshop which was 

good for me because I do like books.  

PH: And other jobs that you had Sean. 

SP: I ended up working in theater projects. The would often get us as extras or 

constructions projects we were working on, or building theater sets was always a lot of 

fun. I remember once when I was still a teenager, we had to hang an acoustic ceiling in a 

gymnasium. It was a big ol’ ceiling. It was way up there. We would get high there! 

7) So, can you tell us about when you went in to the military. Did you enlist or were you 

drafted? 

SP: I actually joined when I was 17. I originally went into the Reserves. After a while in 

the reserves I decided I want to go overseas. I cut a deal with my unit and they were able 

to get me on active duty. I was sent to duty in Germany.  

8)  And you mentioned earlier, the question is why did you join? You mentioned earlier that 

it was sort of an expectation? 

SP: Oh yeah, in my family. I mean, I even look at the logic now and I even have my own 

terminology for it. But in terms of my life and especially due to failing health problems, 

ummmm joining the military was the best thing I could have done. And ahh and after 

having a stroke. The VA has had me. They put me in the hospital and had me in an 

induced coma for about 6 months. I came out of that and I was, I need to get out of this 

place. I escaped.  

9) So when you went into the military, who did you leave behind, family, pets? 

SP: My whole family was in New Orleans.  

PH: Did you have any pets? 

SP: We had pets. Usually someone took them. That was my sister who was really good at 

doing that.  

10) And you joined which branch? 
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SP: UNITED STATES ARMY! 

11) Why did you choose the army? 

SP: Because that was the branch that every male in my family, except for one brother 

who was in the navy. He was in to boats. He was a squid. And ahh.. 

12) How did you get to your initial point of entry? I assume you were maybe in New Orleans 

when you enlisted. How did you get from New Orleans to your first boot camp? 

SP: Ok, I joined in New Orleans when I was 17. They sent me to basic training with the 

military occupational specialty which basically ended up being clerk. Not clerk typists 

but personnel administration. So I was an input clerk. 

13) What was your training for that like? 

SP: Basically you had to be able to type letters and orders. 

14) What is your most vivid memory of the time training or in school? What was the best 

part? What was the worst part? 

SP: The worst part was the location of where I was at for training, Indianapolis, Indiana.  

PH: Why was that bad? 

SP: I just could not relate the unit that I was with. They had their own way and they 

thought… 

PH: Just couldn’t relate to those people in the unit? 

SP: Yeah 

PH: Ok 

SP: There was a lot of racism which I don’t really partake. 

15) Does any particular instructor stand out when you took that training? 

SP: I learned a lot from my brother, subsequently down the road. I’d already had clerical 

skills anyway due to what I was trained for ultimately anyway in school. You know, a  lot 

of a literary and journalistic types of projects.  

16) So what was your first assignment after basic training? 

SP: First Battalion, 141st Field Artillery, New Orleans, Louisiana 

17) Did you receive any other specialized training and if so, what? 

SP: I was on the special reaction team and they would send through training. That was 

the special reaction team. Louisiana National Guard in New Orleans. And special 

reaction team got me to go to training in Fort Polk, Louisiana. So we would go and visit 

Vietnam village over there quite often.  

18) Did you qualify with any equipment such as vehicles, air craft, radios or weapons? 

SP: Well, you had to learn everything because ultimately down the road, my intentions 

were keep..I had thought at that point until I changed my mind later, that I was going to 

make it a life career. You know, maybe go to OCS, Officer’s Candidate School. Things 

like that. You had to learn how to use a claymore mine. Do you know what Claymore is? 

That’s a little …blows up and blows BBs and what you call it….what they call those 

things they use in machinery…ball bearings. 

PH: ok 

SP: Anti-personnel mine 

19) Did you get any promotions and can you tell me about that? 

SP: I made unit promotions. Which I got temporary pay grade and  increases. I got busted 

one time. That’s all it takes.  You said you have heard your share of them stories too? 

PH: uh huh 

SP: So you have interviewed a lot of people so far? 
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PH: uh huh 

SP: So you have heard some nasty shit probably too. 

20) What was the hardest part about the military life-style for you to adapt to? Why do you 

think that was? 

SP: I don’t know. Being away from home was difficult. 

21) What was the easiest part of the military life-style to adapt to? 

SP: Food. 

PH: Why the food? 

SP: Because it was omnipresent pretty much. Three squares.. 

22) Where did you serve? 

SP: Well, predominantly at first in New Orleans, then Germany but various points for 

service along the way. Fort Benjamin Harrison, Indianapolis, Indiana. For Ben Harrison 

was a nice little camp but they had a lot of social stress over the place. I didn’t enjoy it.  

23) What other recollections do you have of that experience? 

SP: Training. Training on occasion. TDY Temporary Duty. I tried to get temporary duty 

any time I could. I looked through and see if they had any classes going on. I would say, 

“Will you send me there please?” Sometimes they would, sometimes they wouldn’t. 

24) Were you in combat, combat service or combat support role? 

SP: It was mostly combat support. 

25) How did you combat experience change you? 

SP: Loud noises disturb me.  

26) What kinds of friendships and camaraderie did you form while serving and with whom? 

SP: I used to like nurses.  

PH: You used to like nurses? 

SP: I usually found a few people in every unit. 

27) How did you stay in touch with your family and friends back home? 

SP: Long distance telephone and letters.  

28) What did you do for recreation when you were off duty? 

SP: Get drunk.  

PH: Anything else? 

SP: Did a little traveling when I was able to. Various regions, if I was at or heard there 

was something around there. Indianapolis, Indiana, there was speedway there so I got the 

speedway sometimes. 

29) Do you recall any humorous or unusual events during your off duty time? 

SP: Other people being drunk and stupid.  

PH: Anything in particular? 

SP: Yeah, one time the cops came in and raided the barracks. They knew me because 

they came to the unit frequently and I was in charge of the quarters. And ahh  So the cops 

came and they knew you. So they knew me and they came in there looking for …trying 

to think an interesting work I can use for them…rejects. And ahh they were messing up 

and lots of them were doing lots of stuff and getting in fights and stuff. And then would 

all like come around headquarters and I would be in the office at headquarters. 

30) What was something you did for good luck while you were in the military? 

SP: Nurses 

PH: You keep coming back to that. 

SP: Used to have some orphans and I would spend time with the kids.  



 

 

297 

31) What was the best part of your service? 

SP: Getting out! (laughter) After I had a stroke  

32) Do you recall the day your service ended? Where were you when your service ended? 

SP:  I was fightin’ to get out because I had lined up a job with Stars and Stripes in 

Germany. I was in combat engineers battalion. We had no training in equipment. Did not 

want to have anything to do with combat engineers. That’s what I went to basic training 

for her in Missouri, Fort Leonardwood. Ugh I had no interest in combat engineers. Talk 

about lower forms of life. 

33) So after your service did you return home? 

SP: ahhh no I stayed in Germany, got a job and ended up getting married. I was married 

for a couple years and … 

34) How did you adjust to civilian life in Germany? 

SP: I’d already got to know people in my neighborhood. It was alright. You would like 

Germany. Germany and the United States are very similar.  

35) Have you ever used the GI Bill to support your education? 

SP: I didn’t specifically. I had what they called the new GI Bill so when I did my GTS, 

my ETS, End of Time in Service, they just paid me because I was paying in to like a 

fund. Every month they were withholding something just to go toward my education. 

And they said, “You just want that money?” “For sure.” 

36) How did the service change you? 

SP: It did broaden my horizons. I had been to a lot of countries. I had been to a lot of 

states in the United States.  Met a lot of people. One time I encountered in New Orleans a 

group of South Africans, Army Commanders, and they were quite kind. They told me, 

“Know what the South African motto is? Join the Army! See the world, meeting 

interesting people. ….and kill them.” 

PH: Sounded good there for a minute. 

37) So after you got out of the military, did you continue any friendships after your service 

and for how long? 

SP: I did temporarily for a while. A couple friends from other places in the U.S. would 

come and visit. “Why don’t you come on down and visit?” “Yeah, we ain’t never been to 

New Orleans before…” “I’m gonna get you all drunk.” 

38) How did the service affect the way you relate to others? 

SP: It’s given me a certain level of respect. Self-respect. I am proud of my military 

service. 

39) Did you join any veterans organizations? 

SP: Nothing in particular. When I finally got involved with the Department of Veterans 

Affairs and I worked at the CWT program before I got sick. I was outstanding. I 

thoroughly enjoyed that. 

40) Have you ever attended any reunions? 

SP: (shook head no) 

PH: No 

41) So how would you say your military experience affected your life today? 

SP: I do profect that I would not be sitting here right now had I not done what I did. 

Ummm a lot of the training I got in the military I was able to call into play in other 

aspects of my life and my work.  

42) What are some of the life lessons you learned in the military? 



 

 

298 

SP: Well, generally speaking, don’t trust anybody. That’s just living in New Orleans or 

Columbia, Missouri for that matter. There are a number in terms of giving a sort of 

balance of experience and knowledge to be able to further. 

43) How has your military experience impacted your feelings about war and the military in 

general? 

SP: I still have a very, very strong belief in military. War is not always necessary, but it 

seems to be very ahhh imminent situation with human beings. I don’t believe war is 

necessary but I have seen it be the only way.  

44) What message would you like to leave for future generations who will hear this 

interview? 

SP: Join the army. Join the military. That will be the best decision you ever made. Take 

your time when you join the military. Take your time and specifically when you are in 

the military concentrate, get it done, do good, do well in the military. Make sure you stay. 

Do what they tell you to do. And ahh take it from there and look from a career from that 

point on or make the military your career. 

45) Is there anything you would like to add that we haven’t covered in this interview? 

SP: no 

46) Is there anything that you have always wanted to share about your military experience but 

you never have? 

SP: Nothing specifically. Contribute to anything else. 

47) What would you like people to remember from your story? 

SP: I grew up in a middle class background. Middleclass house. I was very lucky because 

we had a lot of intelligence in the family. I learned a lot of discipline in the military and 

that will make a difference in later years. All that discipline. I think everybody 

should…in high school everybody should join ROTC and make a plan on going into the 

military for a few years. Because that will just change their lives down the road. And if 

something traumatic happens to them later on down the road, they’re gonna be  covered.  

PH: Like having a stroke. 

48) What do you wish more people knew about veterans? 

SP: That they often have a lot to say, but it varies. I mean, if you want to reflect on some 

of the veterans around here. Some of them are idiots. (laughter) This is the truth.  

49) What does patriotism mean to you? 

SP: Pride in self. Pride in work. Pride in unity. Pride in family. I came from some a rich 

culture. I am very proud of that. And the military played a big part in that. 

PH: You said several of your family members… 

SP: Besides that individual family culture, but the history of New Orleans, War of 1812, 

Battle of New Orleans, the first capital of Louisiana Purchase which included  Missouri 

was New Orleans.  

PH: That’s a great history. Thank you Sean for working with me today and submitting 

this to the Veterans History Project. And I also want to thank you for your service to our 

country. Without the soldiers, men and women fighting today I think we would have 

more serious issues so thank you for serving our country.  

Sean Perry 

Interview 
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Homeless 

1) Sean, have you experienced homelessness in the past or now and can you explain how 

you found yourself homeless? 

SP: I have been homeless off and on. It usually had to do with a relationships gone awry. 

I was married a couple times and both of them were fraught with their share of hardships. 

2) What does “home” mean to you? 

SP: Well a secure place to live can be considered a home. 

3) How do you feel the media, meaning TV, radio, and printed news present veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

SP: I don’t think it is quite as stereotypical of the phenomena as you might think it would 

be. Or as you might see them representing it. A lot of veterans have a lot of problems 

they had in the first place, inherit problems or encounters from their service. We got a 

couple of Vietnam veterans over here are like (circles head like crazy) and they have their 

own ways to describe things or portray things. I’ll often go out to the park and sit on the 

paved path. We got this Vietnam vet here, and his little dog too. And ahh he is such an 

egotistical freak. I’ll be sitting there, maybe having a drink. He’ll come up. He has a little 

powered chair. Ride up and say, “You wanna die there today?” Because I was sitting on 

the trail. I am just looking him and going…I didn’t particularly want to curse him out but 

he upset me a couple times earlier so…Every once in a while that might be a burst of 

profanity.  

4) Was there a time when you were homeless when you thought you could do something 

about it? Did you know about resources and were they available to you as a veteran? 

SP: That came over time, the veterans housing program for example which is similar to 

the state and local programs. It is a voucher program. I went to the VA . It’s pretty good .  

5) What can the government, news media or people in general do to help veterans 

experiencing homelessness? 

SP: I think they have to continue to financially all veterans they are the people who went, 

push-come-to- shove. In the end veterans usually end up teaching the people. 
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