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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

A long story, but an easy read.  I'm disturbed though, about this Maj. Gen. King.  All I can find is a minor reference to him in Army archives.  Jonathan Wainwright was the general who surrendered American troops.  Some minor things also surfaced, such as no hyphen between Army-Air Force, and explaining that P-40Es were fighter aircraft.  Also, were the P-40Es introduced before the start of WWII?

Judge #2 Comments:

Very well done. The story had a good lead, strong transitions, smooth continuity and very few clarity errors. The quotes were strong and pertinent and the conclusion was more than acceptable. Some of the things that could have been stronger -- in order: in the second graf, you could have noted that he was a Japanese POW (you have a lot readers who don't know that much about history or geography. Lilly's uniform "has undergone," not "underwent." What type aircraft are P40Es? Use spaces on either side of the ellipsis. What sports in high school? I really doubt someone could get off six "pistol" shots in two seconds. What was Capt. Croom's first name? You sure Wainwright wasn't the man who surrendered the troops -- instead of King? You need to elaborate on how the food poisoning affected him and how long it lasted. Moffett was misspelled. How did the POWs keep track of the exact date? When using a fraction with a whole number, use the figure, I.e. 2 1/2. You could some details about the liberation itself. Overall: excellent job.

Judge #3 Comments:
Minton's big heart not to be forgotten

A TOUCHING OBIT.  BUT QUOTES ARE LONG AND REPETITIVE, AND THERE IS NOTHING FROM THE FAMILY, WHICH SURELY WAS REPRESENTED AT THE CEREMONY.  STORY WOULD HAVE BEEN ENRICHED BY SOME PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION OF MINTON.

By Staff Sgt. Amy Carr

Cargo Courier Assistant Editor

Clouds fill the dark, gloomy sky as the processional drives through the front gate. Guard members and retirees line the street as the remains of their fallen comrade pass by.

Salutes are rendered and tears fall during the July 28 tribute to Senior Master Sgt. Darrell Minton, a crew chief in the 123rd Aircraft Generation Squadron who died at University of Louisville Hospital on July 24. Minton, 49, suffered multiple brain aneurysms three days earlier.

The processional of more than 10 cars filled with friends and family follow the hearse as it drives slowly onto the flight line.

A row of C-130s, which Minton had spent many long days and nights repairing, are parked with a crew chief at the nose of each aircraft.

As the processional passes by, each crew chief salutes and says good-bye to Minton.

At the end of the row, facing in the opposite direction, sits one lone plane with no crew chief, to signify the unit's loss.

The plane has a University of Kentucky flag flying above it, making it recognizable to those who knew Minton well.

Next, another formation of crew chiefs hails farewell to Minton by offering a salute and then a thumbs-up to send him off.

This is a signal crew chiefs use when okaying the departure of an aircraft.

The processional turns back to find crew chiefs now standing at the rear of their aircraft, again offering the thumbs-up.

It was a fitting tribute to a man who had spent nearly 30 years in the Guard and personified the best of citizen-airmen, friends said.

"He was simply what the Guard is all about," said Chief Master Sgt. Robert Allen, superintendent of the 123rd Aircraft Generation Squadron and one of more than 300 people who attended Minton's funeral service in the base Annex.

"Darrell was a citizen-soldier with the dedication and willingness to go anywhere and do anything, at anytime," he said.

"He was always involved in everything from sports programs to fund-raising events.

He was the kind of guy who would take trips at Christmas time to keep others from having to leave their families during the holidays. 

"Anything that you'd ever need, Darrell was always there."

Minton, Allen said, truly loved the Guard and working on aircraft.

"He was extremely knowledgeable about the aircraft and a silent leader to the younger guys," Allen said.

"Even if you asked him about his leadership role he would play it down, but he did offer guidance and understanding to them."

Col. Bill Leslie, commander of the 123rd Airlift Wing, echoed Allen's praise for Minton.

"I thought very highly of Darrell," Leslie said. "I would classify him as a model of the Air Force Core Vales TYPO-integrity first, service before self, and excellence in all we do.

"They really do sum up the type of person Darrell was."

Minton was always ready to pitch in and give anyone a hand, Leslie added.

In fact, he was well known for his volunteerism and concern for others.

"Darrell gave a lot," said 15-year coworker Tech. Sgt. Cedric Jones.

"He always tried to have this rough exterior but he had a real good heart. He was the kind of guy that you knew had your back.

"He just never stopped giving. That is one of the things about him that'll be missed most," Jones said.

"Whether you needed to borrow money or needed help moving, he would be there for you."

Minton continued to give to others even after his own life had ended.

He was an organ donor and helped 25 other individuals improve or save their lives by giving a part of himself.

"Darrell always said he would give his organs, and he did," Jones said.

"He was just the type of person who would say, 'Well, I sure don't need them anymore.'"

The processional was a well-deserved honor for his coworker and friend, Jones said.

"It was really, really, a touching tribute on the flightline. 

"We just wanted to give something back to our fallen comrade. It was one perfect way, as far as closure goes, to say our final good-byes."

Staff Sgt. Thomas Monin of the 123rd Maintenance Squadron paid further respects by writing and singing a song about the loss of the crew chief.

"The service was very well-done, and it showed that we really are a family in the Guard," Leslie said.

Minton, who was buried at Evergreen Cemetery with full military honors, is survived by both parents, two daughters, a son, four grandchildren, five sisters and a brother.
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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

A good story, but mechanics and clarity could have been improved.  I wanted some quotes from other kids participating to show the program's value.  Also, if people want to volunteer for the program, whom should they contact?  That should be included.

Judge #2 Comments:

Good story, for the most part. I felt it could have been a bit more poignant; tell me more about those kids -- age range, some of their afflictions (you could have mentioned some without revealing name or age). What is Sawtelle's title? Are the horses specially trained to be that gentle, regardless of the distractions? These nice-to-know bits of info would have, I feel, greatly enhanced the article. Overall: well done; I enjoyed it.

Judge #3 Comments:

Saddling up for a worthy cause
Riding-for-the-disabled program benefits from wing volunteers

THIS FEATURE HAS A VERY INVITING TOP, PUTTING READERS AT THE SCENE, AND SMOOTHLY GOES INTO PROGRAM FROM THERE.  LAST PGH IS A THROWAWAY.  STORY WOULD HAVE BENEFITTED FROM SOME DESCRIPTION OF THE HORSES, HOW THESE CAN BE TRUSTED WITH SUCH RIDERS.

By Master Sgt. Phil Berube

93rd Public Affairs Office

Fifteen-year-old Sarah winces a little as she is lifted from her wheelchair to the saddle.  Her discomfort is soon forgotten, however, as she breaks into a smile while coaxing her mount forward.

“I like to ride,” said the daughter of Staff Sgt. Robert Sawtelle from the 93rd Maintenance Squadron.  “From up here I can see all around.  It’s exciting to be on a horse.”

Sarah’s view from the saddle is of the Carousel Riding Center, a small farm in south Warner Robins that is home of a horse riding-for-the-disabled program.

It also is where the help of nearly 20 volunteers from the 93rd Air Control Wing allows the program to flourish.

However, had it not been for a recent call for additional volunteers from Maj. James Troeschel from the 12th Airborne Command and Control Squadron, the Carousel Center might have had to severely curtail some of its riding services.

“I received an overwhelming response,” Troeschel said.  The farm operates on a shoestring budget of donations and grants and was in dire need of volunteers.

“Without the 93rd volunteers,” said the caretaker of the 17-acre farm, Carol Wooley, “we would only be able to handle about one-half of the riders who come out here.  It’s fantastic to have so many volunteer from the 93rd.”  Just DELETE JUST, NOT NECESSARY about 50 percent of the volunteers are from the 93rd.

On Saturday mornings, volunteers help with just about every chore it takes to get 13 horses ready for the day’s riding.  Before the riders show up, the horses are watered, fed and groomed.  After the riders arrive, the volunteers help them get on the horses and, once riding, walk alongside for safety.

For some volunteers, this is the first time they’ve worked with disabled people, let alone horses.

Army Maj. Deborah Fleming from 12th ACCS didn’t let lack of experience stop her and her husband and 15-year-old son from doing what she feels is “the right thing to do .. to give back to the community.” 

“Our reward is in knowing that we have helped and in the satisfaction of giving back to the community,” she said.

Other volunteers, however, bring with them some experience in one form or another.

Before joining the Air Force, 1st Lt. Jocelyn Southerland from the 93rd Operations Group worked for five years as a certified nurses aide at a home for emotionally and physically disabled children.  Her reason for volunteering, however, transcends her training.

“I was told that a girl wouldn’t be able to ride if another volunteer didn’t show up,” Southerland said.  “I really enjoy working with these children.  It’s satisfying to see them do the things they do.”

Whatever their reasons for volunteering, what matters most is that they’re out there making a difference, bringing smiles to some very special people.

“I found that disabled people have a special gift that they bring to the world,” said Troeschel, a two-year volunteer at the center.  “They bring us a feeling of innocence.  When you look into their eyes and see the joy of riding a horse, it brings tears to your eyes.”

Their joy would not be possible if not for the commitment members of the 93rd ACW have demonstrated in keeping riders like Sarah in the saddle. LAST PGH DOES NOT ADD ANYTHING THAT THE STORY ALREADY HASN’T ALREADY COVERED AND IT AMOUNTS TO A HOMILY BY THE WRITER. DELETE SUCH LAST PGHS—THE QUOTE FROM TROESCHEL IS A FINE FINISH FOR THE STORY
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Judge #1 Comments:

The idea of the story is nice.  But I need to know more about how this affected her.  This story just skims the surface.  Who else did she seek out for help and comfort?  The Chaplain, maybe?  Are there women's support groups around the base?  If someone else thinks she has breast cancer, who can she contact at the base?  Phone numbers?  Why say "obtain her strength back" when "regain her strength" is much clearer?  There was also a lack of input in the story from her husband and daughters.  They're in this struggle as well.

Judge #2 Comments:

Not a bad story, and it is one that needs told. However, you need to strengthen your punctuation, especially commas. You had some other problem areas, such as word choice, sentence structure and grammar. In order: your lead was rather shallow. Suggest your last sentence in the lead graf read: "A change in her bustline resulted, and that smaller bustline possibly saved her life." The next graf could start at "for the last 30 years .." What is her normal height/weight? How does she stay fit? What is "radiotherapy?" How does it compare to radiation? Daughters' ages? Word choice: "obtain" back her strength? Fourth to the last line on page 2: "liken," not like. How often should women check their breasts after they no longer have a period? Overall: subject is strong; it just could have been told a bit better.

Judge #3 Comments:

GOOD IDEA TO PERSONALIZE THE ISSUE WITH ONE WOMAN WHO IS ARTICULATE.  TELLING STORY IN DETAIL HELPS THOSE WHO ARE FEARFUL OF THE UNKNOWN.  JOURNALIST NEEDS TO WORK ON HER SENTENCE STRUCTURE, GRAMMAR AND WORD USE TO MAKE THINGS CLEARER.

Most women think it can’t happen to them, but with new technology and treatments, now is the time for all females to take charge of their bodies to fight the war against   …

Breast cancer

By Airman 1st Class Tiffany Fowler

48th Fighter Wing public affairs

There are blessings in disguise. GOOD OPENING SENTENCE FOR THE FACTS AT HAND. Take Marilyn Cole, the 52-year-old wife of retired Chief Master Sgt. Edward Cole, 48th Medical Group. Last Christmas, Marilyn had food poisoning COMMA causing her to lose about 30 pounds in two months. A change in her bustline resulted, and she found a lump in one of her breasts.

“I didn’t think it was anything because for the last 30 years I have had my yearly check ups and they were always good,” Marilyn said. 

In March, she went for a yearly exam, but unlike the last 30 years, she didn’t check out perfectly. There was an abnormal ARE THERE ANY NORMAL LUMPS IN A BREAST?? lump in her breast. WE SAID SHE FOUND ONE IN ABOUT FEBRUARY—DID THIS JUST CONFIRM HER FINDING?  CONFUSING.

Her doctor scheduled a mammogram, but her breast tissue was so dense it wasn’t detectable. They took the next step and performed a sonogram that showed the one-inch solid mass.

She said, “Being told I had breast cancer was the hardest part. PUT ATTRIBUTION HERE I was shocked and thought it was a fluke. I knew my body and had always taken care of myself, eating healthy, staying fit. I never abused my body. I have no history of cancer in my family. How could this happen to me? I did everything right.”

With her family, Marilyn started to weigh her treatment options.

According to Capt. Lisa Davison, 48th Medical Group and director of breast cancer initiative throughout the United Kingdom, the type of treatment, whether a lumpectomy, mastectomy, radiation, chemotherapy or chemical menopause, depends on the tumor type and size. 

“Each patient should get as much information on breast cancer from sources possible. Get a second, third opinion. The outcome will be much better if the patient makes informed decisions on the various treatment options,” she said.

Marilyn decided to have a lumpectomy, a procedure IN which the lump, its surrounding tissue and the lymph nodes are removed, according to Davison. 

She said, “Afterwards, a biopsy is done on the lump to determine if it is cancerous or not and also on the lymph nodes. Through the lymph nodes the cancer can gain access to the rest of the body. Once it reaches them, they can go anywhere.”

Following surgery, Marilyn underwent five weeks of radiotherapy treatments in which radiation was aimed at her breast to kill off any remaining cancer cells.

She said, “Though it was very tiring, I was still lucky because I took part in a cancer research program measuring the effects on the body in different stages of radiotherapy. So instead of getting large radiation doses less often, I received small doses daily.”

According to Marilyn, the overwhelming amount of support from everyone is what helped her get through it all.

“My husband and two daughters, Michelle and Melanie, along with the rest of my family and friends were wonderful. Frequently visiting, staff members of the base hospital were amazing. They were extremely knowledgeable and confident. I never once doubted what they have done for me,” she said.

Davison also stressed the importance of having support during such a difficult time.

“Patients need to rely on their supports, whether it is family, religion or friends, it will bring everyone together. Usually people don’t want to burden anyone and ask for help but they need to. It not only benefits them, but it also helps others who feel they cannot do anything beneficial for the person and asking for assistance however small could make them feel helpful,” said Davison. 

Now, when she isn’t trying to help women who have been diagnosed or receiving treatment for breast cancer, Marilyn is going to the gym, aerobicizing IS THERE SUCH A WORD? NOT IN MY DICTIONARY and strengthening with weights three times a week to obtaining WORD—GET WOULD DO IT her strength back, keep fit and stay positive. GRAMMAR—SENTENCE DOES NOT PARSE

She said, “Being diagnosed with breast cancer was a turning point in my life. My priorities have changed. Before I would worry about little things and try to make everything perfect, little things that weren’t really important like a constantly cleaning the house. Now my family and I come first. Taking care of my family is what’s most important to me.”

Unfortunately there’s a flip side and not every patient has the same experience as Marilyn, said Davison.

“I have gone in with physicians who have to tell someone they have terminal cancer. It is really tough. The most common I thing hear people say is if they knew some way to prevent it, they would have. They always ask themselves, why didn’t I go get it checked sooner? Why didn’t I tell anyone or get help? Hindsight is 20/20,” she said.

Looking back, Marilyn repeatedly said how lucky she is. 

She said, “If there is best-case scenario for cancer, I had it. The lump was found and removed with little difficulty. I received the best treatment and recovered nicely. I don’t like to dwell on the fact I had cancer. It was in the past, I have moved on. But when I do think of it, I like to as a learning process. It is up to you; you know your body better than anyone else. If you feel anything out of the ordinary, don’t be afraid to go forward and get it checked out. Every cancer has a different story.”

SIDEBAR ON WHAT TO DO IS A GOOD IDEA, VERY HELPFUL

All women should check their breasts for lumps, thickness or other changes every month. NEEDS AUTHORITY ATTRIBUTION (NOT WRITER’S TELLING US)By examining your breasts regularly, you will know how your breasts normally feel. If a change should happen in your breasts, you will be able to identify it and let your doctor know.

The shower check

1. Check your breasts about one week after your period.

2. Press firmly with the pads of your fingers. Move your left hand over your right breast in a circle. Make sure to check all over and include the armpit.

3. Now check your left breast with your right hand in the same way.

You should also look at your breasts in a mirror. Look for any changes in how your breasts look.

If you find any lumps, thickenings or changes, tell your doctor right away.

(Courtesy of the American Cancer Society)

For more information concerning breast cancer, call Capt. Lisa Davison at 7-8206, visit www.tricaresw.af.mil or www.tricare.osd.mil/breastcancer/dodobci.html, or pickup a brochure at any of the hospital clinics here.
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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

A good story.  Quotes enhance the telling.  I wanted to know more about how the waiting affected the Vines.  Did they make any special preparations for their trip?  Did they bring a special gift for Hannah?  What is Vines' job as a member of that computer security team? And, how will the mother home school Hannah if the little girl speaks no English?

Judge #2 Comments:

Excellent, tear-jerking story. The article flowed smoothly from beginning to end, and it was descriptively written. A couple of things that could have somewhat improved the story: When you are writing about -- say -- married couples, use their first names in second and subsequent references. Is it a cleft lip or cleft palate? Mentioning 1,500 miles away the second time isn't necessary. How was the girl accepted by the church congregation? Overall: exceptional story.

Judge #3 Comments:
Nice story, inviting lede.  A little long, and it could have been tightened--for instance, we twice said how far away it was.  But some facts omitted, like name of Siberian town, and when story said they were tired from the long trip, it should have said how long. Curious as to why Jessica was not interviewed, and since story was hung on her dream, have a little more about that dream.
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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

This story would've been better written from an enlisted point of view.  Go along on one of their missions and SHOW readers what the unit does.  The lede is also awfully boring.  Of course EVERY unit is supposed to be "ready to meet the challenge."  That's bureaucratic nonsense.  The lead also is not parallel in its structure.  If war WERE to break out, the 353rd SOG IS … should be war WERE, group WOULD BE.  Many of the quotes sound like they were lifted from brochures.  REAL people don't say, "The group is required to create and maintain mission planning folders, so when hostilities break out, we have on-the-shelf, go-to-war plans for the crews to fly."

Judge #2 Comments:

A tough article to write and still have it understood by the average reader. The genesis of most battle plans are the same -- methods of attack, evasion, etc. You could have delved more into the problems of using multiple services or foreign services. You also could have elaborated a bit on the various points -- use stats, comparisons, etc. You need a transition between the Schwartz sentence and the next graf. You talk about a war plan being a "constantly evolving blueprint." What factors cause the changes? How does Kysar prepare the crews? Overall: could have been more interesting.

Judge #3 Comments:
STORY GIVES A GOOD SENSE OF THE OVERALL PROBLEM AND THE SOLUTIONS BEING USED. STORY STARTS WITH EDITORIALIZING.  IT COULD HAVE STARTED WITH A GENERAL SUMMARY OF THE EVENT AND ITS MISSION AND GONE FROM THERE. JOURNALIST NEEDS TO AVOID AIR FORCE JARGON.

NFNS 00-149

Dec. 18, 2000

COMBINED PLANNING OPERATION GIVES SPECIAL OPERATORS THE EDGE

By Tech. Sgt. Michael Farris

353rd Special Operations Group Public Affairs

OSAN AIR BASE, South Korea (Night Flyer News Service) -- If war were to break out in Korea, the 353rd Special Operations Group is ready to meet the challenge. WHOSE OPINION IS THIS?

Forty members of the group, from Kadena Air Base, Japan, joined members of the U.S. Army’s E Company, 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment, and Korea’s Special Warfare Command, here to diagram their critical participation in a potential conflict on the Korean Peninsula. 

Planners, flight crews and intelligence experts critiqued everything from flight routes and aircraft configuration to air refueling tracks and Army ground movements. This combined planning operation, held Dec. 1-12, was unique because the rotary-wing mission of this enormous operation will shift to the U.S. Army when the 353rd SOG's 31st Special Operations Squadron deactivates next year. UNIQUE OR UNUSUAL—NO OTHER UNITS IN ARMED FORCES SWITCHING LIKE THIS?

A large component of the 353rd SOG mission is high-priority, low-visibility infiltration, resupply and exfiltration of Special Operations Forces. LAST SENTENCE IS JARGON—NOT CLEAR EXACTLY WHAT IT MEANS  Crews from each of the group's weapons systems (the MC-130H Combat Talon II, the MC-130P Combat Shadow and the MH-53J Pave Low III) along with representatives from the 320th Special Tactics Squadron, worked with their Korean counterparts and Korean Army Special Forces to create feasible mission designs. 

Lt. Col. Ron Schwartz, 353rd Operations Support Squadron, served as mission commander.

“Battlefield scenarios can change from day-to-day, indeed from hour-to-hour,” he said. “By necessity, our plans must be solid but retain some measure of flexibility. One of our biggest objectives here is to have a ‘mind meld’ between the flight crews and their customers. When all participants know each other’s strengths and weaknesses, packages will be built with greater integrity.”

Planning joint operations among different services, a challenge inherent to all special operations, becomes very complicated in an environment involving forces from two countries and multiple services. Fortunately, according to the commander, both U.S. and Korean Special Operators from all services adapted well and remained open-minded.

Maj. Jim Smith is the chief of tactics and training for the 353rd OSS. According to him, the war plan is a fluid and constantly evolving blueprint.

 “The group is required to create and maintain mission planning folders so when hostilities break out, we have on-the-shelf, go-to-war plans for the crews to fly,” he said. “If crews were required to plan missions from scratch once a conflict erupted, chaos would result.”

Each stage of the planning process takes into consideration air defenses and assets JARGON. WHAT MEAN? EQUIPMENT, STRENGTHS? SAY SO of the enemy. One tool used to develop missions is the Contingency Theater Air Planning System. CTAPS is a computer system that integrates command and control of all theater air assets.

“With our unique mission (flying low, slow and quiet) it’s important for us to let the good guys know where we are,” said airspace manager Tech. Sgt. Dennis Brooks. “A main objective of CTAPS is to prevent fratricide. We’re keenly interested in hiding from the adversary, but equally concerned with letting friendly fighters know who we are.”

The crews are concerned with more than reaching their targets and delivering the punch. Getting back is equally important. 

Staff Sgt. Jim Kysar, instructs SOG flyers on surviving, evading, resisting and escaping. It’s his job to ensure crews are prepared to evade in the event their aircraft is downed.

“Contingency information in the plans must be accurate and useable to both the downed aircrew and potential rescue forces so a successful recovery can be executed,” he said.

“We expend great effort toward planning for a conflict everyone hopes will never occur,” Colonel Schwartz said. “But if summoned to fight, rest assured the 353rd SOG is well prepared to answer the call.”
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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

Basically a good story.  I needed more info on his trip to Hanoi and his reactions to the country he left behind -- his impressions of today's Vietnam.

Judge #2 Comments:

Good story. It had strong transitions and better than average quotes. The lead was very good. Some things that could have enhanced the piece: How large was the Vuong family that left Vietnam? What has happened to the other family members? You could have elaborated on the tough period of time you mention at the bottom of the second column. Overall: I enjoyed the story.

Judge #3 Comments:

An American tale

Kadena captain studies in the homeland he escaped

INTERESTING REFUGEE TALE, BUT NOT UNCOMMON.  WOULD HAVE LIKED A LOT MORE ABOUT THE EXPERIENCE BACK IN VIETNAM, BECAUSE THAT DOES SEEM VERY UNUSUAL.  WRITER SHOULD BE CONCERNED ABOUT A TENDENCY TO OVERWRITE.  ALSO NEEDS TO PAY ATTENTION TO PRECISION IN USE OF WORDS.

By Airman 1st Class Jason Lake

18th Wing Public Affairs

As a 10-year-old boy, Minh Vuong lived a life that mirrors the tales of a classic adventure novel.

He and his family escaped war, struggled with high seas pirates, thwarted starvation and endured two “long and difficult” years as refugees in the pursuit of a dream.

An American dream.

And while the Vuong family eventually made it to America and became U.S Citizens, Vuong now an Air Force captain at Kadena, recently had the chance to return to his native homeland to study in a unique military program that brought him back to where his immigrant story began.

“After the fall of Saigon, my family stuck around to see what would happen,” he said. “It was a big mistake to stay behind. Most of our properties were taken away. Living conditions were terrible and there was no future for us.

So late one night in 1978, the Vuong family sneaked onto a boat and escaped Vietnam in search of a better life.

But, as LIKE many immigrants who have made similar journeys, the Vuongs’ voyage had its share of sacrifices, brushes with death and flat-out danger ISN’T A BRUSH WITH DEATH A DANGER? NOT A SEPARATE CATEGORY.

Vuong recalls crouching in the cargo bay of a small boat the night he first left Vietnam. A boat so cramped for space that he said the only way you could sit was with your knees to your chest as 200 people — fearing prison if caught — jockeyed for space aboard the makeshift vessel. PGH “A lot of people were get-ting motion sickness and we didn’t have enough food and water for everyone,” he said. “We had to share.”

But there were others Vuong met during his five-day trip on the sea who weren’t so courteous. In fact they were outright thieves.

“We were raided by two pirate ships on our way to the refugee camp,” he said. “We were lucky that they just wanted our valuables and that they didn’t kill us like many did soon after.”

But the hardship of a set adrift WHAT MEAN BY THIS-BOAT HAD NO ENGINE? UNCLEAR journey on the open seas was met with a harsher reality when the Vuongs finally hit land — Pulau Bidong, an island used by Malaysia to shelter Vietnamese refugees during the “Boat People” exodus.

“When the captain tried to dock and offload our ship we were told that the (refugee) camp was full and that we would have to go back,” he said.

Stunned, the captain of the ship turned to desperate measures.

“We were out of food and water and we would have certainly died, so the captain put a hole in the ship to sink it so they would have to take us,” he said. Fortunately for Vuong, the captain’s idea worked and Vuong’s family and other refugees were accepted.

But while the Vuongs were finally back on land, they were far from reaching America.

Vuong’s parents spoke with immigration representatives from countries all over the world — Germany, Australia, Canada and the United States. Of all, the waiting list for immigration into the U.S. was the longest because so many refugees wanted to settle there. Officials told the Vuongs they would have to stay on the island for more than two years before being able to immigrate to America.

“We could have gone to other countries a lot sooner, but we knew there would be no better place to live than America,” Vuong said. “We were willing to wait -  even though we had a rough life on the island.”

A rough life was hardly a word 2 WORDS ACTUALLY to describe what the refugees endured.

The Vuongs were subjected to poor sanitation, no running water and forced to forage wood to build shelter and to stay alive. HOW WOULD WOOD KEEP THEM ALIVE?

After two long and difficult years the Vuong family was finally moved to Arlington, Va., where their dreams of coming to America finally came true.

Once 18, Vuong applied for and received U.S. citizenship and went on to study electrical engineering at George Washington University in Washington D.C.

While at the college, Vuong joined the Reserve Officer Training Corps program, receiving his commission in 1993.

“I knew I wanted to be a part of the world’s most powerful air and space force of the greatest nation this world has ever known. The Air Force had tremendous benefits and could help me earn my master’s degree, as well as send me to places where my friends only dreamed about. I expected to gain knowledge about the glories and tragedies of the world. I was a man with no country until I came to America. The Air Force allowed me to continue my studies and serve my country at the same time.”

More than 20 years from the day his family fled Vietnam, Vuong left Naha airport in September for his month-long temporary duty assignment to the Vietnamese Language and Culture Immersion Program in Hanoi.

“I was very excited, but scared because Vietnam is still a Communist country,” he said. “I felt that if anything could happen to me, nobody could do anything about it. I was dead wrong about Hanoi.”

Vuong said the city’s atmosphere brought back many childhood memories of playing soccer in the streets with his friends, and mer-chants selling food and other goods along the roads while bicycles and motorcycles passed by.

“The people there wanted to know me as an Asian American and asked me about the way of life in America,” he said.

“I’m glad my parents decided to wait to go to the U.S. They made the right choice and we are proud to be Americans. This country has given me, my family and millions of others a better life and freedom.”
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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

Basically an OK story that tries to tug at the heart strings.  Lots of good quotes to show how she's coping with the disease, but mechanics dragged down this story. Grammar error, "so there she lie face up again."  Word choice.  "She's been enveloped with it since Day One."  Should be she's been enveloped IN it…"

Judge #2 Comments:

Better than average story. Stories about youngsters battling a disease or overcoming a hardship, if told right, always gain a strong readership. Your lead was very strong; however, your second graf was confusing, all because you left out two important words -- "Eight of these young .." You had a grammar problem with lie Vs lay. You could have explained how serious carcinoma of the ovaries, stage III is, compared to other stages. Overall: a pretty fair article.

Judge #3 Comments:

Inspiring tale, written with a lot of sympathy.  Stevie is quoted maybe one time too many for the point that she is in this for a reason.  In mechanics, paragraphs, especially the first one, tend to be too long, hard for reader to manage easily.  Story would benefit from some background--how common is this kind of cancer for a 13-year-old, for instance.  It also would not hurt to point out that family last name translates to "hope" in English.


2001
AIR FORCE MEDIA CONTEST

FEEDBACK

Print Category:
H

CATEGORY:
H11
FEATURE ARTICLE

PRIMARY CONTRIBUTOR:
MSGT. KEN CARTER

BASE:
US AIR FORCE ACADEMY, COLO.

COMMAND:
USAFA

PRODUCT TITLE:
ACADEMY CIVIL SERVANT WRAPS UP 56-YEAR 

CAREER


JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

This story has many facts, but they aren't really developed coherently.  Misspelling Fort Devens also hurt credibility.  And the lede should emphasize your subject, NOT the academy commandant.  This will NOT gain you readers.  Also, you say "galaid reflects fondly on his childhood."  How do you KNOW he's reflecting fondly?  How do you SHOW fondly?  You DON'T.  There was also a dangling modifier in a hugely long sentence that stated, "From then Hamilton AFB in California, he relocated to Ent AFB where the Colorado Springs Olympic Training Center is now where he spent eight and a half final years as a personnel specialist before retiring from active duty in 1962."  Everything from "where he spent eight" is a dangling modifier.  It modifies nothing.  And the sentence should be split into at least two sentences for better reader understanding.

Judge #2 Comments:

The story wasn't bad, although it was a bit hard to follow in spots. Some of the things I noticed, in order: Vietnam is one word. Be specific about being in a personnel capacity. Use Brighton (Mass.) High School. Fort Devens is misspelled. You talk about 1945; you need to note that the war was over and the military was drastically cutting its numbers. A fraction, used with a whole number can be used as 8 1/2, not spelled out. You said Panama was his favorite tour of duty -- who cares, unless you say why and use a transition to introduce it. Overall: an OK story.

Judge #3 Comments:
By Master Sgt. Ken Carter

Directorate of Public Affairs

THIS LONGEVITY FEATURE STARTS OFF WITH A NICE FIRST PARAGRAPH TO PUT HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE ON A CAREER, BUT IT THEN FAILS TO TIE THOSE EVENTS LATER IN THE STORY—WHAT WAS HE DOING WHEN JFK GOT SHOT, OR HIS THOUGHTS ON VIET NAM.  STORY EEDS SOME PHYSICAL DESCRIPTION OF GALAID, SOME PERSONAL STUFF TO BRING HIM ALIVE.  WRITER NEEDS TO WORK ON MAKING SURE HIS ALLUSIONS AND OTHER WRITING DEVICES ARE CLEAR.

Academy Superintendent Lt. Gen. Tad J. Oelstrom was an Air Force Academy cadet second class in August 1963.  John F. Kennedy was serving as president preceding the dark days our nation would enter following his assassination. The Viet Nam conflict was heating up.  For many cadets here today, their parents were but children themselves.  That year also marked the arrival of an Academy admissions personnel clerk who’ll soon retire after more than a half century of service to his country. 

When Beantown native Hal Galaid, 78, pulls the plug on his active-duty/civil service career April 28, he hopes to turn toward his love for animals.  Galaid has served in a personnel capacity at the Academy for more than 36 years following an active-duty stint totaling some 20 odd SOME AND ODD ARE BOTH GENERALIZING TERMS—PICK ONE OR THE OTHER, BUT NOT BOTH years as well. 

The son of a professional REDUNDANT WORD SINCE YOU NAME HIS JOBS Associated Press and Boston Post photographer, Galaid reflects fondly on his childhood.  Sifting through black and white photos shot by his dad, a stroll down memory lane is only as far away as his cherished three-ring binder AN OBSCURE ALLUSION—WHAT DOES IT REFER TO?  READER IS LEFT PUZZLED..

As a youngster, the Brighton High School graduate wasn’t terribly familiar with Babe Ruth or Lou Gehrig, or even much of a baseball fan. But dad’s access through photography led to him meeting both legends of the diamond COMMA and childhood photo opportunities with the Babe in New York and Atlanta are now considered personal gems.  However, the family and pet photos liberally spread throughout the album suggest yet another personal field of dreams. 

One dream for Galaid, desiring to follow in his dad’s footsteps, was to become a military shutterbug.  However, one day changed the course of this man’s history forever A LITTLE OVERDRAMATIC, ISN’T IT?.

“I went to the reception center just outside Boston at Fort Devans, Mass, before going on to basic training at Jefferson Barracks near St. Louis,” he said.  Arriving at Lowry AFB a day late resulted in a photo class door closing to the youngster who suddenly found himself a prime candidate to carry an Army rifle instead. 

“I was sent to Fort Logan, a tech school at that time, not a cemetery as we know it today, to become a personnel clerk,” Galaid said.  “My first duty assignment took me to MacDill AFB, Florida, where I started working in personnel and got my first ride in a military aircraft-in the nose of a B-17.  We did a series of touch-and-goes and every time we came in over Tampa Bay it was a little scary.  From the bomber’s nose, the water looked very close before we finally landed on the runway.”  

Galaid admits his heart wasn’t in becoming a ‘pencil pusher.’  “But after a few words from my commanding officer, who put the fear of God in several of us, that changed ... he gave us the option of either typing or being issued rifles and placed in the Army.  Suddenly personnel didn’t look so bad.”  

Subsequent military assignments for Galaid, who’d been selected as one of 62 Army enlisted members to take competitive exams for West Point, included Lakeland Army Air Base, east of Tampa, and Drew Field where he was involved in the base closure.  “In 1945, I got kicked out for being surplus.  Everybody was getting out at that time.”  Unable to find good work on the outside, Galaid was able to reenlist and rejoin the ranks despite shattering the 90-day window of opportunity to do so WHAT IS THIS ABOUT? UNCLEAR.    A recruiting drive initiated at the time gave him a chance to reengage at his previously earned rank. “I gobbled up the opportunity and got back in the service.”

From there, duty took the personnel clerk to North Carolina; 

Howard AFB Canal Zone; Lowry; West Palm Beach, Fla.; Bordeaux AB, France; Sembach AB, Germany; Westover AFB; and, California. From then Hamilton AFB in California, he relocated to Ent AFB where the Colorado Springs Olympic Training Center is now where he spent eight and a half final years as a personnel specialist before retiring from active duty in 1962.  Galaid said his favorite tour of duty was Panama.

His saddest WHY SAD—HE STILL WANTED TO TAKE THE FLIGHT.  WORD CHOICE IS THE PROBLEM. MAYBE WEIGHTIEST MEMORY WOULD DO IT recollection during his active-duty service comes from while serving in the 5th Air Rescue Squadron and occurred Sept. 30, 1949.  

“We had a mission to Texas to pull an inspection at one of our squadrons there and I’d asked my personnel officer if I could join him,” Galaid said.  “He (1st Lt. Walter C. Williams) denied my request and I remained in Denver.”  His personnel officer perished shortly thereafter when his aircraft hit the top of a mountain and exploded, killing everyone on board just five and a half miles northeast of Raton, New Mexico. 

Galaid began his civil service journey at the Air Force Academy in August 1963 where he’s served ever since.

In 36 years, Galaid has seen tens of thousands of cadets come and go and served under 13 of the Academy’s 14 superintendents. According to Galaid’s supervisor, Rollie Stoneman, Academy director of selections, he has always provided the continuity critical to the success of the Academy admissions staff.  “Hal is an institution within the institution ... this is truly the end of an era.  Reading through his biography recently is like attending a lesson in American history,” Stoneman said.

In three and a half decades, Galaid’s seen the good, the bad and the ugly ... and,  “Through it all, I’ve made lots of great friends,” he said.  “The military experience overall (both active and civil service) has been very enjoyable. It’s whatever you make it.  It can be anything from a bed of roses to a bed of hot coals ... it’s up to the individual.” DROP END QUOTE BECAUSE HE CONTINUES SPEAKING IN NEXT PGH  

“Being single and enjoying my profession and the camaraderie all these years has made staying at the Academy for so long a pleasure,” Galaid said. As for the most enjoyable aspects of his lengthy career, he said, “seeing families grow, and lots of people getting promoted have been highlights for me.  Although it was always difficult when friends transferred or separated.”

Full of anticipation of what lies ahead, Galaid said working at the Colorado Springs Humane Society may be in his future. His childhood love for pets is as strong as ever and he’s ready to explore whatever life’s next chapter holds. This may not be Heaven or Iowa ... but Saturday, the 56-year federal worker will begin to explore yet another field of dreams.
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Judge #1 Comments:

Nice story about a good-deed doer. However it was a bit confusing as to the explanation of his "working" at the exchange.  There was also an incidence of omitting a word (…day cares…" instead of day-care centers).  Children's orphanages is also kind of redundant.  They don't have adult orphanages.  You also had some passive writing.  "A 20-member maintenance crew that is responsible for taking care of,"… should be "A 20-member maintenance crew takes care of."

Judge #2 Comments:

Good story -- factual, humorous and sometimes poignant. The sentence "He may be Green, but he's no Grinch," could have been a good lead. Are Green's two sons married? Have children? It would have been nice to have gotten a quote or two from the boys. Kris is misspelled. Explain the Burkburnett program.

Judge #3 Comments:

Base civil engineer foreman doubles as St. Nicholas

By Richard Salomon

82nd Training Wing public affairs

Sheppard Air Force Base

GOOD QUOTES, VARIED SOURCES IN THIS EXCEPTIONAL TALE OF GIVING.  STORY WOULD HAVE BEEN HELPED BY A LITTLE MORE DESCRTIPTION OF GREEN, OTHER THAN HIS WHITE BEARD (A BIG STOMACH THAT SHOOK LIKE A BOWL OF JELLY, PERHAPS?).  WRITER MUST WATCH HIS IMAGERY TO MAKE SURE IT IS TRUE.

The Christmas spirit affects people in different ways, but few spirited individuals go so far as to take on the role of playing the jolly old elf SANTA IS NOT AN ELF—HE HAS ELFS (OR ELVES) HELPING HIM himself year after year.

Doug Green, the 82nd Civil Engineer Squadron’s Zone 2 supervisor, has donned the Santa Claus suit annually for more than nine years, but his seasonal pursuits are a step above the commercialized interests that consume the sea of Santas who take residence outside big city department stores THE ONES OUTSIDE ARE USUALLY SALVATION ARMY FOLKS; THE ONES INSIDE ARE THE COMMERCIAL ONES.  Green chooses to spread goodwill where people need a touch of Santa’s love the most.  Every year, he touches down (in his red jeep) at more than a dozen underprivileged day cares, elementary schools, children’s orphanages, nursing homes and hospitals.  

“I love the kids.  Everything I do goes toward helping families and their children,” said Green.  “However, I have nearly as many adults sit on my lap as I do children.  One has to realize that there is a little child in all of us.  When an adult catches my eye, just for a second, you can see the kid pop out.”

Santa nets $25 worth of toys for every hour he “works” at the base exchange and at local retail stores.  He may be Green, but he’s no Grinch.  He gives the toys (and other goodies) to local underprivileged children. 

“Seeing as many children as I do, I can go through a case of candy canes before you can blink an eye,” he said.  “But it’s all worth it.” 

Green is quick to point out that he relies on help from co-workers (or elves) and family members to carry out his merry mission.

“My wife (Glenda) takes pretty good care of me,” said Green.  “My Saturdays and Sundays are full from early morning to late at night.   With those kind of hours, you have to have people around you to help out.”

“Mrs. Claus” supports her husband’s jolly cause by making him his red threads – about one or two a year. She buys the material and makes every one by hand.

“When you see children and families who aren’t as fortunate, you realize how lucky you are,” said Glenda, who works as a computer assistant with the 82nd CES.  “I also try to keep the home fires burning.  This time of year, he’s coming in and out all the time, so I make food for him and give him his ‘flight plan.’ I try to keep him organized.”

The Greens, who have been married for 31 years, have two grown boys:  Wade and Brian. 

Despite the loving craftmanship, his suits do take a beating, but not so much from soot-filled chimneys.

“I usually have about three or four I use during the year because they get worn out,” said Green.    “When you do as many engagements as I do every season, you have to keep fresh suits.”

Children jumping on and off Santa’s lap also help wear out his suits, but hopefully the youngsters won’t give his snowy-white beard a tug — it’s real.  

“Because of my beard, my civil engineer friends picked me to be Santa one year. But I’ve had this beard for about 30 years.  Of course, like Kriss Kringle, it was a little more red back then,” said Green, a former Navy welder who has logged more 20 years of civil service at Sheppard. 

When he’s not spreading Christmas cheer, the Paris, Texas, native carries out his duties as foreman of a 20-member maintenance crew that is responsible for taking care of the electrical work, carpentry and plumbing for about 300 buildings in his zone.

Green usually takes some leave around the holidays every year, so he can carry out Santa’s duties and the wishes of others to the fullest.  

Staff Sgt. Jerry Alquist, an 82nd CES utilities systems technician, has worked with Green for about five years. 

“Over the years, I enjoy doing those little things to help out,” said Staff Sgt. Alquist.  “I pick up toys, set up chairs and bring candy canes for him.  With Doug, it’s all about giving and I enjoy being a part of it.”

  His annual whirlwind itinerary kicks off with the base exchange’s Toyland debut in October.  From the day after Thanksgiving, his schedule is nonstop.  

 “Towards the end, you get worn out, but it’s worth it when you see kids with big grins on their faces,” said Green.   “They hug you, and then you can go another day.”

However, one visit in particular put a tear, not a twinkle, in his eye.

“As Santa one year, I was involved with a Burkburnett WHAT’S THAT?  program delivering toys and food to the needy.   I visited a single mom who had three children in a small garage apartment.  She was working two minimum wage jobs just to keep things afloat.  Her place was small, but the kids and the house were spotless.  Out of my sack, I pulled out a $2 bag of apples.  Her youngest boy’s eyes widened and with joy, he said, ‘Momma, we got apples!’ I almost lost it.”

One would think, after making more than 70 appearances a season, he and his reindeer would zip back to the North Pole for some R & R, but Santa’s generosity doesn’t end with a Christmas eve farewell.   The Greens will host about 30-40 airmen Christmas Day at their home for food, football, dominoes and relaxation.  Forget the cookies and milk.  To feed the fortunate service members, turkeys, hams, dressings and more will strain the legs of the Greens’ dinner table all day.

“The wife and I cook it up.  We don’t want to see people doing without when they don’t have to,” said Green.

The Greens’ generosity extends well after Santa hangs up his red garb.  Doug and Glenda are involved with numerous community service activities throughout the year, including   Habitat for Humanity, Christmas in April (minus the suit), the Association of Retarded Citizens, Toys for Tots and more. 

St. Nicholas, if anyone doubts his existence, is alive and well here at Sheppard.
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JUDGES FEEDBACK
Judge #1 Comments:

I don't have a clear answer as to why this story was written.  What's its purpose?  Is there one base this applies to?  The style was OK, but there wasn't enough info and it lacked a crafted ending.  Poor copy editing distracted from the content.

Judge #2 Comments:

Strong story. Your lead grabbed me and pulled me through the rest of the story. A couple of things, however, could have made the article stronger. Does his eyes have permanent damage? How did it affect his sight? What is a PJ? Your ending was good, but could have used a transition. What award did Shafer/Adams get. Story could have been better copy edited.

Judge #3 Comments:
WELL-WRITTEN WIUTH AN INVITING LEDE AND GREAT KICKER.  STORY COULD HAVE BEEN SHORTENED WITH DELETION OF SOME REPETITION AND REDUNDANCY.  BUT STORY HAS A BIG HOLE: IT NEVER TELLS US EVEN IN A SENTENCE ABOUT THE EXPLOSION—WAS IT TERRORIST SUSPECTED, AN ACCIDENT OR WHAT?

Former commander remembers fateful Saudi day

By Staff Sgt. Joel Langton

45th SW Public Affairs

The last thing Capt. Chris Adams said to Lt. Col. Tom Shafer was, "Don't forget your shoes." It was the best advice Shafer ever got - it saved his life. Adams died as Shafer went to grab his shoes when Building. 131 in Dhahran, Saudi Arabia blew up. A DETAILED AND INVITING LEDE

The explosion of a fuel truck injured nearly 400 people at the Khobar Towers housing complex where most of the more than 2,300 PERSONS, MILITARY, AMERICANS??? NOUN NEEDED HERE   stationed at the King Abdui Aziz Air Base lived.

Nineteen Air Force members were killed, five from Patrick.

Shafer was the deployed commander and Adams was the operations officer of the deployed unit. Today Shafer is a navigator in the 71st Rescue Squadron and chief of the 347th Wing Manpower Office at Moody AFB, Ga.

"I remember everything about that day," said Shafen "I'd already gone to bed and someone pounded on my door and said we had to get up. I didn't hear them but Capt. Adams came and got me up.”

As they were going out the door, Adams told him not to forget his shoes.

The living area was set up with a short vestibule with one bedroom to the right, then a living area with a television and the living room fed into a small hall area with several bedrooms off of it. A kitchen was to the side of the living room.

Shafer stepped out of the living room and into one of the bedrooms to grab his shoes;

"I turned to go and get my shoes and I was in a more protected area than the was. He was killed," Shafer said. REDUNDANT QUOTE--DELETE

"If I hadn't turned to go get the shoes, I probably would have been standing along side him. I had the masterbath TWO WORDS  between me and the truck. I got slammed with the wall and the wall protected me. All that was between Chris and the bomb was a big glass window," Shafer said.

Shafer was knocked unconcious. He's not sure if it was for a moment, or a couple of minutes.

“I woke up screaming. I don't think it Was the.acute pain of the foot as much as it was the air being knocked out of me.

Shafer found Adams wrapped in the drapes from the window. "I did everything I could to comfort him if there was any comforting possible," Shafer said.

Medical specialists later pronounced Adams dead on AT THE scene.

"My story was pretty much everyone's story," Shafer said. "Wounded people were helping wounded people. Some could see, some could walk, so they teamed up."

Shafer suffered a broken foot, some lacerations and concrete scratches on his eyes.

"I was close enough that I vaguely remember a clap of thunder but I don't remember a bright light. It happened so fast I didn't even close my eyes, that's why I had concrete scratches on my eyeballs," Shafer said.

Afterwards, everyone jumped in together trying to rescue survivors. "Some people say it was chaotic but it wasn't," Shafer said. "Everybody just started doing what they had to do. People started doing their buddy care, saving their buddies, whatever they could."

Fourteen of the 24 suites had 48 of the Patrick members in them. Five were killed, one was in a coma and suffers brain damage to this day, nine more were hospitalized while 10 were treated and released. Three of the people are some of the luckiest in the world, being able to walk out of the bomb-ravaged building uninjured. Ten of the 48 were on the flighttine working the nightshift. Another 10 people were at different facilities like the fitness center, chapel and community center known as the Desert Rose.

As soon as the bomb blasted across the compound, people ran to Bldg. 131, closest to the epicenter. "I think six of the eight people who received Airman's Medals came from the gym and ran in the building getting people out. Most were PJs WHAT’S THAT?   but not all of them. The building was a very dangerous place to be after the blast."

"Everybody there that day was my hero. Everybody pitched in," Shafer said.

Shafer was in the hospital overnight and returned to the compound the next day to take on one of the hardest jobs a commander will ever have.

"The next day was one of the hardest things I've ever had to do, that's when I had to go out and try to find the guys in the squadron," Shafer said. Shafer identified five bodies and the team was pretty sure another unidentifiable body was a squadron member.

It later turned out that the sixth Patrick member was in a Saudi hospital, alive and not in a como. WHAT’S THAT?  COMA? IF SO WHY A NEGATIVE DESCRIPTION?  He was later medically retired.

Shafer headed up the board their determined what medal the members received.

Eight Airman's medals were handed out, 25 Parple SP  Hearts, 16 commendation medals with valor and six achievement medals with valor.

One of the ironies is that Shafer never found his shoes, NEED SEMICOLON OR PERIOD he wore Adams boots until he returned to the States. GREAT KICKER
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Judge #1 Comments:

Solid reporting and excellent writing.  Painted good visuals and gave us a feel for what would drive a person to such a desperate act.  I was impressed that you were able to come up with suicide statistics Air Force wide.  I would like to know more about his relationship with Kate, though, especially since you quote her as saying she'd trust him with her daughter's life.  Nice turn of the phrase saying "He greets each day with the enthusiasm of a child on Christmas morning…"

Judge #2 Comments:

A good story that was well spun. Your transitions were effective, and the piece was nicely interspersed with quotes. Some things that could have enhanced it, however: You said he weighed 150 pounds -- that was down from? Co-workers were making excuses for him -- why? Was his condition affecting his work? What was his AFSC? Don't use a brand (Mazda); it implies military endorsement. Late June, he tried suicide again -- how many months after the first try?  What breed of dogs does he have? How long was that "journey back?" How does the Air Force suicide rate compare? What were the "larger" maller" projects? Has he started dating? A nice tie would be how he now fares with women.

Judge #3 Comments:

Returned to Duty

NCO makes journey back from suicide

By Staff Sgt. Jason Tudor

A WONDERFUL PERSONAL STORY OF COMEBACK AND COURAGE.  WHAT IT LACKS IS A PSYCHIATRIST EXPLAINING WHAT HAPPENED TO HIM AND HOW HE WAS ABLE TO RECOVER, HOW HE TWICE TURNED AWAY FROM SUICIDE.  WHAT MAKES HIM DIFFERENT FROM THOSE WHO KILL THEMSELVES; HOW UNUSUAL IS HIS CASE?  THIS MAJOR ELEMENT WOULD HAVE GIVEN THE STORY MORE AUTHENTICITY.  AS IT IS, THE STORY OTHERWISE REFLECTS GOOD REPORTING, TALKING TO OTHER VARIOUS SOURCES.

Senior Master Sgt. Patrick McCathern isn’t finished with his journey in life, or the one that began 25 years ago with the Air Force. Both, however, started anew after he tried to commit suicide in 1994.

His broken heart and his inability to cope with the disintegration of his marriage led him to tie a rope around his neck and nearly hang himself.

Along the way, there was darkness, depression, confusion and loneliness that even he cannot fully describe. It’s the sort of trouble that makes suicide the second leading cause of death in the Air Force, and perpetuates an institutionalized stigma that keeps many thinking that getting help will damage careers.

Yet none of the traits that characterized his attempt at suicide come close to describing him then or today, and left many who are close to him asking why.

Everyone who meets him is impressed with the Kelly Air Force Base, Texas, senior NCO. From the top of his shining head to the tips of his shined shoes, he exudes professionalism. What could be termed a pristine career started immediately when he scored 99 in three of four categories of his ASVAB test. He’s won dozens of awards, hundreds of accolades and the respect of his peers. His presence and stature would overshadow the tail of a C-5 Galaxy, towering above most colleagues. In that respect, there’s also the size of his heart. He greets each day with the enthusiasm of a child on Christmas morning and treats everyone he meets with the respect, dignity and candor you would expect from a statesman. So how did he ever reach the decision to commit suicide? For many who hear the 46-year-old first sergeant’s story, the revelation is all the more startling. PARAGRAPH FAR TOO LONG, NEEDS TO BE BROKEN UP FOR READABILITY

“You start spiraling into a world that you’re not familiar with, and you think you can find your way back,” he said. “You don’t know where it begins, and you don’t know where it ends.”

The depression may have started when his wife asked him for a divorce. “We used to kid about that. Joke about it. I would ask her if there was someone else. She would say no.

“I guess she thought it would be easier on me not to tell the truth. What devastated me the most was the loss of trust. What greater trust can you have than in a marital relationship?”

Crushed by the news, he began his slow spiral into depression. In the time that followed, he was barely going to work. His 6-foot, 1-inch frame weighed 150 pounds (“I looked like Ally McBeal.”). Co-workers covered for him at every turn and made excuses for his condition to his superiors. They had no idea what to do.

What they didn’t know was that he actually tried to kill himself twice. The first time, he closed the garage door, started his Mazda and began inhaling carbon monoxide, and stopped himself. “It was taking too long,” he said. “You’re sitting there and your mind is going in different directions, and you’re thinking ‘this is stupid.’”

A second try

In late June, he was prepared to give it another try. This time, he believed hanging himself was the way to go. He had the rope in hand, knot tied and fastened to a door. All he had to do was stand on his tiptoes and lean forward, letting his weight cinch the rope around his throat.

Then he thought about his dogs.

“My concern was not about friends or family. That had long since passed. But I thought about it for a minute, and I wondered who was going to take care of my dogs, Dunkin and Donut, when I was gone. My dogs were my lifeline. Faithful, loyal and they never lied to me,” he said. “That stopped me.”

He soon made a phone call to his friend and co-worker, Kate McGill.

“I said, ‘Kate, I need some help.’ Then I just sat there, and it was like I was just a piece of Jell-O.”

“I’d never seen him that bad,” she remembered. “When I got to his house, he was just sitting there on the floor. Eventually, I just had to pick him up and almost drag him to the car. He’s a big guy. It wasn’t easy.”

They said nothing on their way to the hospital. When they arrived, they sought out the on-duty chaplain. Ironically, she encountered the same chaplain who had seen the sergeant previously for depression issues.

“He [the chaplain] was able to reassure me that he would take care of him from there,” she said. “After I thought it was OK, I got in my car and cried all the way home.”

Sergeant McCathern then started his lengthy journey back. It began with his first encounter with medical technicians. He would be asked what was wrong, and he would just stare into space. He lay in the emergency room for what seemed hours, and then he was moved to Wilford Hall’s psychiatric ward.

But even looking up from his self-induced abyss, having been courted by the seduction of suicide, he still had an old NCO’s kick.

“They were treating me like a child,” he recalled. “I had to grab their attention and tell them, ‘Listen, I’m not psychotic. I’m not crazy. I’m extremely depressed.’ Their eyes lit up, and I said, ‘And I’m still a senior NCO.’ We got along fine after that.”

He spent eight days going through therapy sessions and other medical processes to begin his recovery. And when he thought no one cared (“I’d become completely self-absorbed.”), he began getting visits from people he worked with, his commander and others who were interested in his well-being.

“It was a legitimate concern,” he said. “My commander was completely shocked. I was master of ceremonies of a change of command just days before the suicide attempt.”

Following the hospital care, he left Wilford Hall and restarted his Air Force career. That included a number of doctor visits, taking anti-depressant medicine and other means of dealing with the demons of depression.

A shift in approach

Much of what the NCO was going through in recovery was a shift in how the service handled suicide in years past from a clinical to a more community-based approach. According to Lt. Gen. Paul K. Carlton Jr., the Air Force surgeon general, it has become a societal issue.

“We have made it an Air Force resources issue, and our most important resource is our people,” the surgeon general said. “Our society — the U.S. Air Force — has great concern because we’re losing between 40 and 60 people a year to suicide. That’s an unacceptable rate.”

The shift in treating suicide has led to a rapid decline, from a rate of 15.8 per 100,000 people in 1996 to 3.5 per 100,000 people in 1999.

Not wanting to be part of that loss rate, Sergeant McCathern was determined to get his mind in the right place. He started seeing a psychiatrist. “I didn’t care about anything. It was all I could do to just get up and breathe. I knew this was something that had to be done.”

Pivotal to getting him back in the flow was his commander at the time, now Lt. Col. Charles Ayala. At first, it was small projects and then larger ones. The larger projects led to more responsibility, and when Sergeant McCathern had found a good place for himself and his career was back on its feet, he decided to try being a first sergeant. He’d performed the role on an interim basis and knew it was something he had to do. “I loved my time being the first sergeant. It was my knack. It was my passion.”

He had always impressed his co-workers with professionalism, integrity and the willingness to get the job done. How would they take to him becoming a first sergeant a mere two years following a suicide attempt? It was 1996, and he was sure going to give it a try.

Things didn’t go exactly as he’d expected facing the interview board convened to choose prospective first sergeants.

“During the one-hour and 45-minute interview, they asked a few questions, and I thought, ‘I’m not faring very well.’ So, I’m thinking I’m dying on the vine.”

Then he was asked his feelings about suicide prevention. He told the board about his attempt and was met with an improbable reaction. “They’re eyes got real big, and one of the panel members said, ‘That must have taken a lot of courage.’ I said it didn’t take any courage at all. The truth is the truth.”

The panel member who asked the question was Kelly Air Force Base Command Chief Master Sgt. Bill Schuster, a 29-year veteran.

“I felt a little uneasy for the guy sitting in the chair in front of us,” the chief remembered. “It did take a lot of courage to say it. He really is integrity with a capital ‘I’.”

The chief also qualified Sergeant McCathern’s value as a first sergeant. “The Air Force is a better place for the message he is trying to get across. He’s a no-nonsense sort of guy who is respected by his fellow first sergeants and others.”

Needless to say, his integrity won the day and earned him a diamond to wear on his sleeve. Since then, he has become even more of an example for others to emulate professionally and personally. He was the No. 2 selectee in the Air Force for promotion to senior master sergeant. He continues to hold a job with a top secret clearance with special compartmentalized access, debunking the fears many harbor that a trip to the mental health clinic or some emotional event leading to that sort of visit will end your career.

His confidence and self-esteem have soared, and he finds himself in a better place in his life than he has ever been. He quantifies his work effectiveness by measuring the smiles on people’s faces, confronting the issues and saving the paperwork for a more appropriate time.

“He’s very much on top of his game,” said Senior Airman Sharon Harrison, who works with him on the commander’s support staff. “When you talk with him, you don’t feel like you’re shocking him. He’s been there, done that. There’s not a lot you can’t tell him.”

Kate also draws from the NCO’s strength.

“I would trust Pat with my life and my daughter’s life,” she said firmly. “He has wonderfully strong morals and values — and he follows them.”

In fact, the suicide attempt has turned his life around.

“It was like Star Trek,” he said. “I had gone where not a lot of people had gone before. From there I just got stronger and stronger and stronger.”

Above all, it’s provided him a new beginning in his life, and he’s not concerned with the ending as much as he used to be.

“It’s almost like I wasn’t born until that moment.”
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In June 1940, a handful of officers and 80 enlisted men assembled at Fort Benning, Ga., to form the Army’s first engineer regiment dedicated to meeting the construction needs of Army Air Corps units overseas. 

As Air Corps leaders began assembling the world’s largest air armada in preparation for America’s inevitable entry into World War II, they recognized that a successful multi-theater war would require far more than Congressional appropriations, airplanes, aircrews and equipment. What the Air Corps needed was its own engineers — troops that trained and worked with aviators, spoke their language and understood the needs of aerial combat units. 

The 21st Engineer (Aviation) Regiment, activated and trained in the sweltering summer heat of Georgia in 1940, was the first unit of its kind and the forerunner of more than 150 Engineer Aviation Battalions that saw duty during World War II. 

More than 150,000 Aviation Engineers served the Army Air Forces during the war. They were trained to rapidly construct advance airfields close to or even behind enemy lines and were equipped to repair airfields damaged by enemy bombing. They were skilled in the camouflage of airfields and the construction of defensive works and they were also armed, taking an active part in defending their airdromes with bazookas, antitank and antiaircraft guns, grenade launchers, armed half-tracks and antitank mines.

In Europe, Aviation Engineer units built bomber, transport and fighter bases for THE Eighth Air Force in England. After the invasion of North Africa in November 1942, they constructed airfields along the coasts of North Africa and in Kenya, then on the islands of Sicily and Corsica. By the end of the campaign the 10 battalions in theater had built or improved 129 airdromes.

Aviation Engineers played a critical role in the Normandy invasion and the advance across Europe. Under Ninth Engineer Command, the first engineer units landed on Utah Beach on D-Day and, despite heavy losses of men and equipment, had an emergency landing strip built within 11 hours. By D plus 16, five fighter-bomber groups were based in Normandy, operating from four newly constructed airfields. Engineers followed the front across Europe and worked on airfields in Germany, Austria and Czechoslovakia. By V-E Day, 11 months later, nearly 250 airfields had been constructed or reconditioned for Allied use. During their peak period, Ninth Engineer Command put an airfield into service every 36 hours.

Aviation Engineers were a precious commodity in the Pacific, prompting General Douglas MacArthur to comment, “This is an engineer’s war.” The challenges for the Aviation Engineers in the Pacific were nearly insurmountable. To carry the war to the Japanese required staggering logistical support. They constructed airfields in the heart of impenetrable jungles. They constructed facilities on coral atolls where every stick of lumber and bar of steel had to come from 3,000 miles away. They off-loaded heavy construction equipment through pounding surf without harbors. They secured water supplies on desert islands where fresh water was nonexistent and attempts to dig wells were met by seawater at a depth of four feet. 

In the Philippines they repaired airfields, scraped out emergency runways, and eventually served as infantry before surrendering at Corregidor. Aviation Engineers and Seabees worked together to provide airfields on newly-captured islands like Christmas, Ellis, Tarawa and Kwajalein. American aircraft were flying missions from these new facilities often before the Japanese were ever aware that construction was underway. 

Airfields in the Marianas were of unprecedented scale to accommodate the giant B-29s. Five 800-man battalions worked around the clock on Saipan, battling coral, bad weather and Japanese infantry attempting to overrun the base.

In preparation for MacArthur’s return to the Philippines, Aviation Engineers constructed massive basing complexes at Port Moresby, New Guinea, to serve as a springboard for the invasion. In the China-Burma-India Theater, a handful of engineers advised Maj Gen Claire Chennault on airfield construction and oversaw construction of airfields for Fourteenth Air Force by Chinese laborers.

In Burma there were Airborne Aviation Engineers, units specially equipped to parachute in ahead of other troops to capture airfields or construct new ones with hand tools, then be promptly reinforced by glider-borne engineers carrying light and miniature equipment. 

They constructed an airfield behind enemy lines in support of Maj Gen Charles Wingate’s famous Chindits. From 1942 to 1944, five Engineer Aviation Battalions faced incredible odds, not to build airfields but to assist in construction of the Ledo Road that stretched from India to Burma to carry supplies on to China. Once the road was finished, they began constructing airfields in China.

By the end of World War II, Aviation Engineers had built or improved 1,000 airfields around the world. A total of 157 Engineer Aviation Battalions saw duty during the war, 48 of which were segregated units composed of African-American troops. In addition, there were 16 Airborne Engineer Aviation Battalions. 

Sixty years later, their legacy lives on. In the aftermath of the Readiness Challenge VII competition WHAT’S THAT??, we reflect on their valor and sacrifice and honor them for building the foundation for today’s Air Force civil engineering force.

