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I like to see a man proud of the place in which he lives. I like to see a man live so that his place will be proud of him.

~President Abraham Lincoln



The first day of junior high school! Excitement crackled in the air. My mom dropped me off at the curb, and I practically skipped onto my brand new campus. Everywhere, kids were greeting each other, grinning and laughing. I waved at familiar faces and called out, “Hi!”

It was weird, but after just three months, everyone looked so different—taller, with new haircuts, new clothes.

I had P.E. for first period. I didn’t mind it that much, since it meant I’d get it over and done before the heat of the afternoon. I was weirded out by the locker room though. It even smelled funny—stale and musty. We all bustled around each other, shoving our backpacks beneath the benches, trying to figure out the combinations on our new locks. I smiled at the girls next to me and they smiled back.

In a far corner of the room, a speaker squawked on. “Good morning, Woodrow Wilson Junior High School students! Welcome to the first day of a fabulous new school year. We’ll begin with the Pledge of Allegiance.”

I tugged my gray gym shirt over my head and my right hand immediately rested over my heart. Around me, other girls froze in place, all of us looking towards the flag draped near the speaker.

A few tears came to my eyes. Every time I did the pledge, I thought of my grandpa. He had died almost a year before, but I still missed him every single day. Grandpa served in World War II and the flag had very special meaning for him. Even if we heard the pledge or the national anthem on TV, we stopped everything and saluted. He would get this distant look in his eyes, like he could see all the way to India and China where he loaded bombers during the war. It had made him proud and sad all at once.

The principal finished reciting the pledge. The other girls unfroze and resumed dressing. The day continued, full of reunions and excitement and groans as we confronted our first homework assignments of the year.

The next morning in the locker room, I noticed something odd. Some of the girls talked through the pledge and continued to change clothes. The morning after that, even fewer paused to place their hands over their hearts. I looked at the gym teachers’ cubby and was shocked that they talked and laughed through the pledge, too.

By the second week of school, I was the only girl in the whole locker room who did the Pledge of Allegiance. I stood out. That’s when the comments started.

“What do you think you’re doing?” sneered one girl.

“The pledge,” I said.

“What’s wrong with you? We don’t have to do the pledge anymore.” She tossed her hair over her shoulder.

“Yeah,” another girl chimed in, “there’s no one to make us do it!” They shared a triumphant grin.

I had known some of these girls since second grade, but now it was like I didn’t know them at all. It wasn’t just their hairstyles and bodies that had changed over the summer. Something else had changed, too.

The next morning, I hid in a bathroom stall to switch clothes. When the pledge started, I faced a graffiti-covered metal door as I mouthed the words. I couldn’t see the flag. My stomach clenched in a great big knot. It felt so wrong to be hiding like that.

I kept hiding for the next week, and it felt worse every single day.

The other girls left me alone, and that should have made me glad. It didn’t. Instead, I felt like I was betraying the memory of my grandpa. He risked his life fighting for that flag. I rarely saw him cry, but when he’d hear the song “I’m Proud To Be An American” by Lee Greenwood, tears would fill his eyes. Now, tears were filling my eyes as I cowered in a bathroom stall. I wished that I could go to the teachers for help, but they didn’t seem to care about doing the pledge, either.

I cared. I cared a lot.

I spent a weekend gathering up my nerve and practicing what I would say. By the time Monday came, I was nervous, but also calmer than I had been in a long time because I knew I was doing the right thing.

I changed into my gray gym clothes right away and was standing by my locker when the principal began morning announcements. The pledge started and I put my hand over my heart.

A girl nearby slammed her locker shut and looked over at me. “Why are you doing that?” she asked. She didn’t sound mean about it, more like she was confused.

“My grandpa fought in World War II and he died last year,” I said. “I’m doing it for him.”

She blinked. Embarrassment flickered over her face and she looked away. “Oh,” she said.

Over the next few weeks, more girls confronted me, thinking they could bully me about the pledge. I gave them all that same answer. Eventually, they stopped asking.

I came to realize something. These kids thought they were rebelling against something they were forced to do in school. The fact was, every single girl in that locker room probably had a family member in the military at some point. With a Navy base nearby, some of them even had enlisted dads.

I never inspired other girls to do the pledge along with me. That was okay. They made a choice; I made mine. It was enough that I stood there, in the open, to say those words. I was doing it for Grandpa, but more than that, I was doing it for myself.

Grandpa raised me to be proud to be an American, and that pride didn’t stop because I was in seventh grade.

— Beth Cato —
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You are not here merely to make a living. You are here in order to enable the world to live more amply, with greater vision, with a finer spirit of hope and achievement.

~Woodrow Wilson



“Mr. Murphy is doing it again, Mom. Every morning he puts up the flag, and every evening he pulls it down,” Peter said, as he watched our neighbor through the kitchen window.

“He’s patriotic,” I said to my ten-year-old son.

“We’re patriotic, but we don’t have a thirty-foot flagpole in our yard,” Peter said. “Who do you think he is?”

“You’ll find out tonight,” I said. “I’ve invited our new neighbor to come to dinner and get acquainted.”

When he arrived, I saw that Mr. Murphy had dressed in a suit and tie. His hair was still damp from his shower, and his cheeks were shiny from a fresh shave. It was obvious that getting invited to dinner was a big social event for him, and I was glad I’d used our good china.

Peter was never one to be shy. “Why do you put up that flag every day?”

“Lots of reasons, I guess,” responded Mr. Murphy. He cleared his throat. “I’m glad to be an American. I think it’s pretty to see the flag climbing up the flagpole to greet the morning. And it just makes me feel good.”

“I thought maybe you used to be a general or something,” Peter said.

Mr. Murphy laughed.

“No, I was just a seventeen-year-old private in the Army who got shot in both legs when our unit landed on Omaha Beach on D-Day in World War II,” he said.

“Omaha Beach,” I said quietly. “Not many survived that.”

“No,” he whispered, “not many.”

“Did you get any medals?” Peter asked.

“Yes, I got a couple. I got a Purple Heart and a Bronze Star. I could show you the Purple Heart,” he offered.

“Can I see the Bronze Star, too?” Peter asked.

“No, I never got it. Lots of soldiers earned medals, but never got them. Besides, we weren’t trying to win medals; we were trying to win a war,” Mr. Murphy said.

“You did,” Peter said. “Thanks.”

Mr. Murphy smiled. “You’re welcome.”

“No, I meant it,” Peter said firmly. “Thanks.”

“Couldn’t you write to the President and get your medal?” I asked as I passed the potatoes.

“I don’t want to bother the President,” he laughed. “Besides, cutting through the red tape could take years.”

I knew he didn’t have many years.

That evening flew by. Before we knew it, Mr. Murphy was thanking us for a lovely dinner and heading home.

The next morning, Peter and I stood at the kitchen window and watched our neighbor raise his flag.

“I made something for him last night.” Peter held out his hand. “It’s a copy of the Bronze Star.”

A gold foil star with slightly crooked points hung from a striped cloth. I recognized the material; it had been cut from the tail of Peter’s favorite shirt.

“I know it isn’t the real thing, but he’ll never get the real medal, will he, Mom?”

“No,” I answered simply. “Why don’t you give that to him right now?”

“I feel embarrassed to go alone. Will you go with me?”

I phoned Mr. Murphy and asked him to meet us beside his flagpole.

“I know this is about fifty years late, but I brought you your Bronze Star,” Peter said. He pinned the paper medal to the pocket of the old man’s shirt.

Mr. Murphy snapped to attention and saluted, giving the ceremony unexpected dignity. Tears rolled down his wrinkled cheeks.

“I couldn’t be any prouder if the President himself had given this to me,” he said, wiping his eyes on his sleeve.

A few days later, I took a casserole to Mr. Murphy and saw a frame hanging over the mantel. It contained a faded Purple Heart… and a Bronze Star made from gold foil and a piece of a boy’s favorite shirt. Both were precious to the old soldier.

The next morning, Peter looked out the kitchen window to watch Mr. Murphy put up the flag.

“Mom! Look!” Peter shouted and ran to the door.

Fearing the worst had happened to our neighbor, I ran after him.

A newly installed flagstaff was attached to the corner post of our back porch. A bright, new American flag was carefully folded across the rail. It was a special gift to a young boy from a grateful old soldier.

Peter quickly unfolded the flag and attached it to the staff. It gave a gentle flutter and settled into a rolling wave.

We turned and saw Mr. Murphy standing in his yard, watching us.

Peter saluted, and the old man smiled and saluted back.

— April Knight —
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The American flag is the symbol of our freedom, national pride and history.

~Mike Fitzpatrick



I was a new Airman attending technical school in Monterey, California. I was assigned to Charge of Quarters (CQ) duty on July 4, 2008. An hour into a very long, minimally manned shift, we got a call. The base flag’s straps had snapped in the extreme wind of the early morning, and the flag was falling.

Another Airman and I drove to the site to check things out. A maintenance man, who happened to be on base and made the call, was attempting to lift the flag off the ground. The flag was unbelievably large, and the pole stood in a field off to the side of the road.

My fellow Airman, the maintenance worker, and I each took a corner of the flag and held it off the ground. It was extremely heavy and a difficult task for the three of us alone. My co-worker called our sergeant to inform him of the situation, and he said he would make some calls and be there to assist as soon as he could. We were already feeling the extreme weight of the flag in our six arms and knew this was not going to be easy, but we never questioned the task that had fallen to us. Then we began to take turns using one hand to make calls and texts to friends and colleagues to try and acquire assistance.

We were not incredibly confident that we would be successful in gaining ample assistance on the early morning of July 4th. It was a Friday and the first day of a three-day holiday weekend. Most of our fellow students would be taking advantage of the time off for the holiday and be sleeping in. Many would already be headed to the beach for the weekend Fourth of July festivities and a much-needed break from the intense studies and duties we performed daily.

The sergeant arrived about an hour after we began. He was frantically trying to find someone who could fix the straps so we could raise the flag. His attempts were mainly answered with voice mail that informed him of holiday closures and promises of response on the next business day. Another hour passed, and the sergeant took a corner to aid our aching arms as much as he could. He had exhausted all options, and now the only thing he could do was wait. He continued to check his phone frequently, hoping for any response or instruction. The four of us continued to hold Old Glory as high as our aching arms could. We ensured she didn’t touch the ground, but our muscles were exhausted. The sun was also rising higher, and it was getting hot.

We saw a car pull up, and two Airmen in civvies started to walk toward us. Without instruction, they each took a spot and bore some of the weight of the massive flag. They were friends of friends (who were actively headed back from the beach to help) that we had contacted. They informed us that they had contacted a few more of their friends who were now on their way as well. About a half hour later, a few more cars pulled up full of Airmen coming to assist us. With the added people, the flag was still incredibly heavy, but much more bearable than before. As more people arrived, we were able to hold the flag out more evenly, which aided in the weight distribution.

We stood, mostly silent, arms shaking, brows dripping from the heat of the sun for more than four hours. Finally, our sergeant got the call that instructed us to do our best to fold up the flag as no one was open on the holiday that could repair the broken straps, and no Honor Guard was currently available. None of us were trained in the Honor Guard and had no idea how to properly fold the flag. We did our best and folded it as neatly as we could. Afterward, we all shook hands and went our separate ways. Many headed out to celebrate our country’s independence with beach barbecues. Some returned to their dorms for some much-needed rest. I returned to my Friday duties.

Throughout the remainder of the day, I thought about how those of us who held that flag off the ground never asked why or gave up on a task many would have deserted. We were not trained for this. They did not teach us in Basic Training to keep the flag off the ground.

I learned something that hot July day. Seeing many young military members come together for a task many would consider futile taught me that true patriotism is shown in the selfless actions of those living in a country they love. The irony that this all happened on Independence Day was not lost on me. I think about it every July 4th with a smile on my face.

My arms may have ached for days, but I had never been prouder. That gargantuan flag had always been there, but it flew higher in my eyes after that day. I never once passed it again without a smile and the newfound appreciation that I had gained for all that it represented. On that day, I learned the meaning of true patriotism, and that is something I will never forget.

— Cassandra Burns —
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The American flag represents all of us and all the values we hold sacred.

~Adrian Cronauer



On national holidays, my dad carried a metal pole to the middle of our front yard. He sunk it into the ground and attached a flag. I can still hear the crank of the pulley as the flag rose, splaying stars and stripes in a suburban neighborhood, where big flapping flags were rare.

I watched as Dad saluted our flag. He was fiercely loyal to America and, because of that, I was, too.

“This is the best country in the world,” he’d often say. “We’re so lucky to live here.” He was referring to his grandparents, who’d arrived penniless from the Jewish ghetto of Vilnius, Lithuania. They had been second-class citizens there with no chance of economic or social advancement. Yet here in America their children graduated from high school and moved into the middle class.

During World War II, my father served in France and Germany. A year before Pearl Harbor, he was drafted as a private, later rising to the rank of Major. He was willing to die to defeat fascism and make the world safe for democracy. His service to our country was deeply ingrained into his identity.

Although his patriotism was palpable, he never spoke about his war experiences, the gory side of bravery, or how many people he saw die. Instead, Dad reminisced about his men and the bland, powdered food the Army provided them. They sometimes traded coffee grounds with French farmers, who gave them fresh eggs and homemade bread. These meals were the highlight of those dark days.

Dad spent countless months in trenches, through rain and freezing temperatures. He came home from the war with a back injury, which dogged him for the rest of his life, causing excruciating pain and days lost from work.

At the end of the war, the Army offered him a military career, but he felt better suited to civilian life. He was a furniture salesman, and I remember him giving me pieces of discontinued upholstery fabric that I turned into dolls’ clothes.

When I was twenty-five, my father died suddenly. The day after his funeral, a box was delivered to my parents’ house. Inside was a flag crisply folded into a triangle.

“It’s from the Army,” my mother said. “For his military service.”

“I’m impressed they sent it so quickly,” I said.

She sat in a chair and wept for half an hour, cradling the flag. She displayed that cloth triangle on a shelf in our living room, where everyone could see its white stars shining against a blue background. She never moved it from that honored spot.

When I’d visit, I was disturbed that dust had seeped into the creases. I tried removing it with a feather duster.

“Don’t touch the flag,” Mom said. She was afraid I’d loosen the folds.

Because I lived in a New York City apartment, I had no front lawn, no way to erect a flag. But twelve years after Dad’s death, my husband David and I bought a charming cottage near a lake in Massachusetts.

“Do you think we could hang a flag from the front porch on Memorial Day?” I asked. “It’s something my dad always did on American holidays. It would mean a lot to me.”

“Let’s hang a flag all year,” David said. “We’re Americans every day, aren’t we?”

We went to Kmart and bought a flag. I was a little surprised that they sold only nylon flags, not like the thick cotton ones of my childhood.

“There’s no such thing as a bad American flag,” David said. “Besides, nylon is durable and will hold up well since we’re planning to hang our flag every day.”

Whenever I see our flag hanging off our porch, I think of my father. Sometimes, I’m emotional because I miss him. But most of the time, I think about how proud I am to be his daughter, to be an American, and to carry on his patriotic tradition.

Five years ago, David and I visited Normandy with another couple. We were incredibly moved to see those big wide beaches, so sunny and quiet, belying the thousands of young men who perished there in the dawn hours of June 6, 1944.

But nothing prepared me for the scope of the American cemetery. Row upon row of pristine white crosses, with the occasional Star of David, marked where 9,387 heroes were buried. Those young men sacrificed their lives to keep our country safe. I felt heartbroken for their families whose sons, husbands, or brothers were buried so far from home.

We were traveling with a French guide named Jacques, who’d intentionally brought us to the American cemetery just before 5:00 p.m. He knew that my father had fought in France and that our friend Arnold had been a Captain during the Vietnam War. Dozens of people swirled around us in the shadows of two gigantic flags.

Unbeknownst to us, Jacques ran off and spoke to some officials about our military connections. He returned, walking quickly. “They’ll lower those two flags any minute,” he said. “Two groups of people have the privilege of participating in a ceremony. The four of you have been chosen!”

Before I knew it, we heard the whine of Taps playing as the flags crept downward. Arnold saluted. The atmosphere was somber, as if World War II had ended yesterday, instead of sixty-seven years earlier.

We held the flag in silence, first folding it in half and then into a triangle at the tip. We moved the flag back and forth in that shape until it became a triangle as thick as a pillow. Covered by stars, it was just like the one that had been delivered to my mother forty years ago.

My eyes welled with tears, wishing my dad were here to see this. I was humbled to honor him and his service to our country with something he loved dearly — the American flag.

— Linda Morel —
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Let us place there, carved high, as close to heaven as we can, the words of our leaders, their faces, to show posterity what manner of men they were.

~John Gutzon de la Mothe Borglum



We were on a road trip, taking our time and enjoying the incredible scenery in this country. It was kind of a National Parks road trip, staying a few days in each place. We had already been to the Grand Canyon, Zion and Bryce, and after making our way north we were now in South Dakota to check out the Badlands, the Black Hills and Mount Rushmore.

We were lucky to have a room in the historic Custer State Game Lodge, an old hotel in Custer Park that had served as the Summer White House for President Coolidge in 1927 and where President Eisenhower had stayed in 1953 when he was on a speaking trip. My husband and I had reserved the Eisenhower room, the very room the President had stayed in years ago!

We spent two days driving around the beautiful and diverse countryside and checking out the sites. We saw all kinds of wildlife too. Imagine driving down a small road in the park that is only wide enough for two cars to pass… carefully, and coming upon a herd of bison! That’s exactly what happened to us. And what does everyone tell you to do when that happens? Pull over! Bison rule the road! They are huge. And they don’t care if you have the right of way! They’re bigger than you are. They just watch you for a while and then, when they decide it’s time they amble on down the road. When they are a safe distance away, then, and only then, can you drive away… slowly.

The next day we had plans to visit Mount Rushmore. It was about an hour’s drive from our hotel — more time for us to take in the scenery. It was also July 4th. When we told the concierge at the hotel that we had plans to visit Mount Rushmore the next morning she advised us to get there as early as we could. They were expecting huge crowds for the holiday and, although it had been almost two years since the terrible tragedy of 9/11, the security, while always tight, would be even more restrictive.

My husband and I are not early morning people but on that clear and sunny Friday morning we were up at the crack of dawn. After breakfast in the hotel dining room we started out for Mount Rushmore. We knew when we were getting close because, even early in the morning, there were lots of cars on the road. The line of cars in front of us, and in back of us, grew heavier and longer as we approached the entrance to the park. Like a parade, the cars slowly snaked up the hill toward the parking structure.

But first you had to pass through the entrance gates. There were soldiers with rifles and bomb-sniffing dogs stationed at each gate. Each car was stopped. Each person had to produce a picture ID. While one soldier checked IDs and looked into and poked around the car, another soldier, along with a bomb-sniffing dog, walked slowly around the car and used mirrors on long poles to check underneath. It was a slow process but they were not taking any chances. Thank goodness for that.

After we were cleared through security, we drove into the parking structure, found a place to park and walked toward the entrance. You walk up the stairs and down the Avenue of the Flags. There are fifty-six flags flying, twenty-eight on either side of the path: fifty state flags, one district flag, three territory flags and two commonwealth flags, all representing the United States of America. It is a very colorful and impressive sight.

In the background you can see the heads of the four Presidents carved into the granite face of the mountain. Of course we had seen pictures of the carvings in books so we knew what to expect, but everyone who had seen it told us that seeing it in person would be an unforgettable experience. And it was. You can’t get the magnitude of the sculptures from a picture. It was beyond impressive and majestic.

We toured the Visitor’s Center, looked at the exhibits and watched the movie on the history of the carving of the mountain. And then it was time to really view the sculptures. We walked out into the crowd standing on the Grand View Terrace. Everyone was looking up in awe, standing still and quiet. Even the children who were there seemed to sense that this was something special and were silent.

As we looked at our fellow visitors, we noticed something unusual. Almost without exception, these people were wearing red, white, and blue. Some people wore shirts with the American flag and the words “Proud to Be an American” printed on them. It was such a spontaneous outpouring of patriotism.

And then it started. Quietly. Kind of like humming. At first I wasn’t sure I was really hearing it. Someone started singing “God Bless America.” Then more and more people joined in until practically everyone standing and viewing this American monument was singing. It sounded amazing. Lots of people had tears in their eyes. Lots of people had smiles on their faces.

We are strong. We are proud. We are Americans.

— Barbara LoMonaco —
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The union of hearts, the union of hands, and the flag of our Union forever.

~George Pope Morris



“HELP!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as the wobbly metal extension ladder slipped. I was on my tiptoes on the top rung, hugging the flagpole with all my might. Somehow I was the one chosen to make the final adjustment of the brass ball on the very top of the forty-foot towering flagpole as my husband and son steadied the ladder from the ground below.

Just weeks earlier we had learned that one of our sons would be deployed with the United States Army’s 82nd Airborne Division to the Persian Gulf in Operation Desert Shield. This came on the heels of our other son’s honorable discharge from his service with the United States Navy where he served on the USS Ranger.

We were obviously filled with mixed emotions — very worried about our son on active duty in the Gulf, but so proud of both boys. Our hearts were bursting with gratitude and respect.

As a family with deep military roots, we felt the need to vividly express our support for our troops and our sincere patriotism. My husband, a U.S. Army veteran himself, understood the meaning of commitment, and gave his all in whatever he did — it was either over the top or not at all.

So, it was no surprise when we decided to put up a flagpole that it would be the best and tallest one imaginable. However, we didn’t realize the scope of the endeavor we were undertaking until we were well into the project.

After felling one of the tallest Douglas fir trees on our acreage, my husband and youngest son, Chris, dragged it out of the woods with the dozer to the front of the house. There, they removed the branches and painstakingly peeled the bark before sanding the wood to a smooth finish.

Finally, after days of working by hand with a post-hole digger and shovels, the hole was deep enough to support the primed flagpole. As we began to carefully maneuver our “pride and joy” to an upright position, reality set in — we were not going to accomplish this huge task alone.

Thankfully, our curious neighbors discovered our precarious predicament and came to the rescue with tractors and trucks. It was scary watching as ropes and chains pulled the pole from different angles in an effort to place it in the hole.

After a couple of hours, the pole was perfectly upright, towering in the deep blue sky. But the jostling had caused the brass ball top to tip too much to one side. When I pointed this out, it became my job to climb up the ladder and make the adjustments.

The crowd cheered for a job well done as I made my way bravely down the ladder. Once my feet were safely planted on the ground, I looked up at the beautiful sight — our glorious American flag blowing in the gentle fall breeze, expressing the heartfelt patriotism of an entire neighborhood.

Twenty-five years later, the mighty flag continues to fly in front of our home while our two grandsons, in keeping with family tradition, are serving in the United States Army.

— Connie Kaseweter Pullen —
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The red and white and starry blue is freedom’s shield and hope.

~John Philip Sousa



Our family had just purchased a restaurant with a full bar called The White House. I lived in a small apartment above the eatery and one Tuesday morning I was upstairs in the bathroom, showering and getting ready for another busy day at the restaurant, when there came a knock at my door. Since we didn’t open until dinnertime, no one had ever knocked on my bathroom door that early in the morning and even though I found it a little odd, I happily sang out, “Who is it?”

“It’s Paula,” came the reply from one of my favorite waitresses. “You’ve got to come downstairs and watch the news.”

“Umm, no I don’t,” I snapped back with doubt and suspicion. “I can’t even remember the last time I watched the news. I have a restaurant to run.”

“No, seriously,” said Paula sternly. “You have to come downstairs right now and watch the news.”

I threw on some clothes and shuffled down the back stairs.

I walked through the kitchen and as I headed for the bar, I saw Paula, my brother Dan and his wife Cindy standing with their eyes fixated on the television screen behind the counter. I could hear the steady drone of a newscast, but couldn’t quite make out what the anchorman was saying.

The four of us stood there in complete bewilderment watching the North Tower of the World Trade Center with smoke billowing from a gaping hole in the side. Then the unthinkable happened when a huge, fiery explosion ignited the second tower, showering burning debris into the air, on to the adjacent buildings and the streets below.

“Oh my God!” we all said in unison.

At that horrific moment, no one really knew exactly what had just transpired. The first plane initially appeared as though it might have been some kind of freak accident, but what about the second strike? As reports flooded the news channels, there were even more planes crashing, one into the Pentagon and another in a field somewhere in Pennsylvania. We were under attack; the United States of America was under assault by some unknown enemy.

We watched for hours. And we wondered what we should do. Should we open the restaurant? Or would that be disrespectful?

“I’m calling Patti,” I said as I darted behind the bar.

Patti owned a nearby coffee shop called The Pony Expresso, and they had already been open for hours, since long before these tragic events unfolded.

“I don’t think we should open,” I told Patti, “It just doesn’t seem right.”

“But you have to,” she replied. “You own a bar; people might want to come out and talk about all of this, and they may need to process what has just happened. You have a responsibility to the community.”

When she put it that way, we all agreed. We did open the restaurant on that horrible day, but no one came. Everyone was likely watching and re-watching the tragedy, as we all were.

As the afternoon wore on, we saw American flags flying at half-mast all over the country.

The flagpole! The empty flagpole that was in front of our restaurant. We had always said that we would fly the stars and stripes there, but the pulley at the top of the pole was jammed. In opening the restaurant just a few short weeks earlier, with everything else going on, we never got around to fixing it nor were we sure how to actually repair it since it was some thirty feet in the air.

Now we had to fix it. Right then. There would be a flag flying in front of The White House on this tragic day, no matter what.

So I raced to our local hardware store and purchased an American flag. I stopped by the fire station and begged a couple of firefighters to assist me with our dilemma. They agreed and followed me back to the restaurant in one of their ladder trucks.

Our own local, brave firefighters untangled the pulley at the top of the flagpole. I attached the stars and stripes to the chain, pulled the flag all the way to the large gold ball crowning the highest point on the pole, then slowly lowered it back down to half mast and tied it off.

— D.J. Sartell —
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Ev’ry heart beats true ’neath the Red, White and Blue.

~George M. Cohan



“I’m ashamed to fly this flag,” I told my husband. “It’s faded and frayed. It’s time to retire it.”

He agreed. That worn-out flag had flown in front of our house every day for years. We displayed the stars and stripes because we love our country, because my dad, my husband, and three of my brothers served in the military, and because one of those brothers died in the mountains of North Vietnam.

“I’ll just run out and buy another flag,” I told my husband. Little did I know that I was at the beginning of a long and frustrating hunt for the perfect replacement.

I had a list of requirements for our new flag. None of the ones I saw measured up. Some were too flimsy. I knew they wouldn’t fly gracefully in the wind. Others were cheaply made. I knew they wouldn’t make it through one hot Southern California summer before they faded. And I wanted an American flag that was actually made in America.

I’d been looking for a flag for weeks and I was getting desperate. I’d visited all of the nearby stores without finding one that pleased me, so I drove a few extra miles to a shop that specialized in them. Most of their flags were ones that mark the seasons with pictures of bunnies or Santa Claus, or invited you to “Come in and Whine a Bit.” Even their most expensive American flags didn’t meet my high standards.

I thought about ordering one online, but I wanted to rub the material between my fingers. Was I becoming obsessive?

My search ended in my local warehouse store a few weeks before the Fourth of July. A display of American flags caught my eye. They were made of heavy material, each star and stripe individually sewn. The fabric felt crisp, thick and heavy in my hands. A gleaming flagpole that we could attach to our front porch railing was included. And right on the label was a notice: “Certified: Made in USA” I put the flag in my cart immediately and headed for the cash registers.

It seemed as if everyone had decided to check out at once. Carts were piled up as if there had been an accident on the shopping cart freeway. It was hot and it sounded as if every child in the building had decided to have a meltdown at the same time.

“It will take me forever to get out of here,” I thought. My head and my back ached as I leaned on my cart. I considered putting the flag back and going home, but I’d finally found one I liked and I wasn’t about to quit now.

“Let me pay for that,” said a man.

“Are you talking to me?” I responded.

“Yes. I’d like to buy that flag for you.”

“I can pay for it myself,” I said.

“No, let me, please.”

“I said no!”

What was going on here? Did I look as if I couldn’t pay for my own flag? Was this some sort of clever way for a total stranger to get my credit card number? If he paid for my flag, would he hit me up for a favor? I was boxed in by all the shopping carts and couldn’t get away from him. Should I call security?

“It just makes me happy to see someone flying the flag,” he said.

And then I had a hunch: “Are you a veteran?” I asked.

“Yes. My name is Brian and I was in the first Iraq War.” Tears came to his eyes. “I’m sorry. It was a long time ago, but it’s still hard. That’s my family over there in that checkout line.”

Shame washed over me. When had I become so suspicious and distrustful?

I realized that it was easy for me to give, but I didn’t want to receive. I didn’t want anyone to think I needed anything. There was an icy block of pride where my heart should have been.

I gave Brian a hug and whispered in his ear: “I lost a brother in Vietnam. I will pray that God heals any pain you may still carry. And yes, I’d be honored to fly a flag that you bought for me.”

Brian smiled, hugged me back, paid for my flag with his own credit card and left with his family.

The gift given to me by one of our country’s heroes flies from my front porch as I write this. The stars and stripes gleam in the sunlight, and the flag floats in the air in the slightest breath of wind.

It is, indeed, the perfect flag.

— Josephine Fitzpatrick —
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Live so that when your children think of fairness and integrity, they think of you.

~H. Jackson Brown



One of the proudest moments of my life started with a question. The question came from our son Tim, who wanted to join the Army. Shortly after his nineteenth birthday, he asked if I would take him down to the recruiting office and drop him off, saying I could watch him being sworn in if I wanted. I told him, “I wouldn’t miss that moment for anything in the world.”

After we arrived at the recruiting station, we were led into a room for the swearing in. The Army commander explained the swearing in, and the oath the recruits were about to take, asking the soldiers if they were attending of their own free will. All answering, “Yes, Sir!” He then asked the group to hold up their right hands and follow him, repeating the vow to serve our country.

As I looked at the soldiers, it was obvious that every one of them meant every word. The service took my breath away. They all knew what they had just committed to do. I kept saying to myself, “Dear Lord, give them strength!”

The ride home was one of the longest of my life. I felt like I had just given my son away. Questions filled my mind. “Had we taught him all he needed to know? Did he listen? What would he be like when he was done? Did he know how much his mom and I loved him?” This was my little boy! We watched him grow up, and now he belonged to America.



Fast forward to Tim’s second tour of duty in Iraq. He called and asked if we would mind if he came home on leave for Christmas. Just the thought of our family being together for Christmas took my breath away. Waiting for the day we could pick up our son from the airport seemed to take forever.

When the day finally arrived, many people at the airport asked us if the welcome home sign (our daughter Natalie proudly displayed) was for a soldier. We said yes, it was for our son Tim and we were there to welcome him home from a year in Iraq. All of the people we talked to made us feel so proud with their words of thanks. Most everyone asked us to thank Tim for serving our country. We said we would do our best to let him know.

I could hear people in the terminal clapping as Tim passed by them on his way to us. I stood there speechless, listening to all the questions and words of thanks from people like us who were calling my son a hero.

After picking up his bags we made our way to the parking lot and were loading his things into our trunk. Tim said, “Oh, I almost forgot! Here, Dad,” as he pulled out a box from his duffle bag. “Sorry about the box, Dad. I think it got flattened on the trip!” he said.

As I looked at the red, white and blue box, trying to figure out what it was, I pulled the end open to reveal an American flag. Tim said, “Happy Birthday Dad!” He then asked if I remembered the phone call a few months before, on my birthday, when he had told me that he had a present for me but he couldn’t give it to me yet. Tim then reached in his jacket, pulling out a pristine piece of paper in a clear plastic protector. “Dad this letter goes with your flag.”


Certificate of Recognition

These colors were proudly flown in the face of the enemy, in continuing effort to ensure democracy for the people of Iraq and forever erase the scars of tyranny created by years of oppression by terrorist forces threatening the freedom of the United States of America and the World on August 30 in Kirkuk, Iraq.

They are now most respectfully retired and entrusted to the care of William Garvey recognizing his support for Soldiers fighting the War on Terror.



His First Sergeant and the Battery Commander had signed the certificate at the bottom.

I stood there speechless, with tears in my eyes. Now I knew why Tim had called a few months before, saying he couldn’t send my present yet. It was because that flag was flying over his camp on my birthday.

The flag and certificate were the second best birthday present I had ever received — the first was the soldier who brought it safely home to me.

— William Garvey —
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Unity is strength… when there is teamwork and collaboration, wonderful things can be achieved.

~Matti Stepanek



My colleague Norris Kyles and I had been running on a steady diet of fast food and fear for almost a week, ever since May 18, 2013, when several rounds of monster tornadoes struck central Oklahoma. Moore, Oklahoma took the brunt of the storms, but many of the surrounding communities were severely damaged, too.

Norris and I worked as journalists at KFOR-TV, the NBC affiliate in Oklahoma City. He worked as a photographer; I worked as a reporter and anchor. During the endless days of breaking news, we’d both encountered things no one should ever see.

More than two-dozen people died from the storms, and hundreds more were hurt. Once the storms passed, many people had nothing left. Others tried to salvage what little of their lives they could still find. Hopelessness, anger, and despair were easy. Optimism, positivity, and resilience were not.

Indeed, as Norris and I approached Memorial Day, neither one of us felt very good. People across the country would go on trips, attend barbecues, and usher in the summer that upcoming weekend, but not us. The time for rest and relaxation would come much later. We had people who needed us. We had stories to tell. And we had a job to do.

That Friday found us doing it in the small town of Bethel Acres, Oklahoma.

“What are you thinking?” Norris asked me, as he parked the car on what remained of a road that once led into a tiny subdivision. Storm debris, downed trees, piles of bricks, trash, and ripped up memories had replaced most of the homes. That morning, management at KFOR sent us to Bethel Acres in an effort to widen the TV station’s coverage and make sure we didn’t leave out some of the smaller communities.

Norris turned off the car. “Who do you think we should interview?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I guess we’ll just pick one.”

Over the last week both of us had filed more “local family tries to rebuild” stories than we could count. Every day, and every story, had started to bleed into the next. So many people needed help. We could have told stories for a month and never told them all.

I scanned the neighborhood for someone who looked interesting and might put a different spin on all the sadness. “We need some…”

And then I saw him.

Alan Burch walked right in front of our car at that moment, dressed in his U.S. Air Force battle dress uniform. He was sweaty and tired, but he had a determined look on his face. More than that, he clutched an American flag to his chest.

“What’s that about?” I said to Norris. “Let’s talk to that guy.”

Norris grabbed his video camera from the back of our news car, and I took the microphone. We stopped Alan, and he told us that he’d found the flag wrapped around what remained of a neighborhood tree. He didn’t know who owned it, but he also didn’t care. Despite enduring massive winds and tremendous pressure, the flag only had a few small holes. He took that as a sign.

“I had the fire department get their ladder out,” Alan told me. “We pulled it out of the tree and folded it, and now I’m just looking for a place to hoist it up.”

But this neighborhood in Bethel Acres didn’t have standing homes, much less standing flagpoles. The mission looked bleak.

Alan didn’t care.

“This flag means a lot to me, being a member of the U.S. Air Force,” Alan said. He went on to tell us he wouldn’t rest until he found a place to hang Old Glory. “It’s a symbol of this community rising up and getting away from this tragedy.”

For the next fifteen minutes or so, Norris and I followed Alan around the neighborhood as he searched for someone or something that would help him complete his effort. A small group of onlookers had joined him, all of them determined to see that flag fly again. Norris and I concentrated on getting as much sound and video as we could; we didn’t have to tell each other that we’d found our story for the day.

When Alan asked David Meeks for help, the journey took another turn.

“We couldn’t not help him. We couldn’t say no. We couldn’t turn our heads,” David told me.

David and some of his fellow volunteers from Bread of Life Humanitarian Effort drove to Oklahoma from Paducah, Kentucky in the hours after the first round of devastating storms. The group had no idea what they’d find, or how they’d help, but that didn’t matter. People needed them, and they wouldn’t leave their fellow Americans behind.

“We don’t let little things stop us from helping out,” David said. “We’re blessed to be able to do it.”

In Bethel Acres, the volunteers put their skills to work, spearheading the effort to clean up what Mother Nature hadn’t taken away. They had tools, generators, food, water, and skills. Most of all, they had hope.

The team from Bread of Life found a broken chain-link fence pole and straightened out the metal with cinder blocks. As the small crowd of grieving and downtrodden people watched, David and his team drilled two holes in the pole and cut two large swaths of chicken wire. They wrapped the wire through the holes and threaded the flag on to it. Then, with Alan’s help, they jammed the pole into the ground and raised the flag in the middle of the storm-swept neighborhood.

By then, almost everyone around the community had paused to watch them raise it. Trash pickup, hammering, sawing, and sorting could wait. Many people cried once the flag flew
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