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​Foreword
Setting the Stage: Journey from Rural New Mexico to the Amazon Jungle.
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James Jones, PhD, PA-C, Mount Ausangate, Peru

This book tells the story of a life forged by resilience, service, and the unwavering love and support of an extraordinary wife. From an early age, I was no stranger to hardship, responsibility, and adversity. Growing up in poverty across the rural landscapes of Texas and New Mexico, I endured the challenges of an alcoholic father and the physical and emotional abuse that came with it. Forced to mature quickly, I was living independently by age 11, working long hours on farms and operating construction equipment alongside my much older brother, Cliffy. At 13, in defiance of child labor laws, I worked washing dishes at Denny's with my sister, fueled by the drive to survive and build a better life. This early independence shaped the way I would approach my roles as a husband, father, and grandfather and solidified my commitment to the enduring values of hard work, resilience, and sacrifice.

In high school at Tucumcari High—the proud home of the “Rattlers”—I met Jennifer McLain, the woman who would become my wife. Jennifer’s unwavering strength and belief in me were like nothing I had ever known. We married at 17, and from that moment on, I was driven by a desire to give her a life filled with stability and love. I was determined to break free from the financial struggles, we both knew all too well, and I saw the Army as my path forward. When I enlisted in 1989, the recruiter asked how long I planned to serve. Without hesitation, I replied, “20 years,” prompting a chuckle and a “Slow down there, Skippy.” But I was serious—this was not just a job; it was a commitment to build a life with Jennifer that was far from the limitations of our past.

My journey in the Army began with humble roles that taught me the discipline, adaptability, and focus I would need to succeed. Starting as a Chaparral crew member, artillery gunner, and later, working as a dental assistant and hygienist, I learned the importance of every position in the larger mission, no matter how small it seemed. The Army instilled in me a deep sense of purpose and duty, values that would guide me throughout my career.

Driven by a desire to advance and make a greater impact, I turned to education. Balancing the demands of military life with academics, I earned a Bachelor’s degree, followed by a Master of Physician Assistant Studies, and eventually, a Ph.D. in Health Science & Educational Psychology. These accomplishments allowed me to assume leadership roles, including as a Director of Health Services in Qatar. In this position, I was responsible for the medical readiness of thousands of Soldiers, ensuring that they were physically and mentally prepared for the rigors of military service. This role deepened my commitment to healthcare and to the well-being of those I served, showing me the difference compassionate, high-quality medical care could make in Soldiers’ lives.

With each new role, my responsibilities grew, and I embraced the chance to make a difference at every level. My time as Battalion Physician Assistant and later Commander led to opportunities to oversee medical operations, manage teams, and provide strategic input on the Army’s medical practices. These experiences positioned me for broader leadership roles that allowed me to shape policies, coordinate healthcare on a large scale, and develop initiatives that would leave a lasting impact on the Army’s medical readiness.

My dedication and commitment didn’t go unnoticed, and eventually, I was entrusted with a role that would define a major part of my career: joining the White House Medical Unit (WHMU). This was no ordinary assignment. Serving as a Physician Assistant to the President required the highest levels of expertise, trust, and discretion. In this position, I was responsible for providing primary and urgent medical care to the President, Vice President, and other senior officials, both domestically and during international trips. This role required meticulous planning, resilience, and adaptability under pressure, as I was tasked with anticipating and addressing potential medical needs in complex, high-stakes situations.

When I was first approached to interview for the White House Medical Unit (WHMU), I initially turned down the opportunity. Despite my years of experience and dedication to the Army, I didn’t feel I was qualified to serve at that level. The weight of the responsibility felt enormous, and I couldn’t shake the memories of my early life—growing up in poverty, facing challenges, and struggling to make ends meet. Those experiences had shaped me deeply, and part of me questioned whether someone with my background truly belonged in one of the most prestigious medical roles in the country. But, as it turned out, it was precisely those early experiences that had prepared me to succeed. The hardships I endured gave me the resilience, humility, and grit needed to lead well, and my journey in the Army equipped me with the Character, Competence, and Commitment essential to thrive at WHMU. 

From 2009 to 2018, I served as a senior medical leader at the White House, and I later returned in 2020-2021 to lead the COVID-19 Task Force. During my tenure at the White House, I was also promoted to Deputy Director and Chief of Protective Medicine in the WHMU, where I led a multidisciplinary team of over 50 healthcare professionals, coordinating medical contingencies to protect the health of the President and Vice President both domestically and abroad. This role demanded an extraordinary level of precision, readiness, and leadership, as I managed emergency protocols and developed healthcare plans to ensure continuity of care, safeguarding our nation’s leaders, wherever they traveled. Providing care at this level was not just a career highlight but the fulfillment of a commitment to service that had driven me since I first enlisted. 

My time at WHMU taught me the true weight of responsibility and the global impact of dedicated service, as I coordinated operations and established partnerships with healthcare teams worldwide, navigating complex logistical and medical challenges to ensure that our leaders were safe and prepared for any emergency.

My journey reached a critical turning point in 2016 during a mission in Peru. While in the jungle, I was bitten by a venomous snake, plunging me into a fight for survival in an unforgiving environment. The immediate shock and pain were immense, but as I lay on the brink of death, I found myself reflecting on my life, my values, and my purpose. This experience became a profound spiritual awakening, pushing me to confront my mortality, and to reconnect with my deepest priorities. It was in the jungle, in the midst of this life-or-death struggle, that I found renewed clarity on the importance of family, faith, and the service I had committed my life to.

Surviving this ordeal gave me a profound new perspective that reshaped my approach to every role I assumed afterward. I embraced my duties with a renewed sense of purpose and a deeper commitment to meaningful leadership. One of the most defining chapters of my career followed as the Director of the Medical Capability Development Integration Directorate at Army Futures Command. In this role, I led a team managing an annual budget of $4.2 billion, pushing the boundaries of innovation and advancing healthcare solutions that would benefit soldiers at every level. This position gave me a unique opportunity to understand the intricacies of running the Army’s healthcare systems and to make a lasting impact on the lives and readiness of those who serve.

Recently, I assumed command as the Commander, Public Health Command, West, where I oversee the health readiness of soldiers across 20 states. In this role, I am responsible for ensuring proactive and responsive healthcare within the Army, underscoring the critical importance of health readiness as a cornerstone of our mission.

Throughout this journey, my family has been my steadfast anchor and my greatest source of joy. Jennifer’s love and unwavering support have been the foundation of every step that I’ve taken; her resilience continues to inspire me each day. 

Watching our family grow and thrive has given me a profound sense of purpose, filling me with immense gratitude and pride. Their journeys remind me daily of what truly matters, and their love and support fuel my commitment to serve and lead with integrity. Each of them strengthens my resolve, grounding me in the values of family and legacy as I strive to make a difference in the lives of others.

As you read this book, you’ll follow a journey marked by resilience, transformation, and an unyielding commitment to service. From the hardships of my youth, through a career defined by duty, to the life-changing moment in the Peruvian jungle, each chapter reveals the values that have guided me: faith, love, and the enduring strength found in family. I hope my story inspires you to see the potential for growth and meaning in every challenge, and that it serves as a testament to the power of dedication, love, and resilience in building a life of purpose.
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In early 2016, I was assigned to a unique mission, accompanying a Secret Service detail to Peru to ensure the safety and well-being of a high-profile individual on an extraordinary journey. Malia Obama, fresh out of high school and preparing for her studies at Harvard, had chosen to take a gap year—a period of exploration, self-discovery, and immersion in cultures vastly different from her own. Unlike the typical high-profile travels of a presidential daughter, this was a deeply personal journey for Malia, one she hoped would be as private and authentic as possible. Our task was clear: to provide essential security and medical support while remaining discreet, blending into the background as she explored South America on her own terms.

Malia’s gap-year itinerary was designed to expose her to the rich cultural heritage, environmental wonders, and vibrant indigenous communities of Bolivia and Peru. With a focus on sustainable tourism and environmental conservation, she participated in experiences that went beyond sightseeing; she trekked the rugged trails of the Andes, studied local ecosystems, and stayed in remote villages to learn from the daily lives of those who called these breathtaking yet unforgiving landscapes home. From the awe-inspiring ruins of Machu Picchu, perched high in the Andes, to the bustling markets of Cusco and the dense, biodiverse Amazon rainforest, her journey took her far from the familiar rhythms of Washington, D.C., and deep into the heart of South America’s natural wonders.

For our team, supporting this six-week mission in Peru to cover Malia Obama required meticulous preparation and unwavering vigilance. As a White House Physician Assistant (PA), my primary responsibility was to safeguard her health and well-being, prepared to handle any medical emergency. In environments as unpredictable as the Amazon, where isolation, challenging terrain, and encounters with unfamiliar wildlife were a given, preparation was paramount. This mission was about more than completing a journey; it was about ensuring the highest standards of care and protection for Malia while navigating one of the world’s most challenging landscapes.
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Preparation for hiking in Peru’s Amazon was a meticulous process, beginning months in advance to ensure that every conceivable risk was addressed with precision. We developed a multi-layered contingency plan, starting with an exhaustive analysis of the environmental hazards, flora, and fauna unique to the region. To mitigate potential dangers, our team conducted in-depth research, consulting experts on local venomous species, pathogens, and poisonous plants, ensuring that we were ready to handle even the rarest threats. Understanding the medical risks associated with the Amazon, we coordinated a regimen of vaccinations and prophylactic medications to protect against diseases like malaria, yellow fever, and typhoid—essential safeguards for operating safely in the jungle.

Altitude posed another major challenge, requiring us to prepare for the physiological effects of trekking at high elevations. Despite our focus on the dense, low-lying jungle, we knew that transitioning between elevations could introduce altitude sickness, a significant risk that required preventive medications and careful monitoring. Our preparations included acclimatization strategies and altitude-specific medical protocols to manage symptoms such as dizziness, fatigue, and shortness of breath, which could quickly turn dangerous if left unchecked.

A significant portion of our preparation focused on the physical demands of navigating through dense jungles with rapidly changing weather patterns. Our medical kit was tailored specifically for austere conditions, equipped with essentials like antivenom, broad-spectrum antibiotics, IV fluids, altitude sickness medication, trauma supplies, and specialized wound care equipment. Knowing that immediate evacuation might not always be possible, each member of the medical team was trained to handle critical issues independently, including dehydration, hypothermia, and heat exhaustion.

To prepare for these challenges, our team underwent rigorous training exercises simulating the types of emergencies we could face in the jungle. We practiced complex medical evacuation procedures, honing our skills in administering emergency care under remote conditions, and rehearsed responses to environmental hazards, from venomous snake bites to allergic reactions from insect stings. Our training also included jungle survival techniques, equipping us with essential navigation skills, water purification methods, and signaling techniques in case of emergency. Every team member, regardless of their role, was briefed extensively on emergency protocols, equipped with satellite communication devices, and trained to maintain contact with support teams, ensuring that we had reliable channels to arrange for evacuation if necessary.

This careful, comprehensive preparation allowed us to face the journey with confidence, knowing that our team was ready for any challenge the Amazon—and the unpredictable high altitudes—could throw at us.
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