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Foreword

When someone you care about asks you to lend your voice to their life’s work, you
pause—not out of hesitation, but out of respect. Respect for the weight of what they have
written, and for the responsibility of introducing it to others.

Dennis Hatch Christen’s The Red Wagon: The Theft of America is a reflection of a
remarkable life—one shaped by service, creativity, and a deep sense of purpose. From his early
years as a U.S. Army veteran to decades spent in film, television, and humanitarian work across
the world, Dennis has lived a life that gives weight to his perspective.

What began as a message to his family became something broader—a reflection meant
for a nation and for future generations. Dennis writes as someone who has stood inside history.
His experiences—whether in military service, international storytelling, or cultural
engagement—have given him a vantage point few possess, and he approaches this work with a
sense of responsibility to share what he has seen and learned.

I have had the privilege of knowing Dennis not just through his words, but through his
life. I have seen his commitment firsthand—his engagement with leaders, his involvement in
meaningful conversations, and his enduring concern for the direction of our country.

The photographs included here reflect a small part of that journey, capturing moments
with respected leaders and longtime friends, including Senator Mike Lee, President Donald
Trump, and former Utah Governor Gary Herbert.

Dennis also comes from a family connected to public service, as a cousin of former
United States Senator Orrin Hatch—adding further context to the perspective he brings to these

pages.

There is a clear caution woven throughout this book. It is not written to alarm, but to
awaken. Dennis challenges us to pay attention—to think more carefully, to question more
deeply, and to recognize that the strength of a nation is never guaranteed. It must be preserved,
protected, and renewed by each generation.

At its heart, this book is about stewardship—what one generation passes to the next in
values, responsibility, and awareness. It is also a call to action. The future is not something we
inherit passively; it is something we shape through our choices, our engagement, and our
willingness to stand for what matters.

In a world that moves quickly, this is a voice that asks us to pause, reflect, and then move
forward with purpose.

—Shawn King
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CHAPTER ONE

To all of You, My American Family

When my generation is gone, our stories, our lessons, and our ‘lived” history will go with
us. [ am Dennis Hatch Christen, one of those “oldies” and I am mighty proud to say so. I have no
desire to be twenty-five again because each and every year has earned its place.

So as I write this book, I want to begin by making it clear what generation I come from,
because that matters to me. It may also help some of you younger folks to understand we, the old
of our country, still have something worth sharing before we are gone.

The men and women of my generation built much of the foundation you stand on today.
While we freely admit that some of what we leave behind is imperfect, even messy, we hope you
won’t let that overshadow the good we have done.

It is my sincere hope that the words in this book offer something of value as you take the
ball from us and run with it.

My strongest credits are that I am a veteran. I have served something larger than myself.
At a very young age, 17 through 19, I served my country and my family and friends as a soldier
in the United States Army. Now, at seventy-eight, it means I’ve lived through wars, cultural

revolutions, technological transformations, economic cycles, and generational shifts that younger
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people can only read about. I’ve seen maps change. I’ve seen values tested. Seen leaders rise and
fall. I personally believe that is a rare perspective, and yes, even valuable.

To be a senior citizen is not merely to have lived a long time; it is to have endured a long
time. It is to have faced seasons of uncertainty, moments of triumph, periods of loss, and times of
reinvention, and of course, even failure. It is to have adapted when the world changed its
language, its tools, its customs, and its pace. A senior citizen has not simply watched history
unfold; we have stood inside it as it changed.

To grow older is to become a living archive. Within the mind and heart of a us seniors
rests the memory of how things were built, broken, repaired, and rebuilt again. We have seen
promises kept and promises shattered. We have witnessed inventions that reshaped daily life,
wars that reshaped nations, and quiet revolutions that reshaped culture. Our perspective is not
theoretical; it is earned.

But to be a grandparent, and even more so, a great-grandparent, is something greater still.
It is to see one’s life extend beyond itself. It is to recognize that the future is not an abstraction
but a face, a name, a child who carries forward pieces of our character, our values, and our story.
In that role, time folds in on itself. The past speaks gently to the future in bedtime stories, in
advice offered at dinner tables, in lessons taught without lecture but through example.

Institutions shape societies, but in many ways, elders shape souls. A school may teach
knowledge, a government may establish order, and a corporation may build systems, but it is
often a grandparent who teaches patience, resilience, humility, and faith. These are not policies;
they are practices lived day after day and hopefully passed down to children and grandchildren.

There is something philosophical about aging that is often overlooked. Youth looks

forward; age looks both forward and backward at once. We, the elderly stand at a rare vantage
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point, able to measure change across decades. We understand that what feels permanent rarely is.
We know that hardship can pass, that progress can be slow, and that wisdom is usually quieter
than noise.

Yet all of this carries a condition called ‘memory’. The shaping influence of seniors
depends on remembrance. A story untold is a bridge unbuilt. A lesson forgotten is a compass
discarded. The impact of those of us who came before survives not only in genetics, but in
gratitude and recollection.

When you as a younger generation truly remember, you inherit more than material
wealth. You inherit context: the understanding of why things are the way they are. You inherit
caution: the wisdom earned from missteps and scars. You even inherit courage, the proof that
fear can be faced, and you inherit continuity, the unbroken thread that ties your future to your
past.

This is what I am trying to leave behind. Because if I leave nothing behind but
possessions, then my bridge remains unbuilt. My travels become scattered stories. My compass,
once useful, is discarded, not because it failed, but because I never left anything to help you
through your journey.

Memory is not nostalgia; it is instruction, it is inheritance, and it is responsibility. And so
I leave this not as a monument, but as a map.

In this way, we seniors help shape the future not by controlling it, but by informing and
teaching. We offer perspective in an age that often rushes through life, and frankly, we have been
made to feel that you do not want us to tell even one more ‘old time’ story. But hear me, please,
we are reminding the world that today’s certainty may be tomorrow’s lesson. We embody the

proof that endurance is possible.
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To be a senior, then, is not to fade into irrelevance. It is to stand as living testimony. And
to be a grandparent or great-grandparent is to see that testimony continue walking in the world,
carrying forward fragments of our strength, our sacrifices, and our love.

As long as what was lived is remembered, it is never lost. And as long as it is never lost,
the future is never built alone. When some of us have traveled widely, known success and
failure, and watched nations strengthen and strain, we then carry something more important than
opinion. We carry context.

I live in the most successful country on this planet. I’ve also lived long enough to watch it
begin to crumble; slowly at first, then right before my eyes.

I wrote this book for you because I want to leave you something for you to think about. I
don’t know how much time I have; tomorrow, next week, or years from now, but now feels like
the moment to say what matters to me and what I need to tell you.

I will try not to preach. But I do want to tell you what I have seen happening to our
country since before many of you were born. And if we, by which I mean mostly you, do not act,
the consequences will not be fantastical or far-off. They will be real.

I know you’ve heard this before, but here it is one more time: We did walked to school
and walked back, our shoes scuffed, our pockets filled with tiny treasures. We did our homework
quickly, eager to escape into the streets, the fields, the wide-open spaces where our imaginations
could run as wild as we would allow them.

Our afternoons were a blur of games and laughter. Hide-and-seek until the sun dipped
low, swinging from ropes tied to tall trees, plunging into streams and rivers, making mud cakes

and pretending they were feasts for kings. We collected cards, stamps, coins, anything that felt
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like a secret treasure. Empty soda bottles were collected, washed, and returned for five cents
each, a small reward that bought a candy bar or a handful of bubble gum.

Rainy days didn’t stop us; they transformed us. We built worlds with board games,
rickety huts out of old wood, raced toy cars across living room floors, and listened to vinyl
albums spinning on record players; a sound we never imagined would someday be gone.

Television went off at midnight after the National Anthem, and reappeared the next
afternoon, opening once again with the same patriotic music and salute to our flag and country.
In the early days, at least one of the two parents were there, present and surprisingly ready for
almost anything we might throw at them. And at night, we hid under the covers, laughing quietly
so dad wouldn’t know we were still awake, inventing our own little worlds in the dark.

We collected memories, photographs, clippings, pieces of our lives, because even then
we began to understand that time was fleeting, that the magic of our childhood, of our streets and
our games, would one day belong only to a memory.

My generation is a generation that slipped through time quietly. A time irretrievable, yet
to many of us, unforgettable. We lived with freedom in our pockets, adventure in our hearts, and
laughter that echoed long after the sun went down. We were children of the streets, of summer
skies, of simple joys. And most of us loved it even if we didn’t recognize the joy at the time.
Eventually, we learned to love it fiercely. It was, from where we came, giving us the very best of
times.

This began as a letter to my children and grandchildren. I did not want to leave them
merely money or possessions, things that can be spent, divided, or lost, but something far more
lasting. I wanted to leave them a part of myself: my thoughts, my convictions, my love,

something they could carry within them long after I am gone.



The Red Wagon, the Theft of America by: Dennis Hatch Christen Draft 11 (11 July 2026) 10

My deepest hope was that this writing would become a quiet yet compelling companion
in their lives, a reminder of who I was and how profoundly I care about their happiness, their
character, and their future. Even when I was far away from them for so many years, they
remained in my heart, deep inside.

We work while we are young, striving and building. But when we grow old, we cling to
what truly matters, family and country, both essential to happiness and to a meaningful future.

As I continued to write, I came to understand something important: my family’s future
cannot rest on personal strength alone. For their well-being to be real and enduring, the country
they inherit must also stand strong and upright.

What comfort would private financial success bring if the nation around them was to
crumble and fall? What would that mean for them and their families?

No, I realized I needed to say something to everyone, to each citizen of this nation that
we all call home.

As these words began to take shape, I understood that my love does not end at the walls
of our family. It extends to our whole nation and to everyone within it. And so, to all of you, my
brothers and sisters of this great country, I now see that you are whom I am truly writing to.

My family’s piece of earth is part of your earth. We are neighbors. We must work
together, dream together, and stand together for our land and for our country.

If these words travel beyond my family and find meaning for even one person who feels
them, then the effort of writing them will have been more than worthwhile.

My purpose is simple: to offer guidance, reflection, and an honest account of where this
country came from and what it is now becoming. I do not claim to have all the answers. Yet |

have lived long enough to recognize patterns, witness progress, and feel genuine concern about
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the direction in which we are headed. This concern is not new. It has been growing for a long
time, shaped by the choices we, my generation, has made and the challenges we have yet to fully
confront.

America has never been perfect, yet it has always carried within it a genuine promise.
That promise was not guaranteed by birth, and it was not secured by luck. It was built through
deep thought and strong action, by ordinary people who believed that today could be better than
yesterday and tomorrow could be better than today. Every generation has been asked to renew
and commit to that belief, to repair what was damaged, and to push the nation forward.

Bonding this country to our future will demand more from your generation than mine.
The future belongs to those who will still be there, and most of my generation will not. You will
inherit challenges that are complex and deeply rooted, but also opportunities greater than
anything we once imagined. Your task will be to preserve what is worth keeping while refusing
to accept what is broken simply because it has existed for a long time. Overall, it’s a call
to courageous stewardship, blending respect for history with the willingness and the skills to
innovate and reform it.

My hope is that the reflections and insights I share throughout this book remind you that
this nation has always found its way through hardship, and that shaping its future belongs to
those willing to care, to think, and to act with courage and clarity. I have to believe there are
many like you who will do just that.

If there is only one message for you here in these pages, it is this: the story of America
has never been written by passive observers. It had to be written by people who refused to let the

country float or drift away from its ideals.



The Red Wagon, the Theft of America by: Dennis Hatch Christen Draft 11 (11 July 2026) 12

As you prepare to step into your future, I ask only that you carry with you a sense of
responsibility, a willingness to listen, and the belief that you can make a difference. The future
will not arrive fully formed. It will be shaped by your generation’s choices, values, and
determination to build something worthy for the generations that will follow you.

At this point in my discussion, I would like to reflect on what we could be losing. I am
not hoping that what I leave behind is nothing more than a dramatic warning or a gloomy
prophecy like “The sky is falling,” and obviously I don’t want it to appear to be crazily shouting
into the wind.

What I hope to offer is simple. I want to ask you, especially those who will live far
beyond me, to think about it with honesty. Whether my words ring true for you or not is your
choice, but I ask that you approach them with the same seriousness with which I offer them to
you for your consideration.

If you get nothing from this book, please visualize this: The communists, the Islamic
Marxist, and the socialists are filling their little red wagons with our country’s treasures. They
are confiscating mine and your heritage piece-by-piece and will soon be hauling it away, never to
be seen again.

We live in a time when the surface of things often matters more than their substance.
Schools reward memorization more than insight. Society rewards appearance more than
character. Our young people are handed a world full of information yet left with little guidance
on how to understand it or, more importantly, question it. The results are visible everywhere. We
see more noise but less meaning, more connection but less community, more opinions with a

million times less thought.
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I do not blame the younger generations for this. They inherit the world that was shaped
before they arrived. They breathe in its values, its assumptions, and its habits as naturally as air.
What troubles me is that many of these values were not chosen with care. They grew from
convenience, from distraction, and from the slow erosion of things that once anchored us. We
have allowed education to become a race, public conversation to become a contest, and
citizenship to become a performance.

When a country loses its habits of thinking, its willingness to listen, and its sense of
shared responsibility, it begins to weaken long before its buildings crumble or its institutions fail.
Decline often begins quietly, inside our hearts and minds. It begins when we stop questioning
what we are told, when we trade curiosity for certainty. It begins when we forget that freedom is
not only a right but a task, we must carry out every day.

I am not saying that our nation is beyond repair. I am saying that we cannot repair what
we refuse to see, to examine. We cannot build a better future on foundations made of distraction
and neglect. If we want a stronger country, we will need stronger minds and deeper values within
ourselves. We will need schools that teach young people how to think rather than what to think.

We will need a society that prizes truth over convenience and wisdom over popularity.
Most of all, we will need courage. The courage to question ourselves. The courage to disagree
with respect. The courage to act with integrity even when it costs us something. Don’t forget that
by losing this from doing nothing, costs us everything.

I may not live to see the changes I hope for, but I write these words because I still believe
in the possibility of renewal. I believe that every generation has within it the power to shape a
better path. And I believe that if enough people pause long enough to look beneath the surface of

their daily lives, they will recognize both the dangers and the opportunities that lie before us.
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Whether you agree with me or not is not what matters most. What matters is that you stop and
think, reflect, and then act, with strong decisive action.

What matters is that you reflect on the direction of your own life and the life of our
country. What matters is that you decide, with intention, what kind of world you want to help
create, better still, what kind of world you want to save from total destruction and a world that
you would want to leave for your own children and their children.

If these words cause even one of you to look more deeply at the world around you, then I
can know I left something worthwhile behind. The future belongs to those who are willing to see
clearly, to question bravely, and to act with care. I hope you will be among those that do.

I hope what I am saying encourages you to look for your own path toward change. |
know that so much of the responsibility now rests on your generation, and I am truly sorry that
mine left such a heavy burden for you to carry. That truth is difficult to face, but it is one we
cannot escape.

This country belongs to you. It grows with you, it changes with you, and it will become
what you choose to make of it. Hold on to it with courage and with hope, because it is yours until

it is not.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Forgotten Purpose of Our Education System

Education was never meant to be merely a pathway to employment or a system for
producing test scores. At its core, education is a sacred trust, the deliberate passing down of true
knowledge and social wisdom from one generation to the next. It is how we as a society
preserves its identity, strengthens its character, and prepares its children not only to make a
living, but to make a life. Your Education today will lead directly to what you try to become in
the future.

The foundational skills of reading, writing, and arithmetic are essential. They equip
individuals to navigate the world with competence and independence. Yet education must go
beyond technical proficiency. Schools were created not only to shape minds, but to shape
character, to cultivate integrity, discipline, responsibility, and compassion.

A strong education recognizes the central role of family. The family is a child’s first
teacher and the primary place where values are formed. Schools should work in partnership with
families, reinforcing the virtues and moral foundations that give direction and meaning to
knowledge.

For many, including myself, a love of and faith in a religious Deity is central to those
values. Faith provides an enduring moral compass. It grounds principles such as honesty, service,

humility, and respect for others in something greater than personal preference or social trends.
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When education acknowledges the importance of faith and moral conviction, it helps young
people develop not only intelligence and wisdom, but also how to think and figure out more than
basic processes.

In today’s results-driven educational climate, success is frequently defined by grades, test
scores, and job placement statistics. While these indicators matter, they represent only part of
what education is meant to accomplish. True education shapes not just skilled workers, but
responsible citizens, faithful family members, ethical leaders, and people of enduring purpose.

A well-rounded education nurtures intellect while grounding students in the cultural and
spiritual traditions that give life meaning. It teaches discernment alongside discipline, and
responsibility alongside ambition. When these foundational traits are overlooked, whether at
home or in the classroom, students may miss the opportunity to experience the full
transformative power of education.

If education is to fulfill its highest calling, it must aim not merely to prepare students for
the workforce, but to prepare them for life. In this way, education fulfills its highest calling: not
simply producing workers, but forming whole human beings capable of leading meaningful,
grounded, and morally guided lives.

In an era defined by rapid technological progress and constant change, the ability to learn
effectively has become more valuable than any specific piece of knowledge. Facts, tools, and
methods shift at a pace that makes traditional memorization-based education increasingly
inadequate. What truly enables individuals to flourish is the skill of learning how to learn.
Learning how to learn will allow you to figure out what it will take for you to become successful

in anything and everything in life. This skill empowers people to adapt, to build new
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competencies, and to remain engaged in a world that demands continuous growth. Yet despite its
importance, it is often overlooked in contemporary education.

Figuring out how to learn is not necessarily an easy thing to understand. It requires
intentional effort, reflection, and consistent practice. Students must be guided to understand how
their minds work, how to maintain focus, how to recall information, and how to evaluate their
own understanding. They should have opportunities to experiment with different strategies, such
as retrieval practice, spaced repetition, and the ability to understand, monitor, and regulate one's
own thinking processes. When these techniques are taught explicitly, students gain confidence in
their ability to master unfamiliar concepts. They also develop a sense of independence that
serves them throughout their lives.

I was blessed early in life with a grandfather who understood something about learning
that most of us take years to discover.

One afternoon, frustrated over what I was sure was a meaningless homework assignment,
I complained loudly about wasting my time. My grandfather just laughed. Then he said
something that changed the way I think about learning forever:

“It isn’t about that exact assignment that you need to master. It’s about using the question
the assignment is asking to help you learn how to figure out the answer. To learn how to figure it
out by yourself. That is the only purpose of your homework assignment.”

At the time, I didn’t fully understand what he meant. Homework felt like an obstacle,
something to get through, not something to grow through. But as the years passed, his words
began to settle in.

He wasn’t talking about math problems, book reports, or worksheets. He was talking

about training my mind. Once I understood that homework wasn’t about the answers but about
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strengthening my ability to think, everything changed. Assignments became less about
completion and more about curiosity. Instead of asking, “Why do I have to do this?” I began
asking, “What is this trying to teach me?”

My grandfather called homework “brain exercises.” And he was right. Just like lifting
weights strengthens muscles, wrestling with a difficult question strengthens patience, reasoning,
and independence. The real lesson isn’t printed on the page, it’s developed in the struggle to
solve it.

That mindset followed me far beyond school. In work, in relationships, in unexpected
challenges, I learned to see problems not as punishments but as training. Each difficulty carried a
hidden question: Can you figure this out?

And that, perhaps, was my grandfather’s greatest lesson, not how to finish assignments,
but how to face life itself.

Unfortunately, many educational systems remain oriented toward preserving established
routines rather than fostering genuine learning. Teachers often feel pressured to prepare students
for standardized tests or to ensure they meet narrowly defined benchmarks. As a result,
classroom time is spent covering content rather than cultivating the habits and strategies that
make lifelong learning possible. Students learn how to succeed within the system, but not how to
continue growing beyond it.

To add to this growing problem, teachers are more and more using their classroom time
to indoctrinate their students into mindsets that are the teachers and not allowing a stage for
individual choice. Clearly and truly a major mistake that we are starting to pay dearly for as a

society.
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Neglecting the skill of learning how to learn has serious consequences. It leaves students
poorly prepared for a world in which careers shift, knowledge evolves, and new challenges
constantly emerge. It also diminishes their ability to pursue personal interests or to engage
meaningfully with the world.

When students do not understand how to direct their own growth, they become dependent
on external instruction and lose the curiosity that fuels innovation. This of course, makes it easier
to brainwash the weaker minded student. Which unfortunately seems to be happening every day
in our schools. Especially at the higher levels of education.

To address this problem, education must place the development of learning skills at its
core. Good teachers can create classrooms that encourage inquiry, reflection, and strategic
thinking. They can model how to approach new problems, how to deal with confusion, and how
to persist through difficulty.

Schools can devote time to teaching students how to plan their study sessions, how to
evaluate their progress, and how to adjust their methods when needed. When these practices
become central rather than peripheral, students begin to view themselves as capable and
adaptable learners.

If you are a parent of a school aged child, I hope you will pay close attention to what
follows: Learning how to learn is more than a strategy that supports academic success. It is a
mindset that empowers our children to navigate an increasingly complex world and to take
genuine ownership of their futures.

In an era defined by rapid change and shifting expectations, the ability to adapt, question,

and grow is no longer optional, it is essential. Children who understand sow they learn approach
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new challenges with confidence and curiosity rather than uncertainty or fear. They know what to
do when they feel stuck. They can reflect, adjust, and try again.

But here is an important question: Does your child know whether these skills are
aggressively being taught in their school? Not assumed, not implied, not hoped for, but actually
taught.

Can your child explain to you: How they learn best? What strategies they use when they
don’t understand something? How they respond to failure? Or how they set goals and reflect on
progress? If they cannot, something significant may be missing.

This is not about blame. Teachers work hard. Schools face enormous demands. But when
the skill of learning itself is not made explicit, children may leave school with information, yet
without the capacity to navigate through their own growth.

And if it is not your job to ask these questions, whose job is it?

Start simply. Ask your child: “What do you do when you don’t understand something?”
“How does your teacher help you figure things out?”” and “Do you talk about how your brain
learns?”

If the answers are unclear, ask the school: “Where in the curriculum do students learn
how to learn?”

A full education is more than content mastery. It includes the development of
independence, resilience, and intellectual ownership. Our children deserve not only knowledge,
but the ability to keep learning long after they leave the classroom.

Let’s get back on topic. Our children’s education is a vital part of their future. They need

to understand what is happening in their country, how it affects them, and how they can help fix
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it. It’s as simple as that. Education does have a direct relationship to the success or failure of a
country, of a nation, of a society.

Within educational settings, the relationship between teachers and students plays a crucial
role in shaping this mindset. When educators place learning how to learn at the center of their
practice, they empower students to think critically, ask meaningful questions, and develop habits
that extend far beyond individual assignments or subjects. These skills prepare them not only for
academic success, but for active participation in society, much like working together to solve the
larger problems facing our communities and our country.

These educators can create environments where exploration is valued, reflection is
encouraged, and mistakes are viewed as opportunities rather than setbacks. As a result, students
begin to see themselves not just as participants in a system, but as active agents in their own
development. Clearly, the basic ingredient that may encourage the young man or women coming
out of school to want to become a leader of their town, city, or country. That is how important
this topic is.

By prioritizing this skill, teachers can guide students beyond the basic goal of surviving
school. Instead, they prepare them for a lifetime of growth and discovery. Students who
understand how to learn become better equipped to adapt to new circumstances, pursue their
passions, and meet the demands of an ever-changing world.

It is important for parents of school aged children to understand that sending them off to
school is not merely a way to have them ‘baby set’ or ‘watched over’” while the parent works.
Ultimately, learning how to learn for each and every child becomes the foundation for personal

resilience, intellectual independence, and lifelong fulfillment.
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Over the last few decades, maybe longer, many of our educators seems to have lost the
focus on the importance of measurable outcomes and employable skills that the student will
eventually need.

Isn’t that part of the overall purpose of educating our kids? We teach them how to think,
but too rarely why to think. We show them how to build, but not what is worth building.
Knowledge without virtue leaves even the brightest minds unfocused, which at the end of the day
could eventually lead to a fragmented society.

Afterall, a thriving society depends on more than information, it depends on shared
values, integrity, responsibility, and purpose. Education should turn skills into service and
knowledge into wisdom. It should teach the mechanics of success alongside the responsibilities
of freedom, the pursuit of knowledge alongside the humility to seek truth.

Restoring our civilization begins in the home as well as in the classrooms, not
boardrooms or government offices. Education is a living tradition, a conversation between past,
present, and future. If we teach students not only how to succeed but also how to live well, we
ensure that society remembers its way. For when education forgets its soul, society loses its
direction.

My generation was born into a time when society had started to become, dare I say, “fat
and sassy.” Success seemed within easy reach, and freedoms that our fathers and grandfathers
had fought and many had died for were simply ours to enjoy. We were proud to have served like
they had. It was a natural thing to assume that we, my generation, needed to follow suit and the
byproduct of our efforts were supposed to automatically preserve our freedoms and liberties like

what they had. I have to believe it did, somewhat.
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Yet beneath the surface, a quiet restlessness simmered deep inside me. Why? Because |
served for reasons weaker than my father or uncles had. My grandfather’s reasons to serve
remained foreign to me entirely. And still, because they had served, I served. Not a noble enough
reason, perhaps, but it was my reason. If I were to be totally honest, I just wanted to garner some
of that pride of serving that those who had served before me seemed to own.

The comforts of our society bred complacency, and the freedoms we inherited carried a
quiet expectation: that we would do what was necessary and never take them for granted. Life
was a constant balancing act, duty versus desire, honor versus ambition. I guess our world was
changing faster than we could comprehend.

New technologies, new ideas, new conflicts arose, and the lessons of our parents’
generation, the sacrifices, the hardships, the victories, sometimes felt like distant echoes rather
than guiding lights. Still, we carried them with us, in memory, in pride, and in the silent
understanding that history had placed us at a crossroads: to preserve, to challenge, and to define
the society we would one day pass on to our children.

Needless to say, it was a time of contradictions. We celebrated progress while wrestling
with inequality and integrity. We enjoyed peace while feeling the distant cost of war through our
fathers’ eyes. We were free yet bound by invisible chains of expectation and tradition. And
through it all, there was a stubborn hope that we could honor the past without being trapped by it,
that we could shape a future worthy of the freedoms we had inherited. At least, that’s my take on
the whole serving our country thing.

Back in 1966, the day after my high school graduation, I boarded a train for basic
training. Airlines were on strike, so rail was the only option. As the train rumbled across the

countryside from Orem, Utah to Fort Polk, Louisiana, I felt a mix of nervousness and
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anticipation. I was still a teenager, barely out of high school, perhaps a bit naive, but above all, I
wanted to grab onto some of that old time pride my elders had experienced.

Luckly, I had been blessed with the kind of teachers that taught us how to learn and how
to figure things out. That came into play immediately the day I walked off the graduation stage
and into an army barracks. I actually remember being grateful for the lessons I learned from
some really wonderful teachers, one being my mother’s father, my grandfather.

I never imagined my country would care about my service. I just hoped my family would
be proud. After three years overseas, returning home during the Vietnam era, many of us were
met not with gratitude but with contempt, spat on, mocked, and scorned by the very people we
had served to protect.

To be honest, much of my service from 1966 to 1969 wasn’t about serving my country. It
was about making my mother proud, the woman who had sacrificed so much for me throughout
my life. That thought carried me through basic training, through the long days and the hard
nights, and it remained my quiet motivation. It wasn’t the grand, patriotic reason I had imagined.

It was something simpler but more personal, and in its own way, just as important, at least to me.
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