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COMMANDER’S COLUMN
National American Legion Commander
Dellinger’s comments in the May issue of
American Legion Magazine go to the heart
of the meaning of Memorial Day. They are
reprinted here with thanks to all the
members of Post 134 who have sacrificed
and served to ensure that our nation
continues to receive the gifts of freedom.

F

Arnold

ollowing the D-Day landings 70
years ago, thousands made the
supreme sacrifice for our freedom.
One was Pvt. Joe Gandara of Santa
Monica, Calif., who voluntarily
advanced alone and destroyed three
enemy machine guns before he was
fatally wounded on June 9, 1944, in
Amfreville, France. He was 20. The
young paratrooper was denied the
opportunity to raise a family in the
free world he helped ensure. On
March 18, 2014, Gandara’s 69-yearold niece received the Medal of
Honor from President Obama on his
behalf.
It was a ceremony I will never forget.
Gandara and 23 other Army veterans
of World War II, Korea and Vietnam
were at long last recognized for
heroic actions that cost many of them
their lives, but forever earned their
place in history as recipients of the
nation’s highest military award. And
those who died fighting are forever
young in the memories of loved ones.
This is why Memorial Day is so
important. We don’t just honor those
who participated in the most
hellacious firefights. We honor the
more than 1 million men and women

who lost their lives defending
America in wars from the Revolution
to the global war on terrorism –
people like Marine Sgt. William
Stacey, who was on his fourth
deployment to Afghanistan when he
was killed by an IED blast while
walking patrol in Helmand province
on Jan. 23, 2012. Like many who go
to war, Stacey left a letter behind to
be read “just in case” something happened to him:
My death did not change the world.
It may be tough for you to justify its
meaning at all. But there is a greater
meaning to it. Perhaps I did not
change the world. But there will be a
child who will live because men left
the security they enjoyed in their
home country to come to his. And
this child will learn in the new
schools that have been built. He will
walk his streets not worried about
whether or not his leader’s
henchmen are going to come and
kidnap him. He will grow into a fine
man who will pursue every
opportunity his heart could desire.
He will have the gift of freedom,
which I have enjoyed for so long. If
my life buys the safety of a child who
will one day change this world, then
I know that it was all worth it.
Like all who fell fighting in the
primes of their lives, Stacey is also
forever young, to be remembered this
Memorial Day and many to come for
bestowing on all of us the gift of
freedom.
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GA National Cemetery
Canton, GA

Saturday — May 24th
0900 — Flag placement
1000 — Ceremony
Marietta National Cemetery
Marietta, GA
Monday — May 26th
1200 — Ceremony

Both venues will feature
patriotic music, posting of
the colors, prayers, a gun
salute
and
inspiring
speakers. All veterans, as
well the general public, are
invited to attend what will
be a meaningful and
memorable ceremony.
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160TH SOAR CW5s, OF BLACK HAWK DOWN LEGACY, RETIRE
By Staff Sgt. Thaddius S. Dawkins II, U.S. Army Special
Operations Aviation Command

F

ORT CAMPBELL, KY — As the A Company,
1st Battalion, 160th Special Operations Aviation
Regiment hangar began to fill with people Friday, it
was clear this wasn’t just another retirement ceremony.
This ceremony had an even greater significance than
most others. After all, CW5 Karl H. Maier and
CW5 George “Billy” Cook had more than 70-years of
combined Army Service — with more than 50 of those
years spent as Night Stalkers.
“We planned on 250 people, but we ran out of
programs, seating and food,” said 1st Sgt. Devon M.
Weber, A Co., 1st Bn., 160th SOAR. “Honestly, we lost
count at 350 people. It was a sight to see guys piled
around the ceremony sitting in aircraft and maintenance
stands, just to get a glimpse of the two legends.”
The day prior to the ceremony, flight-leads from A Co.
took the opportunity to talk about Maier and Cook. The
men, in true honor of the Quiet Professional motto,
asked to speak under the condition of anonymity.
According to those men, both Maier and Cook are the
reason A Co. is what it is today.

160th SOAR CW5s, Of Black Hawk Down Legacy, Retire:
CW5 George “Billy” Cook and CW5 Karl H. Maier stand
with Col. John R. Evans Jr., 160th Special Operations
Aviation Regiment during a retirement ceremony Friday at
Fort Campbell, Ky. Cook and Maier retired following a
combined 70-years of service, with more than 50 years
spent as Night Stalkers.

(A). He had been in the unit since 1986, with a majority
of his time serving in the same company. Cook wasn’t
too far behind, having served 24-years in the legendary
unit.

“When Karl first arrived at the unit, there was still a
stigma with being the new guy,” one flight lead said.
“No one would really appreciate you or listen to
anything you said until you proved yourself. Karl
learned early on that wasn’t the way to treat people. He
helped Alpha Company change for the better and everyone was treated with respect. He quickly learned
treating them poorly didn’t produce performers; it just
made people unhappy with life and not wanting to be
here.”

“Pretty much everything you’ve read in any book about
the 160th, Karl was a part of,” said one of the flightleads who first met Maier 20 years ago. “In 23 years of
Aviation service, I have not met anyone with more
professional military Aviation knowledge than
Karl Maier.”

“Like Karl, Billy agreed in the mentality of not calling
people out in front of others and treating people
poorly,” another flight lead added. “He has never once
called anyone out in public. Believe me, I’ve had my
fair share of talks from him, but it was always he and I
alone. He never did it to anyone in public.”

Both men, described as absolute professionals by the
men they had worked with for so long, were two polar
opposites when it came to personality. Maier is
reserved and quiet, while Cook is as outgoing as they
come.

Up until their retirement ceremony Friday, Maier was
the longest-tenured Night Stalker in the 160th SOAR

“Karl and Billy have always been that mark on the wall
that I have tried to achieve at the professional level,” he
added.

The flight-leads elaborated on Maier’s personality,
describing him as the most humble man they had ever
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CW5s RETIRE continued from Page 2
met.
“During Gothic Serpent, Karl was awarded the Silver Star
for his role in the mission,” one flight lead said. “The
only thing he cared about was, ‘Well if I’m getting this,
what are the rest of my guys receiving?’ He was always
thinking about others. Even during our mission briefs,
with every decision made, his first thought was how will
this affect the guys on my crew?”
“I often talk about Karl, describing him as the hero who
landed the Little Bird in the streets of Mogadishu to save
the Ranger unit – the ultimate expression of courage in
my book,” said Maj. Gen. (P) Kevin W. Mangum, former
160th SOAR commander and having just changed
command as the Aviation Branch Commander. “And as
the consummate and quiet professional, Karl successfully
resisted telling his story to anybody who would ask, for
over 20 years.”
“For those reasons, I chose Karl to be the first regiment
command chief warrant officer,” he added. “I’m proud to
say that based off of Karl’s example, our combat Aviation
brigades will see the position of command chief warrant
officer added into their organizational structure starting
next year.”
“Karl has been a strong personal role model and good
friend for more than 20 years,” said CW5 Bob D. Witzler,
the U.S. Army Operations Aviation Command’s
command chief warrant officer. “He has always been a
consistent example for warrant officers to emulate and we
will miss him in our formation. His accomplishments in
Army Special Operations Aviation are legendary, and I
consider myself lucky to have served with him and to
have had the opportunity to follow his example, albeit
unsuccessfully.”
Mangum further elaborated on the type of leader Maier
has been throughout his illustrious career.
“In the Army, we define leadership as the process of
influencing people by providing purpose, motivation and
direction to accomplish the mission and improve the
organization,” Mangum said. “Karl Maier is just that each
and every day in a humble and multifaceted way since his
arrival here, nearly 27-years-ago. I cannot think of any
Night Stalker who has served continuously for 27 years.”
The flight leads also lent insight into Cook’s personality
and what he meant to the Night Stalkers.

“He can do a handshake with a guy he’s never met
before, talk to him for 30 seconds and he’s already
befriended the guy for life,” one of them said. “He’s very
witty and has a personality that everyone likes. He’s like
your best friend as soon as he meets you. Everyone
throughout the community knows Billy for that reason.”
Col. John R. Evans Jr., commander of the 160th SOAR
(A), added to the thought that Cook is well-known
throughout the Special Operations community.
“The United States Special Operations Command consists
of over 65,000 Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen and Marines,”
he said. “Despite the sheer magnitude of this multifaceted
and complex organization, regardless of where you’re
operating, if you say the word, ‘Billy,’ everyone knows
who you’re talking about.”
“That’s just the type of guy he is,” one flight lead said.
“His outgoing personality has made him the face of the
Regiment. Billy Cook is friends with everyone.”
Along with his personality, Evans said it is Cook’s
commitment to the job that made him the well-respected
Aviator that he has become.
“In a tightknit community where uncommon valor is a
common virtue and reputation is quickly known, you
would be hard-pressed to find any operator who garners
as much universal recognition as Billy Cook,” he said.
During his speech to the large audience attending the
ceremony, Mangum said it was a “sad, but very sweet and
happy day.” Something the flight-leads and platoon
sergeant echoed the day prior.
“We always say that no one is so important that if you left
today someone isn’t going to be able to backfill you,” one
said in closing. “But Karl and Billy don’t fall into that.
Trying to replace them is going to be impossible. Guys
will continue to progress professionally and do all those
things. We will all take a little bit from those guys to try
to make ourselves better, but collectively to try to capture
everything that they knew, a single person won’t be able
to do that for either one of those guys.”
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BEYOND THE GRAVE
heart, a gentler soul. I resisted his being one of a crowd
of military dead, his stone identical to the ones next to
his, and to the next, and to the next.
I think differently now. I have grown to love and
revere this special place. The impeccably kept grounds
and the precision of the carefully placed white marble
stones cut from a local quarry, standing at attention like
game pieces on a checkerboard, bring a sense of peace
and security to me now. I go often to the cemetery to
talk to my husband, to read poetry to him, to sing his
favorite songs, and to run my hand over the soft
smoothness of his white marble stone.
By Mary Mahoney

A

winding tree-lined road not far off the Interstate
west of Canton, Georgia, climbs steadily uphill
for nearly five miles before it opens up onto 775 acres
of green fields and vast expanses, ringed by the
foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. This is Georgia
National Cemetery. The poetic or the philosophical
could rightly describe this acreage as a little bit of
heaven. The air is pure, the absence of traffic noise is
notable, and the mountains in the distance are easy on
the eyes. This spot of land was donated by the late
Scott Hudgens, a World War II Veteran of
extraordinary accomplishments during the war and a
successful developer and well-known philanthropist in
civilian life. These acres provide a final resting place
for Georgia veterans, and will eventually accommodate
33,000 casketed grave sites, 3,000 spaces for cremated
remains, and another 3,000 cremated burial sites. I call
it sacred ground.
I have a special affinity for this place, since my
husband was buried there in Section 2, Row 8,
Gravesite number 528. The idea of military precision
and order, of narrowly spaced gravesites, all with
standardized military grave markers, was at first a bit
disturbing to me and struck me as somewhat cold and
detached from the raw grief I felt immediately
following my husband’s death. My deceased loved one
was special—unique—one of a kind, one of the
dwindling number of the Greatest Generation’s World
War II veterans. In my eyes, there never was a kinder

I always shed tears when I let my fingers trace the
letters of his name and the outline of the Celtic cross at
the top of his stone. There is something so permanent
about seeing your loved one’s name etched on a
gravestone, confirming his or her physical “goneness”
once and for all from your life. When I am done with
tears and talking, I do a walkabout to check on my
husband’s neighbors. I wonder if he knows about the
kinship I have developed with those buried alongside of
him, and I wonder if he feels that sense of camaraderie
as well.
It is amazing to me how much you can learn about a
life from a military gravestone. The name, rank, and
branch of service are required elements, as are the dates
of birth and death. There is space at the top for a
religious symbol, with over 40 to choose from. The
name of the conflict is also included, if applicable. The
collection of saints and sinners occupying these graves,
however, are known to the living not only by the
factual elements found on their grave markers, but also
through the two-to-three short lines, most likely chosen
by a loved one, inscribed on the bottom half of their
stones. Space is limited, so one must choose carefully.
As I walk the rows, I try to piece together at least some
small element of the lives of these veterans and to
conjure up some image (which I admit may or may not
be accurate) of the lives they led between the dates of
birth and death. A snapshot impression of the deceased
often “speaks” through these few, thoughtfully chosen
words.
I weep for the young Marine who fought in Iraq and
whose loved one chose, too awesome for this world,
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BEYOND THE GRAVE continued from Page 4
for his inscription—words that hint of volumes of grief
spilled over the loss of this young life. I am also
moved to tears when I pause to pay tribute to the 40something Air Force Major whose stone reads, Purple
Heart, Afghanistan, KIA, or Killed in Action.
Some inscriptions are so poignant, I can scarcely put
into words the impression they make as I try to imagine
the bond between these veterans and those they left behind:
Now at peace, buried next to her soul mate
(on the gravestone of a woman Vietnam veteran buried
next to her husband, also a Vietnam veteran)
Aviator, now flying with the angels
Just give me a minute
Have I told you today that I love you?
Excuse me while I kiss the sky
Some, on the other hand, feel almost light-hearted, and
never fail to bring a smile to my face:
Kisses sweeter than wine
A blessing in disguise
She walks in beauty
A diamond in the rough
Harley rider….heaven bound
Dancing in the moonlight
Want to find me...gone golfing
Others remain a puzzle and keep me wondering about
the meaning behind the words and phrases:
It was good and there was plenty of it
I was smart and I could fix it
Rest in peace, snake doctor
Cool water
Crazy horse
There are all kinds of warriors buried here, those
scarred by battle or by life itself whose loved ones have
chosen to pay tribute to their courage and steadfastness:
Always a military man
He served God, country, his family, and then
some
Reporting for duty, sir
Carry on, Marine
Kept the faith, fought the good fight, and won
Some inscriptions carry a sweetness and purity and
seem to me to be etched in love:

Rest in perfect peace
My best friend
Adios until we meet again
My forever
He finally got it right
The inscription I chose for my husband, my hero, my
heart, reflects the deep and perfect peace I wish for
him:
Love lives on…
It is well with my soul
I look to the words of the Irish poet John O’Donohue,
whose poem “For the Dying” expresses better than I
can the meaning words can carry—in remembrance of
the deceased and for those who mourn them:
May someone who knows and loves
The complex village of your heart
Be there to echo you back to yourself
And create a sure word-raft
To carry you to the further shores.
Excerpted from “For the Dying” in his collection of
poems,
To Bless the Space between Us
John O’Donohue, 1956-2008
Let these gravestone inscriptions be our word-rafts of
comfort to carry us beyond our grief to those “further
shores” where our loved ones surely wait for us.
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The American Legion’s Media and Communication
Department provides a suggested speech as an aid for
veterans asked to provide a few words in a ceremony.
The following is provided for Memorial Day 2014.

M

yles Eckert was excited when he found a $20 bill
in the parking lot of an Ohio Cracker Barrel
recently. The 8-year-old boy planned to buy a Lego
video game with his unexpected windfall. But fate took
him in a different direction.
While dining in the restaurant with his family, he
noticed a uniformed member of the Air National Guard
at a different table. Myles wrote a message on a post-it
note and presented the $20 to the man, who was dining
with his own family.
“Dear Soldier,” the note started.
“My dad was a soldier. He’s in heaven now.
I found this $20 in the parking lot when we got here.
We like to pay it forward in my family. Today is your
lucky day! Thank you for your service.
Myles Eckert, a Gold Star kid.”
The recipient of the note, Lieutenant Colonel Frank
Dailey was moved. “It’s incredible being recognized in
such a manner. I look at it every day,” Dailey later said.
Myles was only four-weeks-old when a roadside bomb
in Iraq took the life of his father, Army Sergeant Andy
Eckert in 2005. While Andy was denied the opportunity
to raise this outstanding young man, we can all imagine

who how proud he would be of his son’s commitment
to ‘pay it forward.’
It is a commitment that The American Legion shares by
advocating for veterans and supporting military
families through our programs. We remember those
who are no longer with us because they sacrificed their
lives in defense of our freedom. These sacrifices have
occurred throughout our nation’s history.
It was a sacrifice that was eloquently recalled by
President Ronald Reagan, when he stood at an outdoor
lectern in Normandy, France, on June 6, 1984. “Behind
me is a memorial that symbolizes the Ranger daggers
that were thrust into the top of these cliffs. And before
me are the men who put them there,” Reagan said.
“These are the boys of Pointe du Hoc. These are the
champions who helped free a continent. These are the
heroes who helped end a war.”
Many of the men lay beneath the thousands of crosses
at Normandy American Cemetery. Others found peace
at Arlington or in their hometown burial places. And
many, many more survived the war and raised their
families under the peace and freedom that they and
their fallen comrades fought so hard to achieve.
In the days that followed the D-Day landing of 70 years
ago, thousands more Americans and our brave allies
would make the supreme sacrifice. Pvt. Joe Gandara of
Santa Monica, Calif., voluntarily advanced alone and
destroyed three hostile machine guns before he was
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MEMORIAL DAY continued from Page 6
fatally wounded on June 9, 1944 in Amreville, France.
Just 20 years old, the soldier from the 507th Parachute
Infantry Regiment was denied the opportunity to raise a
family of his own. Instead, his 69-year-old niece
received the Medal of Honor from President Obama on
his behalf during a ceremony on March 18th.
It was a ceremony American Legion National Commander Dan Dellinger attended and will never forget.
Gandara and 23 other U.S. Army veterans of World
War II, Korea and Vietnam were at long last recognized
for heroic actions that cost many of them their lives, but
will forever earn their place in history as recipients of
the nation’s highest military award.
Most Medal of Honor recipients are very humble about
their actions and prefer to talk about the heroes that
they served with. They often speak about friends who
were lost in battle.
We continue to lose American heroes everyday in
Afghanistan and in military training accidents and
missions around the world. The loss to their families,
friends, fellow servicemembers and country is
permanent.
Some were only teenagers and most of those killed in
action were under age 25. In the eyes of their loved
ones, they are forever young.
This is why Memorial Day is so important. We don’t
just honor those with the highest medals or even those
who participated in the most hellacious firefights. We
honor the more than one million men and women who
lost their lives defending America in wars from the
Revolution to the Global War on Terrorism.
It is fitting to have days like this to remember heroes
like Private First Class Jesse A. Givens. Before going
to Iraq, PFC Givens wrote a letter that he hoped his
family would never open. Like many servicemembers,
he wrote the letter to be given “just in case…” Well,
“just in case” happened in May 2003. To his 6-year-old
daughter, Dakota, he wrote, “Never be afraid to be

yourself. I will always be there in our park, when you
dream, so we can play. I love you, and hope someday
you will understand why I didn’t come home. Please be
proud of me.”
The American Legion is proud of Jesse and his brothers
and sisters-in-arms that loved America enough to die
for it.
We are also proud of their families, who have sacrificed
so much. Long after the battlefield guns have been
silenced and the bombs stop exploding, the children of
our fallen warriors will still be missing a parent.
Spouses will be without their life partners. Parents will
continue to grieve for their heroic sons and daughters
who died way too early.
We need to be there for them – not just as members of
The American Legion family – but as American
citizens. Nobody can replace these fallen heroes –
especially in the eyes of their families – but we can offer shoulders to cry on, assistance with educational
expenses and assurance that their loved one’s sacrifice
will not be forgotten.
As Legionnaires we are pledged through the Preamble
of our organization’s constitution to “preserve the
memories and incidents of our associations in the Great
Wars…” This solemn promise is on the back of each
Legion membership card. Yet, we do not remember
our fallen brothers- and sisters- in-arms because of an
edict or obligatory ritual. We do so because we want to.
Americans must remember that freedom isn’t free. In
fact, it’s only possible because our fallen heroes have
paid its high price.
As the unofficial beginning of summer, let us never
lose focus of what Memorial Day means. It is not about
beaches, picnics or auto races. It is a day to remember.
And that’s why we’re here.

MAY GUEST SPEAKER
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