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John Stuart Mill once wrote that “War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things. The decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling which thinks that nothing is worth war is much worse.”

 
His words have never left me.  I spent three years in the Army as an Infantryman and never fired a shot in anger.  Ten years later, I was called to active duty as a GSR in the 216th MI with the Idaho National Guard’s 116th BCT in Iraq.  We stood proud, shoulder to shoulder, as Idaho mobilized the highest percentage of its Guard forces of any state.  

War is ugly, it is random and it leaves an indelible mark on anyone who has experienced it.  This mark is visible on many, hidden on many more.  The willingness to stand in front of our flag in defense of our neighbors often means that many veterans and their families continue to sacrifice in silence for the rest of their lives.   

I am humbled by the company of men and women who served in peace and war from WWII, Korea and Viet Nam, to the first Gulf War, Afghanistan and Iraq.  How can one describe their extraordinary courage, humility and determination in war? Their compassion during disasters and humanitarian crisis? 

The United States Military is comprised of men and women willing to take their turn and stand the line.  John Stuart Mill’s words, written over a hundred years ago ring true in America today.  That decayed and degraded state of moral and patriotic feeling which thinks nothing is worth war gnaws at the traditions all real Americans hold dear.  Some politicians, members of the elite who sent us to fight, to die, or simply to return as best we could, now counsel defeat for political gain like so many overgrown children playing at responsibility. And never imagining the consequences.

Others who probably meant well caused us to fight this war detached from the people we fought for, preferring that the rituals of loss and remembrance occur well out of sight. The words spoken to widows, bereaved parents and orphans as the flag is folded and placed gently in the hands of family.  The words of comfort meant to bind and soothe a loss that can never be measured.  The sharp report of a 21-gun salute that is jarring, loud and suddenly quiet.  The reality is that war always involves conflict and loss which should be shared by the many, not just the few.

I am a veteran, just like the millions who returned from earlier wars to serve America in new ways.  Because less than one percent of Americans now wear the uniform, maybe we should begin by reminding each other that service, including the defense of our country, used to be a value shared through all our generations.  And that the long journey toward recovering those lost values might begin again as we honor our living and fallen veterans on this most sacred of days. 

Matt Salisbury is an Iraq War Veteran challenging the Republican incumbent for the 1st Congressional District Seat in the May 2008 Primary Election.
