
Good Morning everyone, it is an honor to be here today speaking in the same Gymnasium where I 

listened to the different speeches every Veterans day. I was given the opportunity to give a speech 

today, and hopefully give some information regarding the military that I didn’t know. Since graduating in 

2011 and spending 7 years in the Army, I have gained a different perspective on what Veterans day truly 

means to past and present military members. I always had respect for the military and its members, long 

before I ever had the slightest inclination that I may join the military myself. Back then, I didn’t 

understand how much voicing that respect matters. A veteran will never come out and explicitly ask for 

gratitude or thanks. A lot of times veterans won’t have the right words to say in response when some 

one does thank them for their service. It is important that this isn’t taken as lack of appreciation. A 

simple phrase, a thank you or any gesture of appreciation can truly change a veteran’s day. Military 

members spend months at a time separated from their families. When they come home they don’t get 

to choose their hours either. Some weeks are spent away from home on training exercises, some nights 

are very late planning or taking care of last-minute issues with equipment. The work certainly isn’t easy, 

and the environment is stressful. Nearly every service member has lost a close friend during their time in 

the military. No paycheck is worth losing your loved ones.  The military, on the outside, is a job. It 

becomes more than that when you participate. It’s a culture, a lifestyle, an entirely different entity than 

what I ever thought it could be. I think that the reason people stay in the military is because of their 

belief that they are doing something bigger. They are contributing in some way to the safety and 

freedom of every single person in this country. It isn’t for a paycheck. When it comes to the day to day 

grind of everything that is expected of a service member, or a veteran’s memory of losing some one 

they loved, that little showing of appreciation makes it all worth it to a military member. Sometimes it 

may catch them off guard. It may seem like they don’t have a response or don’t know what to say when 

you thank them for their service, but believe me it means everything. Knowing that you have a respect 

for service members is one thing, but going out and thanking some one that you know means 



everything. So please, if you have family, friends, or know of military members past and present, just a 

small thanks means so much.  

With that being said, I’m not here to recruit anyone to the military, I learned some very important 

lessons during my military experience, and now that I am out of the service, I realize how important 

those lessons are. I hope that maybe my story would be helpful to some of you today. My time in the 

military was pretty unexpected for myself and my family. I had never really talked about joining the 

military previously and applied for West Point at the end of my Junior year. I didn’t know whether I 

would get in or not, but upon receiving my acceptance letter I knew I would regret not taking the chance 

to go all the way to New York and try something completely new. The training at West Point was 

definitely not your normal college experience. I attended basic training the summer after my senior 

year, and then moved into my first semester in New York having never left home for more than a week 

or so at a time. Freshman year was a strange experience. The freshman at West Point are nicknamed 

“plebes” and spend the year doing the upperclassmen’s laundry, preparing their food, and memorizing a 

book of facts and famous speeches from previous military members. Freshman aren’t allowed to talk 

outside of their rooms unless addressed by an upperclassman and can be asked about pieces of 

information from their knowledge book at any time. I specifically remember my roommates and I 

cracking our door open to make sure we didn’t see an upperclassman in the hallway before we could go 

to the bathroom.  Not knowing a correct answer or being caught breaking the rules outside generally 

lead to some form of physical punishment. A lot of pushups, sit ups, and various other exercises. Getting 

in trouble for a lack of discipline enough times could lead to “walking hours”. Instead of having your 

weekend to relax and catch up on homework, you would spend 8 hours a day walking in circles holding 

your rifle and wearing a full-dress uniform. Every morning your barracks room had to be left open, so it 

could be inspected for cleanliness, and one Saturday each semester the entire Corps of Cadets would 

hold a in depth room inspection. Upperclassmen walked from room to room wearing white gloves 



checking for dust and making sure your uniforms were hung up in the right order and your clothes were 

folded properly. At the time, all of these things seemed liked a stupid way to mess with the freshman. I 

can’t say I look back at my freshman year fondly, but without knowing it at the time those little things 

changed who I was as a person. The importance the military places on discipline is something that will 

stay with me for the rest of my life and is something that is applicable to anything you do. I hated those 

room inspections but staying up until 2 in the morning cleaning the dust from all the cracks in my room 

gave me an attention to detail, and an appreciation for doing things right. The discipline in following the 

rules of West Point went past just dealing with a silly rule and became part of everything I do. It made it 

easy to do the things I HAD to do even if I didn’t want to do them. Discipline starts as simple actions, but 

the results of your choices eventually shape who you are as a person, and into who you want to be.  

 There was also a very important rule at West Point. A Cadet will not lie, cheat or steal. This rule 

applied to everything a West Point Cadet did, and it stuck with us from the minute we got there until we 

graduated. If any Cadet was caught cheating on a test or lying to avoid punishment from a disciplinary 

rule, the punishment was severe. Generally speaking a cadet caught doing one of those things was 

investigated to ensure the truth behind the issue, and if found guilty the cadet was almost certainly 

going to be kicked out of the Academy. The glaring prospect of getting kicked out after working so hard 

to get to West Point, and working so hard to continue through West Point, was plenty to ensure most 

cadets didn’t lie cheat or steal. That wasn’t the case for everyone, however. Part of the investigation 

process included getting your classmates to vouch for your character. My sophomore year I found out 

that my best friend had lied about breaking a disciplinary rule, and he asked me to write a statement for 

his character. He ended up being kicked out of the academy because he thought lying was a better 

choice than taking responsibility for his actions.  Watching a close friend of mine get kicked out because 

of lying really made the value of honesty apparent to me.  It started to become part of who I was, what I 

valued, rather than a rule that I couldn’t get caught breaking. Being up front and truthful to those 



around you is important in so many ways. As a leader, you need those you lead to trust you. As a friend, 

you need to be able to trust each other. Owning up to your mistakes started with the discipline we 

learned our freshman year and turned into intrinsically valuing honesty and truthfulness.  

 In addition to the disciplinary and honor rules, each summer at West Point consisted of some 

form of military training. Rather than getting a summer break, my classmates and I went to Airborne 

school, Rappelled from Helicopters in Air Assault school, and spent time learning about each of the 

different branches of military service. We learned how to use various weapons, how to set up a base 

while patrolling, and how to plan and lead military missions. It wasn’t always fun, but I picked up a few 

things from those summers.  I didn’t really understand how important being a leader was until I was put 

into a position where I had to be the leader. Leading other people isn’t easy, but if you can take lead and 

help those around you accomplish a goal everything else you do IS easier. Some people are born leaders, 

but I needed to learn through experience. My Junior year at West Point included Cadet Leader 

Development Training. Each cadet was put into a Company of about 40 members, and each company 

spent one month on a simulated deployment. We conducted attack missions and spent most of that 

month moving tactically through the woods, setting up bases, and planning our “war”. Each of the 

cadets in the company was responsible for being in complete control of at least one mission during that 

time. My mission was given to me at around 8 P.M. on a Saturday evening. I was told that we needed to 

move about 9 miles and set up an observation post before 6 A.M. the following morning. I spent 3 hours 

trying to plan the perfect route for us to hike there. I then spent more time creating the best positions 

for our outposts. By the time I finished my plan and we started moving it was already past midnight, and 

we spent the entire night walking through mountains in the dark. We didn’t make it in time to complete 

the mission, and overall my inability to make a quick decision lead to failure for my company. I didn’t 

come out of it without learning a lot about myself though.  Being forced into an uncomfortable position 

is one way of learning to lead on the spot, but I wish I had started sooner. My time in high school felt like 



a stepping stone towards bigger things and looking back I regret that I didn’t participate in more. I wish I 

had been a part of more clubs, I wish I had spent more time learning and bettering myself at sports. I 

should have put my energy and effort into practices each day. Every practice was an opportunity to get 

better, and I didn’t realize how much I would regret not putting in as much effort as I possibly could 

when I still had the chance to be involved in a team sport. From where I am now, though, I am happy I 

learned how to lead. How to stand up in front of a group of people and plan, how to talk to others and 

feel comfortable in telling them what needs to be done and how to do it. It only comes with experience, 

however, and I would implore all of you in this room to leave your comfort zone and take any 

opportunity you get to be a leader.  I didn’t know it, but the discipline and honesty I came to value my 

Freshman year was vital to my leadership. Following through on your word and doing your share of the 

work is vital to being a successful leader. Being a leader without discipline makes those you lead less 

likely to follow you. Being untruthful will lead to the same outcome.  

 After graduating West Point, I couldn’t wait to leave. I was tired of losing my summers and my 

weekends. I was sick of the constant schoolwork and all of the extra military training we did. I ranked 

high enough in my class to be selected for the Aviation Branch of the Army. After graduation I moved to 

Fort Rucker Alabama and spent two years at flight school there. Flight school was more academically 

demanding than I expected. One of the hardest parts for me was memorizing all of the emergency 

procedures. For each aircraft there is a book that contains ALL of the problems that can occur with the 

controls, and ALL of the steps to take in order to fix those problems. As a pilot you were required to 

have all of those steps memorized so that you could execute them quickly from the cockpit without 

having to find a book as you were falling out of the sky.  The nights were late, and the mornings were 

early, but I did well in learning the basics of flying a helicopter and was able to be selected as an AH-64 

Apache pilot for my advanced flight training. I was ecstatic to be flying one of the most advanced aircraft 

in the world. The apache helmet alone was worth nearly 50,000 dollars, let alone the 40-million-dollar 



price tag on an aircraft itself. While overwhelming, it felt like the years of work I had put into the military 

and flight school were finally paying off. Learning to fly the Apache was an incredible experience. I took 

part in 2 aerial gunneries to become familiar with the weapon systems and adjusted to flying an aircraft 

by looking through a small lense on my helmet that controlled a camera at the front of the helicopter 

based on my head movements. After flight school I was assigned to Fort Carson, Colorado. I was given 

the position of Platoon Leader for the 4th Combat Air Reconnaissance Battalion and couldn’t have been 

more excited to truly begin my career as a Pilot and as an Officer in the Army. I spent about 6 months 

learning the ins and outs of my job. Learning to plan missions, learning how to conduct maintenance on 

the aircraft, and how to participate in flights supporting soldiers on the ground.  During this time, I lost 

one of my close friends to an aircraft crash during a training exercise. The aircraft experienced a 

mechanical malfunction and both pilots lost their lives in the crash that followed. As an officer in the 

unit I was tasked to communicate the situation with his family, as well as pack all of his personal 

belongings and send them to his parents. In addition to dealing with the aftermath of one of the most 

emotional events of my life, I also began experiencing some troubling health issues at this time.  

 I ended up losing much of the feeling below my knees and losing nearly 50 pounds. After 

extensive testing and a long struggle trying to continue being a capable leader and pilot, it soon became 

clear my health would not allow me to continue serving in the military. I found that I have two rare auto 

immune diseases that cause me to be allergic to most foods, as well as affecting my body’s ability to 

circulate blood to my extremities. Initially, I was devastated. I had finally achieved what I had been 

working the previous 7 years to accomplish. All the time and effort felt wasted, and all the health issues 

were completely out of my control. I had done so much to only be back where I had been at the end of 

high school. This was a very low point in my life. Two events that were out of my control occurred back 

to back, and I didn’t know that I could deal with both. I didn’t know what I was going to do, I didn’t know 

where I was going to go. It took some time, but I came to realize that my health was more important 



than my profession, and that honoring my friend’s past was the only way I could move forward.  

Dwelling on the event wouldn’t accomplish anything. It also took some time to realize that I wasn’t back 

to square one. I had learned a lot of important lessons and gained many important relationships. I made 

friends that became family over those years. There was a bond that we forged going through those 

challenges that will remain with us for the rest of our lives.  

This isn’t something that is exclusive to the military, however. As my life goes on, I have found 

how important the people I have met really are. I stay in touch with my friends from high school, from 

college, and from the different places and units that the military placed me in. If I had one piece of 

advice to give you, it’s to be kind to as many of the people around you as possible.  Sometimes the work 

you put into a goal may get taken away, sometimes you might find that the tangible things you thought 

were important to you, aren’t as important anymore. The people you meet and the bonds you create 

will always be there. The memories you have with those people will always be there. I felt like I didn’t 

have anywhere to turn when I was at my low point, but I had so many people that helped me get 

through it. One thing that was vital in getting out of my low point was being able to ask those people for 

help.  Society may seem to value the act of being able to deal with problems on your own, but believe 

me, true strength comes from knowing when to lean on others.  My path has certainly changed 

direction, but because of the values that I hold and the people that I have surrounded myself with, I 

know that I can move forward and be successful in any endeavor that I take. If you take anything from 

this speech, it should be that your life may change, your goals may change, but if you have core values 

that you believe in, and relationships that are important to you, you can always be successful. I found 

discipline, honesty, and an ability to lead to be important to me. They may or may not be the same for 

you, but right now is a good time to find out what is. Thank you all so much for listening, I’d just like to 

end with a big thank you to all service members past and present, and I encourage you to do the same 

to a veteran today. If you see me around town or at the school, feel free to ask me anything you’d like 



about the military or life in general if you have any questions at all. Finally, I’d like to close by honoring 

Chief Warrant Officer 2 Kevin Burke and First Lieutenant Clayton Cullen, to Valhalla brothers.  

 


