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First Fruits 
January 1

st
, 2010 

 

There is Judeo-Christian law which we know today as tithe, or the giving of 10 
percent back to God. If you are Jewish or Christian, you believe that God supplies all 
your needs, so you're giving 10 percent of what He already gave you, and will give 
again.  
 
It is not a punitive, cloak-and-gavel law like running a red light or smoking pot. 
Rather, it is likened to the physical law of gravity, except that it's a spiritual law. What 
goes up must come down. What you give in faith and obedience to God will be 
returned to you in greater measure.  
 
I have known of this concept my entire life, and have not followed it to the letter 
when it comes to money. I believe that our financial struggles may be attributed to 
that. On the flipside, I have always followed my Jiminy Cricket when it comes to 
helping people and giving my time to others, wanting nothing in return. God has in 
turn blessed me with a wonderful, beautiful, and healthy family and a great outlook 
on life. Money can't buy that. 
 
Here's the gist: it's not just ten percent that you're giving to God. You're giving Him 
your first and best ten percent. Also, we are not merely talking about money. We're 
talking about time, talent, and the fruits of your labor. In biblical times, this literally 
meant fruit, vegetables, sheep, cows, etc. These days, it can mean volunteering, 
giving blood, or going out of your way to do whatever God requires of you by putting 
it on your heart. People sow money into a church so that it may be used to finance 
all aspects of church operations, such as outreach ministries and soup kitchens and 



missionary construction projects. And yes, churches have to pay people and bills, 
too. I personally believe that your monetary tithe to God may also be in the form of 
charity, either directly or through an organization (Red Cross, Childrens' Hunger 
Relief Fund, Salvation Army, etcetera).  
 
In 2010, your tithe to God may stem from a number of things. As for me and my wife, 
we've accepted the challenge from our church to read portions of the Bible for the 
next 21 days, in an act of giving the first part of our year to God as a church body. 
Petra and I have taken it a step further by reading in the morning, to give the first 
part of each day to God.  
 
As for me, I love to write. This is my first post of the year, and God, this Blog's for 
you. 
 

 

Our Favorite YouTube Wedding Dance  
 

Okay, maybe it's because it's been a long time since we've been to a wedding, but 
we totally missed this train in the last few years. Apparently, American weddings are 
changing. They're becoming more exciting than ever. I'm sure this is no surprise to 
many of you... but it was a first for us to witness. My sister called and told us to 
check out a few links on YouTube. My wife and I loved watching them. Without 
further adieu, our favorite: 
 

(Links to YouTube video, ñThe Coolest Wedding Entrance Everò) 

 

Challenging the Law: The Rosa Parks Model of Reshaping 
Policy  
 

These days, the government seems to be an impenetrable fortress. I was recently 
informed that I owe the Treasury Department thousands of dollars, simply because 
the Department of Defense continued to pay for my familyôs life and health insurance 
long after I got out of the Marines (unbeknownst to me). The Department of the 
Treasury, FYI, acts as the federal governmentôs collection agency.  
 
I wrote, I called, and I stated in perfect honesty that I had absolutely no control over 
the governmentôs mistake. I had no access to such knowledge. The representative 
on the phone informed me that she was sorry, and that sheôd heard hundreds of 
stories like mine... and that I still owe thousands of dollars. Myself, my family and 
friends have experienced similar hang-ups with the IRS, the INS, State DMV offices, 
and even simple traffic court. Everything is automated. Individual voices are quelled. 
Challenging the law is not only faux pas; with so much government opposition to 

http://youtu.be/4-94JhLEiN0


individual questioning, itôs practically becoming illegal.  
 
History is rarely made in an instant. It is the embellishment or promotion, over time, 
of a singular event or series of events (that may have occurred in an instant). We all 
know the story of the resolute black woman who got fed up one day on an Alabama 
bus, refusing to relinquish her seat to a white man. The date was December 1st, 
1955. Rosa Parks was 42 years old. Her righteous indignation was not spawned 
overnight, nor were the legislative changes that would forever alter the progressive 
course our nation. 
 
The events that led up to that moment--short of re-writing Roots--were as follows: 
The Civil War ended in 1865. The 13th Amendment to the Constitution was ratified 
to abolish slavery in the same year. In 1870, the 15th Amendment was ratified, 
allowing blacks to vote. Harperôs Weekly urges the breakdown of prejudice in 
America. The deep South, scarred from the Civil War, still fostered racism against 
blacks by-and-large. Pockets of the South continued to enslave blacks and threaten 
their existence. A new series of ñlawsò emerged in the South, to segregate blacks 
and whites under the false colors of a ñseparate but equalò existence. These laws 
were known as Jim Crow laws (so named because crows are black). Hatred wore a 
new mask. 
 
In 1900, Montgomery laws were changed to incorporate city-wide segregation. 
Schools, public places, public transit, and pretty much all locations were subject to 
this ordinance. Now, fast forward to the mid 1940ôs. Public transportation is in full 
swing. Public buses are largely used by blacks; the majority of whites have cars. The 
first four rows of each bus are automatically reserved for whites, with moveable 
placards that allow each bus driver to reserve more rows for white passengers. 
Some bus drivers even place an empty buffer row between the black passengers 
and the white passengers. As more whites enter a bus, blacks are forced to give up 
their seats; if overcrowding occurs, blacks are forced to exit the bus. Buses are 
manufactured to include a second entrance in the back, specifically for black use.  
 
Black passengers were not allowed to walk past a white passenger, rather, they had 
to pay the driver, exit the bus, and re-enter through the back door. Often, the bus 
driver would drive off after being paid, leaving the black person stranded, crying, 
chasing after the bus... you get the idea. A girl in her early thirties (that would be 
Rosa) dropped her purse on the bus floor. As she moved to retrieve it, she briefly 
occupied a seat set aside for whites. She was thrown off the bus, forcing her to walk 
five miles, in the rain, through a bad area.  
 
Evil is not a respecter of persons. Young or old, male or female--all blacks were 
tormented and the bad got worse.  
 
The NAACP was formed to empower blacks through thorough education of laws that 
directly affected them. A 15-year-old girl named Claudette Colvin was arrested for 



failing to give up her seat to a white man... the NAACP taught her that the law stated 
that no passenger can be forced to give up their seat on a bus. She was found guilty 
in court--the NAACP did not help her appeal because she was pregnant out of 
wedlock, making a poor poster child for the organization. 
 
In 1953, Rosa joined the NAACP. In 1954, she secured a job at Maxwell Air Force 
Base. As a federal installation, segregation was illegal there. She later states that 
Maxwell ñopened her eyes.ò  
 
The year: 1955. White crime was out of control, and local/State legislators and 
authorities were completely crooked. A fourteen-year old black boy named Emmett 
Till was murdered for supposedly whistling at a white woman. His skull was bashed 
in, his eye was gouged out, he was beaten to a pulp, shot in the face, wrapped in 
barbed wire, tied to a cotton gin fan, and thrown into the Tallahatchie River. His 
mother ordered an open-casket funeral, to put a spotlight on white brutality.  
 
This act might be the straw that broke the camelôs back. Four days later, on 
December 1st, Rosa Parks was arrested and jailed for failing to give up her seat to a 
white man. She was found guilty of violating a city ordinance, and of disorderly 
conduct. Within 24 hours, she was bailed out. She appealed the courtôs decision, 
citing a constitutional rights violation.  
 
The black community was informed of her situation overnight, by way of a 35,000-
flyer campaign. Black churches spread the word of a Bus boycott. This included 
school buses. The strike happened immediately. Black owners of personal vehicles 
contributed to the carpooling effort. The police reacted, filling the jails with blacks 
arrested for loitering while awaiting carpools. They ticketed black drivers for 
anything. False speeding violations. Overcrowding of vehicles. Tailgating. Improper 
tire pressure. 
 
The boycott worked. The bus companies were hurting financially. Black community 
organizers rallied to target other businesses and laws to boycott. A young reverend, 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. emerged to lead the effort. He urged passive resistance. 
The boycott ended after a yearôs toil, when the bus companies were all but entirely 
broken. The U.S. Supreme Court ruled in favor of Parks in 1956, ending segregation 
on public buses. It was one solid victory in the battle for racial equality.  
 
Itôs never wrong to be right, but standing up for whatôs right usually hurts. After the 
Supreme Court ruling, violence became rampant. Shooters fired into buses, the Klu 
Klux Klan went into overtime, and black churches and community centers were 
burned to the ground. The fires prejudice and segregation in public laws and 
ordinances were not fully extinguished until just inside of forty years ago. 
 
Rosa Parks had balls. More than me. More than anybody Iôve seen in todayôs 
America. Her story, and the conglomerate stories of black Americans struggling for 



equality during her era, highlight the fallacies and loopholes in American law. Keep 
in mind that this story is still fresh in U.S. history. The law, as applied to other areas, 
is still imperfect and malleable. When the time comes to initiate a change, we can 
follow Rosaôs experience as an exemplary roadmap: there must be (1) organized 
communication, (2) a common determination, and (3) a strong resolve to endure the 
opposition. This is becoming increasingly more difficult in the fast-paced future we're 
living in--everyone has a cause, which deters from a common ideological bond (and 
voice) that is proportionally greater. What that means is that we as Americans need 
to reclaim our nerve. We need to toughen up to overcome such hurdles. 
 
Wake up, America. Something is happening here. Constitutionally-guaranteed rights 
and freedoms are being challenged like never before. Some have been subtly 
removed under the clouded guises of ñsecurityò and ñorder.ò The Nazis played that 
card, too. Look, Iôm not trying to stir the pot with some astronomical future prediction, 
and I'm certainly not anti-government. Iôm just trying to keep you on point, so you 
know how to affect the laws of this nation, and so that you know what to do when the 
poop hits the fan. Be a Rosa Parks.  

 

Defeating Smokeless Tobacco  
 

I have always been of the opinion that addiction in any form is a crutch. An excuse 
for the weak-minded to be blindly controlled by a habit-forming substance. Thatôs 
right, I said habit-forming and no, Iôm not contradicting myself. Being addicted is 
much different than having a habit. A habit is something that you do--a norm if you 
will--that you still have control over. The word addiction implies that one is forced to 
desire something against his or her will. 
 
For 9 of my 11 years in the Marines, I did not touch tobacco with the exception of 
pulling a chaw off of somebody when a brick or plug was presented. Eventually, this 
led to an occasional wad of Levi Garrett or Red Man chew, or a dip of snuff when on 
patrol or to stay awake in a classroom.  
 
As with any habit-forming drug, I made excuses. It is no lie that dipping a fat pinch of 
straight Copenhagen in your lip is the most effective way of staying awake when 
youôve been operating beyond 48 hours with no sleep. Thatôs why ódipô appeals to so 
many military operators, stakeout cops, and truckers. The social hook is that 
smokeless tobacco users are part of a small brotherhood of hard-tac nicotine 
abusers (Skoal brothers, e.g.). It is also no lie that the first time you attempt to dip, 
you will be so incredibly sick for a day, even if youôre a lifelong smoker. The reason 
is that a high dose of nicotine makes a straight shot into the bloodstream through the 
soft thin tissue between your lower lip and gum. It is a much more effective way to 
kill yourself than with cigarettes. 
 
Ironically, I didnôt start using smokeless tobacco full-swing until I got out of the 



Marines. I always had a pouch of Levi in my pocket. Iôd go through a pouch every 
other day. Then I started chewing Levi Garrett plug tobacco, which was not as 
sweet. I liked plug tobacco. There was something satisfying about tearing off a 
chunk with your teeth. From time to time Iôd chew Black Maria, Cannonball, or Dayôs 
Work plug tobacco. 
 
After about a year, I noticed that my lower teeth started getting really sensitive on 
the side of my mouth I primarily chewed on. I tried to consciously switch sides, 
keeping the tobacco on the left side of my mouth instead of the usual right. It wasnôt 
long before the same thing happened on that side. I also noticed that my gums were 
rapidly receding. Now, besides the physiological affects, chewing tobacco is really 
nasty. It kicks your salivary glands into overtime, creating a copious amount of very 
dark, very slimy spit within minutes. Tobacco users like to perpetuate the saying that 
swallowing this stuff kills stomach parasites. Never checked up on it, but who cares! 
It also stains your teeth. 
 
I found myself dipping more and more, because the spit produced is not as ample or 
as slimy, and because it would give my teeth a break on the left and right side of my 
mouth. Snuff, or dip, is more addicting and much more dangerous. It is milder in 
ñlong cutò form than in ñstraightò form, and it is fast becoming more socially 
acceptable with the advent of Camel brand ñSnus,ò which is in pouch form and has 
flavors like bubble gum and marshmallow. Snus is marketed as ñspitless,ò and 
digestable. Sounds like a friendly, fruity case of stomach cancer. 
 
I got to the point where I was dipping two cans of Copenhagen Straight snuff a day, 
the rough nicotine equivalent of six packs of cigarettes. When you dip this much, the 
inside of your bottom lip gets sliced up pretty badly, and the nicotine from a new dip 
stings enough to make your eyes water. Snuff has one other major side effect. It 
keeps you awake and alert all day, but in the evening, when youôre done working 
and done dipping, youôll eat your dinner and pass out from exaustion--physically 
unable to stay up any longer. Lights out, meatball.  
 
What happens is this: your heart gets overworked all day (more nicotine = higher 
heartrate), then in the evening, as the majority of nicotine leaves the circulatory 
system, your heart crashes. Iôve traditionally had a very low heart rate anyway (sinus 
bradycardia, or sub-60 bpm)--averaging 38 to 40 beats per minute during my military 
career.  
 
Then came the big enchilada. I had a mild heart attack at age 29, which caused an 
irreparable irregular heartbeat. I stopped using tobacco (and coffee) altogether, but 
only long enough to get over the scare and catch up on some much-needed sleep. 
Secretly, I started dipping again, not quite at the rate or quantity that I used to, but 
regularly nonetheless. Iôm not a very good liar, and my wife would catch me from 
time to time. I refused to say I was addicted, rather that I had a bad habit and I liked 
it. I tried to justify it. Tobacco was really straining our marriage. Finally, after a pretty 



big fight with my wife last fall, I asked her to help me overcome this through 
encouragement instead of negativity.  
 
Well, to make a short story long (which I do pretty well), I have been tobacco-free 
since October. No going back to that way of life... though I do like the rare taste of a 
pipe or a decent Cubano. I thank my wife for the positive reinforcement, and thank 
God for giving my willpower an extra push. I still believe that addiction is a crutch, 
and every person who is burdened with a bad habit has the power to overcome!  

 

The Ice Cream Dreamer  
Thursday, January 7, 2010 

 
I am a violent dreamer. That is, on the rare bedtime occasions that I actually do 
dream.  
 
I can still recall vividly how, over the years, Iôve been buried under an avalanche in 
my snow cave, been surrounded in the water by ten hungry alligators who were 
closing in on me, and had my son Caleb kidnapped while shopping at the mall. 
Once, I lost my grip and fell off a cliff that my wife and I were climbing, pulling her off 
as well. Oh wait... the alligator story really happened. Tell ya later.  
 
Two months ago, I dreamt that our daughter Lily disappeared from under our noses 
as we were buying snacks at a movie theater one evening. When we couldnôt find 
her, I ran outside, yelling like a lunatic. Some bystanders said that a black car just 
pulled up and snatched her from the sidewalk. ñThey headed that way!ò I jumped in 
my truck and frantically fumbled 9-1-1 with fat thumbs on my phone as I was 
screaming out of the parking lot. The 911 dispatch said that they already got a call 
about the little girl that was killed. ñWrong girl,ò I said. ñThis one was kidnapped less 
than 5 minutes ago.ò She had me hold and then I was on the line with a cop, 
directing me to drive around to the strip mall on the backside of the theater... to 
examine the body. I did, and it was her. I remember how real that dream felt, and all 
the emotion that went with it, and the look in my wifeôs and boysô eyes when I went 
back to the theater to get them. 
 
Last night, everyone was dying. The entire world. I dunno, just collapsing and dying 
somehow. My buddy locked us inside of a room inside of some hospital so that we 
wouldnôt be affected. Great theory--he died and I couldnôt figure out how to get out. I 
finally busted down the door, ran into a Smithsonian museum, and into the 
basement for some reason, where a weird dino-monster thing was being recreated 
with plaster-of-Paris replacement bone segments. It took some muscle, but I 
snatched one of his teeth from a brittle piece of skull (hey--the whole world was 
dead, so who would really care?) Then I heard crying. I went to investigate, but the 
adjacent room where the whimpers were coming from was small, and clean, and 



dead empty. As soon as I walked out, I heard it again and bolted. Apparently the 
basement was haunted by a crying little girl voice or something. I got freaked out 
and headed back out of the museum, excited to see two people who werenôt dead! 
Person one shot person two twice in the chest, then he turned and shot me twice in 
the chest and I woke up. 
 

The bad news is, these dreams are eerily real and they fool me every time. Whatôs 
weird is that I donôt watch horror or thriller movies--never have. Heck, even action 
flicks are rare for me these days, and stories like Les Miserables, the Count of 
Montecristo, and the recent movie Taken fire up my anger meter too much.  
 

The good news is, I have nailed the source of my dreams. Ice cream. Yep, sounds 
weird, but ice cream does it every time. Even my wife has noticed it. If I eat my ice 
cream earlier in the afternoon, or not at all, Iôm good. But if, when the sun goes 
down, I eat a big bowl of pralines ónô cream, or mint chocolate chip, or a king-of-the-
midnight-snack loaded double banana split, you can bet your bottom dollar Iôll wake 
up sweatin.  

 
And after all this, at 10:00 PM, Iôm signing off to go snuggle up on the couch with my 
wife to watch a movie, and eat... yeah, you guessed it.  

 

Fighting, Marriage, and Winners  
 

In a race, the title ñwinnerò is awarded to the individual that is the first to cross the 
finish line. In life, the crossing of a finite line does not hold the same deference. 
Instead, a winner is someone who CONTINUOUSLY stays at the head of the pack. 
 
Lately, my wife and I have been fighting. A lot. Now granted, Iôm a bonehead, but I 
hate fighting and in my defense, go to great lengths not to fight. Why am I writing 
about this? Because everyone fights, and all the more frequently with their 
significant other. Besides, I started this blog with one goal in mind: to prove that a 
positive attitude and positive actions can facilitate victory over any situation, even 
one that is seemingly impossible or one thatôs charted toward a crushing failure or 
defeat. My hope is that you can relate to my stories, and judge for yourself whether 
the steps I take toward overcoming an obstacle constitute a viable method or 
approach in remedying your own unique situations, respectively. 
 
Did I lose you? Sorry, a lot of words, I know. Just trying to say it right. 
 
So we fight a lot. My first instinct is and has always been to jump in my car, drive 
around, and come back in an hour or two. Petraôs first instinct is to keep me from 



leaving at any cost. In our first year of marriage, I punched my wife in the face and 
knocked her onto the ground. Put that in a Marine Corps recruiting commercial. She 
threw a full pot of hot coffee at my head. I smashed her piano into a million pieces. 
She head-butted me twice and nearly broke my nose, giving me two black eyes. It 
was a violent year, but the make-up sex was great, and every week weôd receive 
compliments at church regarding how great a pair we made. O, the irony. We were a 
model couple.  
 
Since this is not only my story to tell, I had to ask Petra to read this story, and give 
me the okay to post it. The major change that she wanted me to make was the 
coffee pot story, which she has sworn was the other way around. She might be right, 
but I remember where I was standing when she threw it at me. She remembers too, 
in reverse, and she says the pot was empty. Hmm. My mind DOES exaggerate 
things from time to time. I still think she did it. In fact, it might have been a jug of 
muratic acid that she splashed in my eyes... it's all coming back to me now... I guess 
we'll never know. Or maybe we already do.  
 
Our second year, we bought a house. We spent a lot of time apart because I was 
flying all the time. Absence makes the heart grow fonder--itôs true. The separations 
continued for weeks and months at a time, even a year on two occasions. During all 
this time, when I wasnôt on the road, we clung to each other. Fights went the way of 
the white buffalo. There was one year I remember when we didnôt have so much as 
a 30-minute spat.  
 
2009 was not that year. After bottoming out financially and losing our home in 2008, 
things got out of control. The fights increased in length and intensity. Gone were the 
days of being physical. Iôd just leave. If forced to stay and fight (i.e., she takes the 
keys and bars the door), my explosive mouth would fire off every expletive in the 
book at the top of my lungs. Verbal abuse is a more effective, yet more intrinsically 
harmful, weapon to both the victim and the abuser. 
 
One month ago, we had a meltdown. We were firing off words of hatred in 
apocalyptic proportions, and the kids were caught in the crossfire. There was no way 
for us to communicate even the most simple of concepts to one another, without 
blaming and maiming. In an act of desperation, an emergency meeting was 
coordinated on our behalf, with a family friend, Pastor Teddy Lee Fortenberry. He is 
a man whom Petra and I both know and respect. We separately arrived to meet with 
him. He prefaced our guided mediation with the fact that only Petra and I can truly fix 
our marriage, and only with Godôs help. He provided a perfectly impartial outlet for 
each of us to speak our minds, then provided some rather insightful guidance for 
both of us. I found this surprising because of my all-too-often apathetic and sarcastic 
attitude towards receiving counseling.  
 



Something clicked. Changed. I donôt know how, but for better or for worse, my wife 
and I are coexisting at a much more mature and understanding level than can be 
said of (even our best of) years past. In our future, there may be fights, and there will 
certainly be disagreements, but we will continue to find new ways to work through 
them without causing further damage, by the grace of God. 
 

If we win, we donôt get a cookie. No amount of ñbeing the better personò will put a 
gold medal around either of our necks. In order to be Winners, we have to stay at 
the head of the moral pack, keeping on top of all selfishness, bitterness, and blame 
that would try to impede the healthy growth of our marriage. We will flourish, and we 
will win!  

 
And Petra wants her cookie, dang it.  

 

Two Minutes  
Monday, January 11, 2010 

 
He was a highly-decorated SF soldier, and they somehow managed to cram the 
highlights of his heroism and life's accomplishments into a two-minute segment. 
Very respectfully submitted: Colonel Robert Howard. 
 

(Links to a YouTube Video highlighting the life accomplishments of Col. Howard) 

Citation: 
 
For conspicuous gallantry and intrepidity in action at the risk of his life above and 
beyond the call of duty. 1st Lt. Howard (then Sfc .), distinguished himself while 
serving as platoon sergeant of an American-Vietnamese platoon which was on a 
mission to rescue a missing American soldier in enemy controlled territory in the 
Republic of Vietnam. The platoon had left its helicopter landing zone and was 
moving out on its mission when it was attacked by an estimated 2-company force. 
During the initial engagement, 1st Lt. Howard was wounded and his weapon 
destroyed by a grenade explosion. 1st Lt. Howard saw his platoon leader had been 
wounded seriously and was exposed to fire. Although unable to walk, and 
weaponless, 1st Lt. Howard unhesitatingly crawled through a hail of fire to retrieve 
his wounded leader. As 1st Lt. Howard was administering first aid and removing the 
officerôs equipment, an enemy bullet struck 1 of the ammunition pouches on the 
lieutenantôs belt, detonating several magazines of ammunition. 1st Lt. Howard 
momentarily sought cover and then realizing that he must rejoin the platoon, which 
had been disorganized by the enemy attack, he again began dragging the seriously 
wounded officer toward the platoon area. Through his outstanding example of 



indomitable courage and bravery, 1st Lt. Howard was able to rally the platoon into 
an organized defense force. With complete disregard for his safety, 1st Lt. Howard 
crawled from position to position, administering first aid to the wounded, giving 
encouragement to the defenders and directing their fire on the encircling enemy. For 
3 1/2 hours 1st Lt. Howardôs small force and supporting aircraft successfully 
repulsed enemy attacks and finally were in sufficient control to permit the landing of 
rescue helicopters. 1st Lt. Howard personally supervised the loading of his men and 
did not leave the bullet-swept landing zone until all were aboard safely. 1st Lt. 
Howardôs gallantry in action, his complete devotion to the welfare of his men at the 
risk of his life were in keeping with the highest traditions of the military service and 
reflect great credit on himself, his unit, and the U.S. Army. 

 

Racism in 2010  
 

As black Americans increasingly celebrate diversity, I bear the brunt of racist tags for 
the sins of my proverbial fathers. I point back at the unethical practice of reverse 
racism. How do we finally break the nasty cycle of racial blame and prejudice?  
 
When I was a young tweener, I was roughed up pretty bad by a group of black guys 
outside of a movie theater in Indianapolis, simply because I was white. I was by 
myself, keeping to myself, and hadnôt uttered a word to cause this to happen. Stuff 
just happens sometimes. One bad fruit does not mean the tree is poisoned; it is 
wrong to judge an entire race based upon the sins of individuals. EVERY PERSON 
IN THIS WORLD WAS CREATED UNIQUE AND INDIVIDUAL, capable of forming 
his or her own thoughts, responsible for his or her own actions.  
 
Iôve spent my lifetime soul-searching over racism. Iôve drawn conclusions in 5 major 
areas. The first is about racism itself. It is a form of evil which has been, is currently, 
and will continue to be a major human factor. No amount of equality ñmarketingò will 
remove racism from the earth, because it silently thrives in the safe confines of the 
human mind. It can be mitigated, but not without common sense, tact, and a sincere 
desire to do what is morally and ethically right. After those steps have been 
achieved, a viable solution for curbing racist thinking presents itself (see area 5). 
 
The second, third, and fourth major areas of my conclusion are interchangeable by 
individual person, relative to their respective geographic location on the earth. These 
areas are the black race, the white race, and all others--in no specific order. In this 
case, Iôm a white guy living in a black and white microcosm in Suffolk, Virginia; with 
whites being the visible majority race, blacks being the visible major minority race 
and all others making up the conglomerate lesser minority. Recent demographic info 
has led to a widespread announcement that Hispanics have become the major 
minority; Iôm not sure whether that is completely accurate for this area, so Iôm basing 
my viewpoint purely on what I see in my community and what Iôve generally 
experienced up to this point in my life. 



 
The second part is my conclusion about blacks. Blacks grow up under strong 
expectations by other blacks to represent their race. As a result, more and more 
black organizations that emerge cater primarily or exclusively to the black 
population. Black colleges, black magazines, black rights groups, and black 
television. In 2010, in an "equal" society, whites cannot have any of those things, to 
celebrate their whiteness. Any way you slice it, it is a point-blank double standard of 
segregation; an imbalance that overtly fosters and subtly promotes racism between 
both blacks and whites. This all takes place under the misleading and well-meaning 
banner of ñcelebrating diversity.ò 
 
Blacks are the disadvantaged party in a vicious cycle of crime and punishment. 
While blacks are convicted of more crimes, they are also more often targeted. Police 
forces that are predominantly white do not help. Which came first, the chicken or the 
egg? Take a look at my post from last week, concerning the 1955 Bus Boycott. The 
white cops were the antagonists. In all fairness, Americaôs police forces have made 
some great strides toward ethnic diversity in recent decades, and I know that it's 
tough to be a cop no matter what color you are.  
 
The third part is my conclusion about whites. By and large, whites are publicly 
tolerant and privately prejudiced--a dangerous duality, considering the 
overwhelmingly pale skin color of law-makers (Congress, e.g.). History has proven 
one too many times that racial tolerance in legislative and judicial seats is only skin 
deep (no pun intended). Furthermore, black criminals on the nightly news make 
more and more white people feel unsafe, causing them to keep a segregated 
mentality. Equal rights? Absolutely. As long as the riff-raff stays on the other side of 
the tracks. That's the thought process, as I see it.  
 
There is a deep racial hatred that the devil has seeded into white people. From 
slave-owning óheroesô of the history books, to the attempted decimation of the Jews, 
whites have a lot of garbage to work out of their system. Racists, you know who you 
are. At school, you hang out with an explosion of melanin... from the ghostly white to 
the charcoal black, and every shade of every color in-between. Then at home, itôs 
nigger this and nigger that around the Thanksgiving turkey with your uncles and 
grandpa. Shame on you. Grow some balls and stop that generational hatred before 
itôs passed to your kids. 
 
Speaking of balls, whites lack the balls to stand up against reverse racism. They 
typically backpedal, tap dance, and skirt around the issue. Whatôs worse, it is not 
socially acceptable to speak about reverse racism, probably because many 
minorities consider it a joke. For the sake of justice, all allegations of racism should 
be investigated according to a true zero-tolerance policy.  
 
In the fourth major area, Iôve concluded that the less populous minorities face the 
exact same issues as blacks and whites, depending on where they live. In my little 



corner of the world, they are wall flowers. In most parts of the States, whites are the 
majority. In the far southern and western States, Mexicans are the top minority. In 
Alaska, the natives are the predominant targets of racist bathroom libel. Most 
Americans are quick to jump on the racist bandwagons when fear is in play (the 
Native Americans in early U.S. history, Japanese Americans during WWII, (North) 
Koreans and Vietnamese, the Chinese after minor incursions, the Arabs after 9-11), 
regardless of how decent or upstanding their ethically different neighbor may be.  
 
My fifth and final conclusion is that there is a viable solution. As previously stated, 
the steps that precede this solution are common sense, tact, and a desire to do what 
is morally and ethically right. The next logical step is to THINK FOR YOURSELF. 
This goes for everybody! Stop subscribing to groups that tell you how or what to 
think about another race. Donôt be a social mamaôs boy, believing everything that 
youôre told. Formulate your own opinions. Stop looking for racism where it doesnôt 
exist. Get out, experience life, experience people, and look for the good. I think youôll 
find it. 

  

Whistle-While-You-Work-Ethic, A True Story, Part I  
 

The year is 1998. Your name is Angelo. For five long years, you have lived like a 
pauper, collecting every Peso in a Montecristo cigar box that belonged to your 
father. Your younger brother and cousins have been doing the same. Rosa has 
been nursing for three years, to save money, and your regular subsistence comes 
from grinding the dried horse corn that is left in the neighboring fields after harvest. 
The oil for the tortillas, and the bacon, lard, and beans for frijoles charros, were a 
good trade for two week's worth of cornmeal cakes.  
 
Your goal: 25,000 Pesos. Roughly $2000 American. That is the price of one ticket to 
Arizona, i.e. Mexican college. You will reach your goal in three weeks, and then you 
will help your brother and cousins to reach their goals as well.  
 
Flash forward. The big day arrives. An altogether sorrowful, exciting, and potentially 
dangerous adventure awaits. You and your family have accepted the risks. The 
money you will make in one year in the United States, will keep your family alive and 
healthy for the next decade. It will be tough to leave your wife and baby behind, but it 
is a sacrifice you must make for your family.  
 
Fourteen hours you've been cooped up in the back of the truck. Many stops have 
been made, and you don't know whether you're still in Mexico, or across the border 
already. Sound sleep is a luxury you cannot afford. Clinging to a photo of your baby, 
you have been prepared to run at a moment's notice. What you don't know is that 
you are already in the States, and as soon as you're out of Texas, the driver will be 
dropping you at the first suitable field he comes to, in the middle of the night when 
the traffic is low. He has made many, many drops in this same field. Once your feet 



hit the ground, you're on your own from there. 
 
The truck stops and the diesel drops to a lower idle. The doors are opened. After a 
brief conversation with the driver that you cannot hear, forty of your countrymen spill 
out of the truck and scatter. It's nighttime, but the stars are many and the moon is 
high on a cloudless night, illuminating the sand and the recently cleared fields. The 
truck pulls off the road and onto a driveway that seemingly leads to nowhere, and 
after botching a three-point turn, returns down the road in the direction from which it 
came, grinding the gears as it is shifted. As the red lights fade away, a deep feeling 
of fear and emptiness sets in.  
 
You, your brother, and your four cousins are travelling across a field toward a small 
mountain of boulders, to climb and survey the area. You are joined by four others. 
The sun has not broken the horizon, but the world around you is light enough to 
distinguish everything. Arizona is not althgether unlike Hidalgo del Parral, which is 
located about two hundred kilometers South of Chihuahua. The sandy soil is nearly 
the same color, the horizon looks... "KA-RACK!!!" "KRA-KRACKKKKKK!" Three 
quick puffs of dirt in front of you were rapidly followed by the unmistakable sounds of 
long rifle shots. "KRACKPSSHT!" "JOSE!!!" 
 
Before your party could react to the initial shots, your brother was shot in the chest 
by a high-grain, soft lead-tipped bullet that left a 6" exit wound. The landowners of 
the fields adjacent to the truck dropoff point have been privy to the last several drops 
at this location, and have been picking off illegal immigrants with their buddies for at 
least three years, like it was the opening day of whitetail gun season. Angelo, 
Welcome to the United States. 

  

Whistle-While-You-Work-Ethic, A True Story, Part II  
 

It's the year 2000. For two years, you've been moving across the United States with 
your cousins, travelling light and working to make a few dollars wherever and 
however possible. You have met some good people, both Chicanos and Gringos 
alike. Conversely, you've met some shady individuals, and those encounters have 
ultimately prodded you onward. Chasing the greener grass from State to State, your 
journey finds you now in Southeast Virginia. 
 
There is a Mexican restaurateur who you've been told about, who will keep you all 
fed and housed for a meager rate; he will also find you work. Your repertoire of skills 
has in recent years has expanded to include almost every facet of U.S. residential 
construction. You've stopped questioning the practice of building for comfort instead 
of fortaleza--while U.S. homes are well insulated, they do not hold up well in adverse 
weather conditions. In Mexico and most other parts of the world, only the poorest 
families build their homes out of wood. 
 



The single most disturbing thing that you've learned about Gringos is that they are 
so disconnected from family. Their lives are devoted to working and staying busy. 
Even their work habits are strained. No camraderie, no chanting, no singing--at best, 
they might play the radio. But there is so much back-stabbing and selfishness, that 
you wonder how any of these people can build lasting relationships. 
 
Mexicans are all about family. Your own family is faring well but misses you 
desperately. You write and call eachother often, and you and your cousins continue 
to faithfully send more than half of your earnings home. You have also found family 
here. Once you know your way around this country, it is entirely possible to be 
wholly suppoted in the by Mexican families and commonly-known sympathizers of 
illegal immigrants.  
 
It's Thursday night, and your crew has just finished working on the Hilton Conference 
Center project. You've been installing sheetrock for almost three weeks, and you're 
in the finishing phase. "Buenos noches, Maria! Nachos e tomatilla salsa, por favor." 
"Cervesas?" "Si, cinquo Modelos." You look up and notice a middle-aged white 
couple, staring at you and talking to eachother. Finally, the lady stands up and 
approaches you. "Do you speak English?--I mean, habla Ingles?" "Little bit," you 
reply. Then she motions toward your clothes, still covered in drywall dust. "You do 
drywall work?" "Yes, yes, drywall crew."  
 
This family offers your crew a month's worth of work, at great pay, with a motor 
home on site to live in. You end up working there for two months, then are given the 
use of the motor home during the construction of a neighboring house. The couple 
that you met befriends you, and after the course of another year, has fully learned 
the story of you and your cousins. They offer to sponsor your immigration. Around 
the same time, you receive the news that your mother has just died back in Mexico. 
It is time to go home. 
 
 
THE CONCLUSION. 
 
This is the true story of a 22-year-old man who worked for my parents when they 
were havng their house built. I changed his name for the story. Sweetest-spirited guy 
you've ever met. He and his crew would sit outside of that motor home each morning 
before work, and each evening after work, wrapped around a fire pit singing and 
joking. The singing and joking would continue throughout the work day. I had just 
joined the civilian workforce, and watching these men work helped me to formulate 
my own opinion about illegal immigrant workers. You know, to this day, I've yet to 
find harder and more honorable workers than these gents and their kinsmen... and if 
you stop and pay attention to a Latino construction crew, you'll get a kick out of their 
whistle-while-you-work-ethic. 
 



We lost contact with Angelo and his cousins when his mom died. I hope we see him 
around again someday.  

 

Sandals Grande, St. Lucia  
 

 
 
A few years ago, my wife and I took advantage of an off-season promotion for 
Sandals all-inclusive resorts. The promotion was for 40% off of a $7000, 1-week stay 
at Sandals Grande Resort on the island of Saint Lucia. There were packages 
originally priced as low as $3800, but we wanted the Deluxe Honeymoon Concierge 
Suite, so that we could step directly into one of the amazing swimming pools directly 
from the comfort of our room. No, we couldn't afford the vacation; but yes, we 
needed it... and yes, we had a fantastic time. 
 
St. Lucia is among the last in the chain of Caribbean islands (when embarking from 
the United States). The culture is largely African with a splash of French Caribe. It is 
one of the only places on earth where you can drive into an active volcano, and the 
locals boast its world-renowned jazz festival.  
 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-jqxdOIMq1kM/S1Oi6osZrwI/AAAAAAAABC4/q-e9olfH45U/s1600/blog+main+resort+pool.jpg


The first thing you have to do as a traveler to any unknown destination, is lower your 
expectations. Even the finest and most exotic locations on the planet have pan-
handlers, pickpockets, and stoplight criminals. You will not see them or hear about 
them in a travel website or brochure.  
 
Sure enough, we encountered a handful of scam artists the minute we stepped foot 
in Hewanorra airport. For their guests, Sandals offers gratis, continuous shuttle 
service between the airport and all three of their St. Lucian resorts (the Grande, the 
Regency, and Halcyon). Sandals sends special tags in their initial vacation 
confirmation packet, for passengers to affix to their baggage so that they may be 
recognized by the resorts' shuttle drivers. Unfortunately, there's nothing to stop a 
non-Sandals taxi bus from posing as one, complete with fake uniformed drivers and 
baggage handlers. We caught the scam just before swallowing the hook. 
 
The drive to our resort took around 45 minutes. The environment blended the 
population and housing of East Africa with the terrain and flora of Hawaii. If your 
budget allows it, take a private helicopter to the resort--you can probably finagle a 
$400 per person ride down to about $150, and you'll spare yourself the quasi-
depressing shuttle ride.  
 
Once we reached the resort, everything changed. The drinks were quickly poured, 
tips were adamantly rejected, the staff was extremely accommodating, and the off-
season crowd made for a pristine beach and ocean view. The weather was perfect. 
 
Over the course of a very long, very relaxing week, we sipped margaritas in and out 
of lush and lazy interconnecting swimming pools, enjoyed fine dining at numerous 
posh restaurants, we set off on our own shelf-snorkeling adventures, went water 
skiing, danced and sang karaoke. I followed two freedivers on a spearfishing 
excursion. One of the best decisions we made was to link up with another couple for 
shared adventures and symbiotic photo opportunities. We even became lasting 
friends. 
 
Our snorkeling adventures led to encounters with baracuda, squid, octopii, a variety 
of colorful fish, different types of starfish and sea urchins, and large snails and crabs 
with beautiful shells. I tried to pick up a black sea urchin that had 12" spikes, and the 
beautiful creature shot the tip of one of his large quills out and embedded it deep in 
my hand. We stumbled upon a large, active bed of conchs, and I took one back with 
us to one of the resort's restaurants, where I asked a chef if he'd prepare the snail in 
a meal for us to take back to our room. He put a lot of professional pride into those 
two plates. 
 
The only Sandals amenities that cost extra are their Red Lane Spa services and 
group outings / activities that leave the resort area (such as horseback riding around 
the island, group scuba diving trips, and transportation to any place other than 
another resort or the airport). We did not partake of any of these activities, instead 



opting to cross-chillax between three child-free, stress-free resorts that are 
antipathetic to heckle, hustle-bustle tourism. We can't wait to go back. 
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Birds Prefer Splenda  
Sunday, January 17, 2010 

 
These days, we're all familiar with the colors assigned to sweeteners. Sugar usually 
comes in white packets. Pink, the color of breast cancer awareness, is used for 
packets of Sweet 'n' Low--which ironically contains carcinogenic sachharin. Baby 
blue is the color of Equal brand sweetner, and (drumroll) yellow is the color of 
Splenda, which is comparitively new to the sweetener arena.  
 
As is the case in most restaurants, all types of sweeteners mentioned above (or their 
generic knock-offs, in the same-colored packets) are stacked sideways in holders 
atop each table at Bayside restaurant in St. Lucia's Sandals Grande resort. It's an 
indoor/outdoor restaurant.  

 
 

I don't know how well you can make out this picture, but as an accoutrement to my 
last story, I'd like to tell you about these black birds. They would fly to the empty 
tables each morning and pull out only the yellow packets, tearing them open and 
pecking at the contents like cokeheads in candyland. As it turns out, nature has a 
preference. When it comes to sweeteners, birds prefer Splenda. 
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Oodles of Geep, Spy Planes, and Smokin' Hot Big Etna  

 

 
 

Many of you know Jesusô parable of the sheep and the goats. Interestingly, Jesus 
didnôt mention the geep. 
 
Sicily is the largest island in the Mediterranean, and is also one of two Italian islands 
with regional autonomy from mainland Italy. Once an independent nation, It is best 
known for its food and wine exports (to include Marsala wine--from the Sicilian city 
of, um, Marsala), and as the home of Europeôs most active volcano, Mt. Etna. What 
you may not know about Sicily, however, is the existence of a little-known animal 
called a ñgeep.ò Geep are basically a goatish-looking, mangy breed of long-haired 
sheep.  
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Just off the southeast slopes of Etna, near the coast, is Sigonella Naval Air Station, 
a U.S. military base that is of great tactical importance geographically. Sigôs 
exchange sells bumper stickers that say ñI Brake for Geep.ò The critters are well 
known for being herded across roads all over the area, holding up traffic at a 
momentôs notice. The U.S. equivalent to a herd of geep is a mile-long, slow-moving 
train between you and your destination. The crossings and subsequent hold-ups are 
very unpredictable, and many a troubled sailor has blamed his tardiness on a herd of 
geep.  
 
Besides the geep, there are a lot of 
interesting tidbits packed into Sicilyôs 
culture. Sicilians do not like to be 
called Italians. This is probably 
because their history in intermingled 
with so much culture that is not 
Italian. Sicily was once a part of 
ancient Greece, and was later under 
Spanish rule. The cities of Palermo 
and Siracusa show strong 
juxtaposition of each culture. One of 
Sicilyôs best wines bears its own 
name, Sicilia. It is surprisingly found 
under a not-particularly-sexy label 
that you would expect to see in a 
Spencerôs novelty store. 

 
Iôve flown to Sicily seven or eight 
times, but only twice to stay. If you 
visit Sicily, you have to ascend Mt. 
Etna. A tram will take you most of the 
way up, where you can hop on a 
Land Rover. The Land Rover will take 
you to a scenic mountaintop area, 
where you may opt to make the steep 
trek / climb about four hours to the 
summit and actually look into the 
crater. I wasnôt able to do the trek 
because of time (and flight crew 
recall) constraints, but the tram views 
alone are amazing. Unfortunately, I 
cannot locate the few pictures I took 
at Etna.  
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If you venture near NAS Sigonella, you may 
be fortunate enough to encounter the takeoff 
or landing of a U2 spy plane, as I once did. 
The planeôs wings are very long, and before a 
takeoff, each wing is outfitted with a wheel that 
falls free as the plane lifts off. To assist in 
locating and collecting the wheels, two two-
men ground crews trail the plane at top 
speeds--one in a souped-up Pontiac Firebird, 
and one in a Chevy Camaro. I got to go check 
out the fleet of chase cars because one of the 
guys that worked on the flightline, named 
Sanders, was a buddy of mine from Aircrew 
School. Chase cars in the past have also 
included GTOôs and Mustangs. 
 

Whatever you decide to do while visiting Sicily, there is one precondition: youôve got 
to have plenty of time built into your schedule... to account for geep crossing.  

 

A Wireless Prediction  
 

First the white buffalo. Then, the VCR. Next: every appliance you now own. 
Blast these wires! For a few years now, Iôve held a prediction: that the decade 
following 2010 will show forth an era of wireless. That is to say, that conventional 
receptacles or plugs that we use in houses, and the wires /cables that attach to 
them, will be replaced by remote or magnetic stations that are variably placed 
among households and businesses alike. Apple is leading the charge in magnetic 
power transmission, while Sony is has finally developed an experimental cordless 
TV.  
 
You know what would be cool? I mean, besides sharks with frigginô laser beams on 
their heads-- If wooden framing for residential houses was replaced by safe, 
grounded, conductive metal framing; and if it could, in effect, transmit electrical 
charge from a magnetic station located at the point where power is already entering 
the house (at the meter base), then oneôs house could be a virtual brushblock for 
magnetic appliances. 
Once we have achieved freedom from wires, we can get to work on the inevitable 
recapturing of everyday energy expenditures (i.e. harnessing piezoelectricity or 
human-motion power). 
 
Smart people, get crackin. 
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My Favorite Place on Earth, Part I of IV  
 

Children and travel go together like biblical pearls and swine. I could choke myself 
today, for not having the presence of mind to recognize and appreciate the cultural 
wealth that I was surrounded with in the days of my youth. While my parents were 
enjoying Viareggio Carnevale, or appreciating the architecture of Venice, or sipping 
Asti in its own acclaimed DOCG region, I was eating boogers and licking the 
windows of our puke-green Volkswagen van, named Kermit.  
 
ñHey dad, check it out!ò Thatôs what I said after we left the Sistine Chapel, as I held 
up a carefully marked piece of the original painted ceiling that I stole. The year was 
1989, and as National Geographic will tell you, it was the year that the chapel was 
completely restored. Original pieces of Michelangeloôs famous ceiling mural were 
positioned on the floor while crumbling portions of the masterpiece were being 
restored. Even as a kid, I knew the history of the ceiling. My home school teacher, 
aka Mom, would cater our history lessons to our travel adventures. In this case, that 
meant making an eleven-year-old boy pay attention through the entire movie The 
Agony and the Ecstasy (1965, Charleton Heston, Rex Harrison). The only obstacle 
that stood between myself and the artifacts was the same type of post-and-rope 
barrier that channels you to a teller inside the bank. To answer your question, I donôt 
have a clue what happened to the piece of ceiling. Itôs in a small, long-lost box that 
also contains brass rubbings from Westminster Abbey, a rock chip from 
Stonehenge, the bood-stained tip of a bullfighting spear, and a piece of the Kon-Tiki.  
 
My favorite part of Rome? The USO officeôs coke machine... it took slotted tokens 
and dispensed bottles. I thought it was cooler than two fans. Likewise, when 
watching Indiana Jones and the Last Crusade, I would brag about the pigeon that I 
caught on that same small bridge in Veneziaôs Piazza San Marco. I was such a turd 
bucket... itôs like missing the forest for all the trees.  

 

My Favorite Place on Earth, Part II  
Sunday, January 24, 2010 

 

The Adriatic coast of Italy is my favorite place on earth. Over the next few posts, Iôm 
going to tell you why. Iôll try to dig up some photos as well.  
 
When I was between the ages of eight and twelve, my family would take annual trips 
to the U.S. Army garrison Camp Darby, where we would literally camp out in a big 
tent for weeks at a time. Getting there was fun... weôd usually drive our vehicle onto 
a train in Switzerland, and the train would carry us through tunnels in the Alps for 
several hours. The tunnels were long, dark, and smelled heavily of both natural 
petroleum and train exhaust. Mom would freak out if we would roll down the window 



or talk too much, citing CO poisoning. ñKARL, 
STOP JOKING AROUND!ò Sheôd tell dad, whoôs 
alternately pretending to hyperventilate, gasp for 
breath, and pass out. ñWe need to conserve 
oxygen!!!ò We lived through the horrifying public 
transportation experience every time. 
 
From there, weôd drive Kermit (or our blue Volvo 
station wagon, aptly named--you guessed it--
Gonzo) off the train, and hit the open road of Italy. 
Watch those drivers on the cliffs of the Alps! We hit 
the usual touristy stops a couple of times, including 
mainland Firenza, Roma, Vatican City, and towns 
across the Appenines. Dad used to complain about 
the Agip gas stations. They were pretty much the 
only gas stations to be found around Rome; this 
hurts the military tourist because you can only use 
gas coupons (which offset the high cost of 
European gas) at Esso and BP stations.  
 
For most trips, our usual hangouts were Venezia 
and Pisa. We would drive the coast and swim the 
beaches from Trieste to San Marino. We learned 
why people would yell at us when swimming under 
a black flag (shark breeding seasons). In Veneziaôs 
Piazza San Marco (as briefly mentioned in my 
previous post), the rest of the family would shop 
while I would perfect the art of pigeon-catching, 
using pieces of my ice cream cone for bait. In that 
city, I couldnôt help but be successful at my art. Pisa 
tower was fun because the floors had no safety 
rails. Because of its famous lean, it felt really weird 
climbing the spiral stone stairway to the top. 
 
During these--my adolescent years, a seed was 
planted. Thereôs something very magical about 

Italy, specifically on the slightly removed, simple, beautiful Adriatic coast. Experience 
the growth and development of that seed over the next two posts. 
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My Favorite Place on Earth, Part III of IV  
 

Itôs tough to write about your favorite things. You feel like your words alone will not 
reflect the adequate portrayal of your feelings. Man, that sounded gay. But you know 
what I mean, right? 
 
So weôre back on the Adriatic coast of Italy. This time, weôre much farther south and 
Iôm all grown up. Well, slightly grown up. Thereôs trouble in the Balkans, or the ñiaôsò 
as I like to call them (Bosnia, Croatia, Slovenia, Serbia, Albania, Macedonia, 
Yugoslavia, Czechoslovakia... and Kosovo). Iôm in the Marines, and Iôm a First 
Mechanic on KC-130 refuelers. Weôre tasked with providing aerial refueling support 
for the NATO bombing campaign on Slobodan Milosevicôs Serbian war machine 
(Operations Allied Force and Noble Anvil, March through June 1999. We set up 
camp just across the water, in the sleepy coastal town of Bari Palese, Italy. 
 
Itôs amazing what an impact this small community had on its American visitors. More 
than a few Marines brought girls home with them to be married. The Italian 
language, of all the romance languages, seems easiest on the American tongue, 
and it was apparent in the adaptation of my comrades. Our crew stayed at the Hotel 
la Baia, located on Via Nazionale at the intersection of Via Vittoria Veneto. The 
building cattycornered across the intersection was Mama Penaôs Pizzeria, which 
sported a sign that simply read, ñPIZZA.ò  
 
In the mornings, I would lace my running shoes, crank up the techno song 
"Insomnia," by Faithless, or Fatboy Slimôs "Going Out of My Head" and take off down 
Via Vittoria Veneto to the sea. One of the houses to my right was adorned with a 
rooftop bathtub and sitting area. The road dead-ended into the water, and Iôd turn 
right. All of the fishermen would be returning from the sea just as the sun was 
coming up. Theyôd shake out their nets and empty their boats, and begin cleaning 
fish and beating octopi on thick planks of wood. The fish waste was emptied next to 
a common building, which seemed to be an unoccupied house with a broken wall 
around it. It was here that the mongrel stray dogs would consolidate in hopes of a 
handout. They didnôt like runners, so the building also marked my turnaround point. 
 
Iôd loop through the neighborhoods and finish up my run, going back to my room to 
shower, and soak my clothes in a hot, soapy bath. Returning downstairs to the 
lobby, I might catch the late shift old man receptionist snoring in his chair. Another 
floor below, Giuseppe would be preparing a spread with his assistant, a boy named 
Alessandro. Fresh Mediterranean fruits, goat cheese, bread, and figs--figs, figs, figs, 
in their own fruit category. Of course, most Americans ask for cereal, so heôd usually 
have a silver pitcher of UHT milk placed next to a glass serving bowl full of generic 
rice crispies and corn flakes, mixed together. After breakfast and good coffee, Iôd link 
up with the Great Gordo or Tom Tripp, to see if there were any changes to the flight 
schedule. 
 



If I was not flying--and I recall flying a minimal amount of missions during this det--I 
would walk West down Via Nazionale, admiring the ornate gardens and simple 
homes within the large gated properties to my right. To my left, an old gentleman 
has his bicycle parked in a field. Heôs collecting something, and it piques my 
curiosity. As I cross the busy street and approach, I note that the basket on the front 
of his bike is crawling with large-shelled yellow snails, similar to the ones I used to 
catch in Germany as a boy. Heôs fervently plucking them off of the waist-high 
grasses in the field. ñMi Scuzi,ò I say to the man, then motioning at the snails... 
ñMangare?ò He looked at me like I was a freaking ee-diot. Of course you eat them, 
stupid. ñSi, si,ò he replied excitedly. ñMangare!!!ò His ómangareô sounded so much 
more enthusiastic, passionate, and Italian than mine.  
 
A few blocks and the next town over, in Santo Spirito, there was a little store on the 
right. Of course, I say ñwas,ò but nothing in Europe changes that fast. Iôm sure itôs 
still there. Iôd buy my dayôs bread and cheese, and return to the hotel intersection. If 
you go straight past the hotel, thereôs not a whole lot going on. If you go turn right, it 
eventually leads to a small shopping square, the gym, the post office, and the bank. 
Along the way, thereôs the movie theater on the right, the gay bar on the left, 
followed closely by Mariaôs tattoo parlor and the shop that sold me an $80 pair of 
black stretchy boxer briefs, before I knew the exchange rate. The gay bar wasnôt 
really gay, we called it that because they served beer and ice cream from the same 
counter. It was called Lo Svizzietto, and it was our crewôs regular hangout outside of 
Mama Penaôs. On Wednesdays, Iôd join the reggae band from Morocco, and they 
even dragged me with them to another town to play. 
 
By day, the locals of this town can usually be found at the beach. Thereôs no real 
beach to speak of, rather a rock jetty that curves out to the right, covered with sand. 
Folks lay out on the sand, clothed or otherwise, soaked in the tanning aid of choice: 
olive oil. When in Rome... yes, I was among them most days, sportinô the short 
shorts, slathered in EVOO. At that time, I could boast the best tan of my life. I would 
get up only to occasionally dip off on the seaward side of the jetty, where the water 
was usually a beautiful azure hue and remarkably clear, ranging in depth from ten to 
fifteen feet. You could catch small octopi for an al dente snack by sticking your hand 
into virtually any dark crevice or hole created by the large rocks. Went swimming at 
night a couple times too, along with others in the crew.  
 
In the end, we apparently had an impact on the town, too. Our crews were the first 
regular American visitors to the area in decades. Today, Hotel la Baia is Best 
Western La Baia Palace Hotel, and Mama Penaôs óPIZZAô sign was replaced by one 
that now reads ñCorner American Bar.ò Mama Penaôs daughter, Barbara, was 
whisked off by Rob Blehm to the States. Maria, the world-traveled tattoo girl, married 
Chris Carlson. Both relationships dissolved over time, but not before Maria became 
one my wifeôs (and my) close friends, a relationship that continues today. Sheôs also 
on Facebook. Lo Svizzietto? I canôt seem to find proof that it still exists. 



 
Three parts down, one to go. Thanks for following along.  

 

Thirty-two Minutes of The Sound of Music  
Wednesday, January 27, 2010 

 
32:29, to be exact. That's when the last of my four kids lost interest in the movie. So 
you've got me pegged: I put my kids through some sick social experiments for the 
sake of nostalgia. I mean, come on, The Sound of Music? Gag me with a spoon! 
Here's how it went down. 
 
I'm working on the second edition of my recon handbook. I dedicated the day to it 
well in advance. Half of my morning was eaten up using crude logs to help get Aunt 
Norma's van un-stuck from a huge, water-filled ditch... I've got a big 4WD truck, but 
it's not much help when the tranny went out on Friday. Petra's church singing 
practice changed from tomorrow to today, so that leaves me with the kids. Mama 
grabbed Taco Bell on the way home, so... 
 
"Rally in mama's bedroom!" Woo-hoo! The kids pile onto our bed. I peel back Petra's 
precious Roxy down comforter, and lay out the sacred Bell spread on a Little 
Mermaid towel on the bed. "What do you guys want to watch?" "Lilo n Tich!" "No, 
Lily, no Lilo & Stitch, Barbie movies, or Barney." No Cinderella either. The boys have 
no preference. I'm going through one of the books for something fresh. "How's about 
Sound of Music?" "Yeah, okay." What, no fight? No whiny opposition? Score dad! 
 
I press 'Play.' Here's the commentary: Caleb: I like nuns 'cause they're godly, but not 
the suits. Josh: They look like clones. Bodyguard clones. Caleb: They look like a 
bunch of Baris-Sophies (apparently some girl Jedi from Star Wars). It would be cool 
if they had light sabres. 
 
[The kids are sharing a big Pepsi from TB. Lily's chewing on the straw] Caleb: Lily 
you been suckin' on that thing for hours! Let ol' papa have some. [He takes the drink, 
she objects] Lily: Hey, I wanna pop it! Caleb: No, I said "let papa have some." I didn't 
say 'pop it.' Lily: Oh. Okay, papa had some. Now give it back! Dad (that's me): Lily, 
that's not just yours. You're sharing with your brothers.  
 
In the movie, Maria runs back to the Abbey. The nuns are just finishing the song, 
"How Do You Solve a Problem Like Maria?" As she runs in, Josh says, "Go. GO. 
GO! GO!! GO!!! GO MARIA!!! TOUCHDOWN!!!" [Dad fast-forwards boring Reverend 
Mother speech]. Josh: Hey, isn't this the one when they were in the rain like dancin' 
in that gazebo and fightin' Nazis and stuff? "Yup." Did they have Nazis when you 
were a kid? "Nope." Is this a true story? "Yup."--(It's the only way I'll get him to watch 
the whole thing again... then I'll "remember" at the end. "You know what, Josh? I 



don't think it's a true story." I know, sick.) 
 
And now introducing the Von Trapp kids, marching to a whistle. [All my kids perked 
up, even the baby] Caleb: Looks like they're lining up for a firing squad. [Josh 
rewinds] Dad: Dude, what are you doing? Don't fast-forward it... Josh: I'm not! I 
wanna hear the names again. Lily: Daddy, I gotta go pee! Dad: Then go, girl! Lily: 
Okay! [Baby chews a big chunk of fuzz off of Lily's pink teddy bear, starts choking] 
Caleb, nonchalantly monotone: Dad, baby's choking. Dad: I know, I got her. ["Hack, 
ack...turn blue-ish" squeeze cheeks together, locate the wad, finger sweep, no joy, 
invert baby, back slap, repeat, clear obstruction] Dad: Okay kids, FOD walkdown! 
Lily, returning with little undies around her ankles: YAAAAAY!!! I wanna fob waltown! 
Caleb: What's a fob? Dad: FOD. Don't worry about it. Just sweep the floor with your 
eyeballs and hands to locate chokeables... and throw them in the trash. 
 
Help Lily get her pants on. She leaves, then comes back covering something with 
her hands. It's talking. "Hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, hell, 
hell, hell, hell, helllllloooooo, gorgeous!" Oh, it's a plastic talking Alvin toy from 
McDonald's. Josh: Hey dad, why do they spin around when they're singing like that? 
Dad: It's a musical. They dance and spin and stuff, for no reason, really. Josh: Can 
you tell everybody to be quiet? I'm trying to watch this. 
 
Then everything fell apart and the kids stopped watching. But now, amazingly, they 
started watching again! I think the puppet scene got their attention. Or maybe it was 
the "Raindrops on Roses" scene.  
I'm back on the computer, trying to analyze the finished findings of the Quadrennial 
Defense Review for use in my Worldwide Threat Brief Sitrep. The baby pooped all 
over herself again. And she's hungry. By the way, the kids love the Intermission. 
"You don't even have to pause the movie!" Says Caleb. "That's so cool." Next stop: 
Cecil B. DeMille's The Ten Commandments... MOO-HOO-Ha-ha-ha...  

 

My Favorite Place on Earth, Part IV  
Friday, February 5, 2010 
 
I'm convinced that some things in life can never be adequately expressed in words; 
I'm equally convinced that it is still our responsibility to try. 
 
In Giovinazzo, some Italian friends invited me and two other Americans to a private 
dinner, hosted by the owner of a beautiful castle-like structure, which over the 
course of at least a thousand years, was gently eroding into the sea. The old man, 
once a proud career military sailor--as emphasized by some of his large, framed 
black & white photos on the stone walls inside the castle--now lives to host small, 
private get-togethers in which he is the Chef. Over the course of the night, he would 
astound us with stories of high-sea adventures, and of visits by Mussolini and (later) 



John F. Kennedy.  
 
The first thing you experience when stepping into the dim, candle-lit castle, is that 
you're standing on a thick slab of blue-hued, rough hewn glass. The old glass, which 
is translucent at the edges but polished in the middle by decades of human traffic, 
covers a wide-spanning vertical tunnel. The tunnel (looks like a big well) leads 
straight down to the sea, which is splashing in below the castle. The tunnel is lit up, 
and the soft yellow lighting reveals deteriorating iron ladder rungs that portrude 
individually from the stone. There are also rings that serve as presumed torch 
holders, all the way down. At the bottom, some thirty feet below, the fading evening 
light shines through between splashing waves, where rowboats were once 
anchored. The upper walls of the tunnel had arched alcoves in the design, for 
keeping wine chilled. Similar arched alcoves were incorporated in the walls of the 
main room where we would eat, and are filled with stacks of dusted wine bottles, 
which one-by-one are quickly cleaned with a towel before each bottle is opened and 
set at our table. In this part of Italy, among friends, you never pour your own glass. 
Your friends pour for you, whenever your glass gets low. It is a beautiful gesture 
which adds to the ambiance of, and attraction to, this magical place. 
 
The food arrives. Roasted pepperoni (peppers, not sausage), bruscetta, and 
caprese comprise our antipasti. Because this experience pre-dates the explosion of 
Italian-American restaurant chains like Olive Garden and Carrabba's, these flavors 
were all new to me... I was floored by the better-than-sex combination of sponge-like 
fresh mozzarella, tomato, mint, and balsamic vinegar. In the years that followed, I 
became a 'psycho ex-girlfriend' connoisseur of sorts, aggressively seeking the type 
of lightly-salted, olive oil-browned peppers that seared their flavor into the memory 
recesses of my mind. The main meal that evening was a huge community bowl of 
chilled spicy tuna linguine--al dente, of course. As in the manner of all 
Meditterranean nations, Ouzo assumed the dual role of the aperitif and digestif 
bookends to the whole dining experience (naturalmente), followed by singing and 
dancing to the music of a $20 radio. 
 
Over the course of my visits to Italy, only 150 miles of coastline have eluded me on 
the Adriatic. This singular incident I described to you envelops everything I love 
about the region. Largely unspoiled by American influence, this humble, simple part 
of Italy represents the best of Europe and the world. The attitude, the culture, the 
cuisine, the natural beauty and general aura here are all astounding, and are sure to 
leave a lasting impression on any visitors or through-travelers.  

 

 

 



The Great Seat Belt Scam  
Friday, February 5, 2010 

 
Foreword: I am not anti-seat belt, or anti-government. Iôve written the following story 
to show how We, the People--a free-world, educated society--have been fed 
statistics that are manipulated to incite a certain response. Though seat belts ARE 
safe, our government has employed IO (information operation) propaganda tactics to 
force a mandatory seat belt agenda, regardless of the constitutionality of such a 
campaign. The big picture here has nothing to do with seat belts. It is that we are not 
ñsheeple,ò and that third-world tactics in use by our government should be 
recognized and quelled by the citizens of our great country. Understand that no 
government is perfect, and that it is also becoming increasingly more difficult to 
affect government policy; but a knowledgeable, righteously angry people should not 
be afraid to peaceably address their nationôs leaders... and be heard. 
 
And now, playing devilôs advocate, I will theorize (using statistical citations) that seat 
belts are, if not cold-blooded killers, absolutely worthless. Stay with me here, folks--
in real life, seat belts ARE NOT WORTHLESS. I'm simply "proving" that they are, 
through the crafted presentation of TRUE, UNALTERED data. Okay, here goes... 
 
Do seat belts contribute as much to driver safety as weôve been led to believe? The 
United States has been waging war on seat belt violators since 1984. Last week, the 
Virginia Senate passed two new bills relating to primary seat belt violations. I would 
like you to open your mind to the following possibility: that the monetary scam of the 
century took place right under our noses in the last two decades. 
 
Did you know that in 84% of motorist deaths in 2009, the victims WERE wearing 
seat belts? Itôs true. The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration (NHTSA) 
reports that 84% seat belt use in 2009 is a FACT [NHTSA, ñTraffic Safety Facts,ò (by 
NHTSAôs National Center for Statistics and Analysis, September 2009)]. That means 
that for every random sampling of 100 people that drove to Wal-Mart each day, or 
drove their kids to school, or died in an automobile accident... 84 of them were, IN 
FACT, wearing their seat belts. Give or take a few, Iôm sure. 
 
When former president Clinton launched his seat belt initiative in 1996, he cited a 
report that 60% of all people who died in automobile accidents the previous year 
were not wearing seat belts. Note the careful wording of that report. He didnôt say 
that they died because they werenôt wearing seat belts. It was simply a sign of the 
times. A new study might suggest that 76.2% of Americans that die in automobile 
accidents are computer owners. Thatôs not because computers are linked to auto 
deaths. Itôs simply because 76.2 out of every 100 Americans own a computer 
[International Telecommunication Union data, from ñPocket World in Figures,ò (The 
Economist Online, 2009)]. We could further stipulate that in 1930, 100% of all 
automobile deaths were by drivers or passengers who did not wear seat belts, 
because they didnôt have seat belts back then. 



 
The real fact is that the use of percentages can be misleading. Perhaps youôve 
heard the joke that 81% of all statistics are made up. Hard numbers, however, donôt 
lie. The NHTSA also maintains a Fatality Analysis Reporting System. This database 
lists the actual numbers of annual deaths between 1975 and 2008, to include 
population and per capita info. In 1975, there were 30,601 auto occupant deaths 
[Highway Loss Data Institute data, from 
http://hldi.org/research/fatality_facts_2005/motorcycles.html, Jan 2010], meaning 14 
out of every hundred thousand Americans died as the result of occupying a 
passenger vehicle involved in an accident. In 2008, 26,689 nationwide vehicle 
occupant deaths occurred [NHTSA, ñFatality Analysis Reporting System,ò online at 
http://www-fars.nhtsa.dot.gov/Main/index.aspx, Jan 2010]. Compared to 2008ôs 
population, 8.8 out of every hundred thousand Americans died under the same 
circumstances. 
 
The year 1982 marks the beginning of accurate statistical recording of U.S. alcohol-
related traffic fatalities, or ARTFôs. 57.3% of traffic fatalities that year were attributed 
to the consumption of alcohol [MMWR, ñAnnual and New Yearôs Day Alcohol-
Related Traffic Fatalities--United States,ò (Center for Disease Control and 
Prevention, Dec 1991)]. The numbers have steadily declined over the last 28 years. 
In 2008, 37% of all traffic accidents were alcohol-related [AlcoholAlert.com, 
http://www.alcoholalert.com/drunk-driving-statistics.html, as viewed 29 Jan 2010, 
p.1, Fig. 1]. After subtracting alcohol-related incidents from the numbers in the last 
paragraph (using the generous 1982 data substitution for the year 1975), we find 
that in non-alcohol driver or passenger accidents,  
 
13,067 fatalities occurred in 1975, and 16,814 fatalities occurred in 2008. Per capita, 
6 people died per 100,000 in 1975, while 5.5 people died per 100,000 in 2008. If the 
1975 ARTF rate was on course with the last three decades, the logical increase 
would put the number of U.S. alcohol-related traffic fatalities at 65%, a per capita 
rate of 4.9 per 100,000. 
 
What this all means, is that in 1975, nine years before the first state-mandated seat 
belt law took effect, there were virtually the same amount of non-alcohol related, per 
capita, passenger vehicle occupant deaths as today... if not fewer. Yes, seat belts 
save lives. But how many? In the last thirty-some years, have we not also greatly 
improved driver education? Vehicle safety standards? Could these not account for 
the majority of lives saved? No, the seat belt alone is praised, and the honest 
American is choked with laws that detract from his or her personal freedoms.  
 
So then why all the hype? Seat belts are important for keeping humans from 
becoming airborne projectiles during an accident, true, but how many drivers or 
passengers are burned, or drowned, or killed by oncoming traffic when their vehicle 
becomes contorted and they canôt unbuckle? I think that the American public will 
never read or hear of those statistics. I hesitate to give a personal example, because 



it resembles the common lie of all seat-belt-bashers... but I escaped from a burning, 
upside-down pickup truck with only a gash on my arm. The bench seat had become 
disconnected inside the cab, and had I been wearing a seat belt, I would not have 
had access to the buckle to release it, and would have been burned alive.  
 
The bottom-line reason is that seat belts are a big money maker for corporations and 
government bodies from the municipal level to the federal level. Graphic photos, 
threatening radio ads, and legislative proposals with professional names like ñthe 
dumb driver bill [Julian Walker, ñSeat Belt Bills Passed by Virginia Senate,ò (The 
Virginian-Pilot, January 28, 2010)],ò these are the tools of a pro-money agenda. Itôs 
subtle propaganda in the name of safety and security. 
 
I want my family to be safe and secure. We all do. But not at the expense of being 
tricked with statistical number plays and cunning speeches. Being forced to submit 
to a law that may be inaccurate... a law that no one can challenge... itôs tyrannical. 
Such unethical government strongarming is a back-of-the-bus maneuver on our civil 
rights.  
Posted by mj at 6:51 AM  
Email ThisBlogThis!Share to TwitterShare to Facebook  

2 comments:  

 
Anonymous said...  

 
I loved this article and couldn't agree more. Revenue from the backs of 
hard working Americans is something the government continues to do. 
The same tactics are used for speeding tickets, and the use of radar 
enforcement. Every accident on the highways the report will contend that 
speed was a contributing factor, to maintain the need for speeding tickets. 
This also makes it easier for the officers of the law to prove they are doing 
their job by how many tickets they write, instead of patrolling 
neighborhoods to keep people safe. That's another topic. Getting back to 
the seat belt laws, I drove tow truck for 14 years in Oregon, and My boss 
believed that seat belt saved lives, and I disagreed because of the many 
variables applied in every accident. Let me explain. If you are going to 
rear end a car or hit a tree or building head on, have a seat belt on, it will 
save your life. Samples of accidents I worked, In Crater Lake National 
Forest a convertible Ford Mustang went off a 15 MPH corner too fast, 
overturned in mid air and landed on the upside down on a rock that made 
it look like an orange juicer. 4 people were in the car, the two in the back 
were ejected and survived, with minor injuries, one of them had back 
injuries from the way he landed on the rocks, but the two in the front were 
both dead because the seat belts held them in perfect position for the 
pointed rock they landed on, and it wasn't orange juice that was squeezed 
out. So for the cars we towed in a years time I kept track of all of the cars 
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that that crashed and if the people lived because they had seat belts on or 
not, and there were many accidents that beyond a shadow of doubt, the 
people are here today because they weren't wearing seat belts. My 
statistics showed it was a 50 50 chance with or without seat belts. My 
boss thought that proved that seat belts were better, I still disagreed. What 
I do know from all the accidents that we saw is that poor drivers will be in 
more accidents, not because they speed, or don't wear their seat belts but 
because they don't pay attention to their driving or the people around 
them. Falling asleep at the wheel in my opinion is the most negligent 
accidents I have seen, and there are more people killed by that than drunk 
drivers, which could be disputed by statistics as well, but a lot of people 
who fell asleep I am sure used the excuse that an animal ran out in front 
of them. The statistics are also skewed for the simple numbers aspect. If 
you have 1000 deaths in 10,000 accidents, they never give you the 
statistic that the car had 6 passengers, one died that had a seat belt on 
and on died that didn't, and that 4 others survived. So they only keep track 
of the number of car crashes, and the number of deaths. These numbers 
can be skewed also by one vehicle in which 10 people died, then 9 deaths 
are then attributed to 9 cars that didn't have any deaths. So let's get the 
real statistics. By the way I choose not to wear seat belts, My choice is to 
be a careful driver and always pay attention, I have never been in an 
accident that was my fault, and the accidents I have been in were in tow 
trucks, and other people not paying attention hitting them, and I was lucky 
not to be hit by the drivers, because if I were killed would it have been 
because I didn't have a seat belt on? Or would the statistic have stated 
that I was out of my vehicle at the time of the accident? So it is my choice 
to not wear seat belts, and this is based on some pretty compelling life 
experiences and personal knowledge, but the government does know 
better than I, so I keep paying no seat belt tickets.  

June 9, 2011 10:33 PM  

Anonymous said...  
 
I am an American as well as I am an Adult. 
Being that we are living in a supposedly free country... the choice should 
be mine in whether or not I choose to wear a seatbelt that can just as 
easily take my life as it can save it. 
"Click-it or ticket" is nothing more than a money making scam. 
As far back as I can remember... 
Stealing was always against the law. 
In this day in age, and in a society where every nickel and dime counts... 
forcing people to pay high fines for not wearing their seatbelt is not only a 
sin, but it's highway robbery. 
I never really was a religious man, but if there is a higher power looking 
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down at us from above the clouds... I surely do hope He's got a certain 
plan for those who steal from others to better suit themselves. 
As far as being concerned about my safety... 
How about passing a law that you can no longer be a gun carrying gang 
thug and all radical muslims must be escorted out of the country. 
In all actuality... there are a lot more of them running arount than there are 
true blooded Americans who are sick and tired of their freedom being 
constantly diminished. 
So... what law am I breaking if I'm not putting anyone else in jeopardy? 
NOTTA ONE! 
 
-Joeylyrics, September 14, 2011 11:47 AM   

 

 
The Frassa Tree  
 

Autumn time in Zero Three 
My Joshy liked to walk with me 
To find a root from something special 
Called the Frassa Tree. 
 
Cinnamon and wild ginger, 
Sprigs of mint and lemon grass-- 
None of these make tea or candy 
Quite so fine as sassafras 
 
I would teach my oldest son 
Exploration could be fun 
Likely ending with a treat 
Made from roots and granules sweet 
 
I have noted many times 
He would urge me out and we 
Would go walking through the woods 
To find the Frassa Tree 
 
He's now older, and I find 
His many sayings left behind; 
With age, his speech has become clear 
And what I wouldn't give to hear 
(Taking my hand) him say to me, 
"Let's go and find the Frassa Tree!" 
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Respect for Life: Words to a Soldier Son  
 

Kill the spider quickly, son 
But only if you must 
Because, like you, by God it was 
Created from the dust. 
 
We often fail to understand 
By ignorance or choice 
The reasons for all tiny 'pests' 
Because they have no voice. 
 
Kill the buck directly, son 
Because you're not the sort 
Of man who kills but for the meat; 
And death is not a sport. 
 
I've made some bad decisions, son, 
I've killed for hide and rack 
But once you've lost your innocence 
You cannot get it back. 
 
Kill the soldier smartly, son 
And rapidly reload 
Knowing that you same may reap 
If hatefully you sowed. 
 
Wisely choose your battles and 
Take heed to all around, 
And if you have to, please shoot first 
To come home safe and sound.  

 

Motivation to Move  
 

In 1994, I kept a book. It was a plain green GI-type record book, and on the cover I 
had simply written "RUN." It was a statement, a title, and a command to myself all at 
once. Inside this book are a thousand motivational magazine clippings, quotes, and 
kickass jam lyrics, all serving to get me off my butt and into a pair or running shoes. 
Into the gym. Sparring ring. Pool.  
 
I left myself few choices each day when it came to running. I could run base housing 
stairwells, the circuit course, up/downs on O' Club hill, or alternating telephone pole 
sprints. No matter what my choice, it was gonna suck. The good kind of suck, 
though.  



 
Anyway, I came across my favorite running quote, which until today, I had 
completely forgotten. Perhaps you've heard it, perhaps not... either way, I hope it 
gets you on your feet. 
 
"Every morning in Africa, a gazelle wakes up. It knows that it must run faster than 
the fastest lion in order to survive. Every morning a lion wakes up; it knows that it 
must run faster than the slowest gazelle or it will starve. It doesn't matter if you are 
the lion or the gazelle, when the sun comes up, you'd better be runnin." - Maurice 
Greene  

 

Throwing a Fight, Merrill Style  
 
The Seventh Round 
 
Give it to him! 
To you, they mean 
As always (mezzanine 
Gone dazzling dim, 
Before you stands 
The giver with clenched  
Hands. Drop your own. 
Take. 
 
--James Merrill 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Tragedy at Cavalese  
This is the most viewed story on Despite all Obstacles.  Originally Posted on Thursday, 

February 11, 2010. 

 
 
February 3rd, 1998. A couple stepped out of their house on via Chiesa, in Trento, 
Italy, to embark on their afternoon walk. ñWhich way should we go today?ò asked 
Mario. ñLetôs take the lookout,ò replied Giuliana. The husband and wife embarked 
down the familiar road beside the old railway line above the village of Cavazzal di 
Cavalese. As they admired the beautiful mountains, they both heard the typical 
noise of a jet fighter and instinctively looked for it. It was a gray EA-6B Marine Corps 
Prowler, piloted by Richard Ashby and navigated by Joseph Sweitzer, both Captains 
who were temporarily stationed at Aviano Air Base. In the back of the plane were 
two more Marine Captains--electronic countermeasures officers (or jamming 
technicians) that put the ñEò in EA-6B. 
 
The jet was below them, about 300 meters away, flying about 80 meters off the 
ground at the bottom of the valley. Mario noticed that the plane was flying from 
Trento/Val di Cembra towards Predazzo; he watched as it passed the ski gondola 
car cable and wondered if the plane had gone under the cables or over them. ñOf all 
the times weôve heard of those jets flying under the Alpe Cermis cable-way, I can 
finally boast having seen it myself!ò said Mario to his wife. The pair continued to 
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watch the plane disappear in the direction of Predazzo. They noted that it wobbled a 
little, and exuded a trail of black smoke once it left the valley. They didnôt give it 
much thought and continued on their walk. 
 
Meanwhile, at Hotel Rio Bianca in Panchia, members of the Green-White [German] 
Ski Club relaxed on this their fourth annual vacation to the Cavalese ski area. Three 
ladies were laughing and talking about their husbands, who had gone ahead to ski 
without them that day. ñAt least mine has a chaperone. Two, to be exact,ò joked 
Maria Renkewitz. Mariaôs husband Uwe was accompanied on the slopes that 
afternoon by their daughter Mandy and her fiancé Michael Pötschke. While looking 
through her purse for something , Rita Wunderlich stumbled upon a bottle of iced 
tea. ñJ¿rgen leaves these things everywhere,ò she says, holding up the bottle. ñHeôs 
so messy!ò The gesture draws chuckles from Maria and also from Bªrbel 
Blumenfeld, who could relate with stories of her husband Dieter. 
 
Maurizio Boscolo was driving along Valley Road 232 towards Predazzo Molina. He 
glanced at the speedometer, reading 90 km/ph. The clock read 3:08 PM. As he 
reached for his radio dial, he felt the thunderous scream of a military jet aircraft. He 
slowed down and looked up at the aircraft, which was flying low, hugging the ground. 
Then it pulled upward, trailing black smoke, and headed toward Trento Predazzo. 
Maurizio focused back on the road. Suddenly, a landslide of large stones began to 
fall from the cliff, onto the roadway ahead. He stepped on his brakes just as the thick 
steel gondola cable slammed down onto the road, less than fifteen feet in front of 
him. He looked to his right, and didnôt see the cable car in its usual place. He dialed 
the Cavalese Carabinieri on his cell phone. 
 
Sebastian ñSebbeò Van Den Heede boarded the gondola car with his fianc®e, Rose-
Marie Eyskens; his best friend, Stefaan Vermander; and two other friends, Stefan 
Bekaert and Hadewich Anthonissen. Stefaan was trying to have a good time despite 
the recent loss of his father, who died in a car accident just months earlier. More 
than anything, he was concerned for his mother. This group of five twenty-
somethings had an impressive list of educational accolades and talents... each 
played multiple instruments and spoke multiple languages, and each held one or 
more prestigious degrees in business, law, or scientific research. Stefan was a Ph.D. 
Sebbe and Rose-Marie were deeply in love and planned to marry in the forthcoming 
year. 
 
As the gondola began moving, Uwe felt his ears pop. He was admiring his daughter 
and her fiancé. They made a fine couple. In fact, he saw at that moment a perfect 
photo opportunity. The lighting was such that the colors were vibrant--her violet skis, 
matching clothes, the way he was standing and the placement... wait a minute... All 
eyes at once were toward the sound of an extremely loud jet plane that was flying 
toward the cables. Two or three others had passed over earlier, but much higher in 
the air. The cable-carôs passengers, which moments before were carrying on 
separate conversations in four different languages, were completely speechless. All 



of a sudden, they felt an unnatural ñpopò reverberate through the car, followed by a 
rocking motion and finally a weightless pull--not directly down, rather at an angle 
toward the ground, and gaining speed--at which point everyone fell sideways from 
their standing positions. The silence turned to screams and they held on to 
eachother, gripped with fear, for their short and final moments on this earth. 
 
Mario and Giuliana had approached a point where they would often look down the 
slope at the valley. They instantly noticed a large yellow object on the ground, 
surrounded by people. Giuliana gasped, in realization of what must have transpired. 
 
Carlo Demattio and his girlfriend heard and felt the entire sequence of events, right 
down to the violent crash and rumbling ground beneath their feet. They had been 
walking the Marcialonga Track in Masi di Cavalese. Immediately, they ran through 
the trees to the presumed location of the crash. The sight was horrific. The gondola 
cable-car impacted the ground so violently that it had flattened. Blood stained the 
surrounding snow. Carlo started yelling to see if anyone would reply. No one 
answered. Other people started arriving at the grim scene. There were no survivors. 
 
Of the 20 victims, eight were German, five were Belgian, three were Italian, two were 
Polish, one was Dutch and one was Austrian. The flight incident had apparently 
been videotaped from inside the cockpit, and the tape was subsequently destroyed. 
Consequently, the aircraftôs black box was damaged as well. The pilot and the three 
other air crewmen were each charged with 20 counts of involuntary manslaughter, 
20 counts of negligent homicide, damage to military property, damage to private 
property, and dereliction of duty. The back-seaters were eventually cleared of all 
charges. The navigator, Captain Schweizer had charges eventually dropped as well. 
The original charges against the pilot, Captain Ashby, were dropped and replaced by 
a guilty finding of ñObstruction of Justiceò for his role in the destruction of the video 
tape. He served five months in the Camp Lejeune brig. The families of the victims 
received a total of $1.9M for damages by the U.S. and Italian governments. 
 
I was a live-in translator/escort to the victimsô families, assigned to this case along 
with 11 other Marines and one Sailor, for two separate seasons during the trials. We 
housed the families inside comfortable accommodations (newly-constructed, 
spacious, well-furnished condos) at North Carolinaôs Emerald Isle, and lived among 
them night and day. I was assigned to the Belgian families, and later to the German 
families as well. At that time, my wife Petra worked at the Swiss Chalet, an authentic 
Swiss/German/Austrian bakery; I would make it a point to deliver fresh Siebenkorn 
Brot, Brötchen, and Süßigkeiten to the families as often as possible. I and the other 
translators were fortunate enough to share in the lives and the stories of those 
mentioned herein. 
 
Note:  At the request of one victim's family member, and with utmost respect to the 
deceased and to their loved ones, all photos of victims' family members have been 
removed from this site.    



 

 

Disney or Bust  
Tuesday, February 16, 2010 

 
THERE ARE advantages to having oodles of young children. Early airplane 
boarding. Constant chuckles. An eclectic palette (more meal options for Papa at the 
restaurant--he's the plate cleaner) Least of all, fat income tax credits. 
 
What to do, what to do... Petra and I talked Friday night when the money hit. Bills... 
yeah, there are always bills we can pay with the money. That would be the sensible 
thing to do. Then there's the first of a long list of vacations just waiting to happen... 
Disney World. It's an easy two grand, and then some, gone in a matter of days. It 
wouldn't be sensible by a long shot. Or would it? 
 
The way I figure, some of our fondest memories were born of unwise financial 
decisions. To restate that, THE fondest memories were usually unwise in some way. 
So, releasing all inhibitions into the atmosphere, we set off Sunday evening to make 
The Great American Pilgrimage, to the Mecca of parents with school-aged children. 
We made an overnight stop near Charleston, SC. As an added bonus, Aunt Edie 
hooked up two days at Universal Studios (she used to work there). Right now we're 
in our hotel, in the middle of everything, and we're out the door!  
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The Road to Disney  
 

 
In all the times we've made the 10-
hour trip to Ohio to see Petra's 
folks, it never occured to me to stop. 
The screaming babies, the potty 
breaks, the I'm hungries and are we 
there yets. Well, enroute to Florida, 
we stopped. Not only did we stop, 
we took our sweet time from point to 
point. Yeah, okay, we were doing 
90 most of the way. But we took 
long breaks and didn't rush the kids. 
From start to finish, it was an 
exceptionally nice trip. We finally stopped at South of the Border, which is not worth 
the stop, by the way... and we found the birthplace of all firework outlets, where we 
didn't buy so much as a sparkler. The oranges on the northern Florida border taste 
awful, but the kids were impressed by their size and so we bought several of them. 
One week later, they still haven't been eaten! Go figure. Don't act surprised, I know 
you've got leaves growing on your potatoes. 

 

 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-gOY0iB-D4aQ/S4NmzqAyegI/AAAAAAAABF4/5xYgtNGqQBU/s1600/9995.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-0ZXE4ZDlFtM/S4NnUS9o_BI/AAAAAAAABGo/tUpVUXM0aJs/s1600/99991.jpg


 

 
 

 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-tnoOl0BWLbQ/S4NnT_XnNnI/AAAAAAAABGg/BMf3OCLoZrU/s1600/9999.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-FdmGCx-_GVY/S4NnTeou2eI/AAAAAAAABGQ/lKyQD5B23So/s1600/9997.jpg


 

 

Universal Studios in Twelve Photos  
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The Barney Experience  
 

 
 The world is filled with Barney-haters, 
amongst whom, wy wife and I are chief. 
Were chief. Our boys never caught Barney 
fever. Barney was for those OTHER 
families. The warm smiley sunshine 
families. Then our daughter fell for the 
Purple like a raved-out New Kids on the 
Block groupie. Then, our other daughter. 
Barney has become a part of our happy 
family. 
 
The amazing part is this: Lily has always 
had a deathly fear of mascots. The Chick-
fil-A cows, McGruff, even Big Bird and 
Elmo. After she freaked out in the 
presence of every mascot at Universal last 
week, we absolutely couldn't believe it 
when she ran up to Barney and told him a 
secret and held his hand and gave him a 
huge hug. The Barney experience made 
the entire trip worth it.  
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Above: Petra and Barney, 13 years ago. 
Below: Petraôs daughter, same place, last week. 
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Disney in Thirteen Photos 
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Islands of Adventure in 10 Photos  
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Choking on Chicken and Tattoos for Babies  
 

 
"My hot dog has a first name, it's C-H-O-K-E..." I was listening to the radio last night, 
and the show hosts were discussing the new labels that will soon be appearing on 
food packaging, indicating potential choke hazards for children. Hot dogs, grapes, 
apples, etc. All at once, the future flashed before my eyes. For some reason, when 
laws get squirrely I always think of the Stallone/Snipes/Bullock movie from the 90's, 
Demolition Man. In the movie, randomly-placed public machines issue citations for 
the use of foul language. Foods are genetically altered to be bland and "healthy," 
and are served in birdlike proportions. Sex occurs only through virtual reality, 
because fluid transfer spreads germs and diseases. Huh, imagine that. Makes 
sense.  
 
I see a future loaded with food labels: warnings, cautions, side effects, all the bells 
and whistles. Stamping "choke hazard" on a popsicle is like marking a puddle as a 
drown hazard. First off, as a father of children who chronically choke on all types of 
food for no apparent reason, and as a freaking human being who has choked on 
things my entire life, I can say with a certainty that no amount of labeling will stop 
kids, or anyone, from choking on food. Secondly, no amount of control will stop 
people from being stupid. Food 'choking labels' are obviously for stupid people... and 
stupid people do not pay attention to labels. 
 
Any time there is an initiative like this, it creates jobs. "Yay!" It also dumbs down our 
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society. "Oh." Here's a thought: instead of marking every stinking piece of food that 
sits on a shelf, why don't we tattoo babies with warning labels at birth? Right on the 
bottom lip, like a prison tatt. Circumcision, "Check." Hepatitis B shot, "Check." 'Don't 
Choke Your Baby' lip tatt, "Check." People are SO incredibly stupid.  

 

2010 MS-150 Ocean to Bay Ride  
 

 
On June 5th, 2010, we're off on our annual 150-mile bike 
excursion to help stamp out MS. It's a really great event that 
takes place on Virginia's Eastern Shore. Matt & I first rode it in 
2008, then he rode alone when I was in France last year, and 
this year, we started a team, "The Snot Rockets." We'll be 
joined from Orlando by Matt's Buddy Carl, who we ran with 
last summer in the Diamond in the Rough triathlon. 
 
I'll be riding for Aunt Norma, who was diagnosed with MS in 1997. She currently 
resides 5 minutes from me, at a care facility in Suffolk, VA. Last year, I illustrated her 
first children's book, Grammy Hits the Road. Before her bout with MS, Aunt Norma 
was a die-hard road warrior and uber-fanatical baseball fan (she used to take me to 
games with her loud girlfriends). For several years now, she has been bedridden--
requiring full assistance to perform basic motor functions.  
 
This is a call for donations. Just like the last time I rode, five bucks buys you a spot 
on my arm, written with a Sharpie, for the duration of the ride. I don't forsee a ton of 
donations, but if there are, I'll scribble on my legs and neck. The top donation gets 
their name on my face! You can check out the photos on this blog or on Facebook 
after the race. We're trying to raise a meager $1000 as a team, which puts the 
individual effort at $333.34. You can donate by clicking HERE, which takes you to 
the Snot Rockets page of the National Multiple Sclerosis Society. Click on Matty 
Speights, or on the name of one of my teammates, to help us reach our team goal.  
 
You may also join the team! Registration is $37. Understand that there are strict 
requirements. First, it's not a race, it's just a ride. You must be able to ride a bike, 
and you must have a bike to ride. Nobody cares what kind of bike. You can even 
ride your kid's bike. We did see a few beach cruisers with banana seats in '08. We 
ride for 75 miles, snacking and hydrating roughly every ten miles, then we camp 
overnight in tents at YMCA Camp Silver Beach. Food and showers are provided, 
free beer and swimming pool. We ride back the next day. It's fun! And it sucks, in a 
fun way. You gotta wear our Snot Rocket team shirt, and fork out another $20 for 
that; and each individual that competes in an MS event needs to raise a minimum of 
$250, which you can do through the team website.\\Take the Challenge! Stamp out 
MS! Tattoo my Face!  
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Thanks in Advance 
 
--MJ  

 

The Value of One  
 

No, this is not a Dollar Menu ad. It is not referencing an algebraic equation. This is 
simply a reminder of how important "one" can be.  
 
"Is Rome worth one good man's life?" That was a poignant statement--in question 
form--posed by the character Lucilla, at the end of the movie Gladiator. The Bible 
tells a parable in which a shepherd with 100 sheep loses one of them. "Doth he not 
leave the ninety and nine, to try to save the one?" The difference between winning 
and losing a race is one person. History has shown that a single person, act, or idea 
can turn the tide of an era, a civilization, or all humanity.  
 
At a Betterliving conference in New Orleans in 2008, a powerful theme was 
introduced. "212: the Extra Degree." The opening statement was as follows (not 
verbatim): "At 211 degrees, water is hot. At 212 degrees, water boils, producing 
steam that can power a locomotive, a ship, or a factory." What an eye-opener! That 
singular degree Fahrenheit makes the difference between potentially-harnessed 
steam power and, well, hot water. Of course, the breadth of the topic was expanded 
to theorize what might be done for a small business if ONE extra sale was made 
each week. If ONE corner was cut quarterly to prevent wasteful spending. You get 
the idea. Ones add up.Today, I'd like you to keep that in mind. If something you do 
can impact one single person's life--even if the intended target was a massive grip of 
people--it's worth it. If you lost "only" one pound toward your physical goal, 
congratulations. If you've only got one day left with someone you love, make it worth 
it... the memory can last a lifetime. A single compliment can change someone's day. 
And, yes, one dollar will buy you a most excellent spicy chicken sandwich at 
Wendy's.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



In the Shoes of Francis Scott Key  
Sunday, February 28, 2010 

 
I was listening to The Star-Spangled Banner somewhere the other day, and it 
prodded my mind down a familiar trail of thoughts. 
 
I memorized all four stanzas of the national anthem when I was a kid, and I never 
forgot them. More oft than not, the one I sing in my head before any baseball game 
is the last stanza. Like the last stanza of the Marines Hymn, it's the one that seems 
the most poignant and--if indeed it may be likened to the Marines Hymn, it's the one 
that is sang the loudest and with the most emotion. I believe its writer intended it that 
way. So I have often theorized on what exactly F.S. Key was thinking and feeling 
when he spawned our national anthem. 
 
Setting the scene: Francis, who we'll call Scott so that you can relate to him better, is 
sitting on a British war ship, HMS Tonnant. He's a laywer and a silver-spoon 
gentleman with an impressive rolodex, and he's a guest on the enemy ship during 
negotiations for a prisoner exchange. As a result of being on the Tonnant, Scott 
becomes privy to to British plans to attack and invade nearby Baltimore. To avert the 
compromise of military intelligence, his British hosts will not allow him or the other 
men in his party to return to their ship until after the operation is well underway. So 
now, Scott and his guys are forced to watch a nasty bombardment of their fellow 
countrymen by British ships at Ft. McHenry. Pssst! I'll tell you a secret though. Ft. 
McHenry's fortress was the model for our current pentagon. Constructed like a five-
point star, it was literally built like a military brick chithouse. Between you and me? 
...She wasn't goin' anywhere! 
 
Now let's set the mood: Have you ever stood next to a deafening, thundering 
waterfall? Perhaps Niagra while aboard the Maid of the Mist? Or stood on the edge 
of the Grand Canyon--in all its awe-inspiring splendor? I assure you, whatever your 
belief system, that either encounter will stir your soul. If the air is cool, it will almost 
certainly amplify the emotion. Now, some of you are diehard sports fans--perhaps 
you were avid followers of the Olympics in the last few weeks, or you were recently 
cheering your team in the Superbowl or an earlier playoff game. Think of the 
emotions that stir over a ball.  
 
My parents live on a lake. Rather, a large chain of interconnected lakes in southeast 
Virginia, peppered with forested islands. For the 4th of July over the last few years, 
we would jump on canoes and join the neighborly small boat horde to watch the 
fireworks over Suffolk. Accoustically speaking, it's a grand location to experience the 
fireworks. It's like watching the celebration in Dolby Hi-Fi surround sound. For every 
"Boom" in the sky, there's a reverberating "bu-bu-bu-bU-BU-BU-BU-BOOOOOM!" 
The sound of each burst echoes off the islands and the scattered surrounding 
shorelines and envelops your body so that you can feel the sound. Sends chills. 
 



Back to the Tonnant. Scott's sitting--or likely, standing (I couldn't imagine being able 
to sit while watching all that), on a wooden ship in the end waters of the Chesapeake 
Bay, at the southeast corner of modern metropolitan Baltimore. In 1814, 65 years 
before Edison's light bulb, Baltimore at night left no more of a glow on the sky than 
the fires of a KOA campground would today. We know because of Scott's tidal 
location, and by notes in his song, that the wind was likely blowing, and being 
September this probably meant a cloudless night. So a very dark sky, perhaps 
seasoned with stars, and a chilled September wind were nature's order for the night. 
There were fires lit at Ft. McHenry when naval shelling began. The rapports against 
treed shorelines in all directions caused echoes, and shudders, and goosebumps. 
The rocket's red glare? It was very bright against a very dark backdrop. The teams 
were playing for keeps. This was no bowl game. British success did not mean that 
the pubs would be brawling afterward... it meant that Scott's city would be stormed 
and set ablaze, and he might lose friends and family. With each solid blow, he would 
cringe. The foes on his boat would cheer. Voices--yells and commands, screams of 
desperation and agony--were carried on the wind. Every hair on Scott's body stood 
on end, his every emotion piqued, and I'm sure that tears were not outside the realm 
of possibility. 
 
All eyes were on the flag. If the fort was compromised, Old Glory would be quickly 
replaced by a British flag, with no less effort and fervor by enemy troops than we 
ourselves would later display on Mt. Suribachi, as beautifully captured by Joe 
Rosenthal in WWII. For the enemy, capturing the McHenry flag had an added 
bonus... it's impressive size. 30 feet by 43 feet! A trophy too big to hang on the wall! 
That's 1290 SF; there are residential floor plans smaller than that. The flag at Ft. 
McHenry was not illuminated. The airbursts gave temporary illumination, and Scott 
ends the night with a question... "Is our Star-Spangled banner still waving?" His tone 
leading up to that adds the unneccessary "I sure hope so."  
 
The story continues! When Scott wakes up in the morning, after 25 hours of fighting 
had finally ceased, he looks for the flag. Now, he's up early, right around the time 
that old BOB is poking over the horizon. Scott is straining his eyes to figure out 
what's on the flagpole. He writes--in what would become the second stanza of the 
Star-Spangled Banner,"On the shore, dimly seen, through the midst of the deep--
where the foe's haughty host in dread silence reposes (our American soldiers at the 
fort are awfully quiet). What is that which the breeze, o'er the towering steep, as it 
fitfully blows, half conceals, half discloses?" So the wind's kickin, either directly 
toward or directly away from his line of sight as he views the flag... and that huge 
flag is whippin' baby! Every once and again, the wind shifts and the flag turns 
broadside, but his ship must have backed off a bit, or the settled gunsmoke has left 
a thick morning fog, or Scott needs some vision aids, or a combination of these. 
"Then it catches the gleam of the morning's first beam, in full glory reflected now 
shines on the stream!" Aha! he just recognized it for sure. "Tis the Star-Spangled 
banner, O long may it wave, o'er the land of the free and the home of the brave!" His 
heart just skipped a beat. He ran below decks to tell the American prisoners.  



 
Now he and his party have left the boat, giddy and celebrating the victory of their 
countrymen. Now he's talking a little trash-- "What happened to the big bad Brits 
who so vauntingly swore to smash us into itty bitty pieces...?" 
 
"And where is that band, who so vauntingly swore 
That the havoc of war and the battle's confusion, 
A home and a country should leave us no more?" 
(I'll tell you what happened to them!) 
Their blood has washed out their foul footstep's pollution! 
No refuge could save the hireling and slave 
From the terror of flight, or the gloom of the grave 
And the Star-Spangled Banner in Triumph doth wave 
O'er the land of the free and the home of the brave! 
 
Because we are now staunch allies with the British, and have been for over a 
century, that last stanza is often omitted. The reference to servants and slaves being 
killed certainly doesn't make it attractive either...  
So he started the song with a question (does She still wave?), then in the second 
stanza he gives his blessing (long may She wave!). I love the last two lines of the 
third stanza. It's written in "matter-of-fact" style, as a statement (in triumph she 
waves!). Better still, a good old classic American "bold prediction" brings home the 
bacon in this the fourth stanza:  
 
And thus be it e'er, when free men shall stand 
Between their lov'd homes and the war's desolation! 
Blessed with vict'ry and peace, may this heav'n-rescued land 
Praise the pow'r that hath made and preserved us a nation; 
Then conquer we must, when our cause it is just 
And this be our motto "In God We Trust" 
And the Star-Spangled Banner in Triumph shall wave 
O'er the land of the free and the home of the brave!" 
 
When in the future, free men fight to keep the war from coming to their families on 
the homefront, may they always win... the way our boys did at Ft. McHenry last 
night! (AAOOOOW!) God has rescued our nation from the hands of our enemies, 
and blessed us with victory and peace. Because of this, and in recognition of God's 
power, let us praise him for creating our nation, and for preserving it! This doesn't 
mean we won't fight wars in the future. If we must take the battle to the enemy, and 
conquer him in his own backyard, so be it. We should not sweat the world's opinion, 
so long as our cause is just. And by the way, may this be our nation's motto: "In God 
We Trust." Once we have done all these things, adopted this way as our standard, 
then and only then "The Star-Spangled Banner in TRIUMPH shall wave, over the 
land of the free and the home of the brave."  



Francis Scott Key Lite  
Monday, March 1, 2010 
 
In the words of Francis Scott Key... if he had been hip to our lingo. 
(Short version of the long blog that precedes this one!) 
 
The Fourth Stanza of the Star-Spangled Banner 
 
When in the future, free men fight to keep the war from coming to their families on 
the homefront, may they always win... the way our boys did at Ft. McHenry last 
night! (AAOOOOW!) God has rescued our nation from the hands of our enemies, 
and blessed us with victory and peace. Because of this, and in recognition of God's 
power, let us praise him for creating our nation, and for preserving it! This doesn't 
mean we won't fight wars in the future. If we must take the battle to the enemy, and 
conquer him in his own backyard, so be it. We should not sweat the world's opinion, 
so long as our cause is just. And by the way, may this be our nation's motto: "In God 
We Trust." Once we have done all these things, adopted this way as our standard, 
then and only then will our Star-Spangled Banner wave --IN TRIUMPH-- over the 
land of the free and the home of the brave. 
 
Peace. 
 
--Scott 

  

Snow Makes Sense  
Wednesday, March 3, 2010 

 

Ever notice how much 
slower people drive in the 
snow? Or how much more 
cautious they are when 
walking down stairs in the 
snow? Snow kept me from 
my job today, which 
required working 
outsideðand made me 
stay home with my family. 
These days, some 
schools have done away 
with recess breaks. Play is 
important! Snow shuts 
down schools and forces 
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children and teachers alike to play. Heck, it shut down our nationôs capital for a 
while. Tell me the government didnôt need to cool off a bit. Snow overrules the 
painted road lines in often convoluted traffic areas, forcing drivers to generally follow 
the same set of tire tracksðusually in the most logical direction. I believe that snow 
is one of many ways God uses to slow us down, when weôre too busy for our own 
good. In a way, snow forces us to do what is logical and important, and in fact 
creates or enforces common sense. 
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Reminders of Keukenhof  
Sunday, March 7, 2010 

 
 
It never fails--every year around this time, when the tulips are 'in bloom' at local 
flower stores here in the States, my mind takes me back to Keukenhof, Holland, the 
world's largest flower garden. It is here that one can find, among other flowers, a 
world-famous collection of thousands of types of tulips and hybrids... arguably the 
grandest tulip festival in the world. The park is open for two months each year, and 
each season, boasts an excess of seven million new bulbs planted. If you find 
yourself in the vicinity of Amsterdam, travel southwest to the city of Lisse (about 
three towns away), where Keukenhof is located. When you're finished, make the trip 
farther southwest to Den Haag, to the town of Scheveningen, where you will find one 
of the world's finest miniature cities, Madurodam. Don't forget to pick up your 
porcelain windmills, wooden shoes, and cheese samples along the way!  
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BJôs Hero: Honoring a Fallen Unknown, Flugtag ó88  
Monday, March 8, 2010 

 
August 28th, 1988ðRamstein Air Base, Germany. I was a young Boy Scout in the 
Transatlantic Council. My troop met weekly at Landstuhl, the Army base with the 
infamous hospital that all critically-wounded U.S. troops are flown to from the Middle 
East. Today, our troop was manning a booth at the big international airshow at 
Ramstein: ñFlugtag ô88.ò As far as airshows are concerned, this one was a big to 
doé and had over a quarter of a million spectators.  
 
Mom helped me the night before; it was my turn to bring snacks to an event so we 
made a ton of chocolate chip cookies. Okay, letôs be real hereðmom made the 
cookies and I contributed by licking the mixing paddles clean. Dad did a little binge 
snacking that night, which meant that mom had to jump on a punctuality grenade the 
following morning, working overtime on a couple batches of cookies to fill the 
unexpected void that dad left. 
 
Thatôs why we were running late. The drive to Ramstein from our house in 
Weselberg was a solid hour (nowadays, there is an autobahn route that makes it a 
20 minute drive). By the time we descended into Landstuhl, we could see the showôs 
first formation flights on approach. Now weôre on the main entrance road to 
Ramstein. The main gate is within sight, and the airfield is to our immediate right. 
Weôll be at the booth in 5 minutes.  
 
Just ahead and to the right, a thick black cloud of smoke billows high into the air. An 
eerie explosion shakes the ground. ñNOéò mom & dad say together, ñSweet Jesus, 
no!ò 
 
In what today is known as one of the worst airshow accidents in history, three Italian 
jets collided in midair, showering the spectators in burning fuel and debris. One of 
the jets, and half of another, slammed into the crowdðof all places, it crashed into 
the only on-site emergency Blackhawk helicopter, in an area where the flightline 
perimeter fence angled. This fence configuration created a cornered-in pocket of 
roughly forty defenseless bystanders, who were burning alive. Among them was one 
of my Boy Scout buddies, BJ. 
 
BJ was completely engulfed in flames, when an unknown man snatched him up and 
launched BJ over the 12-foot concertina-topped fenceðsaving his life. The selfless 
unknown, and about thirty others, burned alive. In all, 67 spectators and 3 pilots 
were killed; 346 spectators were seriously wounded, and more than 500 sustained 
injuries that required medical attention. We watched the horrific scene unfold--like 
many others--from the safety of our car, less than two hundred feet away.  
 
BJ bore the scars of a survivor in the years that I had seen him following the 
accident. His entire body was melted and smeared, but he was fully mobile. The last 



time I saw him, my family and his met for dinner. It was there that they told the 
courageous story of BJôs unknown hero, as they expressed thankfulness for his 
selfless ultimate sacrifice.  

 

Why Caleb Refuses to Play Star Wars with Dad  
Wednesday, March 10, 2010 

 
The fact is, it's not only because I usually choose to be Darth Vader's mom. Here are 
the most recent reasons that my son banned me from playing with his Star Wars 
toys: 
 
Reason number 1: Droids do not figure skate, especially as couples. And most 
certainly not to the song "I've Had the Time of my Life." 
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Reason # 2: Star Wars characters do not dance to "YMCA." Let's get this straight, 
dad. They just plain don't dance. Period. 
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Reason # 3: Clones don't laugh. 
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And the # 4 reason: Star Wars guys don't play Twister [It's not fair, anyway, because 
the storm troopers can hardly even bend their knees, let alone anything else]. 
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Memory Dump on General Early Road  
 

Driving down the road, minding our own, my dad and I came across a pile of junk. 
We slowed down. Photo albums, military uniforms, a wedding dress, jewelry, deeds 
to properties, marriage certificate, diplomas and certificates, yearbooks, a folder 
filled with death certificates and old family photos, childrenôs personal items, all 
blowing away in the middle of the road. We collected the stuff and called the cops. 
To the Suffolk police officer who arrived at the scene, I asked how thorough of an 
investigation would be done to find the rightful owner (fearing suicide, or at least a 
nasty marital spat). I told her that I have taken on several human interest stories in 
recent years and that I would like to investigate further, if they would allow. She 
made some calls, then gave me a case number. She said that they will conduct a 
thorough investigation at their office, and then informed me that after 30 days, if the 
items had not been claimed, they would be considered abandoned property and that 
I can claim them. Wow, okay. 
 
Now, I donôt want anybodyôs personal belongings. What I wanted, as Iôve done 
several times in the past, is to return the items to their rightful owner(s). First, youôve 
got to find themé and that takes a little research. Well, a month and a half passed, 
and when I called the óevidence holding sergeantô with the case number, she told me 
that the items were still in holding, that the owner or owners could not be contacted, 
and that the items would all be destroyed. I was upset, because I had the sneaking 
suspicion that a thorough investigation was not conducted, and now someoneôs 
valuables would be destroyed and taken to the city dump. What about the jewelry? 
And what of the property deeds? Surely those wonôt be destroyed. Whatôs procedure 
on legal documents? ñSir, thatôs none of your business.ò Now, mind you, Iôve seen 
federal agents 'cast lots' for confiscated goodies. I know the deal. So I asked, as the 
rights of any citizen allow, what oversight elements are in place to deter the 
pocketing of valuables by police officers? Again, ñThatôs none of your business, Sir. 
This property is not yours.ò 
 
Now, I get pretty angry sometimes. Not over óstuff,ô but over PRINCIPLE. Stupidity, 
clouded by secrecy. Blatant wrongdoing under the cover of justice. I said as much. 
ñNext time I find a pile of someoneôs personal belongings abandoned in the middle of 
a public thoroughfare, Iôm taking the items, and giving them back to their rightful 
owner myself.ò ñSir, if we catch you, weôll arrest you for larceny.ò I was livid. This 
conversation is going nowhere. Finally I let my guard down, and said, ñLook, 
Sergeant. Iôm sorry if Iôm getting mouthy. I just want to know what happened to the 
owners of this propertyé and what will happen to their stuff. Iôm a very nostalgic 
individual, and I cannot fathom a rightful law that allows all these inherently valuable 
familial items to be destroyed before some family member can be contacted. I mean, 
between all the certificates and paperwork, youôve got fifty names to go off of. Did 
these people all drop off the face of the earth? I suspect that no one in the Suffolk 
Police Department has given this case much effort.ò With that, we closed the 
conversation and hung up. ñWeôll be in touch,ò she said smugly. 



 
I got a call less than five minutes later. ñWe just found the owners. Theyôre coming to 
get their stuff.ò I donôt know whether that call was meant to slap me in the face (just 
to get rid of me), or whether it was simply that easy to make a phone call and 
contact the owners. In either case, it was a sorry way to handle a police matter, 
however trite.  
 
Man, I got hot just writing that story again. Time for a huge bowl of mind-numbing ice 
cream!  

 

A Small Surprise  
 

A few months ago, I was intrigued by a true-life love story. I thought it might make for 
excellent inspiration for a story by my favorite author, Danielle Steel. So I wrote to 
her, tipped her off on the story in a nutshell, and had absolutely no intention of 
hearing back from one of the world's busiest authors. She wrote back! Is that cool or 
what? She couldnôt use the storyé her publisher wonôt let heré But she wrote back, 
in three brief but priceless paragraphsðshe was very kind, and it was very cool!  

 

Missing Charlie Heston  
Thursday, March 11, 2010 

 
Last Saturday, Natcher and I bumped into eachother on Facebook. Then we linked 
up on the phone, and had a few drinks together... he in Texas and I in Virginia. As 
usual, we talked about all kinds of stuff. Somehow, the topic fell on Charlton Heston.  
 
Of course, there were his movie roles--more than eighty of them--and countless 
television roles. He was El Cid, Judah Ben Hur, Moses, John the Baptist, Marc 
Anthony, Michaelangelo... He took the star role in Earthquake, and in the Planet of 
the Apes series. Natcher loved his cameo appearances... in the new Planet of the 
Apes with Mark Wahlberg, Wayne's World, and even on the TV show Friends.  
 
He was the awesome manly voice on numerous commercials and short clips (loved 
his Bud Light radio bits). He was the President of the NRA. He was a staunch 
supporter of human rights and personal freedoms. Natcher points out that he was a 
social icebreaker in the remake of The Last Man on Earth, remake entitled Omega 
Man, wherein his girlfling was African American. Both were remade recently by Will 
Smith, in a film that went back to it's original book title roots, I am Legend. 
 
Feeling uber-nostalgic the next day (Sunday afternoon), we busted out The Ten 
Commandments and I made the whole family watch it. That's right, I made them 



watch it. They can tell the stories of their horrible father later in life, but they'll 
remember some classic movies. 20 minutes into the movie, the boys were hooked.  
 
The film greats are dying at the cyclic rate. We'll keep the legend of Heston alive in 
our house, though.  

 

Sex and Tapeworms  
 

Had the sex talk with the boys the other night, when mama was at singing practice 
for church. It wasnôt too difficult, because Iôm pretty blunt with them anyway. Iôve 
always wondered how to determine what the correct age is to broach the subjecté 
my boys are 9 and 7é and I think I figured it out. You know when to tell your kids 
about sex, the moment you feel that they are in the near danger of learning about it 
the wrong way from someone else (kids at school or on their sports teams, 
accidentally through TV or radio, etc.). These days, the age bar is getting lower and 
loweré but generally, factors that affect your decision will come down to each 
particular kidôs environment. 
 
I prefaced the conversation with a pulse-check, to see what they ñknewò about the 
subject. They were as close to knowing as I had expected. I let them know what kind 
of physiological changes to expect in the forthcoming years and the affect that girls 
and kissing and touching will have on them. I stressed that sex is something that 
married couples do when they want to have a baby. ñIt feels great, to both a man 
and a woman,ò I told them. ñBut God made it to be a special bond between a man 
and a woman after they are married, when they want to have kids.ò Not wanting 
them or us to feel awkward in the future, I made sure to separate kissing and 
touching from sex (as far as they are concerned, Petra and I have had sex four 
times, producing four childrené this keeps them from wondering whether this is a 
regular occurrence for mom & dad--for now, anyway).  
 
Not wanting to leave anything out, I made sure to touch on the subjects of peer 
pressure, what they can expect their friends to say about sex, fertilization & the 
pregnancy cycle, teen pregnancy & abortion. I touched VERY BRIEFLY on the 
subjects of rape, incest, kidnapping & the sex trade, sexual abuse, and most 
importantly, how to recognize precursors & indicators, and what to do and who to tell 
if they suspect any of those things may be occurring with themselves or someone 
else. Finally, I taught the physical and moral implications of having sex with 
someone other than their spouse, and left the bridge of communication open for two-
way traffic between us now and at any time in the future. I figure the cooler I am 
about it, the more apt they will be to keep me in the loop. 
 
So after I dropped this A-bomb of information, I figured they might be feeling a little 
queasy or wierded out. I asked for feedback. Josh said, ñYeah, It was a little gross, 
but it makes sense. Now I know why kids look like their dads sometimes.ò Caleb, my 



7-year-old, said this, ñYeah, thatôs not really gross. But dadé [Yeah?] When do we 
get tapeworms? Do we get those after weôre married? Cause I saw them on Animal 
Planet and theyôre like a billion feet long and theyôre SO super gross. So when do we 
get those?ò I couldnôt help but bust out laughing. 
 
Then we had the tapeworm speech. It was equally as long and ended with a lame 
joke. In the end, I was left with the impression that my boys would rather have 
bucketloads of unprotected sex, than have a tapeworm. Maybe I did something 
wrong. I think the three of us will be having a milder óPart 2ô of the sex talk again 
soon. 

__ __ __ 

 
Just for shniggles, the tapeworm joke (Cliff's Notes version): 
 
Guy goes to doc. Doc says, "Hey, you've got a tapeworm. NURSE! Bring me DAY 1 
TAPEWORM TREATMENT!" Nurse appears with a suppository and a piece of 
cornbread. Doc pushes pill where the sun don't shine, chases it with cornbread. Guy 
feels wierd. Comes back next day (doctor's orders). "NURSE! DAY 2 TAPEWORM 
TREATMENT!" Same thing, butt pill & cornbread. Day 3: "NURSE!" The nurse 
shows up with a suppository & a scalpel. Dude gets nervous. Doc pushes pill, waits 
a second, tapeworm pops his head out and says (with a Dangerfield accent) "Ey, 
where's the cornbread?" Doc whacks his head off. The end. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Brandenburg Gate, Berlin  
Sunday, March 14, 2010 

 
 

I haven't been to Berlin since we helped tear down the wall in '89. I did stumble upon 
two cool pictures though, one taken by my folks during one of our visits in '87 or '88 
(photo above), and another taken by grandma and grandpa Speights when they 
were stationed back there in the 60's. The photo they took is of President Kennedy's 
visit (the "Ich bin ein Berliner" speech), on 26 June, 1963 (photo below). They 
actually got a good photo of Kennedy in his motorcade, but I'm going to have to do 
some Photoshop restoration, because it's badly faded. 

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-_z7-an5dWHg/S509xK0CvOI/AAAAAAAABO4/Cj5vkhoGQ_4/s1600/Brandenburg+Gate.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-_M3WqPhYV2s/S509wuNnMhI/AAAAAAAABOw/lVK15zSlyoQ/s1600/Brandenburg+Gate+2.jpg


OH, CRAP.  
Monday, March 15, 2010 

 
We forgot Chuck Norris' birthday. It was five friggin' days ago. Should we (gulp)still 
send him a birthday card? 
 
MJ's 10 favorite Norris Facts: 
 
(1) Every night, the boogeyman checks under HIS bed for Chuck Norris. 
(2) If at first you don't succeed, you're not Chuck Norris. 
(3) Chuck Norris does not believe in Germany. 
(4) Chuck Norris can win a game of Connect-4 in three moves. 
(5) If it looks, tastes, and smells like chicken, but Chuck Norris says it's  
beef, then it's beef. 
(6) Chuck Norris can pop a wheelie on a unicycle. 
(7) When Chuck Norris does push-ups, the earth actually moves. 
(8) Superman wears Chuck Norris pajamas. 
(9) Chuck Norris can play the violin with a piano. 
(10) When Bruce Banner gets angry, he turns into the Hulk. When the Hulk gets 
angry, he turns into Chuck Norris. 

__ __ __ 

 
I read some blog posts from a friend. One of them points to a really funny Chuck 
Norris "fact." Go to Google, and type in "find Chuck Norris," then click "I'm Feeling 
Lucky." See what pops up, and read the words at the bottom of the screen as well.  

 

My Running and Racing History: 1992-1999 
  
1992 -- I tried out for the track distance team at Greenon H.S. in Springfield, OH. I 
ran my first mile. Later, thanks to Coach Williams, I achieved a 4:49 PR in the event. 
 
1993 -- Ran the Fort Belvoir 10K (just outside of Washington, D.C.). It was my first 
foot race (not related to school). Good lookin' shirt. Ran it in 42 minutes and some 
change. 
 
1994 -- Ran a regular killer 5 mile hill route at Robinson Barracks, Stuttgart, 
Germany. Ran a regular 10 mile wooded trail route between Patch Barracks and 
Panzer Kaserne with my football training partner John Martinez. Ran it barefoot from 
time to time. John's dad was my racing inspirationé a dedicated senior enlisted Air 
Force athlete, he kept several of his race bibs under a large framed piece of glass in 
their hallway.  



 
1995 -- Joined the track team at Patch H.S. in Stuttgart, Germany. Ran the 800, the 
mile, and 2-mile event. Best time in the mile was 5:12, much slower than in 1992. To 
my credit, I weighed 178 at this pointé and maintained that weight until I joined the 
Marines. 
 
1995 -- Ran the Stuttgart 24-Hour Marathon. Under cover of darkness during the 
nighttime portion of the event, I terrorized other runners with items supplied by my 
sideline buddies (jello, squirt gun, water balloons). 
 
1995 -- Ran the Munich Marathon, my first internationally-sanctioned race event. I 
needed an "Under 18 Parental Consent Waiver" to register. Introduced for the first 
year at this event was the "Champion-Chip," a device that laces into a runner's shoe 
to give accurate digital times (start/halfway/finish/splits). Of course, this device would 
eventually be replicated by numerous companies, and the technology has since 
evolved to incorporate easily-removable velcro anklets, and most recently, 
disposable strips that can be attached to one's shoe or ankle. The night before the 
race, thousands of runners slept on towels, blankets, and bags on the hard concrete 
floor of a warehouse-turned-hostel. I purchased a brand new auto-reverse Sony 
Walkman on the drive to Munich, along with the Bruce Springsteen tape, "Born in the 
USA." I resisted the urge to listen to music in the hostel, so that the batteries would 
be fresh for race day. I ran 26.2 miles with an empty Walkman, because I left the 
tape in the car. The run itself was good/average, the sport drink of the day was 
freaking disgusting, and the ending was phenomenal. A two-mile incline with a 
finishing lap inside the 1972 Olympic stadium. On the way up the hill, a keg truck 
was driving slowly and runners were being showered with beer. I ran under the 
amber rain all the way to the top! For the last 200 meters of the race, I raced a man 
who had unfurled a huge Italian flag. I was holding a tiny American flag on a stick 
that my dad handed me when I entered the stadium (along with a little chocolate 
donut, which I traded for an empty, sweaty, beerish Walkman)é John Belushi 
would've been so proud). We were neck and neck, until a crowd of 50 Americans 
rose up from the stands near the finish line, yelling and waving flags for me. Some 
lady stood up and screamed "YEAH, GO AMERICA!!!" As cheesy as it sounds, it 
was enough of a boost for me to burn the guy I was running against. First marathon 
time was 4:02:23..  
 
1995 -- Lisbon Marathon and Glaskow Great Scottish Run both flopped. The formal 
due to scheduling, and the latter due to travel delays that made me miss my packet 
pickup! 
 
1995 -- Awarded 750 Mile Certificate in the "Run For Your Life" Army fitness 
program 
 
1996 -- Paris Marathon, or "Marie de Paris." Took a train from Stuttgart with no 
game plan. Couldn't find a spot at a hotel or hostel that night, so I just hung out. 



Barilla hosted the pre-race pasta party, which was a good time. I drank beer and 
cheap wine all night, then met some kid outside Lido's that pointed me at a house 
where I could rent a room for the night for like 80 Francs (at that time, less than $20 
USD). I slept in the closet-sized room for about three hours, woke up to a monstrous 
mechanical alarm clock, and walked to the start line at the Champs-Élysées. Nobody 
was there yet. I grabbed some McCoffee and waited until the racing horde started to 
build back towards l'Arc. I slipped right in near the front of the line. I hardly 
remember the course, except that there was very little human motivation along the 
route (high-fives and cow bells, e.g.). The start was really cool because they played 
Vangelis "Chariots of Fire" after the gunstart, and it rumbled so loudly through the 
large, raised roadside speakers that you could feel it for the entire first two 
kilometers. The marathon shirt for this race became my favorite workout shirt, 
because it had a quality elastic neck. I wore the last stitches out in 2009. The shorts 
that they gave away in the race goodie bag were so short, you could call them bikini 
bottoms. I kept them as a reminder of how gay I'll never be. 
 
1996 -- The K-Town German / American Half Marathon... Me, John, and Pat 
Francescon ran this one, along with Pat's dad Pete, a looks-the-part Marine who I 
have always simply referred to as "The Colonel." The Colonel smoked our bags that 
run.  
 
1997 -- Marine Corps Marathon, aka "The People's Marathon." Radisson Hotel 
packet pickup. Got the gray shirt. Haynes Point sucked. The final hill sucked. 
Otherwise, great race. Tons of high-fives, low-fives, orange slices, public beer 
servants, and kids with tootsie-rollsé everywhere except Haynes Pointé you're on 
your own for those few miles. Usually occurs late October, just when the temps drop 
in D.C. Park at the Pentagon, metro to Arlington, walk through bushes to start point. 
16 or 17 thousand runners that year. Ran it as a Marine. Started beside The 
Colonel.  
 
1998 -- Marine Corps Marathon, again. First year for online registration, and it filled 
up its 20,000 slots in two days. Couldn't even access the registration page (and back 
then, everybody had dial-up internet). Didn't get a seat. Drove to the packet pickup 
anyway (now at the Crystal City Hyatt), having heard through the Corps grapevine 
that Active Duty members would not be denied a bib. Got a free one. Saw the same 
two old geezers running with the huge American flag and Marine Corps flag. Saw 
the same big Uncle Sam and Devil Dog hot air balloons. Same dog-tag-shaped 
medal. Got the black shirt. Still a great race. Started next to The Colonel again.  
 
1999 -- Marine Corps Marathon, again. Missed out on the online registration again, 
even though it was extended to 22,000 participants plus 4,000 "Active Duty-only" 
online registrants. Hung out at the Hyatt until the end of the race expo, like a bum, 
and paid $50 for an unclaimed race bag with some lady's name on it. I think this was 
the year that they took away the Haynes Point stretch, and modified the route to go 
down by the National Zoo instead. John ran it too, because I kept pushing him. He 



wasn't ready. He passed out at 14 miles, mumbling something before hitting the 
ground hard. Some guy yelled something as he half tripped over him. I yelled 
something back at the guy, probably not worth repeating. First I dragged John to the 
side, then I fireman's carried him back to the half, where there was a Corpsman aid 
station / tent. That was the year I ran a 28 mile marathon. We couldn't find John after 
the race, and Petra and I drove hospital to hospital to finally find him in a wheelchair 
and a buttless smock. John! You okay? "I can't feel my nuts," he said. Turns out he 
had an icepack in his shorts for over an hour and didn't know it.  

 

My Running and Racing History: 2000-2010  
Monday, March 22, 2010 

 
2000 -- Ran the 5th Annual Laura Griffin Memorial 5K in Charleston, SC. Great area, 
great weather, great people, great race.  
--Ran the Recon Challenge, which is an annual event at Camp Lejeune, NC for both 
civilians and military competitors. It was hosted by my parent unit in the Marines. 
--The Cooper River Bridge Run, also in Charleston, SC. Ran it with John as a 
training run for his MCM redo. The MCM flopped, we completed it the following year 
(2001) 
--Ran my last rabbit run with the Hash House Harriers in NC. On, On!!! 
 
2001 -- Competed in the Recon Challenge again. Always a good time. As with most 
PT events when Recon was back at French Creek, plenty of beer, swine, and 
wrestling afterwards. 
 
Ran my 4th Marine Corps Marathon. Ran it with John. He finished this time. Can't 
remember if we saw the Colonel. Race was still great, as always, but for me, it was 
an emotional one. I was heavily burdened with the loss of my close friend, Stephen 
P. Gaffney, just days earlier. The turnout for the race was strong, but not as strong 
as the previous yearé you see, this race took place just a month after 9/11. The first 
few miles of the race encircle the Pentagon, which was still freshly scarred. Anthrax 
scares were prevalent. People were nervous about gathering in a crowd of 20K+ 
people, apprehensive of a terrorist attack. For us, the racers, it was a great time. I 
ran behind a guy with a T-shirt that read, "Yo Mama, Osama!" Thousands and 
thousands of American flag temp tattoos were passed out at the race expo, 
displaying the words "United We Run."  
 
2002 -- Recon Challenge 
 
2003 -- "26.2 Miles to Nowhere II" The second treadmill marathon aboard the USS 
Nassau, somewhere between Africa and Iraq. 
--Ran my 5th and final Marine Corps Marathon. Great race, but I put the bookends 
on it. Ran under some girl's name again, got the race bib last minute. Time to find 



new adventures to race to. 
 
2006 -- Ran 5k @ the Navy Annex in Portsmouth, VA w/Petra 
 
2007 -- Ran the Shamrock Marathon, Virginia Beach, VA. Had a blast. Like 
Charleston, SC, Virginia Beach is very race-friendly. I just learned that the Tidewater 
Striders is the biggest running club in the States. Shamrock is half fun, half ho-hum. 
The sideline support is fantastic in the popular areas. Elsewhere, it's pretty dry. Flat 
course. Good finish on the boardwalk. My boys joined me for the last 1000 feet or 
so, and got medaled as well. Great experience. 
 
2008 -- Shamrock 8K, Team BetterLiving. This was the first race with Matt LeBlanc, 
my racing partner these days. Our team placed in the Corporate Division, but I forget 
which place (2nd? 3rd?).  
--Virginia Duathlon w/ Matt -- Smithfield, VA. Rainy, cold as crap. My first time on a 
road bike. Heck, my first time on any bike since I was probably 10. No, 14, with 
Lance Gionanne in mountainous East Tennessee. That race sucked hard. My bawls 
froze to the seat, and it was hailing. We literally were riding and running with chunks 
of ice in our hairé and I was wearing my usual silkies (short shorts). Ipod Nazis! It 
was miserable.  
--Nashville Country Music Marathoné This trip made us fall in love with Nashville. 
Petra, me, and the kids stayed with Melissa & Mark & their boy E. The race, one of 
the musical marathon series of races (Rock & Roll events), was well-attended, and 
had probably the best breakfast spread and support tent metroplex on race morning. 
Hilly course, all over the city, very cool and in no way boring. I missed the big sign 
that split the Marathoners and half marathoners, so I finished the Half. Got the 
medal. Confused, I tucked my medal under my shirt, jumped the orange silt fence, 
ran back to the split, and ran the rest of the marathon. Feeling great for that race, I 
set a marathon PR with a chip time of 3:18:24, and I lost ten minutes with the 
halfway fumble. Got a second medal when I finished the marathon. 
--Cradle of Liberty Sprint AR. This race was awesome! Our first adventure race, it 
was just North of the Poconos in PA. Ran it with Carrie and Carin from Penn State. 
We kept bounding eachother, finally deciding to just run it together. It was a good 
teaming. They placed first for the women's two person team, Matt & I placed third in 
the men's. One of my favorite races.  
--"Ocean to Bay" MS-150 bike ride on the Eastern Shore of Virginia. Ride 75 miles to 
Camp Silver Beach (YMCA Summer Camp hotspot), swimming pools, free beer and 
eats, camp out. Just bought a single man sleeper. Good time. Great time! Girls in 
tent next door were crying all night because their tent leaked and they were in a 
swimming pool of water. Extra dry socks was all I had to offer. Ride back sucked 
hard, in the best possible way. This ride is not a race, but we were riding in the lead 
pack. Bumble bee riders were funny, on the downhills, they'd all bunch together and 
pedal backwards, producing a humming "Bzzzzzzzzzzz." 
--Ft. Story Run for the Blind 5K -- Ran it with Petra, Matt, Christine, Erica. Running at 
Ft. Story brings back unpleasant memories of, um, running at Ft. Story. Ate sand 



and swamp and sea for three months there during Amphibious Reconnaissance 
School. 
--Rock & Roll Half Marathon, Virginia Beaché Ran it side-by side with Petra! She 
did great and we had a blast. Good race, great weather, great photo of a guy with 
nipples bleeding heavily through his shirt on the final mile. Once again, VB is a great 
place for races. Matt and Christine ran it too, for the second or third time I think, 
along with Jim, Alex, and Pete. 
--Little Creek Mud Runé With Matt...Huge turnout for this 10K event at the beach 
(Naval Amphibious Base Little Creek, VA). Lots and lots of free beer and pizza while 
hanging out in the surf afterwards. Great mix-up of terrainé pavement, hardpack on 
the beach, soft sand pig trails, and of course, mud.  
--Turkey Troté at Mount Trashmore, Virginia Beach. The most boring, pathetic, 
miserable excuse to ruin my Thanksgiving morning, running through neighborhoods 
full of happy sleeping people when I should have been watching the Macy's Day 
Parade in my underwear. Yeah, I might do it again, but it's a BIG might.  
 
2009 -- Rode from Blois to Orleans in Central France, and to every town between, 
along the Loire River.  
--Diamond in the Rough Triathlon, Matt's and my first Tri. Olympic distance. Ran it 
with Jon and Carl. Jon got hurt in the swim and couldn't complete. The race was 
fantastic, but for crying out loud, somebody have that hill at the end of the bike 
portion removed! The tape on the ground coming from the first transition area, 
spelled "SMIW" (for lysdexic swimmers). Great race. Very cool experience. No swag, 
though. 
--Allen Stone Memorial R/S/R. This run-swim-run started and finished with a bang. 
Bruce and his wife picked up Matt & I in the "Blackhawk!" (tactical products) bus. We 
got to park it right next to Neptune's statue on the boardwalk. Beer and snacks and a 
private bathroom aboardé right at the Start & Finish. How cool is that? The swim 
was horrible. Felt like a full 1 knot current! I was going nowhere. Lost my goggles at 
the first buoy turn. Swam blind. 
--Little Creek Mud Run again (with Matt). Just as cool as the first time. Must do 
again. I suggest getting there really early to avoid traffic while waiting to park in the 
muddy fields. Leaving is even worseé for the first hour anyway. 
 
2010 -- Shamrock 8K. Just ran it two days ago. Good race. Really fast and flat. 
Good weather. Very green.  

 

 
 
 
 
 



The Beatings Will Continue... Virginia Duathlon 2010  
Wednesday, March 31, 2010 

 
Virginia Duathlon: A race for serious 
athletes. The race is strictly MP3-free, 
and there are no grab-assing 'good 
gamers' that run this course. The 
sideline volunteers all agreed with me 
when I'd joke about how serious the 
competitors are in this race. Two years 
ago, I remember someone trying to 
non-chalantly sneak an earphone into 
their ear at the start line. The guy 
behind the ipod sneaker, notedly 
perturbed, turned around and said to 
us, "I can't believe that. Why would 
anyone want to run with music in their 
ears in the first place." It was a 
statement. Okay, Ipod nazi.  
 
Nevertheless, I run. Matt and I hit VaDu 
again this year. No sleet or hail 
(thankfully); no loose, mean 
Rotweillers; no wind... HAHAHA!!! 
Okay, there's a whole lotta wind on this 
open field bike course on the water.  
 
Funniest thing I've ever seen in a race--I come around the corner and some bike fag 
has had a blowout. *You can always tell a bike fag. Like any sport fag, they're uber-
hardcore, and you're not cool enough to talk to them about their sport without 
impressive lingo, stretchy threads adorned with logos, and smokin' hot PR's. Okay, 
so I have bike fag envy. I look like a manatee on wheels--and my wife doesn't 
disagree.* Anyway, so this guy's changing his tire, and there are three vultures, 20-
30 feet above him, circling. I mentioned something as I was passing him, laughing. 
Par for this course, he had no sense of humor and said simply (regarding the 
vultures) "I know." Wish I'd had a camera! 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-GQHA70DCuVU/S7QGmteA4ZI/AAAAAAAABPI/lkPtLZ2KP2E/s1600/634056677162321608.jpg


 
So I'm riding around another 
bend, when I notice something 
written in the road. "Pedal 
FAST! Bad dog ahead on 
right!" It should have been 
written much sooner, as I had 
barely finished reading it when 
a huge German Shepherd ran 
alongside me in his fenceless 
yard, barking like crazy. Thank  

 
God for underground fences and/or good dog training. 
 
Outside of that, the race sucked hard in a good way, so it was a good race. Matt said 
that the energy drink was horrible! I don't think I had any, unless it was really 
watered down at one of the drink stations. Anyway, for whatever reason, we'll be 
running it again next year. Should suck just as bad and we'll keep on lovin' it! 
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Still Making Headlines  
 

 
More than 2000 years ago, a 
33-year old man died on a 
cross. The rest, as they say, 
is history. I'm proud to say 
that today, in a largely anti-
Christian society, Jesus 
Christ made the front page 
of our small town paper... 
and it wasn't in the form of 
libel; rather, it was a fitting 
tribute--He got the entire first 
page.  
 
Also, just for shniggles, 
here's my all-time favorite 
public tribute to Jesus... 
perhaps you've seen it... it 
doesn't get old to me!  

(Link to YouTube Video, 
ñSteve Harvey Introduces 

Jesusò) 
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A Rare Photo Worth Forwarding  
Saturday, April 10, 2010 

 
This is why I love Marines. 

 

 

Unborn Children are Not Republicans  
Saturday, April 10, 2010 

 
It's a hardline subject politically. It's a difficult decision for many, a cardinal sin for 
others. Conservatives typically cite morality issues in defending the rights of the 
unborn. Liberals defend a mother's right to choice. Middle-of-the-liners hold that 
abortion is an ethically acceptable choice only under special circumstances, such as 
rape, incest, and physical duress (mother's life or long-term health is at stake). I fall 
into the latter category, and have a problem with the liberal-conservative contention, 
for the following reasons. 
 
I am a pro-lifer...not simply in terms of abortion, but in all aspects of the word. This 
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means animals, trees, bugs, and unborn children. Though I am both a meat-eater 
and a respectful hunter, I can relate to liberal tree-huggers and animal rights activists 
in many ways. I catch and release the spiders and bees that fly into the house. I 
save worms from drowning in puddles. I have raised baby birds, shrews, and other 
critters whose mothers were killed. In a bull fight, I'm rooting for the bull. I am the 
person most likely to attempt saving a baby animal by c-section if the mother is killed 
in a car accident. I have a deep respect for life.  
 
What sickens me, is that the lives of unborn children are simply items of political 
importance. I am convinced, for example, that many Democrats are pro-choice only 
because in doing so, they are opposing Republicans. Though I am mostly 
conservative, when it comes to fairness I do not take sides. I can't stand Fox News, 
because they are slanted to promote an UNbalanced view of world events. I can't 
stand that the same liberals who so aggressively advocate for the rights of animals, 
who "have no voice," simultaneously choose to advocate abortion against the 
voiceless unborn.  
 
The right to choose is among our most basic of human freedoms. All choices have 
consequences. You see, selfishness often blurs the line between right and wrong. 
The Roe vs. Wade decision was born of a generational change in thinking... one that 
says, "Do whatever feels right." I believe in a mother's right to choose, to a limited 
extent. But I believe that our mothers facing the choice of abortion are also mis-
informed and misled. Abortion has become so socially acceptable, that it is no longer 
viewed as "wrong"... nowadays, even as late as the third trimester. 
 
Here are some fetal development facts. Between three and four weeks after 
conception, the human embryo develops its own heartbeat, and manufactures its 
own blood cells (and blood type). By eight weeks, every organ is typically in place, 
bones replace cartilage, fingerprints form, the brain is in full function and the baby 
responds to both sound and touch. It "feels." By week 12, the baby can experience 
pain in every part of its body. Vocal chords are complete as well. Baby can now suck 
his or her thumb. By week 20, the baby can taste, dream, distinguish momma's 
voice, smile, frown, laugh, cry, and can even sustain life if born prematurely. This is 
the earliest stage where we allow partial-birth abortions.  
 
If you support partial-birth abortion, please read this paragraph. If not, please skip it. 
Partial-birth abortions are truly gruesome! An active, content baby is pulled out of the 
womb by its leg using forcepts. Scissors are thrust into the base of the skull of the 
wiggling, 'wants-to-live' baby. A catheter is then inserted to scramble and suck out 
the baby's brain. And we call ourselves humane. The procedures are titled "D&X," 
"D&E," or "ICD," in order to de-humanize a very human baby. I did not want to sound 
like a president-basher in this story, but I did the research and it turns out that 
President and Mrs. Obama are very, very adamant supporters of partial-birth 
abortion. Why? Political reasons, I'm sure... once again, making a point that they are 
anti-Republican instead of making a decision based upon ethical common sense. No 



one who has physically seen the procedure, and still think it's okay, can be remotely 
considered 'psychologically sound' in my book. 
 
Look, all Americans believe in freedom--among which, freedom of choice may be 
chief. But right to choice does not trump right to life, not now, not ever. To quote a 
national charter document, the importance of which has slowly degraded to that of a 
meaningless icon, I refer to the Declaration of Independence. "We hold these truths 
to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, and endowed by their Creator with 
certain inalienable rights... that among them is LIFE..." Regardless of how you 
believe, you should be reminded that the Declaration is directly responsible for the 
freedoms we enjoy today, and the 56 men who signed it agreed that life is a God-
given right... no person can take the life of another for a selfish cause, without 
paying the consequences... even with a government's approval. Last time I checked, 
God does not answer to the United States government.  

 

Two Great Quotes  
 

I love motivational quotes. Here are two from church today--Derek Gaskill was 
speaking; these are from his notes. 
 
"Ten people who speak make more noise than ten thousand who are silent." 
--Napoleon Bonaparte 
 
"Life is either a daring adventure or nothing. Security does not exist in nature, nor do 
the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer in the long 
run than exposure." 
--Helen Keller  

 

The Family that Plays Together...  
 

It all started with a rope. I took a length of static kernmantle and looped it over a nice 
high branch. Jumping off the surface roots of the big tree from which the rope hangs, 
you can get to a point where your feet are 10' off the ground, just above the sandy 
beach area by the lake. Daddy tested it first, not because I believed it would fail, but 
to show momma that it would be fine for the kids. I made a nice footloop, swung out 
with Lily in Tarzan / Jane style, and then with Ayla our 10-month-old; both girls loved 
it. The boys swung on it all morning. 
 
Around Noon, we packed up and headed to the Suffolk Chili Fest, sampled some 
great chilis, then headed home around 2. That's when the games began! 
 
Lily was begging me to play hide & seek. I started playing, and then the boys joined 



in. Petra joined in as well. The baby went down for a nap, and before you knew it, 
we were knee-deep in a great game of hide & seek. After about an hour, Petra told 
the boys that we were not playing "true" hide & seek. In true hide 'n' seek, you stay 
hidden until somebody finds you--you don't come running out to tag base... it 
promotes goaltending. She's right, I realized. What we were actually playing (and 
what several kids play) is "kick the can" rules, but there's no kicking and the're's no 
can, just a base that kids race to touch.  
 
We played a quick game of basketball while momma was inside. Then we all played 
freeze tag and got super winded. Red rover, only because the kids wanted to... and 
it doesn't work with 5 people, no matter how you slice it. Red light, green light... too 
easy to bend the rules. Simon Says... It was a great time except when Lily was 
Simon. "Simon says, look over there!" "Simon says, look up there!" Simon says, look 
down here!" "Simon says, look over here!" Simon never 'didn't' say, and we were 
constantly looking at stuff. We played dodgeball, and I still suck at it. Then we played 
an awesome game of kickball, that lasted until the sun went down. Caleb and I won 
over mom & Josh, by a mere 2 points in a 21-point game.  

 

2010 Suffolk Chili Fest  
Sunday, April 11, 2010 

 
IT IS NOT a Texas 
chili cookoff, but 
we're proud of it. 
Originally, we were 
supposed to be 
helping our friends 
(and three time 
first-place winners) 
Casey and Sharon 
weith this year's 
event, but they had 
to back out of the 
competition at the 
last minute.  
 
Suffolk put on a 
pretty decent 
"family friendly" 
chili fest that was oficially sanctioned by the International Chili Society. Cold beer 
was flowing to the sounds of the live band "More Cow Bell." The weather was 
gorgeous, and the turnout was good. By family friendly, I mean that (surprisingly) 
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none of the chilis were HOT! My kids were sampling them as well. Here is how we 
voted: 
 
Tent # 1 -- Couldn't find it. Either they forfeited or they hadn't set up yet. 
 
Tent # 2 -- Team "Good to the Bone." Great chili. Classic flavor, easy to eat, good 
use of spices, friendly atmosphere. 
 
Tent # 3 -- Team "Tidewater Prosthetic Center." Meaty but watered down. Needed 
some salt.  
 
Tent # 4 -- This was the judge's tent, cleverly disguised as a competitor's tent. 
 
Tent # 5 -- Got lei'd at # 5, "Tiki Wiki Chili." On one hand, I wanted to give them a 'B' 
for effort, but "the chili won't be ready until 2." Never tried it. 
 
Tent # 6 -- "Green Jacket Green Chili." Southwest style. Big sign said "HOT! HOT! 
HOT!" Chili Elvis sitting on the table. Chili was good; a little front heat, easily 
distinguished (but not unproportionate) lime and cilantro, white corn. Mild, mild, mild-
-but not disappointing. 
 
Tent # 7 -- "Pender & Coward." This was a very loud, busy, active booth, and they 
had all their ingredients displayed up-front (among which was my favorite beer, 
Yeungling). Like the previous tent, these guys put out a Southwest-style chili with 
corn and black beans, but the chili was a bit too sweet for my liking. Every time 
someone would say the words "Number Seven," the tentmaster guy would slap the 
big number hanging from the ceiling and repeat, "Numbeeeeeer SEVEN!!!" If the 
chili had been better, I would have predicted them as the winners for a 'whole 
package' experience. 
 
Tent # 8 -- No name. No signs. No hype, frills, or fluff. Just a Plain Jane tent with a 
few workers and some chili. Not too spicy, not too mild, not bad. If they joined forces 
with tent # 7, we'd have a winner. 
 
Tent # 9 -- "Boy Scout Troop 1" of Suffolk, VA. Chili was not bad, but also was not 
unlike Hormel chili or something from a can. A bit of finesse by way of added color or 
texture would go a long way. This tent got the vote of each of our boys (Josh and 
Caleb). 
 
Tent # 10 -- "Edward Jones Investments." Would you like a little chili with your 
Budweiser? Heavy beer flavor, a little tangy. Wrong flavors for chili (for me). 
 
Tent # 11 -- Good service, a small dallop of sour cream and some shredded cheese 
earned Petra's vote. I call it a tie between Tent # 2 and Tent # 11 for good chili flavor 
and texture.  



 
Tent # 12 -- "Bada Bloom!" This was the Bennett's Creek Nursery tent. Chili was 
hard on the cumin. Petra points out that it was so overpowering, that the cumin is all 
you can taste. 
 
Tent # 13 -- The old adage rings true: The way to a man's heart is through his 
stomach. Super-sized portions and big chip scoops made this my #1 choice for top 
chili of the year. Petra wasn't thrilled about the smoked bacon hints, but something 
about the bold flavor roused my inner lumberjack. 
 
Tent # 14 -- Not ready. "Come back at 2." Not to be unfair, but once again, a chili 
competition is about the whole package. Service, presentation, and heck, who 
doesn't like a little swag? Chances are, half the voters will be satiated by the time 
your chili's ready.  
 
Tent # 15 -- Not ready, 
 
Tent # 16 -- Non-existent. Must've blown away, or got carried off by the hordes of 
sand fleas that started coming out of nowhere. 
 
Tent # 17 -- "Heat Wave." Ran out of cups. We'll come back. On the second trip, we 
tasted slight cumin, bold flavor, a not-bad chili. Not fantastic either. 
 
Tent # 18 -- Close, but no cigar. A good, plain chili in a good, plain tent. 
 
The Beer Tent -- Phenomenal. Don't drink the Pale Ale. 
 
All said and done, we had a good time. Tickets to the Chili Fest were $10 per 
person, and the Girl Scouts had bouncy toys set up for the kids. It was a 7 out of a 
possible 10 for fun local events in Hampton Roads. 
 
*As of today (Monday, April 12, 2010), the results of the competition have not been 
posted online.  

 

Matty's Italian Sausage over Garlic Bread  
Monday, April 12, 2010 

 
*Before pressing "Play," please scroll down to the bottom of the page and pause the 
soundtrack / playlist.  

(link to YouTube video:  ñMattyôs Italian Sausage over Garlic Breadò) 

 



Geocache Discovery!  
 

What's a Geocache?! We didn't have a 
clue... until we found one on Sunday 
evening. 
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Sarah D. from church told us about the newly finished Windsor Castle Trail in 
Smithfield (Virginia). It's a 20 minute drive from our house. Beautiful trail... I'll write 
about it later this week, or when I have time to blog next. Along our route, we 
stepped off the trail and into the woods toward a freestanding brick chimney. I, a 
collector of bricks from interesting places to comprise a fireplace sometime in the 
future, was searching for a suitable brick to take home. I picked up a few, inspecting 
them thoroughly for elements of character. Had I not been so wierd, I might not have 
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discovered this... a "geocache." It was hidden inside of a real brick that had been 
chiseled out. Check out the photos. How cool is that? 

We scribbled 
"The Speights 
Family" on the 
bottom of the 
paper with a 
crayon (it's all we 
could find in the 
baby bag, go 
figure), then 
looked around for 
something cool 
to put inside of it. 
Found nothing. 
Sealed it up and 
placed it 
inconspicuously 
back in the 
chimney, 
between two 
other bricks. It 
doesn't take 
much to make 
your day 
sometimes.  
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The Wisdom of Petra: "Stupid Laws"  
Wednesday, April 14, 2010 

 
Wise beyond her years, my wife often (unknowingly) reminds me why she is my 
better half. She has some great ideas. Here's one of them.  
 
How many of us have wished there were laws against stupidity? All joking aside, 
Petra would propose that a 'stupidity' clause be incorporated into the U.S. Code. 
What this clause would hold, is that once any of a number of parameters have been 
met, a criminal--or, rather, someone accused of a crime--passes beyond the 
threshold of ignorance and is held to the fair and reasonable expectation of common 
sense. This clause would also extend to plaintiffs. In layman's terms, if an individual 
is smart enough to pass a driving exam, that individual is automatically deemed 
smart enough to know that coffee from McDonald's is usually served very hot, and 
under the stupidity clause would not be allowed to file a suit against McDonald's (an 
over-used example, I know). Other parameters could be education-based... When 
someone graduates high school or earns a GED, they are considered to have a 
reasonable amount of common sense. There are many other ways to determine 
common sense. Bottom line is, we need to define thresholds to clearly delineate 
between sensibility and stupidity... and enforce them in U.S. courtrooms. 
 
Petra, you're a genius.  

 

The Wisdom of Petra: Good Cops, Bad Cops  
Friday, April 16, 2010 

 
Here's another one of my wife's great ideas. It makes too much sense. 
 
There is a duality that exists among the police officers in this country. On one hand, 
they are the protectors of the American citizen; defenders against armed burgalers, 
keepers of the peace, etc. On the other hand, they are the enemy of any driver who 
is in a hurry, sneakily lying in wait to ambush those whose right tail light is burned 
out--and often quick to deliver a ticket.  
 
In recent years, I've become increasingly upset at the priorities given to police 
operations, from a citizen's standpoint. I usually stop to help people who are broken 
down on the side of the road. A recurring complaint is "Yeah, we've had two cops 
drive right by us and not even have the courtesy to see if we were okay." In some 
cases, an overheated vehicle may be occupied by very small children and a 
frustrated mother with no one to contact. My gripe is that for every cop that passes 
by without helping, there are two in the bushes with radar detectors. The result? My 
kids would never consider becoming cops for fear that I would disown them. 



 
The solution? Petra would propose that two separate entities tackle 'public defense' 
and 'traffic enforcement.' For traffic enforcement, establish a national group that is 
checked and balanced between the NHTSA, State Departments of Transportation & 
Divisions of Motor Vehicles. Let them hide behind bushes and hand out tickets. Then 
the police can be the undisputed good guys.  

 

Nerds Have All the Fun  
 

Finally, the outdoors has made its first significant attempt at re-claiming "FUN" from 
it's competitive arch enemy, the indoors. Video games and movies, "Slide over, 
baby!"  
 
Messages in bottles, time capsules, Easter eggs, treasure hunts, and military land 
nav exercises are all related to the modern game of geocaching. While my family is 
new to the game, it seems to have been around for several years. Today, we're off 
on our first pre-planned hunt for hidden treasures, and we might hide a few rogue 
capsules ourselves. Visit http://www.geocaching.com/ to get started looking for 
caches in your area. Have fun and happy hunting!  

 

It's Just Wood  
Sunday, April 18, 2010 
 
...But it's wood with Gusto. This piece of Balsa was purchased at the Kon-Tiki 
Museum (Oslo, Norway) in the 1980's, where I visited as a kid. It was glued to a 
"Certificate of Authenticity" that has been detached and presumably destroyed over 
the years. It's actually a piece of the Kon-Tiki, which was eventually replaced piece-
by piece as sections deteriorated. 
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The Kon-Tiki is a raft that was navigated across the Pacific in 1947 by a Norwegian 
explorer named Thor Heyerdahl, who wanted to prove that the Polynesian Islands 
could have originally been inhabited by early South Americans. He made his raft 
with the same wood that was indigenous to Peru, which would have been most 
readily available to such people.  
 
It took 101 days for Heyerdahl to travel more than 4200 miles between mainland 
South America and French Polynesia. Heyerdahl documented his journey and later 
authored a book of the same title, which became a bestseller in the United States 
and was a common 'required reader' in U.S. high schools in the 1960's and 70's.  

 

MJ's Top 100 East Coast Digs & Dines, Part 1 (1-25) 
  
From North to South, here's my first installment (1 through 25) of my Top 100 East 
Coast Digs & Dines. They are not listed in favored order. There are a few more 
whose names escape me... 
 
 
Brunswick, ME 
 
Fat Boy! Itôs a local TRUE drive in chain with great burgers. Cult-like following. Must 
do. 
 
 
New York, NY 
 
Pigalle ï Itôs casual upscale French dining, walking distance from Times Square. 
Seasonal dishes. Lowlighting, appealing décor, and a well-designed bar make for a 
very chill experience.  
 
Half Moon Cruise ï The Official New York Booze Cruise. Best place in NYC to watch 
a girl puke in the Hudson. 
 
Hogs & Heifers ï The original Coyote Ugly bar. Favored hangout of Fleet Week 
Marines & Sailors. 
 
DPHH ï Deaf Professional Happy Hour ï Itôs not a place, itôs an experience. Try 
Europa Bar. 
 
Coney Island Arcade ï Just visit Coney Island Boardwalk. Whether you go to the 
arcade or not is on you. 
 
TGIFridayôs ï Hey, itôs all over the place, right? But nothing beats the busy 



atmosphere of Fridayôs in Times Square! 
 
China Club ï P. Diddyôs exclusive club. Some nights itôs hot, some nights itôs cold. 
 
Son Cubano ï Low-key Cuban cuisine in the meat-packing district. Excellent 
service. 
 
Keltic Lounge ï One of the better Irish drinking establishments in the Big Apple, if 
there is such a thing as a bad one. 
 
 
Verona, NJ 
 
Oneilôs Irish Pub ï We hung out here one night with the Gaffney crew. Itôs a great 
after-hours hangout in Hometown, USA 
 
 
Harrisburg, PA  
 
Spice Restaurant ï Classic casual landlubber cuisine with a generous splash of sea 
fare. 
 
Hershey Chocolate Factory ï Take the free tour, bulk up on discount chocolate! 
Snack your way to the next eatery... but don't spoil your dinner!  
 
 
Washington, DC (& Metro Area; VA/MD) 
 
MiMiôs American Bistro ï Fine dining in an artsy locale, just 2 blocks from ócuriousô 
Dupont Circle. Home of the singing servers! Great eats. Recent rumor that it has 
shut down or will be shutting down soon!  
 
Every Hot Dog Stand, Imbiss, and Roach Coach in DC ï This is the DC experience! 
So much to do, so little time to sit in a restaurant and eat! Hot dogs all day at the 
Mall, Happy Hour from 6-8 @ Embassy Suites! 
 
Kabob Palace ï Really, really good take-out. Itôs like a busy mosque, that smells of 
delicious curry. 
 
Crystal City Underground ï Eat, drink, and then shoot to one of the 7 major malls to 
shop till you drop (Petra prefers Pentagon City Mall). 
 
Sine Irish Pub & Restaurant ï Located in Arlington on Pentagon Row, this place is 
no stranger to great times and high traffic. Authentic imported beers and foods. The 
Pentagon City Plaza also offers a number of great ethnic food experiences. 



 
Joe Theismannôs ï An upscale casual diner with room for a large crowdé nice bar 
with a sports flair. Great service, great atmosphere. Actually located in Alexandria, I 
believe. 
 
National Aquarium ï Baltimore, MD. Take the kids to the aquarium, then have your 
choice of great chain restaurants afterwards, and a few nice local hangouts as well. 
PF Changôs, California Pizza Kitchen, Hard Rock, Cheesecake Factory, e.g. All 
centrally located.  
 
BDôs Mongolian Barbeque ï Bethesda, MD. Create your own stir-fry (like any 
Mongol BBQ), enjoy a Jones natural soda, and then take your girl down the street to 
Tiffanyôs! 
 
 
Hampton Roads, Virginia 
 
Spirit of Norfolk ï A nice dinner cruise along the Chesapeake Bay 
 
Alexanderôs on the Bay ï ñCasual fine dining on the Chesapeake Bay.ò Beautiful 
view of the Bay Bridge at night. Traditional East coast sea fare. Try the Lobster 
Napoli.  
 
Norfolk Waterside ï Joeôs Crab Shack, Jillianôs, Have a Nice Day Caf®, Hooters, 
Outbacké all in one giant food court-like building located smack dab in the middle of 
Port Norfolk. This is óspecial eventô central in downtown Norfolk.  
 
Granby Street Norfolk ï OôMalleyôs Irish Pub, Jack Quinnôs Irish Pub, Havanaôs, 
Kellyôs Backstage Tavern / the Norva, Guadalajara City Caf® / Ooka Sushi, Granby 
Theater / Premier, Scottie Quixx, HK, some nice side alley dives, MacArthur Center 
Mall, Nauticusé all on two parallel strips, walking distance from Waterside. Lots to 
do here.  

 

MJ's Top 100 East Coast Digs & Dines, Part 2 (26-50)  
Installment # 2 (26 through 50) of my Top 100 East Coast Digs & Dines... 
 

Hampton Roads, VA (...Continued) 
 
Ritaôs Ice Custard Happiness ï Need I say more? Look for one near you. Have a 
mango ice, or pick another fresh flavor of the day. If no Ritas in sight, substitute with 
a Route 44 Fresh Strawberry Slush from Sonicôs. Half-price Happy Hour from 2-4, 
baby! YEAH! 
 



Freemason Abbey Restaurant ï A unique dining experience inside of an 1873 stone 
church with a squared bell tower; walking distance from Granby. 
 
Doumarôs Cones & Barbecue ï An original drive-in café with a lot of history (curb 
beer in the late 30ôs, óthe creamiestô ice cream, great barbecue); cheap eats and 
trays that hang on your car door; waffle cones hand-made before your eyes. A great 
experience, located across from the old Norfolk Coca-Cola bottling plant. 
 
Smithfield Station ï Luxury accommodations & a candlelit dining experience on the 
Pagan River, overlooking a marina with a beautiful scenic backdrop. The area is 
somewhat off-the-map, making for a relaxing, romantic experience. Recently, a 
beautiful 5-mile walking trail was built that intersects Smithfield Station.  
 
La Familia ï Itôs a simple Mexican restaurant in the Deep Creek area of 
Chesapeake, located directly on the Dismal Swamp Canal. The La Familia Special is 
an amazing beef and chicken dish that is well-complemented by a Negro Modelo. 
 
Virginia Beach Oceanfront ï The skyôs the limit; youôve got a plethora of dines & 
dives along the Boardwalk on the Atlantic Avenue side, and several on the next 
street over (Pacific) as well. Some of our favorites include Catch 31 (great for dining 
or drinks), The Jewish Mother (aka ñJewMomòðtry the Reubens), the Pancake 
House, Jodyôs Gourmet Popcorn, Mahi-Mahôs, and Rudeeôs raw bar. 
 
Colley Ave. / Ghent District Norfolk ï Fair Grounds Coffee Bar, Naro Cinema, No 
Frill Bar & Grill, Bangkok Garden Thai Restaurant, Boot, Press 626 Café & Wine 
Baré this is an artsy area in the [Old Dominion University] college-age granola-
eaters district. Itôs a low-key hipster scene, and a favored hangout spot for my wife & 
I on the increasingly-elusive ódate night.ô  
 
Virginia Beach Town CenterðAnother favored area for date night, it is the area hub 
for all high-end chain restaurants; of which, weôve frequented Ruthôs Chris, PF 
Changôs, Cheesecake Factory, and Gordon Biersch. 
 
Malbon Brothers Barbecue ï When it comes to pork, trust these guysðespecially if 
youôre catering. Theyôll put those pigs right where you want óem, marinated and 
pulled in their own house sauce. 
 
Firehouse Subs ï Yes, itôs a simple chain of sub restaurants. But the chain was 
started by firemen, who are mysteriously linked to good foodé also, the chain does 
goodðdonating to local fire departments. Our first Firehouse Subs discovery was in 
Raleigh-Durham, NC, in 2002. Weôve been fans ever since. Although the all-time 
best Italian sub (and chili) belongs to Super Subbyôs of Dayton, Ohio, Firehouse 
takes a close second with their Fully-Involved Italian, and deserves an Honorable 
Mention for their Beef & Cheddar Brisket sub as well. 
 



Jimmy Johnôs ï ñFreaky Fastò subs. They deliver. Yeah, another restaurant chain. If 
you havenôt been yet, and you want some great cold-cut combo subs on really soft 
bread, fast fast fast, duck in and you wonôt be disappointed. The fresh, in-your-face 
wall signs and shirt themes add a zesty and refreshing sass to the atmosphere, 
without the jerkoff waiters like those at Dickôs Last Resort.  
 
Olde Towne Portsmouth ï Just a water-taxi ride away from the Norfolk Waterfront, 
this area has a number of dining attractions, including the eat-in theater The 
Commodore, the authentic German cusine Bier Garden, and one of our special quiet 
corner restaurants, Bruttiôs. 
 
Coganôs Pizza ï We absolutely love this place. The original is in Portsmouth, the 
one we usually eat at is in Suffolk at Harbor View, and there is supposedly a new 
one in the Ghent area of Norfolk. Grab a Caprese appetizer, a Pizza Margherita, and 
peel a few beers off their extensive beer list (hurry, it is sadly waning due to the 
apparent lack of beer aficionados in the area). 
 
Feather-N-Fin ï Chicken & Seafoodé A late-night soul food dive in Suffolk; on 
occasion, they serve some great pork chop sandwiches! 
 
Tonyôs Famous Diner ï Truckers familiar with SE Virginia may be fans of Tonyôs. 
Located at the intersection of VA-460 and 58 in Suffolk, this 24-hour diner at one of 
the areaôs only large truck stops offers authentic Greek Gyros as well as great 
burgers and fries. 
 
Zino's - Home of the Deep Creek Hornets. Great food, great proprietor, great 
atmosphere. Take me and my baseball team there any time. 
 
Kellyôs Tavern ï There are a few of these in Hampton Roads. The one in downtown 
Norfolk is my favorite present spot to play pool; itôs partially underground so you can 
watch street passers-by on Granby. It bumps up to the Norva, one of the hippest 
joints to bring great musicians to the area. The Kellyôs in Suffolk supplies free beer 
all night, each November 10th, to Marines, for a big Marine Birthday shebash.  
 
 
Williamsburg, VA  
In the heart of colonial America, youôll find an array of fine establishments with 
historical ties, in which to wine and dine. I have one solid favorite. 
 
New York Deli (& Pizza Restaurant) ï If ñBUSYò is or has been any indication of a 
popular hangout, New York Deli takes the cake. Itôs loud, itôs fast, and the servings 
are huge and sloppy good. Plenty of TVôs hanging up for entertainmenté or you can 
just watch the bustling business luncher scene. 
Das Festhaus ï Busch Gardensé I donôt particularly want to list the feeding facilities 
inside of overpriced theme parks, but there are a few on the list. The Festhaus is 



cool because it is built just like a German Oktoberfesthaus. In a real festhaus, you 
may be fortunate to have whips cracking above your head to the beat of Polka 
music. In the Busch Gardens version, you may be dragged onto stage by a bunch of 
blondes in dirndls who flirt around with you, effectively ruining the rest of your day 
with your significant other. 
 
 
Moyock, NC 
 
Border Station ï There is a Sunoco gas station on the border of Virginia and North 
Carolina, known to the locals as simply ñBorder Station.ò Besides having a decent 
tobacco shop, this place has one of the absolute best Southern-style BBQ 
sandwiches around. Make sure to add slaw and Texas Pete! 
 
 
Outer Banks, NC  
We only stopped at one joint to eat on a Sunday drive. Weôll be exploring and 
reporting on the area further in the forthcoming months. 
 
Mulliganôs ï Excellent surf & turf. Great atmosphere. 
 
 
New Bern, NC  
Home of Pepsi-Cola, world-famous Hatteras Yachts, and Notebook author / 
romance writer Nicholas Sparks, New Bern makes for a fantastic experience in 
dining and relaxation.  
 
Maola Milk Factory ï Producer of the worldôs all-time, absolute best chocolate milk. 
Buy it at any gas station or breakfast restaurant within 150 miles of New Bern. You 
wonôt be disappointedé unless, of course, the milkôs expired. 
 
Ziggyôs Caf® ï Located in Havelock, itôs a low-key hangout worth visiting. 
 
Swiss Chalet ï An authentic Swiss bakery, with fresh daily baked goods, pastries, 
and imported foods and sweets from Germany, Austria, & Switzerland.  
 
Andyôs ï Famous cheesesteaks & shakes. An area staple. When in New Bern, eat at 
Andyôs. Period. 

 

 

 

  



MJ's Top 100 East Coast Digs & Dines, Part 3 (51-75)  
The 3rd Installment (51-75) of my Top East Coast Digs & Dines... 
 
Coastal North Carolina (Morehead City / Atlantic Beach through Wilmington / 
Cape Fear) 
 
Raps Grill & Bar ï ñCheersò type of atmosphere. Located under the green awning on 
Arrendal Street in Morehead City. Seasonally, the Morehead City Seafood Fest is 
just a five minute walk away. 
 
Bojangles ï This is a classic Southeast chain, specializing in chicken & biscuits. I am 
not particularly fond of their chicken, but the biscuits are great and the gallon jugs of 
extra sweet tea are done right if you appreciate good Southern sweet tea.  
 
The Atlantic Beach Fishing Pier ï Itôs an active fishing pier with a meager burger and 
fries joint at the base; but you can admire a wall of ómonstrous catchô photos, or walk 
the pier and see firsthand catches of sharks, Spanish mackerel, bluefish, and 
flounder. Better yet, swallow that last bite of hot dog, grab a Coke, and go catch 
something yourself. 
 
Beaufort Grocery Co. ï Beaufort (pronounced óBo-fort,ô as opposed to South 
Carolinaôs, Pronounced óBeewfortô), is a small coastal town with some artsy flair. 
This restaurant is one of its finest. Make an advanced reservation for brunch or 
dinner. 
 
The Flying Bridge ï Swansboro, NC ï Casual seafood, low-key setting, nestled in 
fisherman territory on the Atlantic Intracoastal Waterway. Short drive from downtown 
 
Swansboro, where Lazy Lyonôs Antiques and local artisan storefronts immerse you 
in the simple magic of the central Atlantic coast. Grab some ice cream on the water. 
 
White Oak River Bistro ï Swansboro, NC ï upscale casual surf & turf 
 
The Fishermanôs Wharf ï Jacksonville, NC ï Great frog legs, great local seafood 
 
The Orleans House ï (The ñO-Houseò) A great local bar favored by Marines in 
Jacksonville, NC (home of Camp Lejeune). Loud music, good atmosphere, pool 
tables, small building, packed house. ñRally at the O!ò New location in Jacksonvilleð
havenôt been there but seems to be just as hyped up.  
 
Shogunôs Hibachi Grill & Sushi Bar ï In Jacksonville, NC, there are a ton of steak 
houses and seafood joints, amply intermingled between strip clubs, tattoo parlors, 
and pawn shops. Shogunôs is on the cleaner, civilian-friendly backside of town, and 
has a fantastic selection of sushi at their baré or you can grab a table and watch 
expert flame-throwing Hibachi chefs prep your meal. 



 
OôCharleyôs ï Another chain restaurant that makes the list, but only in this location. 
Here, kids would eat free for years. Every kid under ten, every day, all day. It has 
since changed to reflect the policies of other OôCharleyôs, but the menu, service, and 
fast, friendly attitude remained. 
 
Prima ï A spiffy restaurant in downtown Wilmington. Petra once ordered the best 
scallops there weôve ever hadðlarge, tender, simmered in a peppercorn sauce; 
Amazing! 
 
Caprice Bistro ï ñOur spot.ò Elegant French cuisine in a moderate atmosphere. 
Wilmington is a beautiful water town with a number of great dives and dines, but 
Caprice was always our favorite. Located just off the waterfront, near U.S. Coast 
Guard Cutter Diligence. 
 
Elijahôs ï Casual American dining & oyster bar on the Cape Fear River. 
 
Sunset Café & Rooftop Patio ï A fun, unique, low-key hangout for food & drinks. 
Wilmington. 
 
Rossiôs ï Excellent casual Italian in the manner of Olive Garden & Carrabbaôs. 
Wilmington. 
Mollieôs ï Casual dining in Surf City, NC. While in the area, check out some great 
pizza joints, restaurants, and bars with pirate / Blackbeard motifs. 
 
 
Myrtle Beach, SC (including North Myrtle Beach) 
 
Mad Boar Brewhouse ï North MB, Barefoot Landing area. Excellent food and 
atmosphere, great medium-heavy brews 
 
Rallyôs or Checkerôs ï Somewhere around this area, the Rallyôs drive-in chains of the 
North turn into the Checkerôs drive-in chains of the South. Either way, their burgers 
are really good; I donôt think Iôve ever ordered one that wasnôt piping hot and packed 
with fresh, crispy lettuce and sliced tomato. 
 
House of Blues ï Themed restaurant with live music. Good beer. Pricy for the quality 
of food, but a potentially great experience depending on the musical lineup. Barefoot 
Landing. 
 
Wild Wing Café ï Great selection of wings and beer accoutrements. Barefoot 
Landing. 
 
Medieval Times ï A cool themed dinner show, good for the show once, donôt go 
twiceðthe foodôs not worth it. 



 
Key West Grill ï Located at Celebrity Circle, Broadway at the Beach. This area is 
crammed with themed restaurants. This one has (or had, years ago) a huge, ornery 
Blue & Gold Macaw that talks up a storm, hanging out on a branch when you walk 
into the place.  
 
Margaritaville ï Good food, very chill atmosphere to go with the light fare. A tribute to 
the song and to Buffett. Broadway at the Beach. 
 
Broadway Louieôs, Fat Tuesday, Ben & Jerryôs Ice Cream ï All three are also 
located at Broadway at the Beach, and were usual drop-ins during a weeklong 
vacation (our hotel was right there).  
 
Planet Hollywood ï A cool experience, though somewhat over-marketed. Food is 
surprisingly good and my wife and I both liked it there. 
 
 
Charleston, SC  
 
Pitt Street Pharmacy ï Mt. Pleasant. Nothingôs changed since the 30ôs in this old-
fashioned soda jerk. Worth the visit! Famous local black history author hangs out 
there.  

 

MJ's Top 100 East Coast Digs & Dines, Part 4 (76-100)  
Here's the final installment (76 through 100) of my Top 100 East Coast Digs & 
Dines... 
 
Charleston, SC (...Continued) 
 
Village Bakery Café ï Also on Pitt Street in Mt. Pleasant. Thereôs something very 
alluring about this slow, old-fashioned street and their storefront that kept us hanging 
around. The café looks and feels like old country Europe. 
 
Sticky Fingers Ribhouse ï Wow, fall-off-the-bones ribs with a secret recipe sauce! 
Great ribs!  
 
Historic Charleston City Market ï This open-air city marketplace is the largest of its 
kind on the East coast. Food vendors are intermingled through a cornucopia of local 
artisans and specialty vendors. Hustle, bustle, and diversity at its very finest.  
 
 
Atlanta, GA 
 



Buckhead Saloon ï A (once) hugely popular hangout for college studs and military 
types on libo. 
 
Fado Irish Pub ï Buckhead. Packed. Big hangout. 
 
Elbow Room Bar ï Buckhead. Unofficial overflow bar for Fado. 
 
 
Savannah, GA  
 
The Piratesô House ï A very enjoyable dining experience in a historically-appropriate 
location. I recommend starting with the she-crab soup. 
 
 
Orlando, FL 
 
Victoria & Albertôs ï Central Floridaôs only AAA Five-Diamond restaurant. Live 
harpist. Menus are delivered verbally, meal is 7-course, service is exceptional, food 
is phenomenal. To this day, this is both my wifeôs and my top choice for a favorite 
fine dining experience. Located at Disneyôs Grand Floridian Resort & Spa.  
 
Citricoôs ï Disneyôs Grand Floridian, fine dining (dinner only), otherwise upscale 
casual.  
 
Confisco Grille ï Located at Universal-Islands of Adventureôs Port of Entry, this low-
cost cafeteria setting is great for ducking in and out with the kids. Cold A/C! While 
youôre at Islands of Adventure, you might want to check out Mythos, voted 6 years in 
a row as the #1 Theme Park Restaurant by Theme Parks Magazine! We didnôt eat 
there. 
 
Croissant Moon Bakery ï Right next door to Confisco, this place offers an array of 
delicious baked sweets & snackables, including a ginormous Rice Krispies brick for 
daddy.  
 
Richterôs Burger Company ï Great burgers! It will cost you $80 to feed a hungry 
family of four, though. This Universal Studios restaurant in Orlando is set up nicely, 
but itôs always packed. The burgers, like I said, are really good.  
 
Epcot Center ï If you havenôt been, or if you havenôt been in a long time, keep in 
mind that it has several international-themed restaurants, in a setting that only 
Disney can provide. I have eaten at two of them, Restaurant Marrakesh and Nine 
Dragons Restaurant. At the former, we watched an authentic belly dancer and also 
enjoyed Moroccan-style musical performers over some tasty curry-toned dishes. The 
latter requires a hefty climb up a series of steep steps; the restaurant itself is an 
impressive structure with many Asian architectural frills. Entertainment included fan 



dancers and glass blowers. Food was almost PF Changs in style. Each experience 
was both pleasurable and memorable.  
 
Copper Canyon Grill ï Formerly Red Rock Canyon Grill, located on International 
Avenue, in the vicinity of Tommy Bahamaôs (dinner only) and The Grape. Great 
food, excellent service. Not very busy around lunchtime. 
 
IHOP??? ï Yes, but not in Orlando. The International House of Pancakes at 
Clearwater Beach makes my list for being the only fish in its pond. You see, at 3AM, 
if youôre hungry and wandering the beach at Clearwater, youôll thank God for IHOP.  
 
Sapporo Japanese Steak House ï Another establishment not in Orlando (rather 
Daytona Beach), this is a decent Hibachi with some exceptional talent behind the 
grill. Nice bar. Not too pricy.  
 
Giovanniôs NY Pizza ï Winterhaven. Home of the ñBIG MAMAò 30-incher. Comes in 
a 36ò box. Hope your front door is wide! Whatever you do, if youôre only trying to 
feed 5 or 6 small kids, donôt order two Big Mamaôs. Made that mistake. 
 
Universalôs CityWalk versus Downtown Disney ï You decide. Iôve been to Downtown 
Disney at Disneyland on the West coast, and to CityWalk on the East coast, and itôs 
a tough toss-up. Both are adult-themed areas with hip/pop/chic shopping venues by 
day, and hip-hop chick clubs, bars, and restaurants by night. I believe that in this 
case, Iôll swing for CityWalké because itôs got Emeril. On that note, dress your best 
for Emerilôs, or you wonôt fit in (thatôs what kept us out during our trip with the kidsð
we failed to bring spiffy clothes).  
 
 
Key West, Florida 
 
Hard Rock Café ï Itôs almost a toss-up for me. As far as East Coast Hard Rocks go, 
Orlandoôs (vicinity of Universal Studios CityWalk) is tough to beat. I am, however, 
partial to a more laid-back atmosphere, and HR Key West is designed to 
accommodate in that area.  
 
Sloppy Joeôs ï Like most decent hangouts in Key West, Sloppy Joeôs is located on 
Duval Street, home of the infamous ñDuval Crawl.ò What makes Sloppy Joeôs so 
great is that it is very military-friendly, and is a common hangout for aircrew types. In 
the evening, the tables slide over to reveal a meager but packed dance floor. 
 
U.S. Army Special Forces Dive Center ï THIS IS THE ONLY exclusive órestaurantô 
that made the list. If you are in the U.S. military, and you find yourself in Key West, it 
is worth the trip to this chow hall, where almost any type of food you can imagine is 
made to order by a rumored GS-15 Chef. Try meðsee if itôs not the best food that 
ever came out of the military. 



 
Hogôs Breath Saloon ï This is a cool bar with a cult-like following. Great place to 
hang out. 
 
 
Florida Panhandle 
 
Club La Vela ï Panama City Beach ï Petra and I were extras for an MTV filming of 
The Grind @ the Beach, Spring Break 2007. It is one of the most infamous clubs in 
Spring Breakdom. I donôt remember if they had food, but the drinks were a-plenty.  
 
Trader Jonôs ï Pensacola ï Popular bar for Navy / Marine Corps aviators and other 
aircrew types. Until ñhazingò was óabolishedô in the military, this was a popular before 
/ after spot for a wings-pinning ceremony wetdown. 
 
FloridaBama ï A conglomerate of very cool nightclubs on the Florida / Alabama 
border, all under one cover charge. Reggae, hip-hop, country, dueling pianosé 
worth the visit.  

 

The Road to San Francisco  
Friday, April 23, 2010 

 
We made it. Petra 
and I just rolled in 
last night, by way of 
Chicago O'Hare. We 
started out by 
kissing the kids 
goodbye (they're 
with grandma and 
grandpa), and 
driving to the 
Planters Peanut 
store in Suffolk to 
buy a few trinkets. 
We're planning on 
making a few cache 
drops out here while 
we're gallavantin.' 
Then we drove to 

Richmond airport, flew to Chicago, and since we didn't have the time for me to take 
Petra to Harry Caray's for a bite, we grabbed some tremendous airport food (an 
oxymoron, I'm aware) at Wolfgang Puck's. Wow. We flew into SF last night, picked 
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up our rental car, and drove to the 
Comfort Inn in San Mateo. We're not 
splurging this trip, so we opted for 
Choice Hotels and a compact car. My 
only complaint is that my knuckles set 
off the windshield wiper every time I 
steer to the right! Here are a couple 
pictures from the start of our trip, both 
at the Planter's store and on the drive 
to Richmond... 
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Pushing Through Imaginary Walls  
Monday, April 26, 2010 

 

 
 
Dum Spiro Spero... (While I breathe, I hope). This motivational statement was 
printed in large, bold typeset on one of the 26 new imaginative, artistic, well-
designed mile markers that were instantly famous this year. Marveling in the 
beautiful vistas of the North-Central California coast, I clung to this statement as a 
mantra of sorts, and transcended the discomfort of my untrained legs.  
 
The Big Sur International Marathon was recently described to me as "A deeply 
spiritual experience even for an athiest." The man who told me that wasn't far off. 
Photos or words cannot do justice to the region or the race.  
 

 
 
I've been wanting to run Big Sur since I was 16. The stars finally aligned fifteen 
years later, and I accomplished the feat yesterday--on the race's 25th Anniversary. It 
was a race fueled by emotion and self-discipline; quick bursts of water and live 
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music were each abruptly followed by 2.5 miles of Haynes Point desolation and 
unbelievably long, unforgivingly steep hills throughout the course (at least three hills 
each exceeding 2 miles, and one exceeding 3 miles... lots of smaller hills in-
between. Aside from at the amply-dispersed oases of hope (water stations), there 
were no spectators to offer motivation.  
 

 
 
My approach to marathon running (or racing in general) is irregular, if not downright 
eccentric. I don't typically train... the luxury of time is culprit. Also, my eating habits 
do not change for any race. Saturday night, while my fellow competitors were getting 
massages, stretching, packing fluids and carbo loading (gouging themselves on 
pasta), I was finishing off a fatburger and a quarter-pound block of fudge on Cannery 
Row, staying out late with my wife--par for the evening course on our child-free date 
weekend in the SF Bay / Monterey areas.  
 
Because Big Sur is the third toughest traditional marathon course in the world, I 
actually wanted to eat right and train hard. I came into this race weighing 218 
lbs...which for me is not a bad weight (a far cry from 238, where I was earlier this 
year)--but 218 is still not conducive to distance running. More effort and control is 
required to keep my steps softer, in a short-term aim to avoid long-term joint 
damage. My current weight, coupled with a schedule over the preceding months that 
has deterred any training, left me wondering how I would fare in the race. Big Sur, 
also the third most popular U.S. marathon as of this year (New York, Boston), is 
typically won at a 20- to 30-minute lapse time over other marathon times. For 
example, the average male winner of a marathon these days, runs it in 2:10 to 2:15. 
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Big Sur win times have generally been in the high 2:30's for male racers over the 
years. Using this info as an pre-indicator of course toughness, I added :30 to my 
finishing expectations (my average race is four hours, so 4:30). However, for the first 
time since I can remember, the course was psyching me out with intimidation, and 
the thought that I might not finish inside the 6:00 limit was heavily looming. 
 
I rarely look at the route or elevation map prior to a race, so I had no clue what to 
expect. I pulled my right calf while walking with Petra two days prior, and the calf 
muscle was threatening at the Start line. The long bus ride (personal vehicle drop-
offs are not allowed, because CA Route 1 is completely shut down for 26.2 miles) 
got me to the start line only 30 minutes before the gun, so I had little time to stretch. 
3:15 wake up gave me three hours of sleep before the race. Things were looking 
badly. Then I broke my dip rule for tradition's sake (running with a dip), bumming a 
pinch off one of the Marine volunteers who was attending Defense Language 
Institute. I chatted it up with them and my spirits were boosted. I took it easy on the 
calf, who over the course of the race was joined by my right hip flexor and both 
quads. 
 
Marathoners often talk about hitting a "wall." Just as fear is a reaction to something 
that hasn't happened, a runner's wall is a mental block. In order to avoid hitting it, 
you must simply make the conclusion that there is no wall. There is pain, there are 
unforseen challenges, and there is one bad individual who is determined to 
persevere and succeed. That's how you've got to think. 
 
I came in with a time of 4:36... I didn't set any land speed records, but I never 
stopped to stretch, never stopped to relieve myself, and I never walked. That felt 
really, really good. Didn't pull any muscles, either. Out of 5,000+ competitors, I 
finished at 1757. Check out the picture Pet took below--we love the pink guy to my 
left (yellow bib denotes 10-miler, I believe)!  
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Overall, the race was amazing and I feel great, in a painful sort of way. Took a dip in 
the freezing-but-beuatiful blue Pacific at Carmel-by-the-Sea (Carmel Beach), to 
wash off the dried sweat and Vaseline. Took Petra for a ride down the route once 
Highway 1 opened back up. She couldn't believe all the hills... and the view. We both 
found another place on this planet to fall in love with.  
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Finding Refuge  
 

 
 

Petra and I are now back from CA. I'll be sharing the photos and highlights of our trip 
over the next few days. For starters, we took a few little knicknacks with us 
representing our area, included a short introduction to our family, and dropped them 
off in 5 locations.  
 
This morning, I checked my email, and was surprised to see an email from the 
discoverers at Bixby Bridge in Big Sur! The finders picked up our 'drop,' (a small 
peanut pin from the Planters store, a couple postcards and a letter), and left their 
own in its place. Pastor Bill and Joy Welsh have a church in Huntington Beach, 
called Refuge Calvary Chapel. From what I could glean online, it seems to be not 
unlike our own church, 3n1, pastored by Matt (/Lori) Stewart from NorCal. Petra and 
I listened online to the whole of one of Pastor Bill's messages, entitled Self Portrait of 
Jesus: Life-Giver (Part 2). We chuckled at his admittedly-corny opening joke about 
the talking dog... because it's a joke I tell from time to time as well! Anyway, check 
out their website, and if you find yourself in their neck of the woods, check out their 
church... it looks like they've got a great mix of generation-bridging ministries, and I 
believe they do offer the shelter that the people of this world need right now!  

 

 

http://www.refugefamily.com/
http://www.3n1church.com/
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Single Serving San Francisco  
Tuesday, April 27, 2010 

 
We had one single day in San Francisco. No kids, no plans, just us and the city on a 
free-for-all Friday. Here's how we spent it: Candlestick Park (49ers). AT&T Park / 
Field (Giants). Every tall or steep hill in the city (Filbert, Divisidero, John, etc.). 
Lombard Street. The Hyde Street Pier. Hyde Street railcar. Fisherman's Wharf. In-n-
Out Burger. One-man band. The Presidio. Walked across Golden Gate Bridge. 
Walked back. Muir Woods. Downtown by night.  Casual upscale dinner at First 
Crush.  Had a blast.  Lots of pictures in the posts immediately to follow.  

 

The San Francisco Art Institute  
 

It's not a museum, but hey, I could see that old steeple from miles away and had to 
check it out. The doors were opened to an old-time cathedral square or abbey, 
chocked full of artsy students and presumed professors. I stole a few shots on 
Petra's camera, and created this collage: 
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Lombard Street is One Brick Lighter... and Other Images of 
San Francisco  
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Why Petra Won't Take Me on the Golden Gate Bridge 
Again  
Wednesday, April 28, 2010 
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Golden Gate Bridge: Nine Random Photos and One 
Suicide Attempt  
Thursday, April 29, 2010 

 
Shortly after Petra took pictures of me hanging off the rail of the Golden Gate Bridge 
(last blog), we witnessed a guy who was apparently trying to jump for real. Yeah, I 
felt like a douchebag, to put it mildly.  
 
We were taking a walk all the way across the bridge, snapping photos and marveling 
in the structure and the view. Then we saw some guys in hard hats who were 
holding onto another man, walking with him and talking to him. Within a few minutes, 
the 'Bridge Patrol' showed up. They talked to the guy and left with him. I got the story 
while it was all going down; one of the construction workers had to tackle this guy. I 
considered it pretty big news until some locals told us that two suicide attempts 
happen on that bridge every week... apparently it's one of the most popular suicide 
destinations. 
 
Doom & gloom aside, we got to take a few nice pictures. 
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Walking Among Giants  
 

 
 

"I only went out for a walk, and finally concluded to 
stay out till sundown, for going out, I found, was 
really going in." --John Muir 
 

 
 

John Muir was 
an adventure-
some American 
naturalist in the 
early 20th 
century. It was 
after this man, 
that the National 
Park Service 
named 'one of 

America's best ideas,' Muir Woods. The small 
park packs a punch in scenic views and pristine 
slivers of undisturbed nature, just a 45 minute 
drive North/Northwest of San Fran. 
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The gift shop is filled with redwood products such as these skillfully crafted artisan 
bowls shown above. I was once invited to a 'turners' meeting, where I learned the 
intricate difficulties of the wood bowl craft. 
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Above: For this picture of Petra, she stood on the ground while I climbed to the top 
of a root base shared by two trees (where the trunks began). Then I handed her the 
camera and she took a picture of me (photo below). 

 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-8xoEVAbJjn4/S9s2Le0PvNI/AAAAAAAABaA/hsW3qqoGNII/s1600/MUIR+9.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-fHpKAGc7g6E/S9s2KpPRx9I/AAAAAAAABZ4/I8wXtN8sN64/s1600/MUIR+10.jpg


"A Yellow Bird..." 
 

 
 

 
 

Petra discovered a bunch of horsetail, which is edible if properly prepared and is 
very useful as a medicinal herb 
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There are no straight lines found in nature, except for rays of sunlight. My friend 
Mark taught me that. Every time he'd see rays of sunshine like this, he'd say, "Hey 

look, there's God!" 
 

 
 

Petra swapping secrets with a tree 
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Wow, 909 AD. I love studying the rings of old tree cross sections. Trees are like 
botanical time capsules. You can literally determine the average annual rainfall 
based upon how thick the rings are, and you can note drought occurrence by very 
thinly spaced growth rings. Forest fires, lightning strikes, and even estimated annual 
temperatures can be read off of a sampling of tree sections such as the one shown 
above.  
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California poppies. Absolutely gorgeous. Petra took this picture. 
 

 
 
This chipmunk was not the least bit scared of us. I took multiple photos of him from 

three feet away while he gorged himself on leaves. Note the long tail. 
 

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-o32JZcCANKs/S9s02HT84CI/AAAAAAAABZI/IP409JwUWSw/s1600/MUIR+20.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-dR0MLBENrq0/S9s013tFdWI/AAAAAAAABZA/CyVQzq3keNg/s1600/MUIR+15.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-j-rtng_5Za8/S9sz44q-DWI/AAAAAAAABY4/vwjCsJIMjxw/s1600/MUIR+3.jpg


 
 

 

 

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-BrqzhR23eGA/S9sz4mQYkeI/AAAAAAAABYw/Q9cOx-vhc_E/s1600/MUIR+11.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-6vjzx0LftZk/S9sz4VzR2qI/AAAAAAAABYo/3StNyOHMk9c/s1600/MUIR+8.jpg


A Dozen Bronze Seabags...  
                                           

...Are spread across the United States. Beside each of them, a solemn-faced warrior 
of the sea--an American sailor. In California, one of these twelve Lone Sailors 
overlooks the Golden Gate Bridge from its Northern shoreline.  
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La Nebbia Winery  
 

On the Northeast corner of Half Moon Bay, CA, which is on the coast between 
Pacifica and Pescadero, there's a small roadside winery called La Nebbia. We 
stopped for a wine tasting and left with a couple inexpensive bottles of their El 
Dorado Valley Merlot they were bottling that day. While we were there, the friendly 
folks of the winery catered to a continuous slew of local customers, who brought in 
boxes full of empty wine bottles--each empty was refilled for $4 and some change. 
The gentleman who worked the sampling table unloaded what was likely just a 
metaphorical sip from his vat of wine making knowledge. The girls working the 
bottling racks didn't stop moving. It was one of several enjoyable visits on our trip 
down the coast. 
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Southbound on the Cabrillo Highway  
 

When Pet and I hit the coast, we were speechless. We stopped and took pictures all 
along the way. She took some good ones of me, but I didn't reciprocate the favor as 
well... most pictures of her didn't turn out (blurry, wind in face, e.g.). 
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The Fires at Carmel Beach  
Friday, April 30, 2010 

 
 

Whoever coined the term "Sex on the Beach," must have had Carmel in mind. 
Carmel-by-the-Sea is just 5 minutes South of Monterey along Highway 1 in 
California. Along much of Cali's coastline, beachside fires are allowed, except for in 
municipal areas. The exception to the exception, however, is Carmel Beach. South 
of 10th Street, fires are allowed. Because Carmel's coast is flanked by land on both 
sides, it has a 'tucked away' feeling; coupled with a cozy fire and a dying sunset over 
a bold-hued blue Pacific, and the mood is set with a perfect, natural, romantic 
ambiance.  
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Miscellaneous Monterey  

          

      Above:  Petra gets briefed on her duties as a Big Sur International 
         Marathon race volunteer 

 

Monterey is well-known for a lot of things. Its beautiful harbor full of vibrant sea life. 
The Monterey Jazz Festival. The world-famous Monterey Bay Aquarium. American 
author John Steinbeck (The Grapes of Wrath) was raised here, and wrote four books 
that pay tribute to the area, East of Eden, Cannery Row, Tortilla Flat, and Sweet 
Thursday. 
 
Just in the water off of Cannery Row's small beach strand, sea otters can be seen 
snacking on mollusks throughout the day. Petra and I watched an amazing 
spraypaint artist on YouTube a month ago... and then just saw him on Cannery Row. 
Monterey is home to the Defense Language Institute, one of the foremost immersion 
language schools in the world.  
 
The downtown area is slow-paced and thoroughly enjoyable. Minutes away is the 
faster-paced Fisherman's Wharf. There is an apparent plethora of outdoor activities 
and an equally visible group of participants actively engaging in them 24/7. Paddle 
boats, frisbee, volleyball, catch. Beautiful parks and scenery. Runners, bikers, and 
families on walks. 
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Here are some of our random shots of Monterey. 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-2r3pL0pTL2U/S99NEBeCT4I/AAAAAAAABf4/e0St00raXWA/s1600/Monterey+Seal.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-3YQ6r8Ai1LI/S99ND7CsZFI/AAAAAAAABfw/cY6wkba_ESs/s1600/Cannery+Row.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-y-vFHFmYjuY/S99M0ClDnYI/AAAAAAAABfo/3ktoXdjLeQA/s1600/Cannery+Row+5.jpg


 
 

 
 

 
 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-xrVF8PCAkYs/S99Mz8f8BzI/AAAAAAAABfg/8gzQzu28VIw/s1600/Cannery+Row+4.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-do4LP45l5sE/S99MzryfAZI/AAAAAAAABfY/_McOfFcaMdM/s1600/Cannery+Row+3.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-WWn3qsnjGl4/S99MzH16I6I/AAAAAAAABfQ/3EMYStcZXrs/s1600/Cannery+Row+2.jpg


 
 

 
 

 

http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-s8KBNYCoUwY/S99MfiTkbKI/AAAAAAAABfA/Kbv4MWkLWNk/s1600/Downtown+Clock.jpg
http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-eEC9CjDt8Xk/S99Mf_lDwoI/AAAAAAAABfI/QPeuvRD1a-I/s1600/Del+Mar+French+Laundry.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-sde9NNn1EPo/S99MfarntTI/AAAAAAAABe4/cyrp77TPUBk/s1600/Petra+Cafe.jpg


 

 

 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-E_M6wNUkiA8/S99MfFPr5II/AAAAAAAABew/vjlSOq5P3FE/s1600/Downtown+Couple.jpg


George's Birds  
 

George Brandt runs a bird rescue, and brings his beauties out to Fisherman's Wharf 
in Monterey each Sunday afternoon on a display cart. Accepting only donations, he 
lets pretty much anybody and everybody hold and pet the friendly and colorful 
macaws, African greys, and cockatoos... especially small children! If the parents 
decline because they don't think their child will behave, he assures them that he will 
retain complete control of the situation... and he lets the small child and the bird 
share space in the most expert manner. He draws a decent sized crowd and he 
helps encourage even the timid to hold and pet the birds. I see George as one of the 
world's good guys.  
 

 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-ymLqPqHwyM0/S99PzIgPw2I/AAAAAAAABg4/JcNNHDRKrQg/s1600/George's+Birds+6.jpg


 

 
 
 

 
 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-WB5BfHNNDIQ/S99PqQPFyzI/AAAAAAAABgw/Wy5kUAHcCQk/s1600/George's+Birds+7.jpg
http://4.bp.blogspot.com/-pdZxTLjG-4k/S99PqE6tFTI/AAAAAAAABgo/6GxN30SQiAE/s1600/George's+Birds+8.jpg


 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-sRiH-_1elUc/S99Pin8Nv0I/AAAAAAAABgg/BUkQ19JLWE0/s1600/George's+Birds.jpg
http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-0b74YNW_jXY/S99PMQlZnyI/AAAAAAAABgI/pImVYdxuXBY/s1600/George's+Birds+2.jpg
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-lhYqz3cOqt4/S99P6WJssKI/AAAAAAAABhQ/yi4ALTZhLMA/s1600/George's+Birds+3.jpg


 
 

 

1 comments:  

 
Anonymous said...  

George & his birds are all pretty fantastic... Thanks for the post!  

August 16, 2011 5:38 AM  

___________________________________________________________________ 
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A Couple Good Men  
 

Petra was fulfilling her 
race volunteer duties at 
the Big Sur race expo in 
Monterey. Not wanting to 
sightsee without her, I 
meandered over to a 
friendly-looking place to 
grab a drink. The Crown 
& Anchor was the first to 
catch my eye, probably 
because the anchor 
appealed to my nautical 
service side--so I walked 
in. First thing you do is 
walk down a set of stairs 
into a basement of sorts, 
and BAM! You have just 
landed yourself in the 
heart of an Irishman's bad 
dream. British stuff 
EVERYWHERE! I mean, 
the walls are slam-packed 
with shiny royal this and 
royal that. The place is 
certainly not uncool--it's 
exactly how I would 
decorate my bar if I were 
an uber-patriotic Brit in 
Her Majesty's Royal 
Navy--and I'm sure HM 
the Queen Mother would 
have been right proud to 
dine here. 

 
I pull up a chair at the corner of the three-sided bar, grab a drink, and before you 
know it, I'm chatting it up with two business professionals, Horacio and Sergio, who 
are occupying chairs opposite me on the same corner of the bar. These gentlemen 
are brothers, of Mexican descent, who live in Half-Moon Bay. Like myself, they're 
easy conversationalists and jokesters, so we start swapping some jokes and 
laughing, and the next thing you know, they're telling me gut-busting stories about 
their cousin Jorge, who is affectionately known in the family as 'El Chivo,' or the 
goat. They buy my next beer. Good guys.  
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They're in the restaurant business, as it turns out, and they happen to own Papa 
Chano's Mexican Restaurant on the upscale main walking strip downtown (and 
another restaurant nearby, I forget the name). Impressive. Papa Chano is what they 
called their grandfather when they were younger, because they couldn't pronounce 
his full name.  
 
My new friends hail originally from Guadalajara, the capital city of Jalisco, Mexico--
"The City of the Roses," and, as it turns out, home to the best doggone soccer team 
in Mexico, Club Deportivo Guadalajara, S.A. DE C.V. Ironically, this team is 
affectionately known to the locals as Chivas (Goats), based upon their mascot. The 
brothers give me some insider vacation tips about their home city, which sounds like 
a good place in Mexico to visit with family. And, apparently one cannot visit 
Guadalajara without stopping in for a beer at Cantina La Fuente. I did some 
checking up, and the city's got some real beauty and historical allure. It may be a 
few years for us (because there's a waiting list), but if life is a highway, Guadalajara 
sounds like a solid waypoint to me! So let it be written...  
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Parting Shots of Nor Cal, 2010  
Monday, May 3, 2010 
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Chicken Saltimbocca Video  
Sunday, May 9, 2010 

 
Hi all-- 
 
Just uploaded a video to YouTube; it's the step-by-step on one of my favorite meals 
to make... hope you like it! Be sure to turn down the blog playlist at the bottom of this 
page before starting the video. 
 
--MJ 
 

(Link to YouTube video:  ñMattyôs Chicken Saltimbocca and Signature Dill Dressingò) 

 

Racing Season  
 

 
 

Well, this year's racing season is off to a good start. It began in March with the 
Shamrock... this year Matt & I only ran the 8k... followed shortly thereafter by VADU, 
or the Virginia Duathlon near Smithfield. I spent a couple weeks of run-swim-running 
between home and the Y, then participated in the Big Sur International Marathon 
three weekends ago. The weekend after that, we took part in the Columbia Muddy 

http://1.bp.blogspot.com/-pwbWcEq-HGA/S-7ZucwJd7I/AAAAAAAABi4/zS8O-YR4dYc/s1600/muddyme.jpg


Buddy in Richmond, a run-bike-mud event. Our team name: "Mud Matts." The 
following Saturday (last weekend) was the Sproute Sport 12-Hour adventure race, 
just Northwest of Richmond. We're on a three week break, then our next wave 
begins with the MS-150 bike ride on Virginia's Eastern Shore, along with two others 
joining us from Maryland and Florida. The four of us will be riding as the "Snot 
Rockets." It's a picture-heavy event, so I'll be sure to post a few.  

 

A Sad, Preventable Death  
Saturday, May 15, 2010 
 
"What does it look like I'm doing? I'm freakin' pissin!" This is one of the many story 
endings you may be familiar with if you've heard me talk about my buddy from the 
Corps, Crazy Eddie Dane. Besides being working counterparts, we were neighbors. 
As far as Petra or my boys were concerned, Uncle Ed and Uncle Travis were not 
just neighbors, they were family. My father-in-law would play chess with him for 
hours after dinner. Upon entrance into Recon, I was assigned to Ed's team as his 
Assistant Team Leader. Unstable at best, he would drink himself silly, then grab his 
gun. I'd talk him down from tracking down and killing child molesters, for less-
eventful nights of shooting range control signs in the woods on base. I've always 
described Eddie as the guy I'd call if I ever needed someone 'taken care of,' also as 
the guy who kept Heineken and XBox in business. I've been trying to re-connect with 
him for years.  
 
Summer of 2002, after a big scare, I reported Ed to our commander as a possible 
suicide case. My concerns were brushed aside. Knee deep in preparation for an 
upcoming deployment, I never persisted. If ever there was a blatantly preventable 
death, it was Ed's. I just found out from Reade, who just found out from Mike, that Ed 
killed himself last summer. He was an Active Duty Marine who was being forced out 
of the Corps for his 2nd DUI charge. He was on meds for PTSD and depression. He 
had 6 combat tours under his belt. He was laid to rest in New Hampshire last year 
with full military honors. 
 
I failed Eddie. We all did. I'm so sorry, brother.  



 
 

"Hey Matty--" "Yeah man." "Are you familiar with the constellations?" "Yeah, man." 
"You see Orion's belt right there?" "Yup." "Okay, from the left star on the belt, move 
three fingers left. You see that little cluster of stars?" "Uh-huh." "See the dim one 
that's kinda flickering?" "Yeah." Okay, the bright star directly above it... that's where 
I'm from." --Charles Edward ñCrazy Eddieò Dane  

http://2.bp.blogspot.com/-8j4K1DTCiRo/S-7xNKmjFDI/AAAAAAAABjI/jTM4W8fIajs/s1600/001.jpg


Pretty Wings  
 

 
 

Petra at the Norfolk Botanical Gardens, 2007  
Medium: Acrylic on Sharpie 
18x24 Artists Paper  

 

Leakproof Sippy Cups...  
 

...Do not exist. Four kids deep, and one thing we've learned, that once your child is 
done drinking from a nippled container--whether the boob or the bottle--you're in for 
some leaks, drips, and outright gushes from any of the sippy cups on the market 
these days. It's a crappy selection out there right now, and yes, it's frustrating. 
 
If any of you mothers get really fed up with this, I suggest you take your plea to the 
top two companies in this country that have a history of proven, sustained durability 
in drinking containers, Nalgene and Stanley. Stanley has been shelving a high-
quality, well-insulated, leakproof thermos since your grandfather was old enough to 
drink coffee. Nalgene bottles are impact-resistant, nearly indestructable drinking 
containers that are found at most sports stores. They are often imitated; I'm not 

http://3.bp.blogspot.com/-VvNP_CblWA8/S_X3UYJhQgI/AAAAAAAABjQ/Pp8RzZvy6gI/s1600/Pretty+Wings.jpg


talking about Coleman or Camp-Mor... get the Nalgene brand.  
 
I don't know what the finished products would look like (insert funny concept 
drawings here), but I guarantee that your toddler(s) will not only have a clean 
drinking experience, they will be able to use their precious sippy cups again when 
their lives have gone full circle. If Stanley has anything to say about it, your kids will 
be able to pass these down as heirlooms for generations to come.  

 

Praying Like David Prayed  
Sunday, May 23, 2010 
 

Not one single Marine in my class was listening to the Colonel who was teaching. 
There he was, in a saggy uniform with his hands in his pockets. To a Marine, that's 
inexcusably "nasty" and unprofessional. "Now, how many of you didn't hear a word I 
said over the last five minutes, because you were focused on my slovenly 
appearance and my hands in my pockets?" The student audience chuckled; he 
caught us by surprise. The class topic that ensued related to--you guessed it--
"listening." 
 
Likewise, I ask you not to shoot the messenger on the forthcoming topic, rather put 
on your ears and please don't misinterpret what I'm trying to say. 
 
David was described in the Bible as 'a man after God's own heart.' As an 
accoutrement to his full and interesting life, David wrote 150 Psalms, thanking and 
praising God, giving recognition to his Creator, and pleading with the same for 
protection from very real threats and bottomless situations in his life. These deeply 
personal thoughts and outpourings are accessible to Christians through the Bible 
(and of course to Jews, through the Hebrew Bible), and have served as a basis for 
modern songs, poems, and sayings that are a conglomerate keystone of the modern 
church. 
 
Lately, this has been an issue for me. I know that "all scripture is given by inspiration 
of God, and is profitable for [a number of things]," but I have a problem with leaning 
primarily on David's life (or the life of any king, prophet, or biblical father's father) as 
a crutch in my own salvation walk. God is just as much the God of my life today as 
He was the God of David's life back then, and He is deserving of equally poignant, 
ORIGINAL praises, prayers, psalms if you will, from the believers of today. Just as 
repeating a prayer doesn't make it your own, repeating the emotion-inspired words 
of David does not give God the interpersonal praise and worship that He desires and 
deserves from yourself or myself as individuals.  
 
In a hip-shot guess, I'd say that 80% of all chart-topping contemporary praise songs 
are drawn from the words of David. Well, David is not the only one with a song. 



There's a very unique song in all of us. We as humans were created to praise our 
maker... as Pastor Matt recently preached, it's in our DNA. So without wasting any 
more time on the subject, I'll end with this challenge: Give thanks to your Creator. 
Acknowledge His existence and His impact on your life. Thank Him for what you 
have. Thank Him for what you do not have. And for a change, do it in your own 
words, tailored exactly to your own personal situation.  

 

Anticipation and Preparation: Harvesting Fruit from Failure  
 

In his book entitled Heroes for my Son, Brad Meltzer notes that the Wright Brothers 
brought lots of extra materials to every test flight they conducted, in anticipation of 
failure. When I read this, I started researching the Wright Brothers experiments. The 
bicycle-shop-owning duo had a fundamental belief that, like a bicycle, an unstable 
flying machine could be controlled with sufficient practice. They failed, and failed, 
and failed... using known principles of flight (gliding) and discovering a few of their 
own along the way. They were grown men. Never married. Nerds. "Losers." Then 
they got a big break in 1903, and there were witnesses. Looking out my window right 
now, I count five blinking airplanes overhead. Way to go, guys.  

 

A Painting of La Nebbia Winery  
Wednesday, May 26, 2010 
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Motherôs Day Masterpiece 
 
On Motherôs Day, my mom hosted her annual mother-daughter tea party.  She has 
the perfect house for it, with gardens and a courtyard and balconies and flowers 
galore.  Big, gawdy hats and colorful dresses are the uniform of the day.   
 
I was failing miserably at the one job Petra assigned me:  babysitting.  ñWhere are 
Lily and Destiny?ò She asked me, concerned.  ñI havenôt seen them,ò she continued.  
ñMe neither,ò I admitted.  ñIôll find them.ò  I searched all over the house, until I heard 
giggles coming from the secret playroom.  What I saw would make any mother 
furious.  I smile widely, tiptoe back out, and quickly fetch the camera for some 
priceless photos.  The girls, in their big hats and dresses, had found grandmaôs 
latest painting-in-progress, and all the supplies one would need to complete it. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 



 

       
 

       

 



 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 



A Day in the Life: Family SITREP  
 

Okay, so mama's out with the girls tonight (Sarah & Amanda's B-day shebash). 
Papa gets to chillax, right? Right. As she's leaving, the world simultaneously has a 
meltdown. Josh smashes Caleb's head when they're wrestling. "No more wrestling." 
That should buy me five minutes. Speaking of buying... 
 
"Dad, can we go buy me blah blah blah toy?--I'll pay for it with my money!" Yeah, I 
got suckered into that one already this week. One kid's got money for a toy. They all 
want to go to Wal-Mart. We're gonna buy the toy, in-n-out. But wait... "Aw, man. Can 
we each get a little toy too, dad?" Don't look at Lily. Don't look at Lily. Don't... Sucka. 
"Of course! Toys for everybody." And snacks. And wait, we didn't buy anything for 
mommy! All eyes on you, poppa. Momma gets "flowers, candies... chocolates." So in 
the end, as I reason, I spent $60 on a GI Joe. 
 
Back at the house, time to fix supper with lightning speed. Once a week, trial by fire, 
I learn two new flavors that don't go together. Last week: Asiago cheese, red wine, 
and basil can create a surprisingly horrifying-flavored chicken that tastes not unlike 
vomit. I'm still not convinced that it wasn't a fluke. This week: don't pee on the 
electric fence, don't judge a vegetable by it's color, and in desperation don't ever, 
ever, EVER add a can of slimy spinach to a potato soup base that usually calls for a 
handful of chopped fresh / frozen kale. 
 
Rebound meal? In this family, it's called an Aunt Pam special. Aunt Pam is the wife 
of Uncle Alan, a lifelong corn farmer in Ohio. Corn on the cob. Lots of it. In areas of 
the country where corn isn't a staple crop, I'll buy if the price is under $.25 and ear. 
While buying toys, I noticed a nineteen cent price tag on what appeared to be a new 
truckload of mostly-husked, big-eared sweet corn. Yeah, we dumped the slime, and 
ate nothing but a bunch of the biggest, sweetest, butteriest corn this side of 
Oklahoma. Regulate THIS, salt-haters!!! 
 
Now it's time to get the girls in the bathtub. I'll be back to do the dishes. I need a fire 
hose for the table and the baby seat. "Boys! Take out the trash and clean yourselves 
up!" "Okay." Upstairs, I get undressed. Deep jacuzzi tub so I can't just hold the girls, 
I gotta take a bath with them. Undress bottom half of baby Ayla. She pees on me. 
Lily turns on the bath water and gets in the bathtub. Full hot. "Ow! Dadd-eeeeee!!!! 
Top half of the baby-undressing operation is stuck on an earring. Running to Lily 
with a screaming baby, dodging the windows and the neighbors with the telescope in 
my birthday suit. "Ouch! DAG! gonnit. What the...?" My foot now has a Star Wars-
shaped dent in the bottom of it, thanks to the jaggedest carpet-colored figurine 
available. "KAY-LUUUUB!!! Come pick up your toys!" Then into the bathroom... 
"Baby, you need to turn on the cold water at the same time... and you need to take 
your pants off before you get in the bathtub!" 
 
Dry baby, leave Lily. Lily chokes on bubbles. Josh walks in with a man-sized scrape 



across his back. Caleb's outside screaming. Looks like a bloody bike accident. 
Calgon, take me away! How does she do it?! I zip outside. Everybody's good. 
Miraculously, I get the girls down. To do this, I sang at least fifty songs, danced with 
each of them, rubbed backs and scratched arms and necks and fingers and legs, 
patted butts and rooted up missing stuffed animals... only to be a hardnose in the 
end anyway. "GO TO BED. GO TO FREAKIN BED. YOU'RE FREAKIN DONE YOU 
UNDERSTAND ME?" Kidding. But it's almost like that. "La, la, Jesus loves me, 
princesa, bella notte, butterflies, sugar and spice & pretty little ponies WHAT'S 
YOUR PROBLEM, WOMAN CHILD??!!! GO TO SLEEEEEEP!!!!!!!" The teensiest, 
tiniest creak in the floor when you're quietly exiting the room, and one of them starts 
crying. Then the other one. Then the baby is screaming bloody murder, while the 2-
year-old tries to administer verbal discipline. "AYLA, BE QUIET! GO TO SLEEP!" 
"Lily, I'm the Daddy. Stop correcting your sister and go to bed." "Ayla! Be quiet & go 
to sleep." 
 
The boys are downstairs eating ice cream and arguing... its the iCarly vs. 
Spongebob debate. It's past their bedtime. Hey, they're not smoking pot & watching 
porn, so who cares? I sure don't. "You can stay up until 9:30 tonight. Record one, 
watch both. I hear you arguing again, I'm putting a brick through the TV. Watch me." 
They just went down. Okay, so I'll never be a parenting counselor. Where the heck is 
that wife of mine?  

 

100% Ron Swanson  
Thursday, May 27, 2010 

 
If ever a person deserved to be the spokesperson for Kona coffee, it's Ron 
Swanson. A visiting pastor from Table Rock Fellowship in Medford, Oregon, Ron 
graced us with his presence last Sunday in a special guest message at our church, 
3n1. In his introduction he described, with vivid detail, a recent trip that he and his 
wife made to a coffee farm on the Big Island of Hawai'i. His story's hook set easily 
with our congregation, a bunch of coffee lovers whose java whistles are wet each 
Sunday at the church's pre-game social cafe experience, "Brewed Awakenings." 
 
I was 'fished in' without a fight. Once upon a time, I was flown home from Iraq (via 
Kuwait) on Hawaiian Airlines, the end cap on a 10-month deployment wherein good 
coffee was not. The Lion brand Kona coffee served on the ride home was, in the 
language of Joe, good enough to change one's religion. It was instantly my favorite 
coffee, and it led down a path in search of the best pure Kona coffee.  
 
That type of purity is exactly what constituted the heart and soul of Ron's powerful 
message. "One hundred percent." Being real. Not ten per cent Kona and ninety 
percent generic beans... as pertains to life, of course--not coffee. But this message--
my message--is about Ron's coffee story.  

http://www.tablerockfellowship.org/
http://www.3n1church.com/


 
In his story, he described watching the sun rise on their drive through the lush terrain 
enroute to the factory. The perfect temperature. The perfect breeze. The eminating, 
alluring smell of coffee beans that wafted from roasting chambers, the mass 
amounts of cooled beans being funneled into burlap sacks, the opening of a sack to 
reveal the beans for close inspection, handfuls being freshly ground and 
meticulously scooped into French presses in fulfillment of a perfect life cycle... one 
fostering a fruit that is planted, grown, harvested and percolated under the most 
desirable conditions. The slow pouring of a cup of piping, 100% pure Kona coffee. 
 
I'm a great story aficionado. LOVE a great story.  Great story tellers, I mean really 
great story tellers, are hard to find. If you get the chance, look up Ron Swanson. My 
guess? This ambassador of good taste has got another 'coffee story' just around the 
corner. Heck, he's probably telling one now.  

 

Memorial Day Intro  
 

Greetings Friends and Family, 
 
Last Memorial Day, I wrote about a handful of great guys who served our country 
and are no longer with us. There have since arisen more names to add to my list, 
whom I will do my best to honor and share stories of over the passage of time: SSgt. 
Edgar A. Heredia, a Recon Marine I served with and knew well... I did not learn of 
his death until shortly after last year's Memorial Day tribute. SSgt. Charles Edward 
Dane, also a Recon Marine who I served with; he was a close friend whom I have 
mentioned recently on this website. Yesterday, I learned of the death of Dave 
Hudnall, a retired Navy veteran whom I have known for the last few years. 
 
This year, I would like to put the spotlight on one man in particular. He has been 
mentioned before now, but as I wrote in last year's Memorial Day tribute, I have not 
had the time, nor the space, to honor him properly. His name is Stephen Peter 
Gaffney, and I will be writing about him throughout the following week. 
 
Paying tribute to men and women who have served our nation on Memorial Day is 
unfortunately cliche to many Americans. For some of us, however, the gesture of 
thanks is very real. I am so proud of our veterans, active or otherwise, and my heart 
goes out to the families of the fallen. As long as I live, the memories of such brave 
men and women will not be forgotten.  

 

 

 



Big Irish Gyrene, Part I  
Sunday, May 30, 2010 
 

This Memorial Day, Iôd like to share a story I have been struggling to write for a long 
timeðnot because it is difficult to tell (on the contrary), but because I was afraid I 
could never tell it right, that is, in a way that would capture the reader and properly 
acquaint him or her with the hero of the story. It is the story of Stephen Peter 
Gaffney, who was one of my closest friends. I knew him as óGaff.ô 
 
Because death is altogether untimely, heroes cannot be defined simply by what they 
were doing at the time of their death, but also by what they did in in the random 
defining moments of their lives. The hero of this story did not die in Iraq or 
Afghanistan. He died as an active duty Marine in an unfortunate car accident near 
Cherry Point, NC, shortly after the towers fell in 2001. The caliber of this man lends 
great credibility to the assertion that he would have been nothing short of legendary 
on the field of battle. With no intention of devaluing the sacrifices of my brothers who 
did lose their lives on the battlefield, I will say this: Stephen Peter Gaffney was MY 
hero.  
 
I met Gaff when we were both assigned to Marine Aerial Refueler Transport 
Squadron VMGR-252"Otis," located at Marine Corps Air Station Cherry Point, North 
Carolina. At that time, we were both Alpha-type motivators in our own microcosms. 
Though we were briefly introduced beforehand, we came to know each other best 
after the following incident.  
 
First, a preface: I worked in a shop with about fifteen different KC-130 flight 
mechanics. We were the guys who fixed planes while they were flying, or while they 
were on the ground at various overseas locations. When guys werenôt out on a 
mission, they were repairing, servicing, and inspecting the planes that were parked 
here at home base. We pulled 6-6 (12-hour) shifts. I was part of night crew. As with 
any jobôs night crew, because there are fewer whip-crackers, there is a natural 
tendency to goof off when the scheduled work is complete. We used to roughhouse 
a lot. Inside our shop was a set of yellow footprints, painted on the ground, with the 
words, ñBeat me up, Scottyò printed next to them. Any time someone from outside 
our shop wanted to show how big their balls were, they would come in and stand on 
the footprints (usually by accident). Then weôd jump that person. It would, in turn, 
promote cross-shop rivalries that ended in friendly snatch-n-grab kidnappings and 
more adult-ish, mature versions of wet Willies and atomic wedgies. It was not 
entirely uncommon at night to see a naked Marine duct-taped to a rolling office chair 
out in the aircraft parking area.  
 
It was 2 AM and the flightline was quiet. I was the only guy in the shop for the 
moment. Out of nowhere, this six-foot-four cock-n-drive guy that Iôve never seen 
before (Gaff) slams open our door, strides to the center of the shop, and stands 
smack-dab in the center of the footprints. Then he looks up at me with a ñget someò 



grin. I would eventually learn that this single incident exemplified Gaffneyôs approach 
to life. He had no clue how many Marines were behind that door. He didnôt know and 
he didnôt care. He was going to take every one of them, without the slightest stutter 
in his step, just for shniggles. Not in the mood, but for the sake of sheer loyalty to the 
shop cause, I go at this guy with everything Iôve got. Within a minute, weôre on the 
ground, bustinô eachotherôs teeth on the burned concrete slab floor, punching and 
choking and trash talkinô all the way. He was incredibly strong, and pretty fast for 
someone so tall. Then two other guys from his shop, and one guy from the tool 
room, come in and the four of them drag me out into the hangar. I kick one guy in 
the stomach, knock over the water fountain and break the eyewash station. My shop 
guys see the commotion, join in the rumble until Iôm back on my feet, and later we go 
to take the battle back to the rest of the instigatorsé the Powerline shop. 
 
The friendly feud ensued for weeks. When the dust finally settled, as is the case for 
most guys that fight each other and then are forced to work adjacently every day 
(night), I had developed a lasting friendship with that crazy big Irish guy with the 
deep voice and strong handshake. Turns out, we had common ground: we both 
fished the same area of Cahooke Creek, and weôd both been trying to catch a 
particular gator out of there. And we were both pretty carefree. We began planning 
our first gator grabé a 7-foot Bertha that used to hang out on this slick little mud 
island in the afternoons.  

 

Big Irish Gyrene, Part II  
Wednesday, June 9, 2010 

 
Gaff and I practically lived on Cahooke Creek. We would take his 17' fiberglass boat 
down to the water with guns, knives, shark fishing hooks, nets, a long fishing gaff, 
and a couple whole chickens from the grocery. If we had ever been caught, our 
intentions would have been plain... we were fishing. No way we could be mistaken 
for gator poachers. The term 'redneck' applied liberally, we were a couple of unlikely 
good ol' boys--he from Jersey and I from Indiana. We loved gallavantin' in the 
woods, hunting, trapping, shooting stuff, fishing, and scrappin.' A lot of great stories 
came from these adventures. One of my favorites occured as Gaff and I approached 
a mud slick island on the creek. It was the preferred hangout spot of Big Bertha, the 
largest of several gators in the area. Catching or killing the gator (for meat, hide, and 
the skull) was not good enough for my John Wayne buddy. An impatient Stephen, 
using the momentum of our approaching boat, leapt from the boat directly onto the 
mud beside the gator, without so much as an inkling of inhibition. He was armed with 
a .45 long Colt, but he was so close to the gator that it could've snapped his arm off 
before even getting a chance to fire a shot. Oh, I didn't tell you the good part yet... 
Gaff landed on the firm-looking mud slick--which supported the widely-dispersed 
weight of a couple hundred pound gator--with the grace of an elephant in high heels. 
The quicksand island INSTANTLY swallowed him up to the waist. Bertha turned so 



quick, I thought she was gonna take his head off with her tail. Gaff unloaded all six 
hydra-shock rounds into the gator, who then disappeared into the murky black water, 
never to be seen again. Neither to be seen again was Gaff's flip-flop, which was 
retained by the mud that clutched him. 
 
I remember when we showed up one day at Cahooke Creek, to discover that 
someone (the city, county, park service, e.g.) had built a really nice wooden pier out 
over the river inlet next to the public boat ramp adjacent to the creek. The surface of 
the deck was less than 10 inches from the water at high tide (intercoastal waterway 
tidal basin / brackish water) Carefree as always, he decided to camp there that night. 
"Where, on the pier?" "Yeah." So after I was done fishing, I left him there. The next 
day I drove out to pick him up. He was passed out at the end of the pier, under the 
blazing sun, next to a taut stringer that disappeared into the water, a fly-covered, 
medium-sized red drum that had obviously been mutilated for cutbait, and probably 
six of however many Budweiser empties that hadn't floated away. No fishing pole (I 
didn't ask; I already assumed that it got dragged off by a monster fish). The best 
part? Between Gaff and I, there was a four foot section missing out of this 250-foot 
pier. Burned, as if a meteor landed right in the middle of the pier. "Gaff!!" I yelled 
again. He woke up, sat up, looked around, visibly searching for either his fishing pole 
or a hopeful beer that hadn't been annhilated over the course of the night. He looked 
at me, standing on the now separate pier, and gave me a priceless crap-eating grin. 
Wish I had a camera then. As we were walking back up to the truck, he turned 
around and looked at the damaged incurred by his bonfire on the pier. "Hey, what 
happened to the pier?" he asked me seriously, followed by a snicker that was akin to 
a snort, or an outward snore through the nose (this was a defining trait of his, one 
that I can still hear in my head and imitate to this day, but that does not write well... if 
you hold your breath, then transfer air pressure to your head, then under pressure 
manipulate your epiglottis to allow air to escape from your nose... yeah I know, too 
much information).  
 
It was early experiences such as these, coupled with danger and excitement, that 
helped to solidify our friendship. Eventually, adventure would take different shapes. 
Follow my next few bog posts to learn more about this incredible man, Stephen 
Peter Gaffney, and to see how he positively impacted the lives of me, my wife, and 
everyone who knew him.  

 

Big Irish Gyrene, Part III  
Sunday, June 13, 2010 

 
Petra and I bought our first house in 1997. It was a brick ranch on nearly three 
acres, directly across the street from the Croatan National Forest. At the time of 
purchase, our backyard was a jungle. I held a few tree-felling parties, in which 
Marines would all get together and attack 50' trees with chainsaws, axes, hatchets, 



KA-Bar knives and ropes. All it cost me each time was a keg and a tall stack of 
pizzas. Once all the trees were cut into huge 4' logs, they'd be rolled, stacked, 
doused with 20 gallons of kerosene, and ignited with a barrage of gasoline-fed 
Maltov cocktails. Yeah, they were the biggest bonfires you've ever seen. Well, after 
a warning from the Fire Marshal (as the entire neighborhood and all the firemen just 
stood in awe), I decided to scale back, burning two huge logs at a time for years... 
nonstop. We had a 24/7, unmonitored fire at that property for three years.  
 
Gaff used to love hanging out at our place, even if no one was home. He had a cot 
in the shed, but he preferred to sleep by the eternal flame under the open sky. His 
boat sat on a trailer in the back, and he kept his tools in the shed so he could work 
on his 1987-ish manual transmission Honda Accord on the weekends. Boy, that 
piece of crap needed the love. At any given time on a Saturday or Sunday, if Petra 
or myself would look out the window, we'd see Gaff elbow deep in axle grease, 
jamming out to "Eye of the Tiger," on a tape that he found under the seat when he 
bought the car... it was one of his prized finds. Some nights, he'd invite us out for 
steaks on the fire, other nights, he'd come in for movies and ice cream before 
heading back ouside to smoke a few Marlboros, drink a few Buds, prop his head on 
a rock with his boots toward the fire, and drift away for the night. If Gaff wasn't fixing 
his car, he and I were competitively chopping wood. We had probably thirty cords of 
wood stacked in two rows all the way down one side of our property.  
 
Petra and I still laugh about the time Gaff made us watch the movie Ladyhawk. He 
was a huge Michelle Pfeiffer fan, though his dream girl of the future would look 
nothing like her. He would often talk about her: "She'll be tall, with jet black hair, 
bright blue eyes and a pretty face... and her name will be Barbara." So anyway, Gaff 
talked up this movie for months. It was one of his favorites, aside from Rocky. The 
movie was hilarious. We laughed so hard at the 1970's music and themes. Have you 
ever seen the TV show The Bionic Man? Every time the main character would leap 
over a chair, or punch through a wall, the film would roll in slow motion and this 
really cheesy sound effect music would play... "Rack-ack-ack-ack-ack-ack-ack-ack-
ack..." Well, it was just like that in Ladyhawk. Same type of music. Petra was bawl-
bustin' through the entire thing, Gaff was visibly upset but being a good sport about 
it, and I was cracking up.  
 
Of his favorite movie, Rocky, Gaff would often quote, "Ey, yo, Adrian. I was 
wonderin' if you ain't doin' nuthin' for the next twenty thirty years, if you wouldn't mind 
marryin' me too much." That's not exactly how it's said in the movie, but that's 
exactly how Gaff would quote it, with his perfect Stallone style. 
 
Christmas time, one evening in 1998. Petra and I just got back from Wal-Mart, a half 
hour away. We pull in the driveway, and Gaff's up on our roof, yelling at us to go 
away. "Get outta here! Come back in fifteen minutes!" Petra's asking me, "What the 
heck is he doing on the roof, Matt?" "I dunno, baby, hold on." I get out of the car and 
he throws a wadded-up $20 at me. "Take Petra to McDonald's or something, come 



back in fifteen minutes." So I do. Petra's like, "Will somebody please tell me what's 
going on? I want to watch Friends. So we leave and come back, and Gaff's sitting on 
the front porch with two cords in his hand. We get out of the car. He plugs the two 
cords together. "TA-DAAAAA!!!!" Christmas lights that the Griswolds and the Whos 
would be proud of, stapled all over the freaking roof in no coherent pattern. I mean 
ALL over the roof, in every direction. Every shingle was glowing. Petra and I just 
looked at eachother and started laughing. "It's beautiful, Gaff." When I woke him up 
for work the next morning, the heel of his boot had melted in the fire. There was a 
half-eaten rattlesnake rolled up in tinfoil next to a salt shaker. "Dude, wake up. What 
did you do with my new PowerShot stapler? Oh, never mind. There it is (melted 
around a pile of staples and a spring)." Gaff made his snicker.  
 
He had a real tough-guy wild streak. Got in trouble for throwing someone off the 
second floor balcony in a fight. Got busted down from Sergeant twice. Caught crap 
from a headstrong cop on base, who on top of issuing a citation, called our 
command in an attempt to make Gaff's life miserable. Gaff bought a ginormous 
exploding aerial firework--the kind you see after a big league ball game--walked into 
PMO (Military Police Headquarters), lit this thing and let it fly down the hallway and 
into the office where the traffic cops work out of. It made the paper. Gaff taught me 
to waterski. We did a lot of that. He raked someone across an oyster bed once while 
driving the boat... felt horrible and bought the guy a steak dinner. We'd smoke 
Cubanos by the fire and drink tall Budweisers--his beer of choice, and talk about 
everything. We hunted bears and trapped foxes and raccoons. He read a lot, and 
often referenced a fictional book character named "Jack Deforge," or maybe it was 
"Jack DeFord." The father of one of our friends, Sten Cedergren, had written a book 
entitled The Adventurous Life of a Vagabond Hunter. He loved that book.  
 
There are many more stories of Gaff to be told. I'll share a few more and then I'll 
sum up. Suffice to say, it was tough losing him, and I'll never forget him. My writing 
of these stories will ensure that my kids know who he was as well.  

 

Big Irish Gyrene, Part IV  
 

Six foot four or thereabouts. Fearless. Lover of life. Balls to the wall. 200 MPH, all 
day, every day, drink-everybody-under-the-table, arm wrestle everybody, then run 
ten miles and beat everybody. Then drink everybody down again, and smoke a pack 
of reds. Sleep optional. Stephen Peter Gaffney. That's the guy we're talking about. 
 
Gaff and I had set up several hunting stands across the street, all over our quiet 
corner of the Croatan forest. The first time I took Gaff out there, I only had two 
stands built. It took us an hour to get to them, sneaking slowly to a nice honey hole 
under moonlight. As soon as we got close, I told Gaff in a whisper, "All right, brother, 
fifty meters straight ahead, and we're at your stand. Once we're there, I'll show you 
the direction of my stand." He nodded, then added quietly, "Psst... hey Matty, I got a 



new deer call. Wanna hear it?" "Sure." "OOOHHH DEEE-EEEEEER!!! DEER DEER 
DEER DEER!!!" His yell was so unexpected--that sonofagun scared the piss outta 
me. It was so loud I almost crapped myself. He laughed out loud as I was punching 
him, mad because he ruined all the stealthy progress we'd made over the last hour. 
We'd head out to those stands from time to time throughout the year, to thin the 
massive deer population of the Croatan and keep the freezer stocked. In all 
honestly, we'd typically turn an entire deer into jerky within a few hours of killing it, 
and it would be completely devoured at work the next day. Deep freezers are for 
fish. 
 
Speaking of fish, or of fishing rather, one time Petra caught this big shark off the 
Atlantic Beach pier (another favored spot where Gaff and I would fish); it took four 
guys to pull it up with a net, and our freezer was packed with shark steaks for 
months (awesome grilling meat, by the way). Gaff was so stoked, he decided to go 
land a big shark for himself. The pier was usually a bad spot for it; posted signs and 
do-gooder mackerel fishermen would remind that you couldn't OVERTLY fish for 
sharks, though you could keep one if you caught it accidentally (while intending to 
catch something else--for you non-fishers, that means that you can't show up with 
whole chickens and chum blocks and shark hooks). So Gaff skipped the pier, 
skipped the charter fishermen, and paid some random guy to take him and his huge 
pole "Exactly one mile off the Atlantic Beach pier." Well, the one thing that outlasted 
Petra's shark steaks was the animated 'shark that got away' story. "So we drive the 
boat. Out. Out exactly one mile off the pier. We drop anchor, and we hang chum 
blocks and chicken livers all around the sides of the boat. We wait an hour, 
allofasudden, the place is slam packed full of sharks. I see this big one keep popping 
up, so I throw a Mustad shark hook out there in front of him with a couple chicken 
livers on it, and BAM!!! MATTY, I MEAN IT WAS LIKE CATCHING A SCHOOL 
BUS!!! ALMOST PULLED ME OUT, BUT I'M JAMMED IN BEHIND THE SEAT AND 
IT'S PULLIN' THE BOAT... I CAN'T EVEN LET MY HANDS OFF TO EASE THE 
DRAG BEFORE THE LINE SNAPS." 
 
Every one of Gaff's stories was like that. He was a great storyteller. He'd start his 
stories soft and slow, with that big deep voice of his. During this part of the story, 
he'd routinely dry spit... not actually spitting any saliva out, but just a short "pt," as if 
trying to discharge the husk of a popcorn kernel that he had dislodged from between 
his teeth. He'd (pt) start off his story doing this (pt) about every ten or fifteen seconds 
(pt). Then he'd get louder and closer to you as he was reeling you into the story. 
There was always a "BAM," followed by this amped-up crazy ending... funny or not, 
dramatic or not, the hook has been set, you've been fished in, and you're either 
laughing, crying, or caught in the 'yeah' web, like this... Gaff: and THAT's why I 
refuse to buy a Jeep, my friend. Me: Yeah? Gaff: YEAH! YEAH? YEAH!! YEAH?? 
YEEE--AY-AH!!  
 
When our schedules finally synched up again, with both of us on nights and my flight 
schedule slowing down a bit, we decided to start a side business. Up to that point, 



we were always trying to moke some side money, selling corded red oak, selling fox 
pelts to that kooky Indian guy at the New Bern gun show, or working for Mayflower 
moving company on the weekends. We had accumulated a ton of lawn care tools, to 
include two decent riding mowers, so we started "Two Mooks Lawn Care & General 
Maintenance Service." People loved us, and whenever they'd ask what a 'mook' 
was, Gaff would answer proudly, "Ma'am, a mook is someone that is just a hair 
above being a dweeb, and just a pinch below goofball." There are many, many funny 
stories that I could tell regarding Two Mooks, to include our first customer, Mr. 
Hoogendam; his elderly hairdresser, who had a volume control problem and would 
get louder AND LOUDER AND LOUDER as she was talking; also our first 
commercial account with the Havelock Homeowner's Association... the evening of 
our first day of landscaping, Gaff jumped into the ornamental fountain pond in the 
middle of the development, where he carried off an armful of (three) screaming, 
squawking, quacking (but previously unsuspecting, sleeping) ducks. He called me 
up at midnight and invited me to the barracks for a duck roast. When I got there, 
shaking my head (I knew what he had done because we had joked about catching 
the gullible ducks with a cast net earlier that day), I had to laugh because he already 
had one of the duck bills mounted on a blank wooden plaque on his wall. 
 
Cruising the highway on the way back from Gaston Lake on the Virginia border, 
some guy in a convertible flipped Gaff off. Gaff was cool. He backed off and followed 
this guy from a distance. When the guy stopped for gas, Gaff waited for the man to 
go into the gas station. Then he took his stiff, prized Gaston Lake 5 lb. bass out of 
the cooler, sliced its gut open, leaned over into the gentleman's car and stuffed the 
huge fish under the driver's seat, and drove away. As small as the shop was, I'll bet 
the recipient of that gift saw the whole thing happen from the cash register. He did 
the right thing, though. Just stay inside the gas station and don't flip off Stephen ever 
again. A photo of Gaff holding that fish hung just inside Lew's Rod & Reel (or was it 
Lew's Bait & Tackle?) on Main Street in Havelock, NC, until just a few days after 
Gaff died. Then somebody must've claimed it. 
 
Our first bear "hunt" went like this: We took to a heavy bear traffic area in the 
Croatan with four other guys, armed with tons of apples, honey, peanut butter, night 
vision goggles, booze, and high-powered rifles. We stayed out all night, in the 
thickest bush this side of Camp Lejeune's South Sandy Run training area. I 
specifically remember that this took place right after the Blair Witch Project came out 
at the theater... Gaff and I listened to four grown men with guns--Marines, no less--
scare themselves to death over every little mosquito in their ear and bat wing flutter. 
I don't watch scary movies, so I didn't share their fear, and Gaff was indifferent, and 
probably ate boogiemen for breakfast. Our next bear hunt was equally hilarious. One 
Saturday, we were going bear hunting up in Hyde County. The whole day was great; 
this bear we'd been tracking took a huge steaming crap next to the driver's door of 
our truck while we were out tracking, um, him. The best part was when I picked Gaff 
up at the barracks at 3AM. He told me we had to go pick up his new rifle from Wal-
Mart--"It's already paid for, but they wouldn't give it to me yesterday because they 



said I was drunk... can you believe that? (short pause)(and there's the snicker). Then 
he finished his Bud. He was so excited about today's hunt, that he stayed up all 
night, talking to everybody about our hunting adventures... while drinking, of course. 
So now, we're headed to Wal-Mart, to see if they'll give him his gun while he's 
REALLY drunk. Ringing the bell repeatedly at the 'sporting goods' desk would 
certainly not suffice, Gaff had to say it as well. "DING, DING, DING!!! HELLO?? 
ANYBODY HERE? (Snicker). "Wait till you see this gun, Matty. It's a 300 Win Mag. 
You know what they use it to kill? Pachyderms, Matty, PACHYDERMS!!! That's 
elephants! YeeeeAAah!"  
 
Man, I loved that guy. Yeah, we got the gun out of Wal-Mart, with a little finesse. No 
bear. In fact, neither of us ever got a bear. I got Gaff's gun, though. In a surprise 
invite to dinner with Gaff's sisters while his folks were down visiting, I was endowed 
with this prized possession. Of course, I named the gun Gaff, so in the rare 
instances these days when I go hunting, I can still tell Petra that me and Gaff are out 
gallavantin,' or me and Gaff shot a big old buck...  

 

Big Irish Gyrene, Part V  
Wednesday, June 16, 2010 

 

Stephen Peter Gaffney liked things simple. He was a flip-flop wearing kind of guy, 
loved classic rock & roll hits, and regarding music, had a favorite saying, "I CAN'T 
STAND THIS MAMBY-PAMBY, WHINY, GREENDAY, SMASHING PUMPKINS, 
HALF-A-FAG CRAP THAT THEY CALL MUSIC THESE DAYS." He was all about 
being manly, and in fact, exuded manliness (see photo above). That all-star high 
school pitcher-turned John Wayne Marine would not so much as admit to liking 
sugar in his coffee. When we'd stop at any gas station, fast food joint, or our favorite 
breakfast spot, Dunkin' Donuts (where Gaff would religiously order an 'everything 
bagel with cream cheese'), Gaff would order his coffee with cream and sugar... "for 
my sister," he would always tell the cashier. 
 
As anyone would be with someone they loved, I was concerned for the long-term 
effects of Gaff's hell-on-wheels ways. Myself constantly struggling between what is 
'fun' and what is right, I at that time (along with Petra) pressed toward the Godly 
counsel of a stand-up non-denominational church on the edge of Havelock, called 
Liberty. Being a Marine, if nothing else, at that time gave me a keen and discerning 
nose toward fake leadership, even of the spiritual type. I really liked Pastor Tom, he 
was funny, he was Marine-friendly, he was Godly, and he was REAL. So I invited 
Gaff. Wrong answer. He couldn't so much as sit through two entire songs akin to 
"Jesus Loves Me," before he turned bright red in apparent anger, and stormed out of 
the building. My attempts to stop him and talk to him were in vain. We didn't talk for 
about two weeks after that, and the relationship seemed to be visibly marred. Ugh. 
 



Then, out of the blue, a letter appeared in a plain envelope in our mailbox. It was a 
letter of apology to Petra and I, from Gaff. In the letter, he expressed that his failure 
to communicate with us was due in part to his inability to form the proper words that 
adequately described his feelings... and so he told us a story, more like a Biblical 
parable. In the story, he said that there was a small town, and in this small town was 
a man with unparalelled, unending kindness. He gives of his time and possessions 
to everyone. He takes care of people, laughs with them, cries with them, e.g. Then 
he tells about another man... one who knows that the old man is kind, yet he steals 
from him anyway. After several pages of writing, Gaff sums up with his 
acknowledgement that God is incredibly good, and kind, and forgiving, and all-
seeing and all-knowing. He felt such deep shame that his lifestyle did not reflect 
thanks; in fact that it reflected a measurable rebellion--even one that is overtly 
against God, God's people, and the ways of God. Furthermore, he said that although 
he knew God, he did not want to change his life and walk in his ways... not yet. 
When he was ready to make that change, that we (Petra and I) would be the first to 
know.  
 
His letter was heartfelt, touching, and extremely revealing of his knowledge of God 
and of the condition of his soul. It was apparent to me that Gaff would rather be a 
full-blown heathen than be a hypocrite... better than I could say of myself, or of many 
'Christians,' despite a lifetime of good intentions. We continued to pray for Gaff, but 
did not try to invite him to church again after that, except by cleaning up our own 
lives and setting an example. I have never been very good at that. Before you know 
it, we were back to raising cane, he and I. Don't get me wrong... we also helped 
people, all the time. Gaff and I were like-minded when it came to giving someone the 
shirt off your back, so I guess you could say that we raised cane some of the time 
and helped people the rest of the time. Eventually, I would jump ship on our "Otis" 
airdale unit, to become a Reconnaissance Man stationed at Camp Lejeune--an 
hour's drive South (and some change). Gaff was the kind of guy who always 
repeated himself, even though he knew he told someone something--I think he just 
liked to hear himself say things a couple times. When I had my bags packed to 'go 
Recon,' he kept reminding me to look up his brother-in-law who was stationed at 2d 
Recon Battalion, and then he would spell his name, loud and slow. I can still hear 
him spelling it for me. He's married to my sister--(Rosie, he called her sometimes; 
this was the only sibling that I'd remembered that he had, because he talked about 
her so much). After his accident, I would meet his whole clan of great family 
members, to include a deep pocketful of brothers and sisters. 
 
We would meet up when our schedules would allow it, either to catch the Crystal 
Lake Gator behind Recon's French Creek barracks at Lejeune, or to go hunt our 
stands in the Croatan (Petra and I still owned the property across from it; we were 
renting it out), or to occassionally land some weekend cash. Nothing like before, 
though. A year had passed, and with completely different operational schedules, we 
had become much busier as individuals now.  
 



In early October, 2001, as the images of the crumbling twin towers burned brightly 
upon the minds of most Americans, Gaff and I got together for a weekend, to have 
one more go at the Crystal Lake gator. He laughed at the lame attempt a few of us 
Recon guys had made at catching the mid-sized reptile, who was more-or-less 
trapped inside this small, shallow quarry. We didn't see him that day, so we resorted 
to stripping down to our skivvies and practicing our diving and belly-flop skills off the 
10' sand cliffs into the only deep part of the quarry. I took some pictures of his crazy 
antics with a disposable waterproof camera (I cursed the day I lost the camera, the 
following week on a helocast). Later that evening, I showed him around the barracks 
and introduced him to some of the guys in my platoon. Then we talked outside for a 
while, and he told me he would like to go to church again, to make it up to us. He 
said he'd been making some changes in his life, even started drinking light beer for 
crying out loud (snicker)! "For my sister," he added. "Are you sure you're ready? 
Have you got a lightning-proof jacket?" I prodded. "I'm ready. Now I'm ready."  
 
We made plans to meet up the following weekend to hunt. They fell through. We 
finally firmed up a time to hunt our stands, on either Tuesday or Thursday evening (I 
had both days off, and he had an easy week except for college classes). So Sunday 
night we talked, and Tuesday is when we would meet at the stands. I drove up a bit 
later than I wanted, having only about three hours of light left to hunt. I called for Gaff 
a few times, and figured he was probably on the hunt. Darkness came, and I spotted 
a spike buck just before. I took the shot. Missed! Or passed right through. Absolutely 
amazing. Waited and listened for an irregular running pattern. Waited and listened 
for Gaff to yell out, "Hey, Matty! Did you get him?" All I heard was the familiar gentle 
wind on the treetops, and the sound of ambulances and firetrucks growing closer. 
With that, I packed it up. I don't have a clue where Gaff is at this point, but he 
probably couldn't make it and we'll recock and reload on Thursday. I punch out of 
the woods (I'm at the nearest stand, only 10 minutes movement from the car).  
 
I drive three miles down from where I'm parked (at the house we're renting to some 
friends) on familiar Greenfield Heights Blvd., then turn right at the railroad tracks 
onto Nine Mile Road. A mile and a half ahead, there's a holdup. Five cars in front of 
me, an ambulance has our lane blocked. A fire truck has the opposite lane blocked. 
We're a few hundred meters down the road from B&R Gun Range. Now, I just got 
out of EMT school two months ago, but I know that I'm often overzealous and I don't 
want to get in the way. Four emergency vehicle crews have got this under control, 
the jaws of life are presently in action, and it looks like a small black car drove off the 
road, across a ditch and into a large tree, knocking a large, dead branch loose, 
which fell directly atop the car. I call Petra on my cell phone, apologizing in advance 
for not being able to get home at a decent time. She understood. "How did you guys 
do?" She asked regarding the hunt. "I don't know where Gaff was..." "He didn't 
show? That's wierd. Did you call him?" "I tried. Nothing." "Hmm. Are you going back 
up on Thursday?" "Yeah, probably. I'll talk to him tonight or tomorrow... Oh wow, this 
is a pretty bad accident, sweety, here comes the helicopter." "Sweet Jesus, I hope 
the people are okay." "Why aren't you helping? It's not like you to be a bystander." "I 



know, Sweets. There are a lot of professionals just standing by their trucks. I'll just 
be in the way, for sure. Hey, let me call you back after the helicopter takes back off, 
it's getting loud." "Sure thing. Love you, Matty!" "Love you, baby." The helicopter 
lands near the gun range, then takes off again after five or ten minutes. The road 
opens back up, and I call Petra, giving her the play-by-play on the wreckage as I 
crept by the small black Nissan-looking vehicle, covered in pine needles. "I don't 
know how many people were in the vehicle, Sweety, but you'd better start praying for 
them. I'm surprised they even made it to the helicopter alive, looking at the 
wreckage." 
 
It wasn't a small black Nissan. It was a large black Blazer, crumpled up the size of a 
small black Nissan. When I got home, my phone was off the hook with calls. First 
Kenny. Then Brent. Then Bill. Greeny... "Matty, I'm so sorry..." I could not believe--
and still cannot, to this day-- that I sat 150 feet away from my dying friend and did 
not get out of my car to help. It was a horrible ending to a wonderful friendship. 
Alcohol was not a factor. Sleep, possibly. Vehicle malfunction, wouldn't doubt it... 
neither he nor I have had a history of keeping reliable vehicles for ourselves (such 
amenities are reserved for the wife and kids). After bawling our eyes out, Petra and I 
got it together so we could call Gaff's sister. I don't know how we fell asleep that 
night. The next morning, I asked for the day off, then drove immediately to the site to 
make sense of what happened. No clues whatsoever. I did find Gaff's last pack of 
smokes though, which I kept. He either switched to the blue Marlboros, or he had 
received that pack by default. He always smoked reds around me. As I stood there, 
staring at the massive longleaf pine, the deep ditch, the absence of skidmarks or 
weaving tire marks that would indicate a loss of control... I could envision only one 
thing. Whether he had nodded off, or been run off the road by an idiot driver, or had 
flicked his cigarette out the window and back into the car--diverting his attention from 
the road, or had experienced a vehicular malfunction... in the instant that he saw the 
tree, and his life flashed, and he knew that the impending impact was certain... I 
cannot to this day see anything but his 'get some' grin and a gas pedal that went 
straight to the floor. If he can't go around the tree, he's going through it... or at least 
takin' it out.  
 
I do not know what the condition of Gaff's soul was at the time of his accident. I have 
reeled over this since his father and I had discussed the matter; it was naturally of 
great concern to him. Gaff's earlier letter to Petra and I proved that he was deeply in 
tune to spiritual things, whether he talked about such things or not. He made the 
decision to go back to church, saying he was ready. Knowing Gaff, I do not believe 
he would have made such a statement, or such a decision, before getting right with 
God. I pray that he did.  
 
The days that followed Gaff's accident, and many fantastic memories that preceded, 
are for me to cherish. Most of them cannot fit in a book, let alone a few pages. Petra 
alone could write volumes, in her own version of the big-hearted roughneck that had 
so intricately woven his way into the fabric of our family. In his death, we were able 



to meet Gaff's own phenomenal family, who accepted us as theirs, and filled in the 
blanks of his childhood for us as we filled in the blanks of his life as a Marine. His 
unit (my former unit), VMGR-252 "Otis," provided the military airlift of his body in a 
flag-draped casket, and an around-the-clock guard until his interrment. I was 
honored to take part in his memorial service in New Jersey, and we accompanied 
Gaff to Ft. Dix, where he was laid to rest. As long as I live, I will never forget him.  
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Be a Great Father  
Sunday, June 20, 2010 
 

There are plenty of 'Happy Father's Day' wishes going around today. In order to 
have a great Father's Day, you've got to be a great dad. Spend time with your kids; 
we're not promised tomorrow and they need your love, attention, and 
encouragement. Whether it's going fishing, wrestling, building Lego spaceships, 
playing dress-up or Candy Land... Whether you're a dad, a step-dad, a grandpa, 
uncle, guardian, or father-figure... Today may be about you, but the rest of the time, 
it's all about them. So today, instead of wishing you'll have a great Father's Day, I 
wish you to be a great father; the best you can possibly be.  

 

Lily's 3rd Birthday: Our Saturday in Photos  
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