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Voices of
West V irginia
Veterans

P

er capita, West Virginia sends more sons
and daughters to war than any other state
in the nation. Is serving in the military
a way out for many of our young people?
No question. Is it a way to get a job and
an education in tough times? No question
about that either. According to many state
veterans I interviewed recently, it’s also an
opportunity to defend our nation’s values and to stand up for
what they believe is right.
As a journalist and a documentarian, I have always
been interested in people’s stories. In 2011, I heard that the
Veterans History Project at the Library of Congress had only
about 20 oral histories from West Virginia war veterans. That
surprised me, and I decided I wanted to do what I could to
improve that situation.
In early 2012, I began traveling throughout West Virginia
to interview some of our state’s war veterans. I drove more
than 2,000 miles, met with 48 veterans, recorded more than
50 hours of interviews, and spent more than 500 hours putting my project together.
In May 2013, I released a 48-minute multimedia documentary titled West Virginia Voices of War. The documentary
combines audio recordings with portraits of each veteran
and images from various wars. In addition, I published a
companion book to the documentary titled Common Valor,
which features the stories of the veterans I interviewed. In
developing the documentary and book, my goal was for other
veterans to watch and read and say, “He told my story too.” In
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this article, I will relay some of the experiences and perspectives of the veterans who so generously shared their stories
with me.
As I interviewed more and more veterans, a number of
common themes emerged. I was surprised at the number of
veterans who mentioned—but only as a footnote—that they
had been awarded a Bronze Star or some other citation for
bravery. Most didn’t feel that they had earned it, saying their
acts of valor were just something they did while serving.
None of them felt like a hero.
All of the veterans spoke of their reasons for serving, their
struggles to stay in touch with family, and the fight to return
home. More than one veteran wept, remembering friends lost
or terrible things they saw on the battlefield. The stories were
strikingly similar, regardless of the war, branch of service, or
even gender.
Leaving for war was difficult for every veteran. Bob
Gunno of Charleston served as a Spec 4 in the army in
Vietnam. One of his more vivid memories is of the day his
family saw him off.
“Everyone was in the airport,” he recalls. “Dad waited
until everyone said goodbye. That was the first time I had
ever seen him with tears. He didn’t say anything except ‘I
love you.’ He hugged me and then turned and walked off. I
still remember that to this day.”
Col. Paige Parrish Hunter from Clendenin deployed to
Kuwait for Desert Storm with the 130th Airlift Wing of the
West Virginia Air National Guard. “It was the first time since
Korea that this unit deployed,” she explains. “I will never
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From left to right: U.S. Army Staff Sgt. Donna
Smith of Williamson, Medal of Honor recipient
Hershel “Woody” Williams of Ona, Col. Paige
Parrish Hunter of Clendenin, Sgt. Marva Gray of
Charleston, Maj. Richard Ojeda of Holden, and
Bronze Star awardee Bob Young of St. Albans. All
photos this page © Eric Douglas

forget when I stepped on the bottom step to the aircraft. My
parents looked kind of small standing there. I thought, ‘It
might be the last time I see them.’”

A Brush with Death
Second Class Signalman Ira Richmond from Beckley narrowly avoided death on a U.S. Navy warship during World
War II. On that particular day, instead of being at his regular duty station on the bridge, Richmond was at “General
Quarters” manning a gun. General Quarters, also known
as “battle stations,” alerts the crew to battle or imminent

danger. Anyone not already on duty when General
Quarters is sounded has to report to a battle station.
“From ten o’clock in the morning, every five minutes, three suicide planes came over that mountain,”
he remembers. “We got hit. We had one coming on
the starboard and one on the port. And then one
came over the bow. We got the ones on the port and
starboard. But the one coming over the bow hit the
mast. Everybody up there with the captain was killed.”
If Richmond had been at the ship’s helm, he would
have died.
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These two photos are from the personal collection of Rex Miller
of Charleston. Serving as an army private first class, Miller was
stationed in Europe during WWII. He says the threat of dying
made the men he served with closer.

Facing Danger
While not everyone who deploys to a war zone is a combat
soldier, everyone is in danger. Some West Virginia war veterans volunteered to put themselves on the line because they
knew someone had to do it.
Bob Young of St. Albans earned a Bronze Star as a private
first class in the army during World War II. Before his unit
moved out, tasked with taking the city of Saarbrücken, they
had to destroy an enemy machine gun emplacement. “He [the
forward observer] was trying to get the machine gun placement zeroed in [so they could call in artillery],” Young recalls.
“He would stand up and fire and they would return fire, but
he couldn’t get it zeroed in.
“I said, ‘I don’t think you’re going to scare them to death
with that carbine. Let me run back and forth and maybe you
can get a better position on them.’ They fired at me and he
was finally able to get them knocked out. He said he would
turn me in for a Bronze Star.”
As it turned out, Young’s papers were lost when he returned home. He didn’t receive his award or his Purple Heart
until 2005.
U.S. Army Staff Sgt. Donna Smith from Williamson
deployed to Iraq in December of 2009 and returned home in
January 2011. “My first sergeant was really concerned because
I was a mother and divorced,” she recalls. “I said, ‘Everyone
else has kids. If it is meant for me to get killed, it is meant.’
“My mission was to take backpacks with school supplies
to the kids. I’d never seen anything like it before. They were
squeezed into a small space to go to school. They were bare20 November 2014 . www.wonderfulwv.com

foot. You see all these kids walking alongside the road. It is
like 130 degrees and they are walking with no shoes and their
feet are blackened. I was thinking, ‘We have it made. My kids
fight over a cell phone and [these kids] don’t have food and
clean water.’ It just blew my mind.”

Wounded by Friendly Fire
The real possibility of getting injured or killed was something
the veterans I spoke to faced every day. Sgt. Bob Payne served
with the Marine Corps in Korea, where he was wounded by
friendly fire.
“We had shells going over us. I didn’t hear it coming in,”
he remembers. “It knocked me flat against a tree. It was one
of ours—a ‘short, round Charlie,’ we called it. Every once in a
while you get them. A buddy of mine got a hole in his shoulder. A piece of shrapnel went in the side of my foot here.
The sole of my boot kept it from going in any further. They
carried us off the hill and took us to a hospital. I didn’t stay
there very long. I couldn’t take just laying there.” Payne later
returned to duty and began training South Korean soldiers.
Army Staff Sgt. Hal Ord from Cross Lanes suffered a more
severe injury. He lost his leg to a rocket attack in Iraq.
“The alarm went off and I had [only] enough time to
stand up and turn around before the explosion hit. I remember dirt flying in my face. I woke up and there was screaming
all around. I knew something was wrong with my leg, but I
didn’t look at it. I screamed two or three times for my guys. I
used to joke around with Sgt. Kelly, and I guess he thought I
was joking around. He said, ‘Get up, man! Get up! Quit play-
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ing.’ I could see the change in his face when he looked down
my body and saw my leg. He turned ghost white.”
For Ord, one of the hardest parts of his amputation was
his son’s reaction to it. “Seeing him acting out because of
what had happened was tough,” he says. “Now, it has had the
reverse action on him. He sees that even with the amputation
you can never let something beat you down.
“After I had my amputation, I had an issue with people
staring at me. I finally realized I could go up to people and ask
if they wanted to know what happened. It turned it around
100 percent, and I met a lot of good people that way. I’ve
even helped some other amputees.”
First Sgt. Robert Moore of Pinch, who served two tours of
duty in Vietnam, became emotional as he recalled his experiences as a helicopter crew chief flying rescue and recovery
missions. Pausing to compose himself, he described painful
memories, now more than 40 years old:
“The flight crews would all become good friends, partying and hanging out when we were off duty. But then the call
would come in and we would have to go pick up the bodies of
friends who were shot down, and either recover the helicopter or destroy it in place. That was probably about the hardest

thing I had to do—go out and pick up friends’ bodies and
bring them back.”

Coming Home
For many veterans, transitioning to being back home was as
difficult as the tour of duty. Maj. Richard Ojeda of Holden,
a veteran of three deployments for Operation Iraqi Freedom
and one for Enduring Freedom in Afghanistan, wanted everything to be fine when he got home, but he had to shake his
preconceived ideas.
“Every time I left Iraq or Afghanistan, I had the mental
image that everything was going to be perfect, and that my
wife was going to meet me in a field of wheat and I was gonna
love it,” he says. “It doesn’t happen. You realize that the
entire time that you’ve been gone she has had to be Mommy
and Daddy. If you’re lucky, you do.”
Every veteran I spoke with was fundamentally changed by
the experience of war. They all said they were proud of their
service and would do it again if they could, or if they were
called to do so. But all were haunted by the experience. All
but a few struggled when they came home. Many drank too
much; others couldn’t sleep. War service brought an end to
marriages and careers.
“I was one of the veterans who decided that I was fine,”

U.S. Marine Corps Sgt.
Bob Payne was wounded by
friendly fire during the Korean
War. Here he attends worship
services (seated at left and
marked with an X) and poses
in front of his tent. Photos
courtesy of Bob Payne
Background photo courtesy
of Rex Miller

21

Wonderful West Virginia Magazine

Maj. Richard Ojeda of Holden
(left) was deployed three times
to Iraq and once to Afghanistan.
Here he helps a young Afghani
boy put on new shoes donated by
people in his hometown. Photo
courtesy of Richard Ojeda

Every veteran I spoke with was fundamentally changed by the experience of war. They all said they were proud of their service and
would do it again if they could, or if they were called to do so.
But all were haunted by the experience. All but a few struggled
when they came home. Many drank too much; others couldn’t
sleep. War service brought an end to marriages and careers.
says Sgt. Marva Gray of Charleston, who served two years in
Iraq. “I went back to school. I went back to work. I went back
to church. I was fine. It didn’t seem to bother me that I wasn’t
sleeping. I would go days, going to work, sleeping maybe
an hour, and then going to school. In 2007, it hit me that I
wasn’t fine.”
“I went to the VA and got help. It’s not normal to go to
bed at 4:00 and get back up at 6:00. I finally adjusted my sleep
habits, but I still have a problem driving the interstate. If I
am driving and an emergency siren goes off, I literally have
to pull the car over. Debris on the side of the road makes me
nervous. If a big truck comes up behind me, I pull the car over
until it gets by. My fuse is a little shorter. I get angry quicker.
My family sees the change.”

Talking Can Help
For some, talking about their experiences, rather than keeping them in, has been the key to transitioning back home successfully. Yet it is easier said than done.
“I have always attributed my conversion to being a Medal
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of Honor recipient,” says retired Marine Corps Chief Warrant
Officer Hershel “Woody” Williams of Ona. I was forced by
the public to talk about my experiences. I had all kinds of
nightmares and all the things that go with that. But since I
was forced to talk about it, I didn’t hold it in. It was a therapy
to me.” Williams, who regularly speaks to veterans’ groups,
encourages his audiences to talk about their experiences.
Nearly every veteran I interviewed said that no matter
how much they wanted to get home, they felt guilty for leaving their brothers and sisters behind in the war zone.
“After my first tour, I understood,” says Staff Sgt. David
Dean of Nitro, who served two tours of duty in Iraq for
Operation Iraqi Freedom. “It’s not that anybody wants to
go to war. But those of us that feel that call to duty, you feel
that’s where you’re supposed to be. You think, if somebody
else is there, I should be shoulder to shoulder with those guys.
Even now, there is a whole platoon from my old unit that
is down range. I’d be right there with them if I could, but I
couldn’t do it anymore.”
Rex Miller of Charleston, who was an army private first
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class in Europe during World War II, says it was the threat
of dying that made men closer. “When you are right there
where you can die together, and you go through all of that, I
think it makes you closer,” he explains. “It is different from
anything else when you get in the service like that. Your life
is on the line.”

You can watch West Virginia Voices of War on Eric Douglas’s
website: booksbyeric.com. In addition, last July, the West Virginia
Library Commission distributed copies of the documentary on
DVD to every public library in West Virginia. Common Valor
can be purchased from the website, from amazon.com, or at
Tamarack in Beckley.

The stories of all of the veterans I interviewed are now
part of the Library of Congress’s Veterans History Project, as
well as the collection at the West Virginia State Archives.
Since I recorded these histories, a number of my interviewees have passed away. Four died before the documentary and
book were released on Memorial Day 2013. I am honored
to have had the opportunity to hear all these stories, and to
have had a part in preserving them.

Note: Author Eric Douglas will show selected portions of West
Virginia Voices of War and speak on the process of recording oral
histories on November 6 at 7:00 PM at the West Virginia State
Archives in the State Culture Center in Charleston.
Eric Douglas of Pinch is a graduate of Marshall University. He is
the author of several series of novels, short stories, and children’s
books. He has also produced documentaries on the people of
Russia and the lobster divers of Honduras. This is his first documentary project based in West Virginia. For more of his work, visit
his website, booksbyeric.com.

Maj. Richard Ojeda says that returning home after
immersion in military service abroad was never easy
for him. He had to acknowledge that his absence was
a great hardship on his family. Photos courtesy of
Richard Ojeda
Background photo courtesy of Richard Ojeda
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