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The Banality of Indifference 
By Col John C. McKay, USMC (Ret), MCMA Member #5306 

 
Reprinted with the author’s permission. Originally published by the U. S. Naval Institute 

Who cares for the veteran during, and after, a pandemic? Our Vietnam–era (and prior) veterans, disabled or 
otherwise physically or mentally challenged, are disproportionally susceptible to the ravages of COVID-19,   
particularly those in the African American and Latino communities. Our age, sustained wounds, service-
connected disabilities, and attendant chronic health problems combine to make us highly compromised men 
and women. Lest we forget, the Vietnam War singularly exposed an untoward number of veterans to the        
vitiations of Agent Orange, baring them to statistically significant incidents of cancer, heart disease, diabetes 
and strokes. In a nutshell, we are dealing with men and women veterans highly vulnerable to COVID-19.      
Further, as of 5 June 2020, the number of COVID-19 cases confirmed within the Defense Department           
surpassed 10,000 during the week—with the Army seeing the largest jump—by nearly a third since 29 May.   
Other than the laudable act of the Department of Veterans Affairs helping ten states with their coronavirus 
response efforts by opening bed space for non-veteran patients and sending VA medical staff to private       
facilities, I am unaware of what the Veterans Administration (VA) has done, or is doing, to prevent, contain, 
and treat COVID-19 within the country’s veteran community. 
 
I would like to know. I am one of those veterans. A twice wounded U. S. Marine exposed to Agent Orange 
during a second combat tour in Vietnam, 1968–69. In early 1969, shrapnel tore into my left lung. Six weeks 
later an AK-47 round struck me above the left eye, exiting below the right ear. Agent Orange exposure leaves 
me liable to the poison defoliant’s myriad, documented, fatal afflictions. I contracted Parrots Disease 
(psittacosis), a disease of the lungs, during a hostile-area tour of duty in Central America in 1983. 
 
My lungs are weakened. My age is advancing. I am increasingly at risk for a range of more serious and  

http://www.military.com/army
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ON THIS DAY... 
 

July 1, 1920—MajGen John A. Lejeune became the 13th               

Commandant. 

July 11, 1798–The Marine Corps was re-established by an Act of 

Congress. 

July 30, 1918—The 1st Marine Aviation Force arrived in France. 

August 13, 1918—Opha M. Johnson enlisted, becoming the first 

Woman Marine. 

August 24, 1948— John E. Rudder was the first black officer         

commissioned into the regular Marine Corps. 

August 29, 1916—The Marine Corps Reserve was founded.  

September 11, 1990– The 4th MEB arrived in the Gulf of Oman to 

support Operation Desert Shield. 

September 15, 1944—The 1st Marine Division landed on Peleliu. 

September 26, 1915—”Horse Marines” engaged Haitian bandits near 

Petite Riviere. 
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 Capt Ralph S. Battles   LtCol Thomas J. Pfaffenberger 

  

chronic medical conditions. And yet my ongoing interaction with the VA in securing a definitive disability   
rating has been arduous, painstaking, and frustrating. A process commenced well before the onset of the 
COVID-19 crisis. On the other hand, I can categorically state that all the medical attention and care I have   
received through the VA has been excellent. 
 
I was medically retired as a colonel in 1998 at 70 percent permanent disability. In 2003, I submitted a claim 
for VA disability compensation for combat-incurred and line-of-duty disabilities. Fifty-one years after         
sustaining combat wounds in Vietnam, and 17 years after filing for VA benefits, I have yet to receive final     
adjudication on the claim. It need not be this way. Are all veterans’ claims in the age of pandemic to be       
similarly handled? 
 
To be fair, I am encouraged with initial results under the Veterans Appeals Improvement and Modernization 
Act (AMA) of 2017 (Pub. L.155-55). Taking effect in February of last year, the law’s intent is to expedite the 
disability claims process. Moreover, initial results have been auspicious. Claims that languished for a year or 
more are now processed in months. However, requisite paperwork remains challenging and cumbersome, all 
but requiring an attorney (at cost). In addition, two of the AMA’s three options are not actual appeals, rather 
administrative means leaving appeal adjudication to VA regional offices. That is where my claim languishes 
today. This might suggest timelier results but delegating down to a VA regional-office level leaves decision 
making in the hands of civil servants who do not possess the legal expertise to appropriately cite extant VA 
regulations, policy, and precedent. As a result, effective and efficient action on claims are delayed. The         
pre-AMA system had its flaws, but at the very least claims were reviewed by experts at a higher level of the  
administrative hierarchy, more competent and qualified in their inherent authority to make final decisions.  
 
Further, under AMA, if a veteran’s condition worsens while awaiting the outcome of his or her appeal, the  
veteran is required to open a new claim. Thus, the VA is only weighing disability from the most recent date of 
filing until date of final adjudication. Reportedly this disparity is being addressed. But, in the interim, we   
older veterans—already at higher risk of contracting coronavirus, and still awaiting final adjudication of 
longstanding claims—worry we stand to lose precedence if we contract the novel coronavirus. A viable fix 
would be to designate those with presumptive preconditions, for example, exposure to Agent Orange, as a 
special interest group with priority in appellate adjudication. Do the efficiencies striven for in AMA properly 
protect the veteran-victims in the time of COVID-19 and its aftermath? It’s a fair question. If the VA’s         
post–Vietnam era handling of veterans’ disability claims give any indication, all Americans ought to be      
concerned. 
 
Lack of foresight and preparedness cripples the country’s response to the COVID-19 crisis. The wherewithal of 
the latter is a matter of considerable debate while the COVID-19 is benignly indifferent. How the VA responds 
to the immense challenges of COVID-19 is the yardstick by which it is and will be subsequently judged. Let the 
VA become the ultimate protector, the repository and guardian, of veterans’ rights rather than a bureaucracy 
epitomizing that which is not needed. The ultimate benefactor is the veteran her/himself. In the age of       
pandemic, the VA must ensure all veterans of their rights and of an expeditious final adjudication process. 
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Capt Ralph S. Battles, USMC (Ret), Apollo Beach, FL 

Maj Charles R. Cusack USMCR (Ret), Lakewood, CO 

Col Paul G. Judkins, USMC (Ret), Bonita Springs, FL 

Capt Lawrence M. Rehmann, USMC (Ret), Granger, IN 

Maj John L. Rhodes, USMC (Ret), Tucson, AZ 

CWO-3 Thomas K. Tait III, USMC (Ret), Turnersville, NJ 

 

MUSTANG PX 
NOW ONLINE 

Tired of writing checks and waiting for your Mustang gear? You can now shop our  
Mustang PX and buy your favorite items using a credit card. Our Business Manager will 

receive your order and payment that day and get your gear headed your way within a 
day or two.  

 
Just go to: www.MarineCorpsMustang.org, search for PX and shop!  

 
We are still missing Printed Directories for the following years.  If you have a copy, please share it 

with our Business Manager so it can be scanned and placed in our archives. The original will be         
returned to you. Your assistance is very much appreciated. 

  
     1998  2007   2008   2011   2013 

http://www.MarineCorpsMustang.org


The Marines’ Memorial Club 

San Francisco, CA 

22 February 2019 

 

ANNUAL CALIFORNIA GOLD STAR MOTHER’S HONOR AND REMEMBRANCE         
FORMAL DINNER 

(Prepared, written, and presented by Colonel John C. McKay, USMC (RET))   

Guest of Honor Gold Star Parents speech 

 

Thank you, General Huly. Contrary to what the General has just related, I was very kind to him when he visited 
me at HQMC. In point of fact, I was known as the ‘Friendly Infantry Monitor’! 

 

General Myatt, your efforts and significance in making this all-important event possible are both recognized 
and deeply appreciated. Thank you, sir. 

*** 

Gold star mothers, gold star parents, I am humbled before the magnificence of your courage and fortitude. You 
have done me a great honor. 

 

In peace, children inter their parents; war violates the order of nature and causes parents to inter their    
children. 

 

We live in a society that skirts around speaking of grief, even more so, of death. All of you are poignantly        
enduring one of the most tragic events in any person’s life. You are all in a dark, raw place. The meaningless 
flutter of platitudes, the misplaced focus of awkward proffering of condolences in the guise of others’ own-
almost universally minor – trials and tribulations, more often the fumbling offerings of insensibilities that   
neither grasp nor can even begin to appreciate your acute pain. These gestures, well meaning in principle, offer 
scant recognition that you, all of you, are in an unknown and terrible twilight from which you will never         
entirely emerge. You are literally transformed, forever changed. And, let’s be honest, the change is life long and 
not always propitious. It is true that some degree of redemption from, a coming to grips of sorts with, the    
mortality of your dearly beloved; and, yes, with your very own mortality, does occur. That is but meager      
comfort, much less any recompense for, the irreplaceable losses you have suffered. You have an absolute right 
to whatever you are feeling, and whenever you are feeling those feelings. It is correctly said, “to weep is to make 
less the depth of grief.” Absolutely no one can, nor should they ever try to, deny you your departed loved ones. 
They are the children you lovingly brought into the world and unfailingly stood by, the loved ones you will    
forever cherish, and whom you so lovingly adored. Each and every one of them has been viciously ripped from 
your arms, violently torn from your sides, unforgivingly rendered from you forever, physically removed from 
your undying adoration, from an indiscernible emotional and physical devotion of unfathomable depth. You 
are driven upon your knees by the overwhelming conviction that you have nowhere to go. The heart of grief, its 
most difficult challenge, is not “letting go” of those who have died, but instead making the transition from    
loving in the present to loving in separation. In being loved and always remembered they are forever in your 
hearts. And, from your hearts you will evermore speak of them. 

 

I am no stranger to the loss of loved ones to abject violence. Nor will I ever be unburdened of grief. Grief is  
universal. Yet, and yet, grief is so intimately personal. How we grieve is who we are. And, as were your loved 
ones, we, each and every one of us present this evening, is a unique individual. And, as individuals we grieve 
individually, uniquely, each within our own private solitude. That does not assuage the pain, the reality of     
ultimate loss, but it does give due to the fact that we are each human individuals. The grave poignancy of the 
grief shared within this room puts on vivid display the increasingly rare type of individual your loved ones   
embody and represent – yes, I intentionally use the present tense. For they have done more, and paid the       



  

ultimate price through their sacrifice, in upholding the universal legitimacy of humanism. Individuals such as 
your sons, daughters, spouses, or siblings aren’t supposed to exist anymore, except in our honeyed                
remembrances of the so called Greatest Generation. Your presence this evening puts a lie to that tale. Perhaps 
more importantly, our gathering together on this evening of honor and remembrance unapologetically and 
openly displays a collective embrace of the critically important sensitivity of sharing that which all but defies 
sharing.  

 

The very commemorating of your loved ones lives provides a clear marker of the significance of each and   
every one of their singular presences on this earth. Though we walk together down an unpredictable, painful, 
draining and exhausting, path we collectively seek hope. We seek the courage not to forsake hope. In loss, 
hope hides itself. Through our gathering together this evening, collectively commemorating our losses, we are 
challenging hope to once again show us the way forward. Allow strength from life’s surges of the cruelest 
kind, caste light upon the darkness of despair, through hope, faith, love and the common bond of this shared 
evening. 

 

I am privileged beyond description to have shared a few moments with you. Thank you. 

 

The preceding speech has been re-printed with the permission of The American Conservative. 

 
1stLt Jerry Merna, MCMA member, middle second row, poses with a group of Korean War veterans in June 
2020 at Arlington Cemetery alongside Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman General Milley, front row, third from 

left. The group met the previous day for a meeting with President and Mrs. Trump at the Korean War       
Memorial.  



WHAT TO DO WHEN A MUSTANG IS DECEASED… 

Unfortunately, the day comes for all of us.   As a member of the MCMA, we’d appreciate it if 
you would report the death of your beloved Mustang to the MCMA Business Manager via 
Phone (703) 349-0893 or email at BusinessMngr@MarineCorpsMustang.org so that he may 
update the membership directory.  Please let us know if we can do anything for you as well.   

 

 

MOVED RECENTLY OR CHANGED YOUR CONTACT INFORMATION… 

Life keeps us all busy and our best intentions get overcome and forgotten but if you have     
recently moved or changed an email address or purchased a new phone, we’d appreciate it if 
you would take a minute and report it to the MCMA Business Manager via Phone at          
(703) 349-0893 or email at BusinessMngr@MarineCorpsMustang.org so that he may update 
the membership directory.  Please let us know if we can do anything for you as well.   

 CALLING ALL MUSTANGS 
 

Do you have an amusing story or anecdote about a Mustang 
you served with? Maybe a Sea Story or two?  Perhaps   
something after the statutes of limitations has run out and 
you no longer have to worry about locking it up in front of 
the XO? Well, now’s your chance for fame & glory, or at 
least a byline recognition. Send your missive to the         
Mestengo editor so all of our members can enjoy it too. You 
can send it via email to: 
  
BusinessMngr@marinecorpsmustang.org or  
 
   MCMA Mestengo 
   PO Box 190 
   Quantico, VA 22134-0190 
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Mustang Honor Roll 

1stLt James E. “Red” Carpenter 

Spring Hill, FL  

1 July 2020 

LtCol David S. Aldrich 

Albany, GA  

24 July 2016 

Capt Bill H Allen 

May 2020 

Capt Jack E. Crippen 

Grimesland, NC 

11 January 2020 

Maj Christian J. Eck, Jr. 

Calico Rock, AR 

19 December 2019 

LtCol Joseph C. Hedrick 

Moberly, MO 

7 April 2020 

Capt James E. Helmick 

Penrose, CO 

14 May 2020 

Capt Danny D. James 

Chester, IL  

8 March 2020 

LtCol Harold F. Kuhn 

Beaufort, SC 

4 January 2020 

Capt Ronald J. Mayes 

Henderson, NV  

15 July 2020 

CWO-4 John J. McGraw 

Troy, NY 

12 March 2020 

1stLt George W. Meyer 

April 2020 

LtGen Charles H. Pitman 

Fort Worth, TX 

13 February 2020 

Maj Frank Scialdone, Jr.  

La Mesa, CA 

25 August 2020 

Capt Don L. Smith 

Fremont, IN 

3 January 2020 

LtCol Raymond O. Thomas 

Pensacola, FL 

19 January 2020 

Maj Henry J. Trautwein 

Kailua, HI 

11 April 2020 

LtCol Michael J. Vrabel 

Norfolk, VA  

7 January 2020 



 

 Do you have something you would like to share with your fellow Mustangs?  Send your   

articles/photos to BusinessMngr@marinecorpsmustang.org by the dates listed     

below for inclusion in an upcoming issue of the Mestengo. 

             

World War II veterans about to take part in the Veterans Day parade in Panama City, Florida, November 11, 
2015. (U.S. Navy/Mass Communication Specialist 2nd Class Fred Gray IV) 

31 Jul 2020 

Military.com | By Patricia Kime 

After a yearlong delay, veterans from World War II through Vietnam who need around-the-clock care from a 
loved one can apply for the Department of Veterans Affairs' family caregiver program, starting Oct. 1. 

The VA announced that the program's expansion to include veterans who served on or before May 7, 1975, 
will begin with several changes that affect all who are enrolled, including current veterans and caregivers. 

Under the new rules, veterans with a single or combined service-connected disability rating of 70% or     
higher, who also meet certain criteria and served before the 1975 date, are eligible to apply in October. 

The VA will determine whether the applicant fits into one of two categories: Level 1, those who need         
substantial caregiving but are more capable than the most disabled cohort; or Level 2, those who are not able 
to "self-sustain in the community," meaning they require continuous supervision and help with three or 
more daily activities. 

Those currently enrolled in the program and those with a pending application will be reassessed under the 
new eligibility criteria over the next year, according to the VA. 

For veterans who are currently enrolled but deemed during the reassessment to be ineligible under the new 
criteria, the VA will inform the veteran at or around Oct. 1, 2021, and their benefits would continue for 90 
days following discharge from the program. 

As part of the assessment, the VA will examine the level of activity veterans can do themselves each day,    
taking into account whether they can dress themselves, bathe, groom themselves, adjust a prosthetic or     
orthotic device on their own, go to the bathroom without assistance, feed themselves or need help moving 
around their homes. 

VA Secretary Robert Wilkie said Friday that the new regulation allows the most "vulnerable veterans to stay 
home with loved ones for as long as possible." 

Under the Mission Act, the program will undergo another expansion on Oct. 1, 2022, to include combat    
veterans who served between 1975 and Sept. 11, 2001. 

In addition to expanding eligibility beyond those who are combat wounded, the new regulations define new 
procedures for discharging former service members from the program, standardize operating procedures 
and provide new training for staff and caregivers. The changes also will give caregivers access to financial 
planning and legal services. 

More information on the VA's caregiver program can be found on its website. 

VA Caregiver Program Opens to Eligible WWII,    
Korea and Vietnam Vets 

https://www.military.com/author/patricia-kime
http://www.military.com/benefits/veteran-benefits
https://www.caregiver.va.gov/


FROM: THE SECRETARY 

MCMA APPLICATION FOR MEMBERSHIP 
   

 
 
 
Name:_________________________________________________Date____________________ 
 
Address:_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
Phone:_____________________________ Email:______________________________________ 
Please Circle One 

USMC (Active) (Ret.); USMCR (Active) (Ret.); Marine Veteran; Other:______________________ 
 

Rank:__________________________ MOS:___________ Birthdate:_______________________ 
 
Dates Enlisted:___________________________ Dates Officer____________________________ 
 
Date Retired/Released from Active Duty:_____________________________________________ 
 
Annual Membership Dues: $40 - 1 year ($35 renew) / $90 - 3 years 
 
Send payment to:  Marine Corps Mustang Assn., Inc. 
   PO Box 190 
   Quantico, VA 22134-0190  

—————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————————— 

NEW RENEWAL 

 
The Mustang Association has implemented an email service called 
MailChimp to deliver Mustang Association related notices such as,  
Welcome Aboard messages to new members, the Mestengo, details    
regarding the annual Muster and Elections info regarding open        
Officer and Director positions, and any other important                   
communications we feel you should be kept aware of.  It is an           
inexpensive way for your Association to “get the word out” to the 
membership in a timely and cost-effective manner.  
 

You will normally receive a MailChimp email from the President, Secretary or Business Manager and 
are sent only as-needed.  PLEASE, do not delete these emails without reading first, and please do not 
“unsubscribe” from the service.  This is our only way of cost-effective communicating with Mustang  
Association members.  We’d also like to ask that you check your spam and junk folders periodically to 
make sure one of our important communications didn’t get sucked into the spam or junk folders by  
accident.  We try to always use either “MCMA” or “Mustang” in the subject-line of the email for easy 
identification of important communications from your Association.  Please keep an eye out for these 
important emails. 
 
P.S.  Please keep us posted of any email address changes by reporting them to the Business Manager so 
he can keep the database and Mailchimp current.   
 

Semper Fidelis! 
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Moving? Retiring? Address Wrong? 

Please let us know your new address! 

Your date of Retirement! Any required corrections! 

And, don’t forget to let us know your new phone number 
and email address. Please include all nine digits of your zip 
code! 

 

 

PURPOSE 

 

The principal purpose of the Marine Corps   

Mustang Association, Inc., is to advocate and 

provide career enhancing support for Marine   

Officers and Associate Members from other   

military services who have enlisted Marine Corps 

experience. We are an organization made up    

primarily of Mustang Officers with a broad   

spectrum of successful military and civilian     

experience. We pursue this mission through  

mentoring, networking and facilitating             

relationships that assist Mustang Officers in their 

careers and civilian transitions. We provide a 

venue of sharing lessons-learned in occupational 

fields and industry initiatives that support the 

mission of the United States Marine Corps. 


