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“Kids these days,” the old timer muttered, glaring with disgust at the front page of the newspaper.  Looking up at his friends in the barbershop, he continued, “These kids just don’t know how good they have it.  We fought for our country and now all they want to do is tear things up at all those colleges.  Why, they don’t have any idea what it means to love this country!  They have no respect and no loyalty to anything that we fought for overseas….”

And on he went during this August morning in the summer of 1967.  He was oblivious to someone in his audience.  In addition to the speaker’s cronies, (most of them having seen at least five decades), a twelve-year-old boy among them was paying close attention.  He listened to the older gent and was thoughtful about those remarks, because the boy was at a point in his young life where he was refining his values and ideas.  That youngster from the 1960s stands before you today, a proud representative of our country.  I am COL Bill Bayles, Commander of the Rock Island District, U.S. Army Corps of Engineers.  Thank you for asking me to speak to you about a topic important to a soldier.  That topic is “Loyalty.”

We gather to reflect on what loyalty means:  loyalty to ideals, to nation, to families and friends, to our way of life.  And, like the man in the barbershop, each of you here today has probably been dismayed by an occasional perception that the younger generation doesn’t understand concepts of respect and loyalty.  I don’t intend to sound like I’m scolding the man from long ago, or anyone who has had doubts about the young and their capability to meet the challenges of the future.  I have to admit I’ve questioned the ideas my fourteen-year-old brings home.  I guess you could say I, too, sometimes have been just like the man in that barbershop from years ago.  I submit to you that we’re all having normal reactions—each time the baton of leadership passes into the hands of the next generation, elder generations become apprehensive.  Old guys in barbershops have been questioning youthful ideals since our nation began. 

Even though my daughter can worry me when she expresses her young views, I always return to my faith that our country and the values on which it was founded will be treasured and protected by her generation.  Each generation seems to somehow redefine valor.  Stop for a moment to realize that battles waged by our country are fought by the young; the glorious banner known as the stars and stripes is dyed a rich hue of red with their precious blood.

For the next few minutes, listen as I describe some examples of youthful loyalty and why I believe that ideal will continue to serve us for generations to come.  Of the following four stories of youthful valor, the first story is from the Midwest from a few generations ago, another account is from a generation later concerning a young man from East Moline, the next describes a battle from a few years ago that is familiar to many Americans, and the last story involves a young hero from the Quad Cities and his display of bravery just six weeks ago.

My first story takes place in Indianola, Iowa.  I imagine there were discussions in barbershops there in 1951 where some questioned the safety of the world if left to the folly of youth.  However, a 24-year-old, Sergeant First Class JUNIOR D. EDWARDS taught all barbershop philosophers the definition of loyalty and bravery.

Near Changbong-ni, Korea SFC Edwards distinguished himself with bravery above and beyond the call of duty.  While they assisted in the defense of a strategic hill, his platoon was forced out of position, coming under vicious enemy fire.  SFC Edwards individually charged the foe, throwing grenades as he advanced. The enemy withdrew, but returned when he had expended his ammunition.  Undaunted, three times he charged, and was killed on his third assault.  History shows that this young man’s bravery and loyalty to duty enabled his platoon to regain and hold the vital strongpoint. 

An example of how barbershop “wisdom” doesn’t hold up—yet, I’m certain that once again, a barbershop philosopher in East Moline predicted, “kids aren’t going to amount to anything…”  One kid in East Moline did amount to something, in heroic proportions.  I’d like to describe him in this second example of loyalty.

JOHN BAKER, JR., was born in Davenport, grew up in East Moline, and found himself in Viet Nam in November 1966.  En route to assist another unit engaged in battle, his company, 2d Battalion 27th Infantry, came under intense enemy fire.  When the lead man was killed, SGT Baker immediately moved to the head of the column.  He paired with another soldier to knock out two enemy bunkers. After his comrade was mortally wounded, SGT Baker spotted four Viet Cong snipers and killed all of them—accomplishing this while evacuating the fallen soldier to safer ground.  SGT Baker returned repeatedly to lead assaults against enemy positions, eventually leading attacks on four more enemy bunkers and evacuating five more wounded soldiers.  SGT Baker braved reverberating enemy fire, and managed to kill many snipers who placed extra jeopardy on his unit.

The guys at the barbershop had it wrong.  This young man from East Moline knew all about loyalty, all about bravery.  He didn’t stop to think about those words.  Instead, he characterized them.

Next, let me tell you about RANDY SHUGART.  He, too, taught the guys down at the barbershop a thing or two about loyalty.  Perhaps you know Randy’s story from “Black Hawk Down,” a recent theater movie.  For those who aren’t familiar with the movie, here is a little of his story. 

Sergeant First Class Randall Shughart distinguished himself by actions above and beyond the call of duty on October 3, 1993, while serving as a Sniper Team Member in the United States Army Special Operations Command with Task Force Rangers in Mogadishu, Somalia. SFC Shughart provided precision sniper fire from the lead helicopter during an assault on a building and at two helicopter crash sites, while being subjected to intense automatic weapons and rocket propelled grenade fires.  As they provided critical assistance at the second crash site, SFC Class Shughart and his team leader learned that ground forces were not immediately available to secure the site.  Shughart and his team leader unhesitatingly volunteered to protect the four critically wounded personnel, despite being well aware of the growing number of enemy personnel closing in on the site. 

The two soldiers were inserted one hundred meters south of the crash site. Equipped with only a sniper rifle and a pistol, they fought their way through a dense maze of shanties and shacks to reach the critically injured crew.  Shughart managed to use his long-range rifle and side arm to kill an undetermined number of attackers, while protecting the downed crew.  SFC Shughart continued his protective fire until he depleted his ammunition.  Although he was ultimately killed, his actions saved the lives of those he came to rescue.

Finally, we are just learning the details surrounding the newest generation of heroes.  Bradley Korthaus was a star in the Class of 1992 at Assumption High School in Davenport, Iowa.  He played football, soccer and tennis. He wrestled. He played three band instruments.  He was scheduled to become a journeyman plumber on the day he was called to serve his country last January.  His many friends will remember him for those things.  However, the entire Quad Cities community recently mourned the loss of SGT BRADLEY KORTHAUS, 28.

On March 24, 2003, SGT Korthaus disappeared in the Saddam Canal in southeast Iraq while swimming across the waterway with three other Marines from his Peoria, Ill.-based engineering unit. Two made it across. Korthaus and another young soldier drowned.   Korthaus and the other Marines from the 6th Engineer Support Battalion were trying to set up weapons on the opposite side of the canal to provide cover for a water-purification team.  “If anybody could protect this wonderful country ... it would be Brad,” said Kelly Holland, a longtime Davenport friend.

There can be no greater loyalty than these examples:  loyalty to fellow soldiers, loyalty to a nation and loyalty to the ideals that makes our country great.

Each generation produces young Korthauses, Shugarts, Bakers, and Edwards.  Generations populated by these young men and since the founding of our nation have produced some 3,400 recipients of the Medal of Honor.  We need look no further than the rolls of these heroes to see loyalty defined.

Adlai E. Stevenson said, “Patriotism is not short, frenzied outbursts of emotion, but the tranquil and steady dedication of a lifetime.”  We’ll never know for sure if the patriotism of these young soldiers would have endured throughout their lives, because their acts of loyalty and bravery shortened their lives.  However, I think you’ll agree we can presume these young men would have represented their generation with continued loyalty to this country had their lives been longer.

Barbershop philosophers will likely continue to question the values of the young.  But I hope the stories I’ve told you today help to renew your confidence that our future is in good hands.  Patriotism, bravery, loyalty:  these ideals don’t wane as time goes on.  Instead, loyalty to our great nation swells to new heights with each generation.

* * * * * * * * * *
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