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Living With a Canine Wingman

Newsletter of Paws for Purple Hearts

Winter 2013

Paws of Allegiance

WASHINGTON D.C. -- According to the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of America, since the start of Operation Enduring Freedom on October 
7, 2001 and the beginning of Operation Iraqi Freedom on March 20, 2003, some 2.4 million American men and women have served in these con-
!icts. Of those brave young men and women who have voluntarily put their lives on the line in service to our nation, nearly 50-thousand have been 
wounded in action—some terribly so. To date, more than 65-hundred have paid the ultimate price to preserve liberty and freedom.

Yoko helps me cope with crowds

(Cont’d on page 2)

by Chief Master Sgt. Richard Simonsen   !e Senior Enlisted Leader at Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling, D.C. Chief Simonsen is the primary advisor to the Joint Base Commander 
and the Air Force Element Commander on matters a"ecting quality of life, welfare, morale, management and leadership of all assigned enlisted Navy and Air Force personnel.
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To Serve !ose Who Have Served

There is no higher 
calling than 

Service.  Whether 
that service is to 
your country, your 
fellow citizen or to 
your family, giving of 
yourself, your time 
or your resources 
is the greatest gi" 
anyone can give.   We 
de#ne service in 
many di$erent ways. 
From taking out the 
neighbor’s trash, 
helping the elderly 

with their groceries, joining the Peace Corps, or answering the call of our 
nation to join its armed services and, if needed, defend our country.  
 
Answering the call to be a part of something larger than yourself de#nes the 
spirit of Americans.  As Americans, we enjoy more freedom and prosperity 
then can be imagined by 95% of the world’s people.  %e freedom to choose 
your religion, the freedom to educate your children, the freedom to choose 
your partner or spouse, and the freedom to live your life as you choose are 
just a few.  

Of course this does not come without a price.  As Americans we are de#ned 
by our love for each other as a nation and a family.  Like most families, we 
have our disputes but at the end of the day, we will protect and defend each 
other. 

When I joined the Military 29 years ago, I couldn’t imagine a time that the 
military would be called to deploy in harm’s way.  Needless to say, that all 
changed on 9-11.  %at fateful day sparked a calling in many Americans,  not 
only to serve in the Armed Forces, but to be of service to others around the 
world.  Since 9-11, approximately 1% of the population served in the Armed 
Forces, with more than half deploying to a combat zone. Some more then 
once.  

Service members served in a variety of roles that took them into harm’s way.  

Many of these service members returned to their families with stories of the 
wonderful people they met around the world and a new perspective about 
them.  Not only did many service members serve their country proudly in 
their military role, many brought the generosity of their communities to 
people around the world.  

Many service members provided humanitarian items for the local populace.  
Service members collected thousands of shoes, school supplies, and medical 
equipment along with food donations, even giving their own money.  Many 
of the local citizens had no idea that Americans had such huge hearts.  

Many thought Americans were larger than life creatures who were only 
coming to attack and kill them.  %ey could not believe that Americans would 
give so freely of their money, time and resources.  Not only did many service 
members give these resources, some gave the ultimate resource - their life.  

As we all recognize, many Americans paid this price not only for the citizens 
of Iraq and Afghanistan, they gave it for all Americans.  
 
Let us not forget that deploying to a war zone is not just an opportunity to 
bring stewardship of the American people to those less fortunate.  It can be a 
place of hardship, isolation and violence.  

Many of the service members who deploy come back with some of the 
stories I mentioned before, but may also have stories that they will never be 
able to share.  %ey have experiences that have changed them forever.  %ey 
look at the world in a di$erent way and wonder if they will ever shake their 
experiences and return to the life that they le" when they deployed.  %ey 
wonder if they will ever be able to once again move forward with their lives.   

Many of you have heard the calling, “to serve those who have served.”  %at 
is Paws for Purple Hearts’ mission. Our unique way of serving is to help heal 
our returning servicemen and women su$ering from Post Traumatic Stress 
(PTSD) using a specialized therapy that involves teaching them to train 
service dogs for their fellow service members with combat-related disabilities.  

Support from organizations like the students and graduates of Bergin 
University along with donor groups like the California Order of the Eastern 
Star and the Annenberg Foundation help us provide this unique canine 
therapy that helps change the lives of these service men and women forever.    

(Wingman - cont’d from page 1)
We have an all volunteer military. Forces made up of people who know they 
may be called upon to #ght and possibly die for the United States of America. 
We are over ten years removed from September 11th, 2001. %e brave Ameri-
cans enlisting in the Air Force in 2012 were elementary school-aged boys 
and girls that day. %ey don’t know a Cold War military standing up against 
a theoretical Soviet invasion in Western Europe. War for them is not a hypo-
thetical possibility; it is a real, bloody, and prolonged proposition. %ey enlist-
ed knowing the likelihood of personally facing war was great. %ey signed up 
knowing that Americans are bleeding and dying halfway around the world. 
And yet, in spite of the danger, they still join.

Although a little older, I am also a full-!edged member of the profession of 
arms, a self-su&cient senior noncommissioned o&cer. Simply put—tough. 
Or so I thought! I have deployed to Afghanistan twice and I am also a veteran 
of the war in Iraq. During my last deployment to Afghanistan in 2010 and 
2011, I was the public a$airs o&cer for a provincial reconstruction team. %e 
mission was to work with the Afghan government o&cials and community 
leaders to provide sustainable infrastructure, security and governance for 
their people.  My job was to tell the story of the Soldiers, Sailors and Airmen 

working in four provinces and two regional commands. To do that job e$ec-
tively, I had to travel with the troops.

In my 66 outside-the-wire missions, I was involved in #ve troops-in-contact 
incidents. Four of them included improvised explosive devices, two were 
complex ambushes and all of them were frightening. %e injuries I sustained 
resulted in two air medical evacuations. We were not any safer inside our 
forward operating bases. We su$ered pretty regular rocket and mortar attacks 
including a sustained assault that destroyed nearly a quarter of our base when 
our fuel point was hit.   I also had to photographically document the treat-
ment of a fatally wounded Airman. By the time my 11 months in Afghanistan 
were done, I was completely spent. I came home a mess and was in constant 
pain. I am a wounded warrior--physically, mentally and emotionally. It took 
a great deal of courage to admit that I needed help. It really did. But I knew 
that I had neglected my own health long enough, and with my wife’s and doc-
tor’s encouragement, I sought the help I needed.  I was diagnosed with mild 
traumatic brain injury and post traumatic stress disorder to go along with my 
physical injuries. (Cont’d on page 3)

           by Lieutentant Colonel Je$rey Camp -- PPH Board Chairman and Senior Field Grade O&cer 
with US Army National Guard Commander of the 33D Brigade Special Troops Battalion
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Even with help from #rst-class therapists and doc-
tors, the progress I was making toward wellness 
was incredibly slow. In January 2012, my occupa-
tional therapists suggested I apply for a psychiatric 
service dog. I had never heard of service dogs. I 
knew about guide dogs for the blind and about 
dogs that visited patients in the hospital, but the 
idea of a dog to help veterans cope with emotional 
issues was a new concept for me. I learned that 
service members with PTSD at the Walter Reed 
National Military Medical Center in Bethesda, 
Maryland and the Fort Belvoir Community Hos-
pital in Virginia are training specially-bred Golden 
and Labrador Retrievers to be service dogs for 
their comrades with physical and psychological 
disabilities. It is truly veterans helping veterans.

Within the halls of Walter Reed are warriors recov-
ering from horrible, physical wounds of war. %ere 
are far too many brave Americans missing one, 
two, three and even four limbs. You try hard not to 
stare. You try to treat them just like everyone else. 
But it is heart-wrenching to see those who were so 
young and vibrant so badly wounded. I applaud 
those who have made these sacri#ces. %ey are 
true American heroes that deserve our respect and 
undying admiration and support. We owe them 
so much. We owe their dedicated caregivers a lot 
as well. %ey put their lives on hold when they got 
the call, they dropped everything to tackle the mis-
sion of helping that spouse, that child, that sibling, 
that parent who went willingly to war for the na-
tion they love and came back so terribly wounded.

But, I still resisted applying for a service dog; a"er 
all, I still had all my #ngers and toes. Sure, I hurt, 
but I didn’t know how compatible a service dog 
was with continued active military service.  I still 
don’t know, but I did not like where I was in my re-
covery and all my research suggested that a service 
dog would be helpful. %e best advice I got was 
from my pastor. He told me, “If the doctor told 
you to get a pill, you would take it wouldn’t you?”  
Well, he was right. I made a paradigm shi" and I 
decided to take the leap and apply.

I began training with Yoko, a beautiful Black 
Labrador Retriever, in a two week “boot camp” at 
the Fort Belvoir Community Hospital. %e goal of 
the sessions was to teach me how to work with the 
dog. %e animals were already well trained, but a 
bond needed to be built between us. We learned 
about the psychology of dogs and the 90-plus com-
mands the dogs were trained to perform. We went 
to the movies, to restaurants and stores, and on 
di$erent modes of public transportation. It wasn’t 

long before I could tell the dog was bene#cial. Just 
having her with me made me feel better. I was feel-
ing more like the old, pre-explosions Chief Master 
Sergeant Richard Simonsen.

For some of these men and women su$ering from 
these invisible wounds, a service dog is a resiliency 
tool of the #rst order. %ey can reduce anxiety and 
depression, decrease dependence on pain medica-
tion, and improve sociability and outlook. Yoko 
does all of that for me and more. She can even take 
o$ my socks.

Before my current assignment, I lived on Fort 
Belvoir and commuted to the Pentagon by way of 
public transportation. Before I got Yoko, I had a 
di&cult time riding busses and trains, especially 
when they were hot and crowded. I would o"en let 
a bus or two go by because they were just too full. 
I didn’t like strangers touching me. I couldn’t stand 
the strong smells of cheap perfume in the morn-
ing and of sweat in the a"ernoon emanating from 
far too many passengers. Sometimes, I would call 
my wife from the train station in tears, asking her 
to come get me, because I just couldn’t get on the 
bus. 

My emotions were out of control and I was anx-
ious and depressed. She would always make the 
drive to come get me. She is a #rst class 
caregiver and did every-
thing I needed 
her to do

 immediately and without com-
plaint. Still, tears would !ow from my eyes for no 
apparent reason.  I couldn’t concentrate very well, 
and I felt that my communication and decision-
making skills were impaired by my injuries.

Yoko helps me manage my moods. She helps me 
cope with crowds. She helps me face terrifying 
public speaking engagements. Mostly, though, 
Yoko is an unobtrusive companion. She quietly 
rests under my desk while I complete assignments 
as the senior enlisted leader for Joint Base Anacos-
tia-Bolling in Washington D.C. She goes with me 
to get co$ee each morning and accompanies me 
to the gym and my many medical appointments. 
Where ever I go, she is there. Yoko is constantly 
monitoring me. She seems to know when I need 
a break from whatever I am doing and intervenes 
with mandatory Yoko time. She nudges me and, 

with her beautiful brown eyes, tells me “that task 
can wait. It is time to pet me.” She’s usually right. 
Sometimes, when I am particularly stressed, she 
will just jump in my lap. She is my 50 pound lap 
dog!

War changes everyone who faces it. Some changes 
can be positive. Many come away from the ex-
perience with a di$erent perspective of just what 
is important in life. Many return from war with 
a commitment to be better people. Many take 
the time to think about eternal things.  All these 
changes are good and, more o"en than not, make 
war veterans superior students, employees, and 
leaders. %ese heroes are talented, brave and loyal.
 
Unfortunately, there are some changes war brings 
that are not so positive. Veterans cannot unsee 
the things they’ve seen or undo the things they’ve 
done in war.  %e fallen comrades are still fallen. 
War is an ugly, terrible business. %e memories 
can be unpleasant and pervasive, and they can 
show up at unwanted times. In spite of that, I have 
seen service members willingly go from combat 
tour to combat tour. I have seen people change 
units just so they can go back to Afghanistan 
because for them, civilian life is harder than war. 
Imagine that! And at home, too many veterans 
turn to isolation or drugs and alcohol to cope 
with the pain that only they know they have. We 
let these men and women su$er in silence simply 
because we don’t know they are hurting. %at has 
to stop. We need to embrace these heroes and their 
caregivers and make sure they have the support 
they need to successfully reintegrate into regu-
lar society. %ey have sel!essly served America. 
Americans have a duty to serve those who have 
given so very much to keep America free.

I’ve talked with other veterans since I returned 
home, and I have learned that there are others 
who are also su$ering the invisible wounds of war. 
Some of them thought they were alone in their 
su$ering. %ey had no idea that others were also 
having di&culty sleeping, riding an emotional 
rollercoaster, or having problems with memory 
and concentration. %ere are thousands, maybe 
tens of thousands of veterans from the wars in Iraq 
and Afghanistan that look perfectly #ne on the 
outside, but are deeply scared within. Some cope 
better than others; some, unfortunately, decide to 
take their own lives.

I am o"en asked “What does Yoko do for you?” 
%e short answer is that she lets me smile again. 
And she brings smiles to lots of people as I walk 
the streets of Joint Base Anacostia-Bolling. She is 
a hit with people I meet. %ey even are willing to 
put up with me just so they can pet her.

(!e views expressed in this article are those of Richard Simonsen and 
do not necessarily re#ect the o$cial policy or position of the Air Force, 
the Department of Defense or the U.S. Government.)

Service	  dogs	  can	  reduce	  
anxiety	  and	  depression,	  
decrease	  dependence	  
on	  pain	  medication,	  and	  
improve	  sociability	  and	  
outlook.	  Yoko	  does	  all	  of	  
that	  for	  me	  and	  more.	  

my	  socks.

Puppy Yoko

(Wingman - cont’d from page 2)
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Stories of Healing Through Heeling
A Sampling of the Nearly 300 Active-duty Military and Veterans Who Have Participated    

To Whom It May Concern:

 I was introduced to the dog training program, veterans training service dogs for veterans 

with mobility disabilities, while a patient at the Men’s Trauma Recovery Program at the Menlo Park 

VA facility.  I am receiving treatment for Post Traumatic Stress Disorder.  I understand I am part 

of the pilot program in working with these service dogs in training.  For me, this opportunity has 

been a Godsend.

 The dog has provided me with the opportunity to work on patience as we work on training 

him to do new tasks.  I’ve learned that dogs have personalities like humans and they go through 

times when they are stubborn or distracted and don’t want to do what they’re told.  But when 

that happens I’ve learned to be assertive with the dog instead of aggressive, I give positive 

reinforcement and reward him for making progress rather than getting angry and yelling.  When I 

am patient and assertive he always comes around and gets rewarded for performing a commanded 

task.  It feels good to see him succeed.

 My family has noticed a difference in the way I interact with them as a result of working 

with my service dog in training.  I am patient with my children when they are around, I haven’t yelled 

at them in several months and they aren’t afraid of me when I’m around.  I think that is a direct 

result of working with my dog.

on bonding every day.  I feel loved by him and I feel comforted when he is around.  It’s been nearly 

4 years since I have felt comforted.  When the dog is with me, people that I pass come up and talk 

to me, and I have social interaction that I wouldn’t have had without the dog.  I’m grateful the VA 

here in Menlo Park started this program and I got to be part of it.  I wish more veterans got the 

opportunity I’ve been given to work with these amazing animals.

receiving a service dog.

       Thank you,

       Warren Price, Staff Sergeant

       Operation Iraqi Freedom 2003-2005

“I’ve learned to be assertive with 

the dog instead of aggressive. I 

give positive reinforcement, and 

reward him for making progress...”

Hi, 

Training Ethan was a great experience for me. 
He showed me areas I needed to work on and I felt 
proud to see his progress!! I will never forget the les-
sons we learned together!! The program helps not 
only the Veteran who receives the dogs as theirs but 
it also helps our healing process while we help train 
them. Thank you for giving me the opportunity 
to be apart of the program, YOU are doing a great 

job!!! 
   Thank you,     

    Veteran Brian Haskett 

A  few  comments  with  regards  to  my  

training  time  with  Ethan:

Ethan  was  a  true  comfort  for  me  

while  going  through  Post  Trama...he  

challenged  me  to  step  outside  my-

self,  and  give  him  love  and  compan-

ionship  unconditionally!    He  showed  

me  there  is  love  and  happiness,  out-

side  of    grief  and  despair!  Thank  you  

for  giving  me  the  opportunity  to  be  a  

part  of  his  training!             

                    

Veteran  Robert  Linder

N
early three-hundred active-duty 

servicemen and women and 

Veterans have participated in the 

Paws for Purple Hearts unique Post 

Traumatic Stress Disorder canine 

training therapy program.  Some 

at the Menlo Park VA site, others 

at Walter Reed Army Hospital, still 

others at Fort Belvoir and NICoE.  

Something they all have in common 

is their belief that training dogs in 

the PPH program made a signifi-

cant difference in their health and 

well-being.  Medical personnel at 

these sites agree.  

To work with a service dog like the ones these 
warriors have commited to takes passion, compassion, 
dedication and sel!ess service.  
As servicemen and women, we talk about sel!ess 
service.  %is is placing everyone else’s needs before our 
own.  
By committing to the training of these amazing 
animals, your service will bring a renewed sense of self 
to those who will receive them.  
Your service to others is commendable- you will change 
the world by your dedication to this program and to 
your own health.  So on behalf of all service members 
thank you for all you’ve done and will do in your 
future! 

Lieutentant Colonel Je$rey Camp, PPH Board Chairman
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           Dog Graduates    
    Paws for Purple Hearts 
    (Service dogs trained in PPH programs now working with Wounded Warriors)

2012 - Spring

2011 - Summer

2011 - Winter

2009 - Summer

Chief Master Sergeant Richard Simonsen 
& Service Dog Yoko

Army Colonel Roger Lintz
& Service Dog Niles

Fort Belvoir Community Hospital Facility Dog Nathan
& Puppy Parents Col and Debbie Brisson

Marine Veteran Mike Hertel
& Service Dog White

Navy Veteran Rob Stribling
& Service Dog Ollie

Army Veteran Chad Higginbotham
& Service Dog Newton

Army Veteran Seyward McKinney
& Service Dog Whitney

Menlo Park Hospital Community Living Center 
Facility Dog Webb

Army Veteran Bill Smith
& Service Dog Venuto

Marine Veteran Chris Hill
& Service Dog Verde

%e Paws for Purple Hearts program trains dogs for both active-duty 
servicemen and women and Veterans ranging from service in Vietnam, 
Korea, and more recently, Iraq and Afghanistan.

Chad (le" above) is planning an exciting fund-
raiser for his favorite charities, including Paws for 
Purple Hearts.  It’s about FISHING.  

Chris Hill (right) is serving his fellow Marines 
through his role as a board member for the War-
rior Canine  Connection.

Bill Smith (far right) has given numerous speeches 
on behalf of Paws for Purple Hearts, traveling at 
his own dollar, to locations throughout California.

%ere is no end to the generosity of those servicemen 
and women who have received dogs from the Paws 
for Purple Hearts program.  Richard (far le") has 
been interviewed and done several TV spots.  Roger, 
(mid-le") has o$ered to be on call and responds to 
our every request.   

Our Board Chairman’s belief in the concept of 
“serving those who have served” is obviously deeply 
embedded in those who have served, himself includ-
ed.  And though many PPH sta$ers never enlisted, 
we are proud to be a small part of that tradition.

 Seyward (le") is researching balance harnesses.  Mike (above le") is investigating 
potential expansions of the Paws for Purple Hearts program. Rob (above right) and 
Mike are contributors to Bergin University’s and PPH’s newsletters. 
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Veterans In PPH Program Are Inspired to 
Get Their Own Service Dogs

Veteran Dave Jamieson 
& Service Dog Natalie

Veteran Robert Linder 
& Service Dog Daisy

Veteran Cody Allred & Service Dog Dallas (see below)

Before Dallas came in to my life I was controlled by 
my PTSD and TBI but that has changed drastically. 

Instead of hiding in my house not wanting to go any-
where or do anything, I am now able to go out and have 
fun with my friends and family. 

When I begin to feel anxious or feel a panic attack 
coming Dallas is always there to calm me down and always puts a 
smile on my face. I used to have a big problem trying to sleep at night, 
constantly tossing and turning with a lot of racing thoughts, but when 
Dallas snuggles up next to me and lays his head on my chest I can 
pet him for a few minutes and I’m asleep. Dallas has allowed me to 
sleep better than any medication ever has. 

When I wake up from a nightmare it really helps to have Dallas 
there to comfort me. He’s usually licking my face when I wake up 

from a bad dream and I can’t help but laugh and instantly be in a 
good mood. Having someone with me all the time who I trust com-
pletely has been the most gratifying part. %ank you so much for 
giving me my life back. '''''

Chris &VerdeSeyward & Whitney

Rob & Ollie

It  is  with  great  pleasure  that  I  wholeheartedly  recommend  Bergin  University  of  Canine  Studies  and  its  subsidiary  programs  for  veterans.
I  spent  nine  years  in  the  Marine  Corps  and  deployed  several  times  in  support  of  contingency  operations  around  the  world.  During  that  time,  
as  most  Marines,  I  experienced  the  highs  and  lows  associated  with  service  in  both  peace  and  war.  After  separating  from  the  Marine  Corps  

After  formally  being  diagnosed  with  Post  Traumatic  Stress  Disorder  in  2009,  I  began  reading  about  the  struggles  other  veterans  with  PTSD  
experienced.  It  was  at  this  time  that  I  came  across  the  notion  of  dogs  helping  to  ease  the  symptoms  associated  with  PTSD.  I  began  searching  

history  of  the  service  dog  concept,  I  approached  Bergin  University  for  help.  

After  completing  the  application,  I  was  told  that  there  could  be  a  wait  of  up  to  24  months  to  complete  the  placement  process.  My  initial  thought  was,  “What  is  

In  preparation  for  the  upcoming  Client  Training,  I  read  everything  I  could  get  my  hands  on  but  nothing  could  have  prepared  me  for  what  was  coming.  Client  
training  was  a  fast-paced,  emotional  roller  coaster  full  of  lectures  about  dog  handling,  dog  psychology,  teaching  techniques,  and  proper  care  of  our  new  furry  

missed  it  for  the  world!

Since  being  partnered  with  White,  I  have  been  able  to  venture  into  public  places  more  frequently.  As  an  added  bonus,  because  people  are  curious  about  White  

teams.  This  has  led  to  a  recovery  that  I  never  thought  possible  with  traditional  treatment  methods.

to  develop  satellite  programs  around  the  country  and  I  would  not  hesitate  to  recommend  such  programs  to  fellow  veterans.

Mike & White

Veteran Jason Baker 
& Service Dog Neely

Not Part of PPH, I Had to Search For A Service Dog Program

See pg 5
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        I Tell the Veterans, “It’s Okay to Cry”

Thank you to the California Order of the Eastern Star!

%ere is so much to say that it is hard to know 
where to start, so let’s start at the beginning. In early 
spring of 2010, a special group of people met with 
BUCS and PPH sta$ at the Santa Rosa facility. Steve 
Johnson, incoming Grand Worthy Patron of the 
California Order of the Eastern Star and Kathleen 
Barnhardt, incoming Grand Worthy Matron
had chosen Paws for Purple Hearts 
as their 2011-12  service project.  

We were stunned and immensely grateful. %e 
project had an October kicko$ date, but Steve put 
his co-chair, Suzanne Gillicho, to work reviewing 

our program, looking at all our materials, designing 
pins and other sales items, and working on a 
PowerPoint presentation to use as part of their 
inspiration to generate excitement amongst their 
membership for this charity project. %ese meetings 
took place throughout the state of California, 
a"ernoons, evenings, weekdays and weekends.  

	  %e   end  result, the concluding event, was held 
in Fresno, California, in October, 2012, at which 

time both Steve and Kathy 

passed the torch to the next generation, but not before 
presenting PPH’s Board and CEO an unbelievable, 
unexpected, and immensely generous $82,500, with 
more coming in each day as the program wraps up.   

PPH’s incoming Board Chairperson, Je$ Camp, took 
service dog Daun with 
him to the Fresno event 
demonstrating her talents 
to the membership.  He 
was expecially impressed 

with the teenage Job’s 
Daughters 
and 
DeMolays 
in whom he 
saw a deeply 
held belief in 
the need to 
serve, Je$ ’s 
own motto.

My special thanks to Steve Johnson, Grand Worthy Patron, and Suzanne Gillicho, Co-Chair of the California Order of the Eastern Star, for leading the OES organization to raise $82,500 for PPH during the year’s service project.  !is was an amazing feat and is greatly appreciated by all and we look forward to the on-going relationship between PPH and OES.

Our sincerest thank you to 
Grand Worthy Patron Steve 
Johnson, Grand Worthy Matron 
Linda Barnhard, Co-Chairs   
Suzanne Gillicho and Kathy 
Johnson and the California Order 
of the Eastern Star!

Suzanne Gillicho

Grand Worthy Patron Steve Johnson

 Veterans come to the Menlo Park 
VA to get treatment for their Post 
Traumatic Stress Disorder 
or PTSD. Some choose to 
become dog trainers as an 
alternative way to work on 
those treatment goals. 

I talk to the veterans about 
the things they come to work 
on such as communication, 
building relationships, con-
trol, boundaries, and more. 

My job is not only to teach vet-
erans to train a service dog 
but also to tie their treatment 
goals into that process. In the 
year 2012, I taught 37 veterans   
and   active    duty   military men 
and women with 4 di!erent dogs. 

Each veteran that has come through the PPH program 
has said training a dog made a big di!erence in their 
treatment during their time in the trauma recovery pro-
gram. While it is my job to be a teacher, I found that I 
am also a student. What I try to convey to these train-
ers is the di!erence that they have made in the dogs’ 
lives and the veteran that will eventually receive them.

While part of this program is to train the dogs in the pro-
gram, another part is letting them go. This year we said 
goodbye to three dogs: Ethan, Eldridge and Elaine. It was 
time for them to graduate. This was a di"cult transition for 

not only the trainers themselves but 
also our whole community. 
The veterans come to us be-
cause they have seen horri#c 
things that no one in their life 
should see. They have expe-
rienced great loss and while 
Ethan, Elaine, and Eldridge 
have not passed away, it 
was yet another loss these 
veterans had to experi-
ence. This gave the veter-
ans a chance to experi-
ence this loss another way. 

While it was extremely 
sad, we talked about the 
positives. 

The veterans come to the Menlo Park VA to learn a 
healthier way to deal with their Post Traumatic Stress 

Disorder or PTSD. 
 
They have su!ered tremendous loss in their lives so we 
talk about this being a new way to experience loss. Since 
we all knew the “E” dogs would be leaving our program 
just as the veterans themselves at some point do, we talk-
ed about trying to experience this loss in a healthier way. 

I tell the veterans, “It’s okay to cry. It’s okay to be 
sad.” I can see in one trainer’s face he had been sob-
bing. I am sad over the loss as well but seeing his red 
eyes and his heavy heart makes me even sadder. 

He tries not to show others his vulnerability but 
it’s actually what will help him start on the path 
to recovery. I know at night, he cries alone in his 
room, where no can see. Although the veterans 
may never again see the dog they trained,  they    
know   that   the dog will serve a veteran in need. 

What I try to convey to 
these trainers is the dif-
ference that they have 
made in the dogs’ lives 
and the veteran who will 
eventually receive them.

Ethan
Eldridge

Elaine

by Sandra Carson, PPH Instructor
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Dogs Serve Paws for Purple Hearts

2011 - WALTER REED ARMY HOSPITAL: Newton,  Gabby, Graham, Niles, Nathan, and Yoko in back. Photographer Tracy Hall.

Fagan (middle) and Hannah (far right) are enthused about getting 
started at the Palo Alto VA Menlo Park Trauma Care Center’s Paws 
for Purple Hearts program, but Chew (far le") has some doubts.  
His enthusiasm has gone up several notches since this picture was 
taken.  All three are loved by the sta$ and PTSD program trainers!

Sweet, 
gentle Ilse just 
wants to please 
and be petted 
for her e$orts.

Elaine, Eldridge and Ethan share their VA trainers’ 

feelings of sorrow at leaving (see Sandra’s “it’s Okay to Cry” 

article, page 4).  %e good news is that they are back at 

Bergin University #nalizing preparations for their 

future roles as service dogs -- that is, excepting Ethan, 

who will have the joyful task of fathering pups to 

subsequently be sent to work at Menlo Park and other 

PPH program sites.  Our thanks to the service-men 

and women involved in the PPH program whose ef-

forts have made it possible for even more individuals 

with combat-related injuries to get service dogs.


