The Grim Reality of Memorial Day

In my hometown of Mt. Holly, NC we have sort of a time-honored tradition.

Every month, exactly one week prior to the fourth Saturday, several wooden sandwich signs appear in town announcing the Veterans of Foreign War Post will be having a fish fry that Saturday.

For as long as I can remember the James P. Warren, Jr. VFW Post has fried fish to raise money for the causes it supports. 

In your hometown they might not fry fish, but I’ll guarantee you your veterans are doing something to benefit their country and community.

Whether its members of the VFW teaching flag education, or working with Scouting or youth scholarship programs or members of the American Legion promoting their world renowned youth baseball program or showing young people how our government works through its annual Boys and Girls States, the people who’ve done the most for this great nation continue to keep doing so long after their tours of duty have ended.

And the James P. Warren, Jr. VFW Post is just one of the many places where you’ll find veterans still hard at work. And like many of those places its very name tells the story of the caliber of service and sacrifice it membership represents.

James P. Warren, Jr. was one of three Warren boys to sign up for WWII. He joined the Army and was trained as a tank commander and went to Sicily. His brother Tom also joined the Army and saw action in the Battle of the Bulge.  And brother Jack joined the Navy and saw action in the south Pacific aboard the U.S.S. Breese a ship that layed mines and cleared them from the tropical beaches of islands like Iwo Jima and Guadalcanal prior to our troops landing. I cannot imagine the stress doing such could cause but one of Jack’s war stories does give a pretty good indication.

It was during the battle of Guadalcanal that the Breese drew escort duty with a convoy escorting troop transports from the American base at Espiritu Santo to reinforce positions on Guadalcanal. On one mission the Breese was about 8 miles out Espiritu when the signal lights began to flash Man Overboard to all ships. The Breese was closest and came about to pick up the sailor never for one minute thinking he was part of their crew. But he was. And he hadn’t fallen off the ship, either, he had jumped. Jumped wearing three life jackets and supplied with several bottles of Listerine for the swim he intended to make back to port. 

And when the captain asked this veteran sailor, who had been aboard the Breese even before Pearl Harbor, why he had jumped overboard, the ol’ boy gave a simple answer. He said he figured he had been on that ship long enough. 

Of course he wasn’t the only one who got called in to see the captain that day. The cook did too. It seems he was on deck and saw his shipmate jump and the captain was incredulous as to why he hadn’t said anything about it.  But the cook’s answer was simple enough too. He said the sailor looked like he knew what he was doing, so he figured he did.

After the war Tom came home and wound up owning two plumbing and heating supply warehouses in Alabama. Jack came back to the family farm in the winter and his daddy put him to work cutting wood. When spring came his daddy then put him to work plowing behind a mule. That fall Jack enrolled in barber school and soon became one of our town barbers. In that position he has cut hair and most importantly been the pivot grape on the town grapevine ever since.

And James P. Warren, Jr. stayed in Europe. The war ended for him there on July 24, 1943      when he was killed in action in Sicily. On that day he became the first person from my hometown killed in World War II. 

You can visit James today in France at the military cemetery were he's buried alongside thousands of other American fighting men and women who'll forever be there. If you can’t make the trip, you can still say a prayer for James and for every Soldier, Sailor, Airman, Marine, Coast Guardsman, and Merchant Mariner who won’t ever make the trip home from our nation’s wars.

Their supreme sacrifice is everything that makes this nation the greatest nation on the face of God’s earth.

And remembering that sacrifice is what Memorial Day is all about.

