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VETERANS Studies Interest Group Listserv 

Issue #50 February 2021 
 
The Veteran’s Creed 
1. I am an American Veteran  
2. I proudly served my country 
3. I live the values I learned in the military 
4. I continue to serve my community, my country and my fellow veterans 
5. I maintain my physical and mental discipline 
6. I continue to lead and improve 
7. I make a difference 
8. I honor and remember my fallen comrades 
 
This month’s Listserv includes McDonough Confirmed as SecVA; National Guard, 
Veterans and Events of January 6; Army Makes Harlem Hellfighters Name Official; Latest 

COVID Figures; Veterans Suicide and Mental Health Acts; Transition Program 
 
McDonough Confirmed as SecVA 

President Biden's choice for VA secretary, Denis McDonough, sailed through the Senate on 

February 8 by an 87 to 7 vote after an equally calm Senate confirmation hearing,  

 McDonough, who had been President Obama's Chief of Staff, is not a veteran, causing veterans’ 

groups and others to be wary. However, this fact hardly came up during his Senate hearing and did 

not hinder McDonough’s nomination.  McDonough listed “getting veterans through this 

pandemic” as an immediate priority. He also promised to improve the transition of service 

members to civilian life including making “the education and jobs worthy of their skills and 

talents” available and addressing suicide, homelessness and caregiver support. He noted that other 

agencies besides the VA are also important to assuring a better life for veterans. McDonough takes 

over the second largest government department (after DoD) with a large bureaucracy – one senator 

noted that there are 13 layers of this bureaucracy between the Secretary and VA physicians. 

McDonough has considerable experience in dealing with government as President Obama's Chief 

of Staff and in other high-level positions. These experiences will undoubtedly help him in finding 

ways to move the government to the benefit of veterans. 
 
National Guard, Veterans and Events of January 6 
Veterans Among the Attackers  

On January 6th, as reverberated around the world, assailants broke into the U.S. Capitol and 

created havoc. It was an awful day for the country as is described here and dramatically shown in 

the impeachment proceedings against President Trump.  

The proportion of active-duty National Guard and Reserves and veterans involved in the attack 

became a topic of discussion. According to CNN, 21, or 14% of the first 150 arrests over this 

incident are current (one National Guard and one in the Reserves) or former members of the U.S. 

military, more than double the 5.9% of adults in these categories. 

There has been considerable soul searching in the country over the involvement of veterans in 

the attack. The attackers included members of all military branches, officers (the highest a 

Lieutenant Colonel) and enlisted individuals and past service in Vietnam, Afghanistan and Iraq. 

https://www.washingtonexaminer.com/policy/defense-national-security/mcdonough-confirmed-as-veterans-affairs-secretary-despite-advocates-misgivings
https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/veterans-secretary-mcdonough/2021/02/08/df3b713a-6a19-11eb-ba56-d7e2c8defa31_story.html
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/01/27/va-secretary-nominee-faces-easy-confirmation-hearing-difficult-task-in-fixing-department/
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/02/10/us/politics/capitol-riot-footage-impeachment-trial.html
https://www.npr.org/sections/trump-impeachment-trial-live-updates/2021/02/09/965903736/graphic-video-of-capitol-insurrection-opens-trumps-impeachment-trial
https://www.cnn.com/2021/01/31/us/capitol-riot-arrests-active-military-veterans-soh/index.html
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At least one individual earned a Purple Heart. (See  here for a more complete description of these 

individuals). Although this group was in a higher ratio in the general adult public, 21 is still not a 

large number and we, at this point, do not know the extent of this problem or how generalizable 

is this statistic. 

 

DoD Stand Down 

The January 6 events led to considerable worry on the extent of extreme and violent right-wing 

activity in the military. We have known for a long time that such attitudes exist and among both 

active-duty military and veterans, there are members of extreme groups. Whether there are a 

small number of individuals around the country who mostly use social media to organize and 

plan or whether this is a greater problem is not yet known. DoD has an instruction which 

prohibits military personnel from actively advocating for or participating in supremacist, 

extremists or criminal gang doctrine, ideology or causes according to Pentagon press secretary 

John Kirby. In response to the Capitol attack, newly appointed Secretary of Defense Lloyd 

Austin III has ordered a DoD one-day stand down to discuss extremism. 

 

National Guard at the Capitol 

Another step for the Defense Department was to remove 12 members of the 25,000 National 

Guard contingent from Inauguration Day duty. DoD said that two of the soldiers had possible 

sympathies for antigovernment groups based on “inappropriate comments” but gave no reason 

for removing the other 10 besides that it did not involve extremism. According to chief Pentagon 

spokesman Jonathan Rath Hoffman, DoD is proactively removing people “out of an abundance 

of caution”.  

 

The National Guard remained in Washington after the inauguration. On the night after the 

inauguration, they were forced out of the capitol and had to sleep in a garage causing outrage 

among many. Subsequently, the troops were lodged in nearby hotel rooms. Extensive fencing 

around the Capitol, deemed necessary by some, has also caused consternation, as shown in this 

interchange among readers of the Washington Post, and considerable comments by politicians. 

Still another step was that the VA moved 2 Mobile Vet Centers with mental health resources to 

the Capitol.  

 

The VA 

The capitol attack occasioned this Q&A between VA Secretary nominee Dennis McDonough 

and Senator Richard Blumenthal (D-CT) in the Senate Veterans Affairs Committee Confirmation 

Hearing on January 27 

 

Sen. Richard Blumenthal 

“You are familiar no doubt with the reports about the numbers of veterans who were involved in 

the assault on the Capitol which reflects a phenomenon that probably is no news to a lot of folks 

that white supremacist extremist ideology often find fertile ground among veterans just as they 

do in the general population regretfully tragically and unnecessarily. So, I wonder if you could 

tell us a little bit about how under your leadership you will take steps to educate veterans about 

online disinformation and coordinate with other agencies like the Department of Defense in this 

effort.”  

 

https://www.cnn.com/2021/01/31/us/capitol-riot-arrests-active-military-veterans-soh/index.html
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/2492530/austin-orders-military-stand-down-to-address-challenge-of-extremism-in-the-ranks/
https://www.defense.gov/Explore/News/Article/Article/2492530/austin-orders-military-stand-down-to-address-challenge-of-extremism-in-the-ranks/
https://www.washingtonpost.com/national-security/national-guard-members-removed-biden-inauguration/2021/01/19/4b24b7ec-5a7c-11eb-aaad-93988621dd28_story.html
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/01/21/national-guard-troops-vacate-capitol-461220
https://www.washingtonpost.com/opinions/letters-to-the-editor/the-fence-around-the-capitol/2021/02/03/6ae5484c-64ba-11eb-bab8-707f8769d785_story.html
https://www.militarytimes.com/news/pentagon-congress/2021/02/02/mobile-vet-centers-deployed-at-capitol-to-provide-mental-health-resources-for-seige-survivors-responders/
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Nominee Denis McDonough 

“Thank you, Senator. I just say I was struck by the activity the actions that you and your 

colleagues took the evening of January 6 re convening to continue the democratic process I 

thought that was a very strong statement. I am also struck that both throughout that day and in 

the days hence there were remarkable stories of veterans associated with the Washington DC 

police force, Capitol police force members veterans who are members themselves all taking 

valiant action to defend democracy continuation. As we've said throughout the day of how 

veterans continue to serve outside of uniform on the question of the threat of mis and 

disinformation, it's as important an assignment to protect our democracy as any I could see a 

variety of opportunities for the VA to be an important actor in those efforts to protect vets to 

highlight the threats online activity trying to provide or insert this information and it be [is] my 

intention to work with my interagency colleagues the NSC and others to make sure that that's 

receiving appropriate consideration.” 

 

This interesting interchange displays the counterpoint between malevolent and beneficial use of 

veterans’ skills. How many veterans were involved in the attack awaits a final tally. But the 

involvement of veterans in this horrible event will occasion discussions for a long time to come.    

 

Army Makes Harlem Hellfighters Name Official 

“Harlem Hellfighters” was the nickname for the 369th Sustainment Brigade, New York National 

Guard, an African American army unit (They called themselves “black rattlers” , the French 

called them “men of bronze” and the name “Hellfighters” came from the Germans). Harlem 

Hellfighters is no longer a nickname but is now their official designation after passing the 

complex rules governing such transformations.  

 

The regiment was the first unit of the American Expeditionary force in World War I to allow 

African Americans to serve. However, they did not get a parade sendoff as did other soldiers and 

they fought under the French army because white American troops refused to fight alongside 

them. In 191 days of continuing combat the Hellfighters sustained 1500 dead and wounded, 

outpaced their French counterparts by 7 miles in at least one offensive and were the first French 

British or American soldiers to reach the Rhine River. At the end of the war, New Yorkers, 

finally, honored them with a 5th Ave parade in February 1919. They had earned 11 French 

citations and a unit Croix de Guerre, France's highest military honor. In 2003 the Harlem River 

Drive, one of New York’s busiest roads, was renamed “Harlem Hellfighters Drive”. )   

 

One tragic story of the Hellfighters was of private Henry Johnson, who at 5’4” tall and 130 

pounds, fought off 20 Germans near his unit’s trench line in May 1918. He was wounded 21 

times and hailed by then former President Theodore Roosevelt as one of the war's 5 bravest 

soldiers. However, he was denied disability and died destitute in 1929. In 1996, President Bill 

Clinton posthumously awarded Johnson with a Purple Heart and in 2015 the U.S. finally 

recognized him with a Medal of Honor, our highest award.  

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.veterans.senate.gov/hearings/hearing-to-consider-pending-nomination
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Latest COVID Figures 

 
VA COVID-19 Statistics (as of 2/17/21) 

Cases Diagnosed 220.993 

Active Cases  6,528 

Current COVID-19 inpatients 777 

Known Deaths 10,065 
Known deaths, VA Employees 128* 

                                     *As of 2/16/21 
 

VA Vaccinations (as of 2/17/21) 
 Initial Dose Completed 
Total Vaccinations 1,281,678 546,496 
Employee Vaccinations 258,072 215,943 
Federal Partners Vaccinated 9,081 868 

 

In addition, in support of its 4th Mission to provide services to the community during times of 

crisis, VA provided over 922,000 pieces of PPE and has admitted 487 non-veteran citizens to 

VA Medical Centers.  
 
Veterans Suicide and Mental Health Acts 

Suicide in veterans at just under 20/day is a tragic and obstinate problem. Last July, in 
Listserv #44, we described the PREVENTS task force (The President’s Roadmap to 
Empower Veterans and End a National Tragedy of Suicide) which is a comprehensive 
federal effort in coordination with community providers to change the culture 
surrounding mental health and suicide prevention. REACH is a companion public 
health effort. The community efforts are important since about 70% of suicides occur in 
veterans who have not received VA care.  
 
This last year, Congress passed a pair of Congressional Acts to deal with suicide and 
mental health in veterans. The Commander John Scott Hannon Veterans Mental Health 
and Suicide Prevention Act signed into law on October 17th. It  had the strong support of  
what has been called the “iron triangle” – VA, veteran Service Organizations and 
Congress on both sides of the aisle – and strong lobbying by  of serviceThe National 
Alliance on Mental Illness. John Scott Hannan was a retired Navy Seal Commander who 
committed suicide in 2018 at the age of 46.  
 
The Act provides up to $174 million for a variety of suicide prevention programs 
including to increase mental health staff, provide scholarships to increase staff  at Vet 
Centers, implement a pilot study on complementary and integrative medicine (which is 
popular among veterans), fund grants for VA to collaborate with community 
organizations and mandate that VA submit a plan to provide mental health care up to 
one-year post military discharge. A more complete description of the Act is here. 
 
The COMPACT Act (Veterans Comprehensive Prevention, Access to Care and Treatment 
Act of 2020) was signed into law on December 5. It orders the VA to provide emergent 

https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19NationalSummary
https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19EmployeeDeaths
https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19NationalSummary
https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19NationalSummary
https://www.va.gov/health/coronavirus/statesupport.asp
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1060091/Veterans%20Interest%20Newsletter%20Listserv_Issue44.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://www.stripes.com/news/veterans/congress-approves-major-bill-aiming-to-prevent-veteran-suicides-1.646192
https://www.stripes.com/news/veterans/congress-approves-major-bill-aiming-to-prevent-veteran-suicides-1.646192
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/senate-bill/785
https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/8247
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suicide care in or outside the VA, among other provisions related to mental health and 
suicide, and mandates the VA to report annually on health care in women and homeless 
female veterans (more complete description here). 
 
Transition program 
Headlined as “the best military transition program you didn't know existed,” this is a 
program by which service members can gain experience required by civilian jobs while 
still on active duty. It is called the DoD SkillBridge Program and it provides internships 
for over 500 civilian jobs to active-duty servicemen in their last 180 days of service. 
Industry partners include an expanse from Microsoft cloud development to welding. 
This kind of program fills an important gap. Often servicemen are trained in highly 
employable skills in the military, but don't quite have enough to make the jump to 
civilian occupations.  
 
The Listserv is available as an archive on the Georgetown University Library website 
under the title “Veterans Interest Newsletters”. 
 
Joel Kupersmith, M.D. 
Director, Georgetown University Veterans Initiatives 
Professor of Medicine 
 

Stats Section 
 

Census Bureau Report 

 
Predicted probability of veterans having Service-Connected Disability (%) depending on time of service. 
Post 9/11 veterans have a much higher probability of Service-Connected Disability than others. From 
Census Bureau.  

 
 

https://www.congress.gov/bill/116th-congress/house-bill/8247
https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/2021/01/06/dod-skillbridge-the-best-military-transition-program-you-didnt-know-existed/
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/handle/10822/1050313
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/acs-43.pdf

