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Veterans Studies Interest Group Listserv 

Issue #53 September/October 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 edition of the Listserv includes Pineapples and Digital Dunkirk; Burn Pit Exposures 
are Deemed Presumptive Benefits; VA History Office Featured Stories Website; 
Veterans Unemployment; COVID Update; VA Budget; Use of VA Education Benefits; 
The New Praetorians: American Veterans, Society and Service from Vietnam to the 
Forever War; Veterans Nursing Home Managers Get Bonus; Shakespeare’s Take on 
Stolen Valor  
 
Pineapples and Digital Dunkirk 
Among the many stories coming out of our last days in Afghanistan were the heroic 
rescue efforts of veterans’ groups for American citizens and Afghan allies. The inherent 
nature of such missions and the political and other controversies will make it a long time 
before we know the full details. Here are some initial accounts. 
 
 “Team America” is a grassroots effort of 200 or so volunteers that sprung out of the 
chaos of the U.S. withdrawal and was formed by Joe Saboe an Iraqi veteran. This group 
organized a “Digital Dunkirk” using office software, satellite maps and encrypted 
messaging apps to guide those escaping Afghanistan. The digital Dunkirk provided real 
time intelligence on routes, Taliban checkpoints, and guided evacuees through 
overlooked alleys, sewage canals and any route that the GPS showed they might get 
through.  
 
Scott Mann, retired special forces officer, led a group called “Task Force Pineapple.” 
Efforts were also called “Pineapple Express” (not related to the movie of the same name)  
because escapees would display images of a pineapple as a rescue signal This effort was 
also described as an “Underground Railroad.” One participant, Army Major Jim Gant, 
was known as “Lawrence of Afghanistan” 
 
These groups were variously in contact with State Department officials and the U.S. 
military at the Kabul airport. They helped thousands to safety. As Saboe said “This was 
born out of desperations… A lot of us knew people who needed to get out, and there was 
no one in the American government who seemed to be giving any guidance. There has 
been almost no coordination” 
 

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/28/us/help-afghanistan.html?searchResultPosition=3
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0910936/
https://www.statesman.com/story/news/politics/politifact/2021/09/02/pineapple-express-mission-worked-military-do-rescues-afghanistan/5699621001/
https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/us-special-operations-vets-carry-daring-mission-save/story?id=79670236
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/28/us/help-afghanistan.html?searchResultPosition=3
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The Afghan operators, assets, interpreters and families were known as “passengers” who 
are guided remotely by “shepherds” (U.S. former special operations forces and CIA 
comrades and commanders). Once summoned, passengers would hold up their 
smartphones with a graphic of yellow pineapples on a pink field. In the rescues, stealth 
and trickery were the key.  
 
Americans have been generous in supporting these efforts both financially and with in-
kind gifts that overwhelmed the post office. They included diapers, baby wipes, toilet 
paper, toiletries such as toothpaste and tooth brushes, soap, shampoo, hair brushes, 
sanitizing wipes and large containers of hand sanitizer. 
 
After the military withdrawal there was more tension. One well-publicized controversy 
involved work by the Sentinel Foundation led by Army veteran Cory Mills. He was put 
on to an American citizen named “Miriam” and her three children by former White 
House physician and now Congressman Ronny Jackson. This family had made repeated 
attempts to pass Taliban checkpoints to gain admission to the Kabul airport, the final 
one having a Taliban fighter pointing a pistol at Miriam’s head and warning her not to 
come back. The group then tried and failed to charter a flight from Mazar+Sharif 
airport. Finally, they traveled over land to a neighboring country (not identified because 
of the danger).  
 
What created controversy was that, upon their arrival in the new country, the State 
Department announced that “U.S. has facilitated the safe departure of four U.S. citizens 
by overland route from Afghanistan. Embassy staff was present upon their 
arrival.”  However, both Cory Mills and Ronny Jackson asserted that the State 
Department did nothing and are “lying” about their role …only after Cory Mills and his 
team got them into the third country did State offer support by securing tourist 
visas.”  said Ronny Jackson.  
 
One very promising development was a September 9th meeting at the Pentagon of Joint 
Chiefs chair GEN. Mark Milley with several veteran’s groups helping in Afghanistan. The 
object was for the government to act as a central point of contact and intensify its 
cooperative efforts. A public private partnership was discussed but it is not clear whether 
this new endeavor had the president's approval. 
 
There is a lot more out there on rescues in news stories and beyond. For veterans, it is 
another example of their dedication to duty and their skills in accomplishing yet another 
mission. There will probably be discussion and writings (and arguments) about these 
events for the rest of the century. 
 
 
Burn Pit Exposures Deemed Presumptive Benefits 
Since the civil War, the military has been using open pits to burn waste. In the current 
conflicts, these burn pits, sometimes the size of a football field, have included all sorts of 
known and unknown items - lithium-ion batteries, solvents, amputated limbs, and 
human waste with jet fuel used for ignition. Since 2007 over 12,000 claims have been 
made for benefits related to inhalation of toxin from burn pits. Comedian Jon Stewart 

https://abcnews.go.com/Politics/us-special-operations-vets-carry-daring-mission-save/story?id=79670236
https://www.militarytimes.com/flashpoints/afghanistan/2021/09/01/generous-americans-clogging-military-mail-network-with-donations-for-afghan-evacuees-at-al-udeid/?web=1&wdLOR=c79B7C0D1-E410-B94A-A007-4B3C10259FC5
https://news.yahoo.com/state-department-trying-steal-credit-131600962.html
https://nypost.com/2021/09/06/state-dept-trying-to-steal-credit-for-afghanistan-rescue/
https://nypost.com/2021/09/06/state-dept-trying-to-steal-credit-for-afghanistan-rescue/
https://nypost.com/2021/09/06/state-dept-trying-to-steal-credit-for-afghanistan-rescue/
https://nypost.com/2021/09/06/state-dept-trying-to-steal-credit-for-afghanistan-rescue/
https://www.politico.com/news/2021/09/09/white-house-afghanistan-evacuation-partnership-510815
https://www.militarytimes.com/veterans/2021/08/02/for-first-time-some-burn-pit-victims-will-get-presumptive-status-for-disability-benefits/
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has brought these conditions into the public eye and several veterans organizations have 
strongly advocated for disability benefits related to them, including especially the Iraq 
and Afghanistan Veterans of America. On Aug 6, VA Secretary McDonough granted 
three conditions related to burn pit exposure (asthma, rhinitis and sinusitis within 10 
years of veteran service overseas) “presumptive” benefits status. Such status allows 
veterans applying for disability benefits to forgo certain paperwork and medical 
examinations to prove that their injuries and illnesses are directly related to military 
experience. 

VA History Office Featured Stories Website 
The VA History website is now live at https://www.va.gov/history/.. The site provides a 
portal for external constituents, as well as an ongoing information resource for internal 
VA supporters.  

Website “exhibits” include the bill signed by President Warren G. Harding to establish 
the Veterans Bureau in 1921, the sinking of the USS Indianapolis in World War II and 
the first military award, established by GEN. George Washington, the “Badge of Military 
Merit.” This medal was originally awarded for "not only instances of unusual gallantry in 
battle, but also extraordinary fidelity and essential service in any way” in the American 
Revolution. Later it became the Purple Heart. 
The site is well worth visiting. 

Badge of Military Merit established by GEN. George Washington, later the Purple Heart 

Veterans Unemployment 
Despite the resurgence of COVID via the Delta variant, and the other difficulties of the 
past few months, August unemployment for veterans dropped to pre-pandemic levels of 
3.7%. It was the first time that this number has been below 4% since February 2020 just 
before the COVID outbreak. This compares to the 5.2% national unemployment rate, a 
number that is still higher than the pre-COVID level of 3.5%. It has been typical for 
veterans to have lower unemployment than of the general workforce usually by more 
than 1%.  

COVID Update 
Like everyone else, VA has had a Delta variant uptick in cases. Here are the latest 
statistics 

https://www.va.gov/history/
https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/2021/09/03/veterans-unemployment-well-below-national-levels-matches-pre-pandemic-levels/
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VA COVID-19 Statistics (as of 9/19/21) 

Cumulative Cases  331,478 

Active Cases  10,241 
Convalescent Cases  306,860 
Known Deaths 14,377 
Known deaths, VA 
Employees 

182 

 
Fully Vaccinated by VA 

Totals 3,820,234 
Veterans  3,477,377 
Employees 313,833 
Federal Partners  29,024 

 
VA’s “4th mission” as backup to the civilian healthcare system continues in personnel, 
PPE and other help. Here is a chart of personnel assistance (as of 9/16/21): 
 

VA Personnel Assistance (Personnel #s) 
State Veterans Homes 1,215 
Community Nursing Homes 980 
VAMC 2,198 
Indian Health Service and Navajo 
Nation 

232 

Non-VA Hospital 94 
 
 
VA Budget 
The new VA budget proposal by the House appropriations committee is another 
blockbuster, showing the support that the country has for its veterans. If approved, VA 
would be spending over $270 billion next year, up about 10% from the $243 billion of 
FY2021 and more than the President requested. Specific items include: $10.9 billion for 
construction projects, about 3 billion above this year; $97.6 billion for medical care, of 
which $778.5 million would be for gender specific care for women and $902 million for 
medical and prosthetic research (20 million more than last year); $621 million for 
opioid abuse prevention; $307 million for rural health initiatives; $13.2 billion for 
mental health; and $2.2 billion for homelessness, all increases. One interesting item is 
the “whole health initiative” which accounts for $84 million. This initiative attempts to 
maintain the level of fitness that veterans had when they were on active duty via 
comprehensive analyses of personal health and well-being.  
 
Overall, discretionary spending would increase by almost 8% in 2022 and VA 
anticipates supporting 425,428 FTEs, second only to DoD among government 
departments. 
 
 
Use of VA Education Benefits 

https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19NationalSummary
https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19EmployeeDeaths
https://www.accesstocare.va.gov/Healthcare/COVID19NationalSummary
https://www.va.gov/health/coronavirus/statesupport.asp
https://www.militarytimes.com/veterans/2021/06/24/house-lawmakers-back-big-budget-boost-for-veterans-affairs-programs/
https://www.va.gov/budget/docs/summary/fy2022VAbudgetInBrief.pdf
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The GI Bills are said to be the most important pieces of social legislation in the history of 
the country, especially the 1944 Serviceman’s Readjustment Act. They have provided 
educational expenses for millions of veterans and transformed the educational 
foundation of the country after World War II.  
 
Throughout the history of these Acts, the individual veteran picks what he or she wants 
from a panoply of educational resources – universities, for profit colleges, vocational 
training and others. In FY20 over 875,000 individuals used GI bill benefits for college at 
a cost of about $11 billion. One aspect that VA officials have noticed is the increasing 
popularity of targeted job training programs such as Veterans Employment Through 
Technology Education Courses (VET TEC). This is a short term, 6–12-week certificate 
program in areas of great demand for workers. The program and the Veteran Rapid 
Retraining Assistant Program have had large numbers of enrollees. The common thread 
is short term training towards specific jobs and this has greatly benefited veterans in 
employment outcome as well as graduation rates. 
 
For many veterans, focused training toward a job rather than a college degree works 
best and the VA is now out in front on that. 
 
The New Praetorians: American Veterans, Society and Service from 
Vietnam to the Forever War 
This is an interesting new book by Professor Michael Gambone of Kutztown University.  
According to Professor Gambone “Contemporary veterans belong to an exclusive 
American group. Celebrated by most of the country, they are nevertheless often poorly 
understood by the same people who applaud their service. Following the introduction of 
an all-volunteer force after the war in Vietnam, only a tiny fraction of Americans now 
join the armed services, making the contemporary soldier, and the veteran by extension, 
increasingly less representative of mainstream society. Veterans have come to comprise 
their own distinct tribe— modern praetorians, permanently set apart from society by 
what they have seen and experienced.” 
 
Veterans Nursing Home Managers Get Bonus 
Senior management in New Jersey state Veterans Nursing Homes who earn too much to 
qualify for “COVID hazard pay” received it anyway. These were also the nursing homes 
in which there was scandalous dereliction of duty leading to deaths of elderly veterans 
from COVID. The managers got their hands on the money despite being repeatedly told 
that they were ineligible. The payments were meant for lower-level employees who 
worked in dangerous conditions and not for administrators who worked in their offices. 
 
At the Menlo Park Veterans Memorial home was one of the deadliest places for COVID 
where over 100 residents died of the illness  and there were numerous irregularities 
leading to multiple investigations (see Listservs #42 May 2020 and #49 January 2021). 
Three top Menlo managers, including Former Chief Executive Elizabeth Schhiff-
Heedles, who was fired after a shake-up, received nearly $40,000 in payments for which 
they were ineligible. The state has since recovered $13,400 from her and about $12,000 
in pay to her deputy. By contrast, nurses who spent long days in the facility in the deadly 
COVID isolation unit (called “Stars and Stripes”) received far less from this hazard pay 

https://www.militarytimes.com/education-transition/2021/08/30/va-eyes-more-focused-employment-help-with-future-education-benefits-efforts/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/new-jersey-veterans-managers-received-covid-19-related-bonuses-despite-being-ineligible-11623010048?st=cv2uf37wrevgpo3&reflink=article_email_share
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1059268/Veterans%20Interest%20Newsletter%20Listserv_Issue%2042.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/bitstream/handle/10822/1060735/VeteransInterestNewsletterListserv_Issue48%20%281%29.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y


 6 

program which was funded by the Federal Coronavirus Aid Relief and Economic 
Security Act. At the Paramus veterans’ facility, where about 90 residents’ deaths were 
linked to COVID, two assistant CEOs received ineligible payments. One of the reasons 
that this happened is that CEOs approve such payments and they essentially paid 
themselves. 
 
Shakespeare’s Take on Stolen Valor 

Why, 'tis a gull, a fool, a rogue, that now and then 
goes to the wars, to grace himself at his return 
into London under the form of a soldier. And such 
fellows are perfect in the great commanders' names: 
and they will learn you by rote where services were 
done; at such and such a sconce, at such a breach, 
at such a convoy; who came off bravely, who was 
shot, who disgraced, what terms the enemy stood on; 
and this they con perfectly in the phrase of war, 
which they trick up with new-  

tuned oaths: and what 
a beard of the general's cut and a horrid suit of 
the camp will do among foaming bottles and 
ale-washed wits, is wonderful to be thought on. But 
you must learn to know such slanders of the age, or 
else you may be marvellously mistook. 
From Henry V Act III, Scene iii 

 
Joel Kupersmith, M.D. 
 
The Listserv is available as an archive on the Georgetown University Library website 
under the title “Veterans Interest Newsletters”. 

 
Stats Section 
 

U.S. Extremists with Military Backgrounds N=354 (1990- early months of 
2021) 

 
The following is from the Profiles of Individual Radicalization in the United States 
(PIRUS) database as reported by the University of Maryland. This database is of 
“extremist crimes.” Uptick in 2021 was due to the January 6 attack on the Capitol. 
Taking the 2018 data (year of a Census Bureau report on the number of U.S. veterans), 
veterans accounted for 8.3% of the PIRUS data and were 7% of the U.S. population. 
Even with the 2021 numbers, overall veterans account for “a relatively small portion” of 
11.5%. 

 
 

https://repository.library.georgetown.edu/handle/10822/1050313
https://www.start.umd.edu/sites/default/files/publications/local_attachments/Extremism%20In%20the%20Ranks%20and%20After%20-%20Research%20Brief%20-%20July_13_2021%20Final%20accessible.pdf
https://www.start.umd.edu/sites/default/files/publications/local_attachments/Extremism%20In%20the%20Ranks%20and%20After%20-%20Research%20Brief%20-%20July_13_2021%20Final%20accessible.pdf
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