ON FEBRUARY 10, 2012, AMERICA LOST A HERO

Gary Pinion
1949 – 2012
On February 10, 2012, America lost a hero.  He was a hero to his daughter and grand kids because of the kind of dad and grandfather he was.  But if you want to know some of things that made him a hero to the rest of us–and especially to me–read on.

As a 1st Lieutenant in Vietnam, I was a platoon leader with the 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment.  In my platoon I had nine armored vehicles we called “tracks.”  Each track had a track commander, and one of my best track commanders was a young sergeant named Gary Pinion.  At 21 years of age, he was actually one of the old guys in the platoon, and he was a great guy—one of those men you wanted to have around when everything was going wrong.

Late one July afternoon I’d moved my platoon into a new area, and SGT Pinion was on the ground guiding his track into position for the night when a huge explosion ripped the air!  SGT Pinion’s track had hit a mine.  Someone hollered out, “Man down!  Pinion’s down!” and I looked to see guys jumping from the relative safety of their own tracks and running, picking their way through that minefield to the aid of their fallen brother.  You see, SGT Pinion had been standing about three feet from that mine when it went off, and the full force of the blast hit him in the face and all over the body.  It basically shredded him.  My platoon medic gave him an emergency tracheotomy and put him back together as best he could, and I called for a dustoff.  When the helicopter arrived, we loaded him on board, and he was gone.  So began the longest journey of SGT Pinion’s young life.

When a man is taken suddenly from the field of battle like that, you wonder what becomes of him.  Did he make it?  Did he live?  Did he die?  Is he going to be OK?  Sometimes we didn’t get the answers to those questions, and that was the case with SGT Pinion—we never heard what finally became of him.  I was afraid, given the severity of his wounds, that he probably wouldn’t survive the helicopter ride to the hospital.

Over the years, though, I thought about SGT Pinion, and I thought that if by any miracle he were still alive, I sure would like to talk to him.  I never had a very good way of tracking him down until 1999 when I tried a people-search on the Internet.  I knew he was from Ohio, so that’s where I started my search, and I found a Gary Pinion in Akron.  I didn’t know if he was the Gary Pinion I’d had the honor of serving with, but I jotted down his number, picked up the phone, and dialed it.

The phone rang a couple of times, and I kind of hoped no one would answer because I really didn’t know what I was going to say.  On the fourth ring, though, a voice answered.  It said, “Hello.”

“Is this Gary Pinion?” I asked.  The voice said, “Yes, it is”

I asked, “Are you the Gary Pinion who served with the 11th Cav in Vietnam?”  The voice said, “Yes, I am.”

“Gary,” I said, “I’m not sure you’ll remember me, but my name’s Ty Dodge, and I was your platoon leader.”  With no hesitation the voice said, “I remember you, LT.”

I cannot begin to describe to you the flood of emotion that drained out of me during the next hour as Gary Pinion and I renewed our acquaintance after 31 years.  I know for me it wrapped up a loose end … one of those emotional loose ends combat veterans sometimes deal with.

I think it wrapped up a loose end for Gary, too.  You see, the force of the blast that July day left him with no memory of what happened.  The doctors and nurses and staff at the first hospital he landed in didn’t know what happened either.  Nor did the staff at the next hospital, or the next, or the next … or the so many more he went to for more than a quarter of a century putting his body and his life back together again.  All he had known was that something terrible happened that day, and he was left blind.  Now he knows the rest of the story.

But Gary’s story doesn’t end there.  You see, Gary Pinion is a survivor.  He lives alone, in his own home, not far from his mom, and his daughter, and three grandkids.  He’s a man who has suffered greater adversity in his life than I can even imagine.  Yet the voice I spoke to that November evening was filled with love and hope.

If I could tell you something about hope, Gary called me a couple of years later and said, “Ty, I just fulfilled a dream.”  “Really?” I asked, “What did you do?”  He said, “I bought something I’ve wanted all my adult life.”  “That is too cool!  What did you buy?”  He said “I bought myself a brand new … black … Corvette!”

Gary Pinion is blind!  But that’s OK—it’s safe to drive in Akron, Ohio. Gary doesn’t drive that ’Vette … yet … but he sure does like to ride in it!  That’s hope!  I could take a lesson!

I don’t know exactly how to define the word ‘hero,’ but I do know this: Gary Pinion is one of my heroes.

Every four years many of us go to the polls.  We participate in free elections and vote for the candidates of our choice.  That’s a privilege you won’t find in just any country.  About the time George W. Bush was elected, a similar election was held in Iraq.  The Iraqi press reported that Saddam Hussein had been reelected president with 100% of the vote.  Can you imagine that?  One hundred percent of the vote!  You know, even I might get elected if my name were the only one on the ballot!  But the privilege of choosing the men and women who will lead our country is one of the freedoms we enjoy in America.  It’s a freedom that has come to us with a huge price tag attached.  And a large part of that price is being paid today by our servicemen and women serving around the world.

Every summer many of us load up our cars and head to the beach, or catch an airplane for a trip out West.  Even now, with 9/11 still etched into our memories, we don’t have to ask permission to do that.  But you couldn’t do that in Vietnam today, or in Iraq, or in many countries around the world.  That’s a privilege we enjoy in America, though.  It’s a freedom that has come to us with a huge price tag attached.  And a large part of that price was paid by veterans like Gary Pinion.

If you want to worship as a Christian or a Muslim or a Jew … if you want to go the synagogue or the mosque or that PCA church down the street … you’re welcome to do that in America.  But if you went to church next Sunday in some countries, you might be thrown into prison.  The privilege of worshipping as we please is one of the freedoms we enjoy in America.  It’s a freedom that came to us with a huge price tag attached.  And a large part of that price was paid not only by our veterans, but by their families, as well.

In 2002 I had a chance to meet one of my heroes face-to-face for the first time in 33 years.  Gary and I made arrangements to meet at an 11th Armored Cavalry Regiment reunion in Louisville.

While we were there, Gary and I had a couple of hours to spend together—just the two of us—talking about old times and looking to the future.  Midway through our conversation Gary turned to me and said, “Ty, there’s something I need to know.  Something that’s been eating away at me for more than 30 years.  I know what you tell me might be painful, but I really need to know.”

“Sure, Gary,” I said, “what is it?”

He asked, “What did I do wrong?  And how many other guys were hurt?”

Oh, man, all I could do was throw a big bear-hug on the guy and say, “Gary, because you did everything right, no one else was hurt.”

Does that bring to mind a couple of verses from Philippians?  Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.  Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.  Here’s a guy who has suffered more in his life than I can even wrap my mind around, and he’s still worried about the other guys on his track!

You know, in just six words—How many other guys were hurt?—Gary Pinion summed up the essence of what service in the military is all about.  At great risk to themselves, our servicemen and women make careers of looking out for your interests and for mine.

Thank you, Gary, for having preserved the privileges and freedoms I so enjoy in our country.  I’ll miss you, my friend.

 Ty Dodge

tdodge36@yahoo.com

