
Home of the Free, Home of the Brave 
A Christmastime Salute to Our Troops  

 
     I was six-years-old at the time. It was wartime and I knew this, but not really. I 
overheard talk from grown-ups sitting at kitchen tables who discussed places with 
strange names on the other side of the world, and I listened.  There had also been talk 
of sons called up and drafted out. I didn’t know what kind of draft this was, and I never 
thought to ask. The only draft I was familiar with was the kind that blew in the door 
behind me on cold Wisconsin days. 
     My brother paid closer attention to the soldier talk than I did. Maybe this was 
because he was older. I don’t know. Or maybe it was because he was a son and 
wondered if his name would one day be discussed around kitchen tables. Whatever his 
reason happened to be, he knew what it was, and I did not. 
     He kept a pile of small, plastic army men in his bedroom. You could buy a whole 
bag of these two-inch-tall green men, molded into many different positions, down at the 
Ben Franklin for a dollar.            
     My brother would line the soldiers up around his room—some on his dresser, some 
on his floor, and some on his windowsill hidden behind curtains. These plastic toys 
were the only experience I had with soldiers until the night one of them came to life. 
     It happened at the West Bend Christmas parade in 1969.  My dad, my mom, and us 
kids were standing on a curb while the parade marched by. Everything we hoped to see 
that night came down the street from around the corner—snowmen, elves, gingerbread 
men, nutcrackers, and bands.  Santa would be last, as he always was, and it was almost 
time to wave at the master toymaker. And that’s when it happened. 
     From around the corner—the same corner we were expecting to see the Santa float 
come rolling around—came a long, flat trailer. No lights decorated it. No costumed 
angels or shepherds were riding on top.  Nothing.  Streamers didn’t hang from its 
edges, and speakers weren’t playing pre-taped holiday music from its rear. It was 
simply a long, flat, stark trailer, empty in all ways except for a lone man who stood at 
its center, a man who looked exactly like the green, plastic soldiers back home, but this 
soldier was real. 
     Painted on the backdrop behind the solitary man who stood at attention were the 
words “I’ll be home for Christmas.” 
     And then it started to rain. I will remember it for always. 
     It rained from the hearts of old men who saluted the soldier back, old men who 
knew of other Christmases and other wars, and I watched their memories run down 
their cheeks. 
     Tears fell from the cheeks of young women as they looked at the soldier who, in that 
moment, represented every soldier. Would they see their loves again? Perhaps soon, 
perhaps not. The sign on the reverse side of the backdrop answered such a question. It 
could be read as the plastic man who was real rolled past us, heading down the street. 



There, in simple black letters on the rear of the trailer were painted the words: “If only 
in my dreams.” 
     Mothers set their jaws, squared their shoulders, and attempted to be brave. Were 
they thinking about their boys so far away, boys they prayed for as they marched into 
battle to protect the lives of their loved ones back home? 
     Something happened on that curbside. I was just a little girl, but I knew it, and felt 
it, and saw it.  It would take a long time for me to figure out exactly what that was and, 
in truth, I’m still trying. 
     Looking back at the Christmas of the plastic man, as I’ve done most Christmases 
since, usually when I’m on my way to another parade, I remember the night I stood in 
my little fur-lined boots in the snow. What was the power in those moments that left its 
impression on my young life and is with me still? 
     Was it the contrast of two worlds meeting on that street corner, the contrast of a 
world where the bounty of freedom is enjoyed and a world where the price of that 
freedom is paid? Maybe. It’s hard to say. 
     Yet harder still is to remember that there are places where Christmas exists only in 
the hearts and minds of those who left it behind them, those who, like our soldiers, 
know all too well that there are no Christmas trees in trenches or choirs on the front 
lines singing about Bethlehem, places where it might be another year before you taste 
one of your mother’s Christmas cookies because you’re sitting in a fox hole instead of 
in your favorite chair beside the fireside back home. 
     We kiss our loved ones goodbye and they kiss us back. And then we send them off 
to places we’d rather not, and they go willingly because freedom has a price and 
bravery must pay it. 
     America has never been short on bravery—never, ever. It lies in the hearts of the 
ones who go, and it lies in the hearts of the loved ones who send them, those who must 
wave goodbye and wait and wonder about those places they’d rather not, for this too 
takes courage. 
     My husband and I will wander down to the Christmas parade again this year, as we 
do every year. The little ones we once towed along will join us, even though they are 
now grown, our oldest being about the same age as the plastic man from long ago. 
     As the parade passes me by, I will think about my memory’s soldier and reflect on 
the price my own children and grandchildren may one day be called on to pay and, 
knowing this, I will keep my eye on the chair by the fireside come Christmas. 
Rochelle Pennington 
 

“Freedom is still expensive. It still costs money, and it still costs blood. It still 
calls for courage and endurance, not only in soldiers, but in every man and woman 
who is free, and who is determined to remain so.” Harry S. Truman 
 

“America will remain the land of the free only so long as it is the home of the 
brave.”       Elmer David  



A Christmas Tribute on the 11th Christmas after the 9-11Tragedy 
 
    The sky was blue until it turned black. It was black and blue in New York City on 
September 11, 2001. Black and blue—like the people pulled from beneath the rubble 
under the tumbled towers. 
    And red like the blood. And yellow like the fire. And white—white ash from the 
yellow fire was falling everywhere, on everyone, and little children in short-sleeved 
shirts wanted to know why it was snowing. 
     What would you have told those little kids?  I really don’t know what I would have 
said, and so I ask. 
     How does a person look into innocent eyes and explain that the snow falling is not 
the weather kind, but the destruction kind? 
     It snowed on September 11, 2001, this “Second Day of Infamy,” as it had snowed 
back on the first in 1941 when six million Jews were being incinerated in concentration 
camp furnaces across Germany. Their ashen remains then poured forth from great 
smokestacks and were carried away by pallbearer winds. 
    A young woman recorded the horrors of what happened when hell came knocking on 
Germany’s door in her little diary. Her name was Anne Frank, a mere child who wrote 
with the wisdom of an aged one. Reading her words can make a person’s hair stand on 
end, especially if it’s dark—like it was in Germany when those Nazi furnaces were 
burning long and hot. It was a time in our world’s history when darkness came calling, 
and decided to stay. 
    The Nazis were coming for the doomed Jews, and this meant they were coming for 
Anne. She knew it. Many whom she loved had already been turned into snow—and not 
the weather kind. But before those Nazis came, young Miss Anne had something to 
say, and it was this: “I still believe that people are really good at heart. If I look up to 
the heavens, I think that it will all come right, and that peace and tranquility will return 
again.” 
    That, my friend, is the voice of hope. I can stare long and hard at her words, reading 
them over and over, and still they will affect me. 
    What made it possible for Anne to see past the hatred and horror living in her midst 
and hold fast to a belief in peace, tranquility, and goodness? If she had survived, we 
could ask her, but she didn’t. So now we must seek for ourselves other voices who, like 
Anne, understand the language of tears, and yet keep believing that light will find its 
way—despite the pain, despite everything. 
    Such voices were found in New York City in December 2001, three short months 
after the Twin Towers were thrown down, and nearly 3,000 lives with them. 
    The voices I speak of were gathered around a Christmas tree. It was a huge tree, 
absolutely gigantic. Those New Yorkers went out and cut themselves down the biggest 
tree they could find and erected it in Rockefeller Center. Then they started putting 
lights on the tree. Lights and more lights. Why? Because New Yorkers had a message 



they wanted to send to the world about how they were doing since the 9-11 tragedy 
assaulted their beloved hometown, and they chose their tree to say it:  “Never brighter!” 
So said the tree. 
   The eight-ton evergreen was reported on by The New York Times under the headline 
“Tall Enough for the World to See.”  For those who were privileged to look upon the 
tree, the sight will be remembered always—especially those lights. 
   There were blue lights—blue like the uniforms police officers wore as they ran 
alongside firemen into buildings that everyone else ran out of on September 11. And 
white lights—white like the hospital uniforms doctors and nurses wore as they toiled 
tirelessly, serving victims wheeled into ERs around the city; and white like the signs 
held up on street corners when the sirens passed by, signs that read: “Thank You,” 
“You’re Appreciated,” “God Bless America,” and “Keep the Faith.” 
    And red—red like the hearts inside of all those heroes at Ground Zero who felt the 
blood of bravery pumping through their veins. 
    Hearts have pounded before, triumphing over tragedies that tested them. What do 
you suppose you would have heard if you had listened to the chest of one of the Allied 
soldiers who stormed into Germany to shut those furnaces off over a half a century 
ago? You would have heard something that sounded like a jackhammer, that’s what 
you would have heard.  On a beach named Normandy, on a day called “D,” those 
soldiers set out.  If they hadn’t, would the six million have turned into sixty? I don’t 
know. But what I do know is this: When a trial is at its worst, courage is at its best. 
That’s how it works. 
    We saw it on September 11, 2001. That was the day that four hi-jacked planes were 
crashed into three buildings and too many people died.  It was a punch no one saw 
coming—a hard punch that knocked a couple of really big buildings in Manhattan 
down. But that punch could not knock the spirit of the people down. Those New 
Yorkers believed they were bigger than their tragedy, and stronger than their pain. 
    And then they put up their tree as a testimony that light could shine out of darkness. 
And so it did. 
Rochelle Pennington 
	  


