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While most Americans fol-
low the daily events, tolls
and tallies of war through

the 24/7 barrage of TV, press and
Internet reporting, millions have
gained a deeper understanding of
war’s impact on the men and women
who fight through a daily comic strip
and its not-so-sympathetic character
B.D.

Cartoonist (sometimes described
as “political cartoonist”) Garry
Trudeau introduced his comic strip
“Doonesbury” 36 years ago during an
age of disaffection and skepticism.
Though generally left of center in
outlook, one of the strip’s main char-
acters right from the start was B.D.,
the macho, conservative college quar-
terback who over the years morphed
into a National Guardsman, football
coach and, today—a disabled veteran.

As a Guard member, B.D. served

in Vietnam, the first Gulf War and,
just recently, Iraq. That’s where
Trudeau made a decision that not
only changed B.D.’s imaginary life,
but the real lives of many readers, in-
cluding veterans on active military
duty and in civilian life.

On April 19, 2004, “Doonesbury”
readers looked down at their newspa-
per comics page and saw one com-
pletely darkened panel with “Hey”
overprinted in white. In the following
panels, B.D.’s combat buddy Ray
Hightower appeared out of a smoky
background calling for a medic. The
final panel was dark again, except for
his buddy’s shouts: “B.D.? Hey! Hey!”
The next day, readers learned that
B.D. had lost a leg to enemy fire in
Iraq.

That’s when B.D.’s journey back
home began. It’s a journey that has
captured the imagination of millions,

including Department of Defense and
VA officials who opened their doors
to Trudeau so he could tell one
veteran’s story realistically with hu-
mor, compassion, and most of all
hope.

Defense Department officials
contacted Trudeau soon after the B.D.
storyline was revealed.

“I was delighted to hear from
DoD the first week after B.D.’s in-
jury,” Trudeau said during a recent
visit to VA Central Office, where he
signed copies of book collections of
B.D. strips—The Long Road Home:
One Step at a Time and The War
Within.

“I think they saw the storyline
and said, ‘If he’s going to do this he’ll
either get it right or wrong; let’s make
sure he gets it right.’”

Army officials invited Trudeau to
Walter Reed Army Medical Center in

The Art of Telling
War Stories

When ‘Doonesbury’ cartoonist Garry Trudeau catapulted one of the strip’s
longtime characters into the world of the disabled combat veteran, it sent

both of them on a journey of discovery.

A strip featuring the “Milkshake Man”—VA’s own Jim Mayer.
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Washington, D.C., to meet recover-
ing soldiers, talk to clinical staff and
find out for himself what goes on in a
wounded soldier’s body, mind and
family.

While spending time at Walter
Reed, Trudeau heard of the legendary
“Milkshake Man”—VA Central Of-
fice employee and Vietnam combat
amputee Jim Mayer, who volunteers
regularly with new amps bringing
them milkshakes and cheer. Mayer
was instrumental in starting Friday
night dinners at a local steakhouse
for Walter Reed and Bethesda Naval
Hospital OIF/OEF patients, and it
was at such a dinner that Trudeau
mentioned he was considering what
direction B.D.’s road to recovery
would take after he left Walter Reed.

Later, over coffee and a discussion
of PTSD, readjustment issues and vet
centers, it was clear Trudeau’s next
visit had to be to VA. A meeting at
VA Central Office with Veterans
Health Administration experts and
program managers was set for Aug.
10, 2005, the same day VA Readjust-
ment Counseling Program Director
Al Batres was meeting with several
new OIF/OEF vet center counselors—
the timing couldn’t have been better.

From that meeting came Trudeau
visits to vet centers, where he talked
to counselors and veterans and sat in
on counseling sessions. Through those
visits, said Batres, “He saw a program
that honors the experiences of the
soldiers and a program that is dedi-
cated to that at its heart.”

Then he moved on to the Palo
Alto, Calif., VA Medical Center,
where he visited one of VA’s four
polytrauma rehabilitation centers.

These centers were set up to handle
the complex care of veterans who
have sustained multiple severe inju-
ries—often as a result of explosions
and blasts—that have become so
characteristic of the wars in Iraq and
Afghanistan.

 At Palo Alto, Trudeau made the
rounds, talking to injured OIF/OEF
veterans undergoing treatment, family
members, and staff psychologists and
counselors. He even based a strip on
the story of a 40-year-old former

Army truck driver he met at the
facility’s Menlo Park Division.

“Most importantly,” said Kerri
Childress, the Palo Alto public affairs
officer who accompanied Trudeau on
his visit, “he left believing that VA
employees care and that they are do-
ing a terrific job—a job done with
heart.”

Trudeau’s VA visits sent B.D.—a
troubled, disabled veteran—reluc-
tantly to the “Walden Vet Center”

and to Elias, a savvy and patient
counselor with his own story of com-
bat, injury and readjustment from an-
other war at another time, in Viet-
nam. (Trudeau gave VA official ap-
proval to use Elias’s likeness on the
Readjustment Counseling Program
Web site, www.vetcenter.va.gov, and
linked his Doonesbury Web site to
the Readjustment Counseling
Program’s.)

In the course of his visits with
VA employees and patients, Trudeau
said he not only gained an under-
standing of and empathy for the chal-
lenges—mental and physical—return-
ing veterans face, but also a deep ap-
preciation of VA’s commitment to
their successful readjustment.

“I was a bit skeptical during my
first visit to VA when they told me,
‘This isn’t your father’s VA,’” he said.
“I guess I had a bit of a ‘show me’ atti-
tude, but I have to say that in the
hospitals I’ve visited and the people
I’ve talked to, I have just been so im-
pressed.

“The proof is that the rest of the
world is taking note; your hospitals
and systems are being studied by
medical professionals around the
world. You guys must be doing some-
thing right. You’ve got a lot of work
ahead of you, but I for one have con-
fidence that you’re up to it.”

“I was a bit skeptical during my first visit to VA
when they told me, ‘This isn’t your father’s VA.’
I guess I had a bit of a ‘show me’ attitude.”

Garry Trudeau, far right, meets with then-VA Under Secretary for Health Dr. Jonathan Perlin,
far left, at VA headquarters on Aug. 10, 2005. With them are VA Readjustment Counseling Pro-
gram Director Al Batres, second from left, and VHA Chief Communications Officer Ev Chasen.
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