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EASTON, N.Y. 
For more than 40 years Bob Stone, a veteran from Lexington, Mass., carried around a 
dark secret dating back to his service in Vietnam in 1970.  
But this year, just before Memorial Day, he was able to disclose the thing he felt so 
ashamed of to a roomful of strangers he had met for the first time the previous evening.  
Stone had his breakthrough at a much-abbreviated version of a retreat offered by Soldier's 
Heart, a national nonprofit organization based in Troy. The group, co-founded by the 
Edward Tick and Kate Dahlstedt, works “to heal the moral, emotional and spiritual 
wounds of war in our nation’s veterans, their families and communities.” 
The husband-and-wife team started Soldier’s Heart after the 2005 publication of Tick’s 
book, “War and the Soul: Healing Our Nation's Veterans from Post-Traumatic Stress 
Disorder.” Since 2007, the group has organized more than 20 four-day retreats for war 
veterans.  
After a retreat in May in Washington County, most of the 30-odd participants -- veterans, 
an active-duty soldier, clergy and other civilians – stayed on for a powerful two-day 
conference entitled “When Johnny Comes Marching Home and Gets Arrested: From 
Honor to Dishonor and Back Again.” A group called In Our Name presented both events 
free of charge at the Christ the King Spiritual Life Center, an Episcopal facility in Easton. 
Although Stone didn’t want to reveal the details of his Vietnam secret for this story, he 
praised Tick for cultivating an atmosphere of trust, respect and acceptance that allowed 
him to share, at the retreat, a painful memory he had put a lot of energy into hiding. 
“He doesn't say something is wrong with you and we have to fix you,” Stone said. “He 
said, ‘I'm going to help you get on a path to becoming a spiritual warrior.’” 
Rather than following the medical model that views PTSD as a sickness, Soldier’s Heart 
builds on the warrior traditions of Native American and other cultures. The goal is to help 
soldiers develop “a new and honorable warrior identity” as they return to civilian life.  
Stone, who returned to civilian life in the 1970s, said the Soldier’s Heart approach 
allowed him access to a part of himself that had somehow been shut out ever since. 
“I’ve done a lot of emotional healing work,” he explained. “But I've never been able to 
reclaim or integrate the part of me that was a soldier. I want to practice not having to 
disown that part of me. 
"At the retreat, I found myself in a space, a container, where I could honor and release 



my experiences,” he continued. “It was a bit overwhelming and unexpected.” 
 
A need to heal 
Tick, a psychologist who has worked with veterans for 35 years, previously used 
mainstream methods to treat PTSD. But he said he became disillusioned with the results. 
Pathologizing veterans’ reactions, he said, “can reinforce the wound by keeping it locked 
up in the secret mental health, PTSD, veteran community.” 
That approach, he said, treats veterans as patients with a lifelong mental illness. They’re 
given medications to change their brain chemistry and control symptoms -- and cognitive 
behavioral therapy to retrain their thinking.  
“That’s the best we could do,” Tick said. “There is no healing.” 
In place of the standard approach, Soldier’s Heart begins by accepting the need to heal 
the emotional wounds left by battlefield experiences.  
“Everyone who has participated in war or seen the effects and after-effects should have a 
broken heart,” Tick said. “It’s normal.”  
Too often, however, professionals and the general public are apt to deny the truth of how 
challenging, transformative and debilitating military service and combat can be, he said. 
“PTSD is only a modern, quasi-scientific name for the wounding that has always 
happened in war,” Tick said.  
The condition, he added, has been given more than 80 names over the centuries, going 
back to Biblical times, and in other cultures. Tick and Dahlstedt used one of those names 
– Soldier’s Heart, from the Civil War era – as the name of their organization for veterans. 
Paul Henderson, a lieutenant colonel in the Green Berets in Vietnam who later served in 
the Reserves, said he tried the mainstream route for treating PTSD.  
 “Over 20 years after I came home, the psychic wounds came back," he said.  
Henderson, who has been a lawyer for 30 years, said that after his dramatic slide into full-
blown alcoholism, his conduct landed him behind bars. He traveled from Tacoma, Wash., 
to speak about his experiences at the conference. 
“It was extraordinarily difficult to say, ‘Yes, I have a wound which affects me in ways I 
cannot control,’” Henderson said. “Today, we classify you as less than fully human. Then 
we'll treat you with drugs to get normative behavior so you can forget it ever happened to 
you.” 
The standard treatment didn’t work for him, Henderson said. But ultimately, with the 
help of Soldier’s Heart, he went from managing his symptoms with drugs to becoming “a 
wounded healer working with veterans groups.” 
Tick said the problem with conventional treatment of PTSD is that it too often tries to 



suppress or ameliorate emotional pain rather than embracing it.  
“In PTSD, everything in our soul is calling out and trying to express itself,” he said. 
“What we need to do is not squash it but hear it. … A lot of our wound is our heart and 
soul screaming, ‘No, I reject this destiny.’ When we say yes, we can grow an identity big 
enough to accept all that has happened to us and find new forms of service based on what 
we learned.”  
Tick reinterprets the acronym PTSD in two ways. He calls it Post Traumatic Soul 
Distress, presenting it as an opportunity for spiritual growth. And he calls it Post 
Traumatic Social Disorder, because he explains that the “sacred contract” between 
veterans and civilians has been broken and needs to be restored. That’s why Soldier’s 
Heart always includes civilians in its retreats.  
 
Involving families 
Stone, the Massachusetts veteran, said he always denied having PTSD. He recalls feeling 
that “I can’t afford to have anything wrong with me.” Instead, he would tell people he 
suffered from anxiety. 
He admits he still can’t go to Fourth of July events.  
“I shrink when I see helicopters or hear loud noises,” Stone said. “I feel like if I let down 
my guard, something bad will happen.”  
Coming from a family of soldiers, Stone said he is not the first to bring home the 
emotional scars of war.  
“My great uncle had what they called shell shock,” he recalled. “When my dad came 
back from Korea, he was not right." 
Soldier's Heart also acknowledges the special needs of women veterans and female 
family members of veterans.  
Dahlstedt leads the organization's Women and War Project and holds a weekly support 
group for each group of women via free teleconferencing.  
Like veterans suffering from the psychic wounds of war, she said family members feel 
isolated and invisible. Sometimes they’re too uncomfortable or afraid to share what 
they’re going through. During different points in the deployment cycle, they experience 
their own disturbing array of emotions.  
More than 50 percent of the people in the service today are in the National Guard or 
reserves. 
“They're serving, too,” Dahlstedt said. 
When the veteran returns home, Dahlstedt said, wives and mothers want to reclaim the 
person they sent to war. They ask, “Can't therapy bring him back?”  



Dahlstedt said she responds that life is a one-way journey. But even though no one can 
return to the person they were in the past, they still can grow and develop spiritually, she 
said. 
 
Reaching out 
As people were introducing themselves at the start of the retreat, Mike McEnteggart, a 
Navy veteran, objected. He said he couldn't imagine veterans would be able to express 
themselves in the presence of civilians and a journalist. Tick responded with reassurance 
and acceptance.  
Asked about his initial mistrust a few weeks later, he said, “That's the PTSD.” 
In 1989, McEnteggart was stationed on the USS Iowa, one of four re-commissioned 
World War II battleships, when an explosion blew up the turret, a five-story building on 
the ship. As a first responder on the fire party, he rushed to the scene, but it was too late.  
“Forty-seven of my brothers were gone in a minute,” he said.  
The accident, fueled by six 110-pound bags of black powder, left him angry, full of 
survivor's guilt and feeling abandoned. 
For the first 15 years after his discharge, McEnteggart kept it together. He had a job at 
General Electric Co., owned a house and two cars and lived with his girlfriend. But when 
she left him, it rekindled the overwhelming feelings of abandonment associated with the 
disaster.  
“I went through the drinking thing, the suicide thing, the jail thing,” McEnteggart said. 
Only then did he seek help through the VA hospital.  
“I had no clue that I had PTSD,” he recalled. “One thing I didn't agree with: They gave 
me medications. I was on all of them. It was a Band-Aid, and they were looking for the 
right one.” 
Twenty years after the explosion, he attended a memorial reunion. He said all the 
mothers, sisters and daughters were laughing and happy, but the veterans from the ship 
were all staring at the ground and mumbling.  
One of the mothers noticed the men were sad. She said the women have been talking to 
each other but that when the male veterans went back home, they went their separate 
ways and were alone.  
Today McEnteggart is reaching out to other veterans. He's particularly worried about 
those returning from Afghanistan and Iraq and their epidemic rate of suicide. 
When a friend from the Navy recruited him to help restore the USS Iowa as a museum in 
Los Angeles, McEnteggart moved onto the ship for 14 months. He also became a 
spokesman and public speaker for the project.  
“It helped a lot,” he said.  



 
Witness to torture 
Pete Rogers considers his military service to be one of the most significant periods of his 
life. But for years, he said, he felt “totally alienated from other vets.” 
He said the Soldier's Heart retreat changed his stance toward other veterans.  
“I have a lot more compassion for really good people who did really bad things,” he said. 
Rogers enlisted in 1963 after flunking out of college. As a young man he was apolitical 
and planned to become a career officer. After a year learning Vietnamese, he spent 1968 
in Vietnam in intelligence. His job was talking to people. 
“My heart opened up, because I was getting to know the Vietnamese as people,” he said. 
“It was painful to see soldiers treating them so badly. 
“I lost my … viewpoint that the military was doing good in the world by stopping evil. I 
became aware of how our government can enter into very wrong, destructive 
international adventures.” 
The most traumatic incident in his tour occurred when he inadvertently witnessed an 
American water-boarding a Vietnamese prisoner.  
“When I came back from Vietnam, I was ashamed,” he said.  
He also carried guilt about being part of the war. 
The one person he stayed in touch with from his military days was Bob Stemme, who 
became an important whistleblower about the abuse of Vietnamese prisoners at the hands 
of Americans.  
“He got soldiers to write letters about the torture they were doing,” setting off a military 
investigation, Rogers said. “One of my guilty feelings was that I didn’t do more.” 
 
The shock of homecoming 
Ray Cocks of Kingston said he joined the Army “to see the world and become a man." 
He also was escaping his family and his “quaint little Norman Rockwell” hometown in 
the Hudson Valley, where he said there was nothing for him. 
But going to a war zone was no solution. He got out of military a month early, in July 
1969, “because things were collapsing: I had enough and would have ended up in the 
stockade.” 
The psychic scars were already formed before he returned to the United States. 
“I started to have nightmares when still in Vietnam, but you didn’t do a lot of sleeping 
there anyway,” Cocks recalled. “The nightmares drove me to therapy.” 
But he shunned treatment through the VA. Things fell apart for him in the late 1980s. 



Then he got into recovery and went back to school, getting a degree in human services. In 
college, he said he “found out that everything I was ranting and raving about was right.”  
Now he has reached retirement age. Regarding PTSD, he asked a pointed question: “Do 
you want to label problems, or reconcile?” 
Many veterans say the trauma of returning home is worse than war. In addition to the 
lack of welcome and acknowledgement from the community, one of the problems is the 
lack of any transition.  
Cocks recalled that, in the space of a month or two, he went from deadly combat in 
Vietnam's central highlands to a college cafeteria where kids were throwing paper 
airplanes.  
Similarly, McEnteggart recalled that when he was discharged after four years of service, 
“The Navy said, ‘Goodbye, here’s your plane ticket. Go get a job.’”  
He said he received no help in re-acclimating to civilian life and had no opportunity to 
deal with the troubling emotions that haunted him after the disaster on his ship.  
And Stone, though he has a loving wife and daughter and belongs to a church 
congregation and a spiritual community, said he has found no “sacred space” in which to 
share and process his stories.  
In traditional cultures, however, warriors undergo a purification process and a period of 
isolation prior to returning to society.  
Tick notes that military training is designed to reduce the human inhibition against 
killing. Addressing the topic of the conference, he pointed out that what is legal, 
necessary and rewarded in a war zone is criminal at home. Soldiers are programmed to 
kill in training that is intensive and permanent.  
“We don’t reverse it and help them become well-adjusted civilians and elder returned 
warriors,” he said. 
 
Vietnam revisited 
One of the high points of the conference was a performance of an original play written by 
Brian Delate, a Vietnam veteran who traveled with Soldier's Heart on two “healing 
journeys” to Vietnam.  
After his military service, Delate took a theater class in college on a lark. He ended up 
changing his major. Before going to Vietnam, he had never even seen a play; now he has 
been an actor for 37 years. 
In 1969, Delate said he had no friends among the Vietnamese. He thought of them in 
terms of who might try to kill him each day.  
A couple days before he went back to Vietnam the first time last year, Delate said he 
“had to have an emotional tumor blow out” of him. On the trip, he experienced catharsis.  



On his second trip, he said, he started "to see the deeper part” of the Vietnamese people’s 
humanity and to “have compassion for what they experienced."  
On that trip, he gave two performances of an 18-minute sampler from his then-unfinished 
play. One was for the Veterans Association of Vietnam at the National Theatre in Hanoi. 
The other took place at a hut in the Mekong Delta.  
This year, he will be bringing the completed play to Vietnam in September. 
Entitled “Memorial Day,” his two-person play vividly shows the devastation of war, 
without scenery or props. Although the play re-enacts traumatizing incidents from the 
war, it ends with transformation and healing. 
 
 


