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Combat in the Classroom
Travis L. Martin

As children “we learn to tell stories about ourselves, and this 
training proves to be crucial to the success of our lives as 
adults, for our recognition by others as normal individuals 
depends on our ability to perform the work of self-narration.” 
    —Paul John Eakin (152) 

I am only a little ashamed to admit that patriotism was not among 
my top reasons for enlisting in the Army. I was flunking out of com-
munity college and wanted discipline, maturity, and money. After my 
honorable discharge, I had these things in abundance. But they came 
at a price. In 2003, as an eighteen-year-old, baby-faced kid from a bor-
ing little town in southern Kentucky, I experienced my first ambush: 
Explosions rocked our convoy; machine guns fired in every direction. 
I felt powerless; people died. I survived the ordeal without a scratch, 
but my mind was either too innocent or too unprepared to process the 
events. Immediately, and over the next few weeks, my hands began 
to shake, marking the first symptom of what—over the next three 
years—would develop into Post-Traumatic Stress (PTS). After another 
deployment in 2005, and by the time I returned home, I dealt with anxi-
ety, nightmares, and bursts of anger on a daily basis. Those symptoms 
were only the most explicable problems. In my second deployment an 
improvised-explosive device struck my Humvee and the blast knocked 
me unconscious, resulting in a mild Traumatic Brain Injury (TBI) that 
remained undiagnosed for two years. TBI translated into memory 
problems and severe migraines. Adding years of wear and tear on my 
musculoskeletal system to the equation, I carried with me an assorted 
bag of skills and scars when I returned to college in 2007. 

For a long time I avoided anything that reminded me of war, pay-
ing little attention as the symptoms of PTS ruined my marriage, dis-
solved my social support network, and drove me to self-medicate with 
alcohol. Yet, I maintained a near-perfect grade point average, throwing 
myself into work, avoiding an increasingly chaotic life outside of the 
classroom. Then, in my last semester as an undergraduate, I took a 
memoir course. I learned how writers design selves and bring chaotic, 
fragmented memories to order. My professor encouraged me to read and 
write about war memoirs through the eyes of a student veteran, not as 
a detached observer. By the time I learned about bibliotherapy—writing 
and reading as healing—I realized that I was a living example of the 
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concept. I had supplemented the memoir course by reading every book 
about war I could find, magically transforming each seminar paper into 
a chance to explore the very personal and familiar stories of veterans 
from Iraq and Afghanistan. I refused to detach myself any longer, fo-
cusing on identity formation and trauma in the memoirs of my fellow 
veterans, finally getting out of my comfort zone. I’ve managed to repair 
my broken relationship with my ex-wife and we’ve gotten remarried. 
I’ve quit drinking and even continued on to a PhD program, founding 
organizations and projects along the way to help others in the same 
position I found myself in just a few short years ago.

When I returned home I thought that everything I had learned in 
uniform was useless, that my college and wartime selves were in no way 
compatible. I had led squads and been an instructor in the Army. But, 
for some reason, everything about the college classroom intimidated 
me. I remember a thousand preconceived notions and slouching in 
my desk when talk of the on-going wars permeated class discussions 
freshman year. For every bit of pride I felt, there was an equal amount 
of insecurity that I associated with my military service. But when 
given the opportunity to apply that knowledge to the classroom, my 
past, my experiences, even my pain became sources of great strength. 
Discipline and determination built into my character through military 
service were instrumental in helping me make up the gaps formed by 
disability and insecurity. When the time came for me to stand in front 
of twenty-six veterans and teach them how to succeed both in college 
and civilian life, helping them discover their own strengths was among 
my highest priorities. Constructing new, post-military selves was the 
key; their military experiences were the foundations upon which we 
could construct those selves.

The personal essay was the right tool for the job because it asks 
students to become scholars of their own lives, for college to become 
a laboratory for testing new versions of the self. Most of my research 
focused upon bibliotherapy and wartime trauma. But war and trauma 
are only the most extreme versions of disconnect between military and 
civilian experiences. I’m not entirely convinced that American youths are 
emotionally and intellectually mature at the age of eighteen. They put 
on the uniform while still searching for answers to life’s big questions—
Who am I? Why am I here? So on and so forth—and are thrown into a 
militaristic culture filled with dangers and extremes of consequence. 
Forcing them to make life and death decisions is hard enough. Simply 
taking away the physical, social, and financial security afforded by the 
military causes some level of culture shock for all recently discharged 
veterans. They are revered as “heroes” by society while secretly wor-
rying about living up to the standards that title carries with it.
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Early in the course, I assigned a short writing prompt, “the greatest 
challenges faced by student veterans,” and was a little surprised when 
Nathan understood this as a chance to turn in a three-page, profanity-
laced tirade about his failing marriage. I admit to expecting profanity. 
But I was not prepared for the level of trust my students placed in me 
by sharing their problems. I didn’t want Nathan to think that his cry 
for help had gone unheard and found myself relating advice, personal 
experiences from marriage, and directions about how to enroll in couple’s 
therapy. I quickly found that Nathan’s marital woes were only a frac-
tion of the hardships I would have to help my student-soldiers burden. 

    

Fig. 1.  Not all of my students learned these lessons through the writing. Matt Foley 
created a process-art piece. He took a list of over 5,000 names read in our Global War on 
Terrorism Remembrance Ceremony and made charcoal from the paper.

I decided to create some rules for myself and do some research: 
“Numerous clinical studies, featuring alternative medical therapies, 
have shown a positive correlation between meditation, visualization, 
writing and healing” (Foehr 339). I would not force the students to write 
about trauma or anything they were uncomfortable with. But I would 
ask them—in a community of their peers—to examine the aspects of 
their pasts that could lend them strength in the college environment and 
beyond. Department of Veterans Affairs mental health practitioner and 
author, Jonathan Shay, explains the importance of community among 
returning veterans: “The answer [to healing] does not lie in something 
that is new or expensive, or once is said, surprising: it lies in community. 
Vietnam veterans came home alone. The most significant community for 
a combat veteran is that of his surviving comrades” (33). Disabilities, 
adjustment problems, and disproportional dropout rates upwards to 
ten times greater than the average student (Stripling) demand action. 
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George, a student I taught in the first semester, immediately struck 
me as a student in need of community. He was very intelligent but 
struggled with drinking and PTS. I once overheard an instructor in our 
professional development course discussing how she could discern a 
certain student’s sober writing from his drunken writing. It did not 
take me long to figure out she was talking about George: he often came 
to class smelling of alcohol, had a terrible time paying attention, and 
was prone to inappropriate outbursts during discussions. Somehow, 
I found myself taking up for him, extolling his untapped potential 
and downplaying the fact that he was probably still intoxicated in his 
morning classes. 

A proclivity for teamwork and community-building is certainly a 
strength that results from military service. I cultivated this strength by 
creating a mentor system, pairing each of my students with a leader in 
the student veteran organization or a student in either his or her junior 
or senior years. I took things a step further with George: when he came 
to class red-faced and unprepared for discussion one day I assigned 
two other students to “square him away,” military-speak for helping 
a fellow soldier get his or her act together. As “Mr. Martin” I could 
not make other students deal with George; but as “Sergeant Martin” I 
could tap into the engrained military instinct for group preservation. 
It worked. George once again found himself in a community with all 
the responsibilities and privileges that go along with it. 

I supplemented the mentoring system by having the students write 
about ways to overcome “hypothetical” problems faced by returning 
veterans. I put the resources available—compensation for disability, 
veterans’ medical benefits, community based organizations, veteran 
service organizations—at George’s and the other students’ fingertips. 
When George finally opened up to me about his PTS I honestly felt 
like we were making a difference in his life. As the service officer for 
the local Veterans of Foreign Wars post, I helped George and several of 
the other students fill out their applications for health benefits. George 
took to hanging out with the other veterans—which regrettably did not 
reduce the amount he drank—and took an active part in the student 
veteran organization. I’m not sure if George quit drinking; he continued 
to battle with his condition. But the last time I checked, he was still in 
school, in a stable relationship, and was receiving treatment at the VA. 

All veterans—not just those with drinking problems and PTS—
struggle with the transition to civilian life. In any population, personal 
essays can help individuals explore personal experiences and develop 
a voice. I’ve often heard it said that “veterans who’ve really been in the 
thick of it never talk about what they experienced.” In truth, this myth 
is enforced much more by the civilian community than by the veteran 
community. Go to any VFW post after the members have had a couple 
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of beers and listen to the topic of their discussion. They talk about war. 
My students learned what to do with the emotions that emerge when 
talking about war. This applied directly to one of the goals of my course: 
to help student veterans narrate who they are in the face of trauma, 
circumstance, or limited perspective, enabling a transition into human-
ity. Finding a voice meant that my students had to do more than just 
describe their military experiences; they had to define these experiences 
and what they meant in regard to their futures.

Fig. 2.  Matt Foley drew pictures of current wars and had members of the student-veteran 
community destroy the pieces before putting them back together.

Michael, one of my more advanced students, wrote the following 
about his deployment to Afghanistan: 

Only then do I notice that there are bodies still in the vehicle. I can 
see the gunner still attached to his harness, head resting on his IBA. 
His Kevlar had slid down his forehead, covering his eyes. I cannot 
see any legs—there are no legs. Behind the gunner I see a passen-
ger who has been charred completely black. One of the EOD guys 
blocks my sight as he moves the charges into position. A look of 
anguish takes charge of his face as he turns around to face us. (30)

Michael replayed his trauma on the page, reinforcing its presence 
but also learning something about the way his mind worked: “I have 
only recently been able to reflect on my other life and dissect the vivid, 
chaotic memories constantly intruding upon my consciousness.… My 
emotional survival kit kept me on track and where I needed to be. It 
just so happens that I needed to be emotionally sedated at the time” 
(33). The ability to look back into a traumatic past and dissect one’s 
own emotional state is an impressive feat. Michael achieved a level of 
self-awareness in his first semester of college that many college gradu-
ates never achieve. 
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The Journal of Military Experience provided students with an op-
portunity to begin defining their postwar selves. It also gave these 
“at-risk” students a chance to get published in their first semester of 
college, an accomplishment that undoubtedly boosted their confidence 
and desire to explore writing further. First, the students submitted a 
rough draft (usually about five pages). I offered suggestions and help 
with revisions over email. We continued this process as many times as 
possible until the student and I were both happy with the revisions. 
The final, mentored paper was certainly a fair substitute for two exams. 
The students saw the work as an opportunity to let the community, 
their parents, their spouses, and third parties not associated with the 
military understand what they had experienced. I was astonished at 
the pride they took in their work. 

Another student, Micah, put me in a unique position: he was my 
student but I had also served with him in the same unit. In fact, I was 
the one who had invited him to make the move from California to Ken-
tucky. We had rarely talked about the ambush—the one I mentioned 
at the beginning of this paper—that left both of us scarred. Micah’s 
account was hard for me to read. After all, helping him re-experience 
that day through his writing was the opposite of avoidance. Micah 
wrote, “I begin firing three-to-six-round bursts. Hit. The man falls 
but is not dead … I aim again for his bottom right foot, leading my 
bullets about two feet in front of him for effect. I fire one more time, 
spraying a wall of lead and ripping across his upper right thigh and 
back before decimating his left shoulder. He falls and does not move 
again” (77). When discussing the judgment leveled on him by a fellow 
soldier, Micah excelled in ways that took me years to achieve: “I can’t 
understand why she blamed me. She was in the truck, but she did not 
experience what I had just experienced, nor did she have to make the 
same decisions that I had to make. She is lucky that she wasn’t forced 
to pull the trigger and take a man’s life. I guess, in a way, I am jealous: I 
envy her” (79). Micah later told me that his family knew nothing about 
his wartime service. He comes from an extremely tight-knit family, calls 
home at least three times a week, and his father is a veteran. Still, he 
never discussed the issues that followed him home from Iraq. Mailing 
his family a copy of the journal broke down that unspoken barrier and 
helped him discuss the war with his family for the first time. Currently, 
Micah and his father are peer-editing each other’s submissions for the 
JME’s second volume. 

Micah wasn’t the only one who gained from his story. I quickly 
found myself having to live up to the standards set for my class: I had 
described my wartime service through my literary research, but I had 
yet to define those experiences and what they meant in regard to my 
own future. After reading and, most importantly, coming to terms with 
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Micah’s story, I found myself doing some writing of my own. I chose 
to write a poem about a little boy I met in Fallujah on the day we were 
ambushed:

Brown hair hangs over brown eyes 
Looking at brown feet 
Standing on the brown earth.
A little boy with yellow bananas 
Needs a green dollar to feed his family for a week.

A twinkle in his eye— 
Reminds me of a freckly-faced, spoiled kid brother—
Then again, the boy could have been me 
In another life.
My white hand reaches for my black wallet. 

The little boy’s hope is sparked. 
But I come up empty handed.
His best broken English—
A futile attempt to earn that green dollar.
I could feed his family for a week.
A little boy with bananas, eyes full of a little brother’s charm…

Contact—left. Explosion, to the rear—
Driver-side mirror vibrates, displaying images of dark black smoke.
White hand moves towards black gun—exposed—
Ducking down—pinging sound of metal striking metal—exposed.
Realization: brass hitting the roof from on top of the hatch, 
Machine guns fire in all directions.

Get up you coward, you were trained to fight!
Charge handle, find enemy in a crowd full of people.
Boy with bananas: just one in a mass of running bodies.
Someone finds a target—twinkling eyes fill with flames of hate—
Another explosion to the rear.

Bodies fly while others lie motionless.
What are they shooting at?
Rounds hit—four stories up—200 meters away—take aim.
One round hits, still no target—
Weapon jams—charge handle, load bullet, fire, jams again—helpless.

Convoy moves, brass stops hitting roof.
“Go, let’s go!” 
Truck engines roar, everything else silenced.
Bodies lie motionless while—
A little brown boy stands over a brown man clutching a black 
grenade—
Brown eyes connect with brown eyes
That stare straight up from the brown earth.

A brown hand drops a green dollar;
It lands on a white shirt turned red.
Yellow bananas lie scattered, 



8 - Writing on the Edge

I will never look at my kid brother the same.
Brown eyes drop transparent tears and my white hands begin to shake.
I drive full speed away from the city.
How dare I look back? (114-15)

The last line of poem summed up the guilt I felt on that day as well 
as the thought that kept me from discussing what had happened. How 
could I possibly write about that day with a clean conscience? Wouldn’t 
it be wrong to benefit—to heal—through telling that terrible story? I’ve 
gone through months of prolonged exposure therapy, eye movement 
desensitization and reprocessing, cognitive behavioral therapy, prayers, 
and more medications than I care to admit. But I still cannot remember 
everything that happened. I’ve learned that the mind lies and memory 
is no guarantee of truth. Writing controls racing thoughts by situating 
them in time; it reorders traumatic events using logic. I remember that 
boy’s smile clearly, just as I remember the moment when the blast turned 
that smile into a look of hatred and contempt that scarred my soul. It 
was putting those two things together that was difficult. Micah and I 
approached that day from two very different angles only to arrive at the 
same conclusion: War destroys who you were. But it leaves someone 
new in place. I, like my students, am still learning to view an entirely 
foreign world through the eyes of a new self.

Fig. 3.  An identity damaged by war can be put back together.

Travis L. Martin teaches at the University of Kentucky.



Combat in the Classroom - 9

Works Cited
Conn, Michael. “Route Georgia, ‘Tangi Valley,’ Wardak Province, Afghani-
stan.” Martin. 25–34. 

Eakin, Paul John. How Our Lives Became Stories: Making Selves. Ithaca: 
Cornell UP, 1999. Print.

Foehr, Regina. “Writing through the Fear to Reframe Experience and 
Discover Values.” Writing and Healing: Toward an Informed Practice. Eds. 
Charles M. Anderson and Marian M. MacCurdy. Urbana:Illinois: NCTE. (2000): 
336–56. Print.

Foley, Matthew. “The Illumination.” Martin. 118–34.

Martin, Travis, ed. The Journal of Military Experience. Richmond: Eastern 
Kentucky UP, 2011. Print.

---. “A Little Boy with Bananas.” Martin. 114-15. 

Owen, Micah. “Put the Truck in Gear and Drive.” Martin. 72-80. 

Shay, Jonathan. Odysseus in America: Combat Trauma and the Trials of Home-
coming. New York: Scribner, 2002. Print.

Stripling, Jack. “Pat Tillman’s Legacy: More Help for Military Veterans in 
College.” USA Today. 12 Mar. 2010. Web. 27 Nov. 2010.


