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tive spirit of helping each other
understand better the impact of what
they had experienced in Vietnam.
The PA profession included a unique
group of veterans whom I described
in my poem “Lifesavers then …
Caregivers Now,” which became the
motto for the Veterans Caucus. Many
of us believe that the PA profession
was one of the most positive transi-
tions afforded to Vietnam veterans; it
allowed us to use what we had learned
in the military to extend care to med-
ically underserved patients through-
out the United States. As a group we
wanted other PAs to recognize the
special contributions of men and
women who had served with honor
and distinction as medics and corps-
men in Vietnam and their impact on
establishing our profession. Having
God Loves a Grunt and Sky attending our
annual meeting seemed a perfect way
to accomplish this mission.

We had a great turnout at the
Hilton. Special guests included
Bobby Muller and John Terranzo
from the Vietnam Veterans of
America; Chuck Hagel, who at the
time was an administrator for the
Veterans Administration; Steve
Champlin, who was working in
Congress for Vietnam veterans;
Jarrett Wise, past president of the
AAPA; Richard Currey, who had
recently published the international
best seller Crossing Over, a book of
poetry based on his Vietnam experi-
ences; David Gwinn from the White
House Medical Unit; representatives
from the Army Society of Physician
Assistants; and many others. On that
day, more than 150 PAs signed God
Loves a Grunt, making Sky and his
painting forever a part of the legacy
of the PA profession. 

FROM PAINTING TO PRINT
In 1983, I worked with Sky to get God
Loves a Grunt memorialized into a spe-
cial limited edition print. The

Educational Research Foundation
(now the PA Foundation) of the
AAPA agreed to sponsor the printing
and Sky approached the Smithsonian
Museum print shop and obtained the
services of a professional photogra-
pher to photograph the original art-
work for use in creating the prints.
The printing was an amazing work of
art itself — taking nine runs through
the presses to bring out all the signa-
tures and colors. The prints were
made on Smithsonian Museum acid-
free rag and only 1,325 were created.
Sky got the first print off the press
and gave me the second, which I have
bequeathed to the PA History Society
after my death.

In the years following the original
signing, many veterans told me pri-
vately that they wished they had
signed it. Much like the Vietnam
Veterans Memorial, this artwork has
become a hallowed piece of remem-
brance, evoking both good and sad
memories of a unique type of com-
radeship forged in a place that few
understood or could have even imag-
ined. So it became important to offer
a second chance for those who missed
the first signing. In 1989, the AAPA’s
annual conference was held again in
Washington, DC, and over 400 vet-
erans signed the original artwork. In
addition, 15 Vietnam veteran nurses
in DC for a meeting with the
National Parks Commission had an
opportunity to sign the canvas. They
were in town to advocate the creation
of a Vietnam Women’s Memorial.
Diane Evans, Lynda Van Devanter,
and Kathleen Fennel surprised some
of the PAs attending the conference
whom they had served with but had
not seen since Vietnam. Likewise,
Gen. George Price, Adm. James
Zimble, and Congressman John
Murtha met PAs whom they had
served with in Vietnam. Once again,
God Loves a Grunt offered an opportuni-
ty for those who served to rekindle

friendships by providing a link from
past to present.

So God Loves a Grunt lives on,
immortalized forever in the signa-
tures, units, and messages left behind
by veterans, some of whom have died
since signing. The names bear wit-
ness to the valor of those who fought,
cared for others, and experienced the
Vietnam War. Two Medal of Honor
awardees signed the piece, including
Louis Rocco, who returned to active
duty as an Army PA at the age of 51
during the first Gulf War. Others
include Gerry Strode, who received
the Navy Cross for valor in 1967 with
the 5th Marines, and John Padgett,
who served many years in Vietnam
and was awarded numerous Bronze
Stars. 

In the years following the last
official signing of God Loves a Grunt, the
prints have made a history of their
own, showing up in the White
House, the central office of the
Veterans Administration, offices of
members of Congress and the Senate,
and the Pentagon. They have found
their way into the homes of enter-
tainers like Bob Hope, Gary
Burghoff (“Radar O’Reilly” on
M*A*S*H), and Patrick Duncan and
Russ Thurman (producers of Mr.
Holland’s Opus and Courage Under Fire);
military leaders Gen. Colin Powell,
Lt. Col. Ronald Ray, Col. Robert
Rheault, and Gen. John Vessey;
authors Frederick Downs, James Lee
Burke, and Tony Hillerman; actors
Dana Delaney, Tom Selleck, Gerald
McRaney, and Dennis Franz; and
politicians including Bob Kerrey,
Chuck Hagel, John Murtha, John
McCain and many others. 

The print appeared in the back-
ground of television shows like Simon
and Simon and NYPD Blue. Most recent-
ly, the print, along with other related
artwork, hangs on a wall in the
Eugene A. Stead Jr. Center for
Physician Assistants in Durham,
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