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THE TRUE STORY OF ROBERT “JOCKO” GRAVES

This story begins during the icy night in December 1776 when

General George Washington decided to cross the Delaware River to
launch a surprise attack on the British forces at Trenton, New Jersey.

Robert Graves, a twelve year old African-American, sought to fight
the Redcoats, but Washington deemed him too young and ordered
him to look after the horses, asking Robert to keep a lantern blazing
along the Delaware so the company would know where to return

after battle.

Robert had crossed earlier with his father, Tom Graves who was

among the sixty black volunteers in Washington’s immediate

command. The Colonials charged the Redcoats and the Hessians,
routing the garrison, killing or capturing over 1,000 Royalists. Only
four Patriots died, two in battle and two frozen to death, Robert is

considered one of the latter.

Many hours later, Washington and his men returned to their horses
that were tied up by the young Graves. Robert had frozen to death,

the lantern still clenched in his fist.

Washington was so moved by Robert Graves’ act of courage and
devotion to duty to the revolutionary cause he commissioned a
statue of the “FAITHFUL GROOMSMAN?” to stand in Graves’ honor

at the General’s estate in Mount Vernon.

-

The symbol of America stands as
a silent sentinel bearing witness
to those that have fought for
our flag.

Taken at the National Cemetery
in Minneapolis

Over time, as Washington’s former
troops paid homage to their General
they took notice of the statue and had
copies made for their own homes. By
the time of the Civil War these statues
could be found on plantations and
farms throughout the new United
States. The Underground Railroad
used these “Jocko” statues extensively.
A green ribbon on his arm indicated
safety and red ribbon, danger. Like
the North Star, these statues pointed
to “safe houses” for slaves fleeing to
freedom.

Today, many regard the statue of the

young, black child holding an outstretched arm with a ring in his
hand as a derisive and unsavory caricature, a racial slur. Nothing
could be further from the truth. Too often, myth clouds truth,

giving life to the lie. JH
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In case you didn’t receive this
email through your org boxes,
| wanted to pass on an email
below from a member of my
former squadron. He was one
of 4 C-17s crews that flew the
victims of the Chinook crash to
Dover. Gen Johns asked that |
share this email with you.

v/r

SUBIJECT:
THOUGHTSON A
RECENT DAY AT
WORK

I had an unforgettable day
yesterday and wanted to share
it with you. | know we’ve all sat
around and discussed in detail
why we do what we do and if
we will be willing to continue to
do what we do day in and day
out regardless of deployments,
retirement decisions, job
opportunities, missed birthdays,
missed holidays, etc. This is
something | wanted to share
and you were the people that
came to mind. It’s another
reason | continue to serve. |
guess because many others do
and sacrifice a lot more, some
even their lives.

My crew was alerted yesterday
to find that our mission had
changed. We were now

a backup to a high priority
mission originating from
Afghanistan. When | asked
where we would be going the
answer was “back to the states”.
Later | learned our destination
was Dover.

I was the aircraft commander
for one of two C-17s that
transferred the Chinook
helicopter crash soldiers back
home. The crew that started
this mission in Afghanistan
would end up running out of
crew duty day and need another
crew to continue the soldier’s

journey. We just happened to
be available. After being alerted
and going through our normal
sequence, | found myself at the
foot of the aircraft steps.

Before | took my first step
upward I noticed a transfer

case close to the door. | had
only seen one in pictures. The
American Flag was tucked
smartly, folded and secured on
top. | paused at the bottom of
the stairs, took a deep breath
and continued up with my mind
and eyes focusing on making it
to the next ladder leading to the
cockpit. However, as | entered,
| couldn’t help but notice the
remaining nineteen transfer
cases in the cargo compartment.
The entire cargo compartment
was filled with identical transfer
cases with American Flags. |
made my way up to the cockpit
and received a briefing from the
previous aircraft commander.
After the briefing we exchanged
a handshake and the other pilot
was on his way.

| felt a need to ensure the crew
focused on their normal duties.
l instructed the other two
pilots to began the preflight. |
went back down into the cargo
compartment to see what
needed to be done and find
the paperwork | needed to
sign. The cargo compartment
was now filled with numerous
people from the mortuary
affairs squadron. They were
busy adjusting, resetting and
overall preparing the cases for
their continued flight. Before
they began | asked who was in
charge because | knew there
was paperwork | needed to sign.
| finally found a Staff Sergeant
who was working an issue with
the paperwork. After it was
complete, he brought it up to
the cockpit for me to review and
sign.

There are moments in life |
will never forget. For me, it’s
the days my son and daughter
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were born. Another occurred
five months ago when | had

to deliver the unthinkable

news to a mother that her son
was killed in Afghanistan and
although I didn’t anticipate
another day like that this soon,
yesterday was another. | looked
at the paperwork | was signing
and realized the magnitude

of the day. I glanced over the
paperwork and signed. Ina
way, | felt | had taken ownership
of these fallen soldiers. It was
now my duty to ensure they
make it home.

After confirming the preflight
was complete and the aircraft
was fueled, | went outside

to start my walk-around. As

| walked down the steps, a

bus had parked in front of the
aircraft and unloaded eleven
passengers. The passengers
were fellow SEAL team
members who were escorting
the fallen back to the states. |
stood at the front of the aircraft
and watched them board. Every
one of them walked off the bus
with focus in their eyes and
determination in their steps;
just as | imagine they do when
they go on a mission. | made
eye contact with the lead SEAL,
nodded my head in respect and
he nodded back.

Finishing my walk-around, |
stopped at the bottom of the
stairs. | looked up into the cargo
compartment; two American
Flags and one SEAL Team Six
flag hung from the top of the
cargo compartment. Of the
three of twenty transfer cases
visible one was draped with an
American Flag and two with
Afghan flags. |looked up at my
aircraft and saw, “United States
Air Force” painted on the side
and | stood trying to take it all
in. | wanted to make certain
that I never forget these images,
nor forget the faces of the
SEALS, the smell of the cargo
compartment or the sun slowly
rising over the landscape. It’s

important that | don’t forget.
We need to honor the dead,
honor the sacrifice of the fallen.

I understand my role in getting
these fallen soldiers home is
insignificant compared to the
lives they lived and the things
they did for our country. Most
of it we will never know. Alll
know is every American should
see what I've seen. Every
American should see the bus
loads of families as they exit
the freeway headed for Dover
AFB to reunite with their fallen
or witness the amount of time,
effort, people and equipment
that go into ensuring our fallen
have a honorable return.

The very next day we took the
same aircraft back overseas.
We had leveled the aircraft

at our cruise altitude and |
walked down to the cargo
compartment. No more
American Flags hung from the
ceiling. All the transfer cases
were gone.

Instead | watched a father lay
with his son, cradled on his
chest, on the same spot that
only yesterday held a fallen
soldier. | watched a young girl,
clutching a teddy bear, sleeping
quietly where the fallen

had lain. I realized so many
Americans have no idea where
the fallen lay.

I’m honored to be one that
does.

Submitted by Dan Johnson
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Sponsor VVA Membership Number
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$225. Life Membership - age 56 - 60: $200. Life Membership - age 61 - 65: $175. Life Membership - age 66 & over:

$150. One year time payment plan $50.00 down and monthly $25.00 payments until paid.
*Any Questions? Call (309) 788-2729 (Membership Chairman) or (309) 788-VETS (8387)
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