“Praise the Lord and pass the ammunition!”
Famous words of inspiration attributed to Chaplain Howell
Forgy aboard the USS New Orleans during the attack on Pearl
Harbor.

MEN OF A DIFFERENT CLOTH

UNITED ARMY TRANSPORT ‘DORCHESTER’
The USAT (U.S. Army Transport) Dorchester was calmly nudging
through the cold waters of the North Atlantic en route to
Greenland on February 3, 1943 when she was spotted by the
German submarine U-223. The U-boat torpedoed the ill-fated

Dorchester at 12:55am. Survivors claim she sank in less than 20
minutes. Of the 900+ men aboard, 672 were killed. Many that
managed to escape the sinking ship froze to death in their life
vests. The next day rescue vessels found hundreds of frozen
bodies still afloat on the frigid sea.
Four of the men that perished surrendered their slim chances of
survival by giving up their life vests to other soldiers: Jewish
Rabbi Alexander D. Goode, Methodist Rev. George L. Fox,
Roman Catholic Father John P. Washington, and Reformed
Church in America Rev. Clark V. Poling. All four men held the
rank of lieutenant in the US Army, and all four were chaplains.
These valiant men of the cloth were last seen standing on the
deck praying together, their arms linked.

THE FOUR CHAPLAINS
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On July 14, 1960, Congress approved ‘The Four Chaplains’
Medal’ to recognize the gallantry of these men of the cloth
aboard the Dorchester. An attempt to award them the Medal of
Honor was blocked for years by an inflexible prerequisite that
required heroism be accomplished under fire.
Only seven Chaplains have been awarded the Medal of Honor,
three in Vietnam: Army Major Charles J. Watters at the Battle
of Dak To, Marine Lt. Vincent R. Capodanno for service at the
Battle of Dong Son, and Army Captain Angelo J. Liteky for his
selfless gallantry at Phuoc Lac.
Navy Captain Joseph Timothy O’Callahan received the Medal
of Honor for service aboard the USS Franklin, which was under
heavy attack by Japanese planes.
The other three Medal of Honors were awarded during the Civil
War to US Army Chaplains: Chaplain Milton L. Haney during
the Battle for Atlanta; Chaplain Francis B. Hall at the battle of
Salem Heights, VA, and Chaplain John M. Whitehead during
the Battle of Stone River, TN.
Chaplains have jeopardized their lives giving aid and comfort to
the wounded and dying since The Revolutionary War. They are
the caretakers of broken bodies and shattered spirits. These men
of faith can function in combat as well as preach from the pulpit.
Multi-tasking is not a vogue concept for military chaplains; they
do it all, then they do a little bit more.
Men of God are highly trained and highly motivated, they have
to be. Holding the hand of an eighteen year old kid dying on an

enemy beach or in the middle of a muddy rice paddy requires a
special breed of man – that breed is called The Chaplain.

A RANGER TURNS RELIGIOUS
1967: Bud Onstad mailed the University of Montana concerning
their R.O.T.C. program before his date of registry as a freshman
majoring in Music. No reply. When he signed-up for classes on
registration day and again inquired about the R.O.T.C. Program,
the reply was quick, “Son, you’re already in.” Considering his
funds at the time, Onstad was fully aware that ‘gratis’ was better
than ‘debit’. He applied for and was accepted into the R.O.T.C.
scholarship program.
Nevertheless, college campuses
during the disruptive 60’s were
breeding grounds for anti-war
activity and The University of
Montana was not an exception.
With spiritual awareness plus
influenced by his peers, Onstad
questioned the morality of the
Vietnam War. “I was pretty
much in middle of the road on
Vietnam when I graduated in
1971,” he admitted. “But as a
nd
ONSTAD PROUDLY POINTING TO commissioned 2 lieutenant I
A HARD-EARNED RANGER PATCH was obligated to the Army, so I

decided to do my duty.”
The ‘duty’ facing Onstad meant Fort Benning, GA for advanced
officer infantry training. ‘Right in the middle of the road’ or
not, he volunteered for Airborne Rangers. He said, “I wanted to
ascertain as much as possible because I knew my next pair of
boots would be on the ground in Vietnam.” Unbeknown to him,
there was a one year waiting list for young officers aspiring to
acquire combat experience in Vietnam. The dense jungles and
murky rice paddies of Vietnam would not see Lt. Onstad.
Hawaii was Onstad’s next port-of-call. He said, “I was assigned
as a platoon leader in the 25th Infantry Division. The outfit was
new and short on personnel. I filled the rank of a Major then the
rank of a Captain. I finally took up the responsibility of my rank
as more experienced officers and NCOs rotated from Vietnam.
In the higher temporary positions I had to attend staff meetings
with the Big Brass, but I was too dumb to know I was dumb.”
As a platoon leader under a decorated and experienced Captain
from Vietnam, Onstad recalled, “We dealt with all the glitches
of the new all-volunteer Army. The problems were challenging:
drugs, race riots, knife fights, I felt more like an M.P. than a
combat leader.” The Captain made a decision, ordering Onstad
and the green troops into field conditions. Morale and discipline
improved. Onstad said, “The captain was fond of saying, ‘Well,
at least we’re not being shot at’ and I knew the man was truthful.
He received the Silver Star for gallantry on the Ap Bia Mountain
in 1969.” (Ap Bia is better known as Hamburger Hill, perhaps
the most deadly battle during the Vietnam war with staggering
casualties inflicted by both sides).

CATHOLIC CHAPLAIN HOLDING MASS ON SAIPAN
Future assignments for Onstad included Montana and a second
posting at Fort Benning. While at Fort Benning in 1977, Onstad
decided the military was not his cup of tea, even after promotion
to Captain. He said, “The Army trained us for nuclear and
biological warfare with the Soviet Union, but I kept wondering,
‘why would supposedly rational people do this to each other’. I
wouldn’t want to be there, my soldiers didn’t want to be there,
and I’m sure the soldiers on the other side didn’t want to be
there either.” After in-depth soul-searching, Onstad talked to his
pastor. “After our talk I decided to resign my commission and
study for the Lutheran ministry.” But the U.S. Army had other
plans: Captain Onstad received orders for South Korea.

Before departure for South Korea, Onstad attended an advanced
course in race relations and spent quality time with his wife
Amy (already a Lutheran minister). Before long he was halfway
around the world. His exposure to ‘negotiations’ on the DMZ
by American/South Korean/North Korean representatives was a
real an eye-opener. “I considered their behavior as international
Marx Brothers diplomacy,” he stated. “The one-upmanship was
ridiculous. Our guys placed a small desk flag on the table then
the next morning the North Koreans placed a larger desk flag on
their side of the table sporting their colors. This kind of juvenile
behavior continued until two huge flags were on each side of the
room. If we built a new pagoda they’d build a bigger pagoda.
You know, if our own children acted like that we’d send them to
their rooms…without their laptops and smartphones…but these
so-called representatives were from governments that human
beings had fought and died for.”
Enough was enough. After returning stateside, Onstad resigned
his commission, attended theological college, and graduated as
an ordained Lutheran minister. Pastor Onstad accepted a call to
a church in Columbia, SC. While he tended the flock, his wife
Amy worked in hospice care at the Baptist Medical Center. But
something unexpected happened at the new church: World War
II veterans kept telling Onstad, “Pastor, you need to go back into
the army and complete your retirement. Don’t waste all those
years.” After further in-depth soul-searching and lengthy talks
with Amy, Onstad decided to rejoin the Army as a Chaplain.”
He requested duty on the East Coast but consented to a posting
anywhere east of the Mississippi River. Onstad received orders

for Fort Ord, California. He said with a smirk, “Yep, that’s the
army for you.”
Within months Just Cause poured American military forces into
Panama to oust Noriega from power. Chaplain Onstad had one
hour to pack his duffle bag for his first war. Flown into a hot LZ
via choppers, Onstad and the Army Rangers immediately came
under intense gunfire, enemy and friendly. He recalled, “The
men were so green they didn’t even dig foxholes for protection.
I found a tiny depression in the ground and just hunkered down
for the night. Sure enough, a mistaken identity incident in the
middle of the night caused American forces to cut loose on each
other at opposite ends of a runway. Mercifully, they were lousy
shots so nobody got hurt.”
The legitimacy of Just Cause was questioned by many people,
including Onstad, but as a military chaplain his duty was welldefined: take care of your men’s spiritual and emotional needs.
Chaplain Onstad was allowed to conduct protestant services, but
for the Catholic soldiers he located a Panamanian priest to hold
their Christmas Eve services. Onstad stated, “The priest arrived
with his acolytes and I greeted him in full combat gear, my face
covered in camouflage paint. I explained to the priest that we
were expecting to get hit that night and thought it would be a
real good idea if he would leave, which he did. Fairly quickly, I
might add.”

THE GULF AND GUNS AND GOD

Onstad’s next overseas assignment found him in Germany. Iraq
was in the news, Kuwait had been invaded, and Desert Shield
was building up to kick-start Desert Storm. “To be honest, we
weren’t concerned about Iraq because they had never deployed
troops from Germany,” he said. “Well, there’s a first time for
everything, I reckon, because within a week all of us were en
route to Saudi Arabia.” Onstad’s executive officer during the
Gulf War was soon-to-be Four Star General Ray Odierno. “He
was a superb commander,” Onstad stated. “It was an honor to
serve with him.”

WHAT DAY IT IS ! A REALLY BAD ONE.
After diplomatic wrangling failed, Desert Shield evaporated and
the American military machine unleashed Desert Storm. The
mechanized mad dash directed at Saddam Hussein’s infamous

Republican Guards witnessed the use of Scud missiles, horrible
rain followed by blistering heat, and a downcast Army Chaplain
stuck axle-deep in soft sand. Onstad recalled with a grin, “There
I was, stuck inside a Humvee watching the war go by with my
Chaplain assistant and his pitiful little M-16.”
An army truck finally stopped and pulled their chaplain out of
his dilemma as M-1 Abrams tanks continued their hell-bent-forleather sprint across the desert to engage the 4th largest army in
the world. The American military foresaw high casualties and
Chaplain Bud Onstad had to make preparations for the worst.
He stated, “After devotionals during pre-invasion week I learned
how to insert IVs because during combat I’d be assigned to an
aid station, Bible in hand. But I had no intention of just standing
around like a knot on a log while wounded soldiers were in need
of medical attention.”
As the battle raged, Onstad and rear-echelon soldiers listened to
the action on a military channel. He said, “I was amazed by the
nimble-fingered leadership of young tank commanders and their
brave crews. Those guys were good! They were professionals
doing their job par excellence.” As massive artillery guns and
multiple rocket launchers hurled deadly salvos on Iraqi forward
positions, Onstad was daunted by the overwhelming power. “It
was awesome,” he stated. “As an Army officer it’s my sworn
duty to prevail, but as a chaplain I felt remorseful for the enemy
soldiers on the receiving end, but I was also happy I wasn’t on
the receiving end.”
American leadership and muscle pulverized the Iraqi Army into
an en masse surrender. As the world watched long lines of Iraqi

soldiers dragging tired feet into captivity, and even freedom, the
conquerors became caregivers. Onstad said, “Our soldiers gave
the Iraqis food and medical aid. Those unfortunate souls had
been eating moldy bread while their officers pillaged Kuwait.
Our soldiers treated the starving Iraqis with dignity and respect,
I was proud of them.”
As the war neared the predictable outcome, Onstad witnessed a
beautiful pastel blue sky evaporate into an impenetrable black
choking cloud. A blistering afternoon turn bitter cold. Military
vehicles utilized headlights in the middle of the day. Onstad
descripted the horror: “Horrendous. The sun looked like a weak
flashlight attempting to shine through a blanket.”

ONSTAD WITH OIL FIELDS BLAZING IN THE BACKGROUND
Saddam Hussein had ordered an ecological nightmare: Setting
the Kuwaiti oil fields ablaze. “It was like the end of the world,”

Onstad recalled. “We had to remain in our tents to avoid the oil
droplets dripping from the sky. We couldn’t do anything but sit
and wait.” Perhaps, but Chaplain Bud Onstad was bored and out
of patience. Braving the oil droplets, he began a search for spare
2” by 4”s and ‘appropriated hammer, nails, and several pieces of
timber. “I built three crosses and used them for the Passion,” he
said. “I gave the sermon on Good Friday with oil wells burning
in the background. Most of the soldiers attended Good Friday
service but several avoided the crosses. I saw a few that even
hid from the crosses. That was hard for me to understand.”
Lt. Colonel Bud Onstad retired after 24 years of service to his
country. He remembered quite vividly one of his last duties: “I
reported to Fort Jackson, SC for the renaming ceremony of the
Army Chaplain Center to Watters Hall, in honor of Chaplain
Charles J. Watters. Major Watters, a Catholic priest, received
the Medal of Honor for his gallantry during a battle at Dak To,
Vietnam. Chaplain Watters saved many lives at Dak To but lost
his in the process.”
Before the dedication, an Army sergeant major asked Chaplain
Onstad if the Watters’ family would be in attendance. When
advised the Watter’s family would be in attendance, the sergeant
major requested, “Colonel, I would like your permission to talk
with the family. I was in that battle at Dak To, the same battle
where Chaplain Watters was killed. I was seriously wounded,
my face covered in blood, I couldn’t see. I was hobbling around
the battlefield yelling for my mother when I felt a hand on my
shoulder then immediately hustled to safety. Colonel, the hand
guiding me to a future life was Chaplain Watters.” Onstad gave

immediate permission for the sergeant major to meet with the
Watters’ family.

NOTHING BUT A R.A.F.
Wrapping up our interview, Pastor Onstad requested, “Whatever
you do, don’t make me sound like a hero. I was only a RAF.”
Stymied, I replied, “Sir?”
Grinning mischievously, Onstad replied, “Rear Area F…..”
“Pastor, that ain’t fittin’, it just ain’t fittin’!”
“……Fellow.”
“Oh. Excuse me.”
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