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hreat of home

A new generation of
omeless veterans

merges in the wake of
aq and Afghanistan.

ssociated Press

'LEEDS, Mass. Peter
ohan traces the path from the
i battlefield to. this lifeless
onfererice room, where he sits
kilt and a Camp Kill Your-
¢lf T-shirt and calmly
escribes how he became a sad
liche: a homeless veteran.
_There - was a happy home
ommg, but then an accident —
crash, broken collarbone.
then a move East, close to
s wife’s new job. but away
his best friends.
d then self-destruction: He
ld gun his motorcycle to
0 mph and try to stand on the
at. He would wait for his wife
leave in the morning, draw
e blinds and open up what-
er bottle of booze was

He would pull out his gun, a

5-caliber, semiautomatic pis-

1. He would lovingly clean it,

- just look at it and put it

ay. Sometimes place it in his
h.

don’t know what to do
ymore,” his wife, Anna, told

1 one day. “You can’t be
Te anymore.” .
Peter Mohan never did find a

ady job after he left Iraq. He
his wife — a judge granted

eir divorce this fall — and he
st his friends and he lost his
Ome, and now he is here, in a
@helter
He is 28 years old. “People
me back from war different,”

"is not a new story in
rica: A young veteran back
‘war whose struggle to
society has failed, at least
he ‘moment, fighting
ons and left homeless

5 ear and the war in Iraq
S ﬁfth a new cadre of
€SS veterans is taking
_And with it come the"
How is it that a

/s A 24 /ﬂhi‘w{k‘/
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Peter Mohan, a veteran of the Afghan and Iraq wars, cmes while speaking about a friend killed in
combat in Iraq during an interview at a veterans homeless shelter in Leeds, Mass., on Dec. 4.

nation that became so familiar
with the archetypal homeless,
combat-addled Vietnam veteran

is now watching as more home-
less veterans turn up from new

wars?

What lessons have we not
learned? Who is failing these
people? Or is homelessness an
unavoidable byproduct of war,
of young men and women who
devote themselves to serving
their country and then see
things no man or woman
should?

Casualties of war

For as long as the United
‘States has’sent its young men
— and later its young women —
off to war, it has watched as a
segment of them come home
and lose the battle with their
own memories, their own scars,
and wind up without homes.

The Civil War produced
‘thousands of wandering veter-
ans. Frequently addicted to

‘morphine, they were known as

“tramps,” searching for jobs
and, in many cases, literally
still tending their wounds.

More than a decade after the

end of World War I, the “Bonus -

Army” descended on Washing-
ton —' demanding immediate

payment on benefits that had-

been promised to them, but
payable years later — and were
routed by the U.S. military.

And, most publicly and per-
haps most painfully, there was
Vietnam: Tens of thousands of
war-weary veterans, infamously
rejected or forgotten by many
of their fellow citizens.

Now it is happening again, in
small but growing numbers.

‘For now, about-1,500 veter-
ans from Irag and Afghanistan

‘have been identified by the

Department- of Veterans

‘Affairs. About 400 of them have
taken part in VA programs’

designed to

‘target
homelessness. - ‘

The 1,500 are a small, young

segment of an estimated

336,000 veterans in the United
States who were homeless at
some point in 2006, the most
recent year-for which statistics
are available, according to the
National Alliance to End Home-

lessness. Still, advocates for’

homeless veterans use words
like ‘“‘surge”” and “onslaught”

- and even “tsunami” to describe

what could happen in the com-
ing years, as both wars con-
tinue and thousands of veterans
struggle with post-traumatic
stress

People who - have stud}ed
postwar trauma say there is

_always a lengthy gap between

coming home — the time of
parades and backslaps and
‘“The Boys Are Back in Town”
on the local FM station —. and
the moments of utter darkness
that leave some of them
homeless,

In that time, usually a penod

Iraq trials
Mental illness, financial trou?,;_

bles and difficulty in finding-

affordable housing are genetr-

on the horrors they saw on the
battlefield, or the friends they
lost, or why on earth they them-
selves deserved to come home
at all. They self-medicate,

develop addictions, spiral down. -

3A‘7““v

essness grows among vets

of years, some veterans focus ~

How — or perhaps the better
question is why — is this hap-

pening again?

“I really wish I could answer
that question,” says Anthony
Belcher, an outreach supervisor -
at New Directions, which con-
ducts monthly sweeps of Skid -

Row in Los Angeles, ldentlfymg
homeless veterans and trying to -
help them get over addictions.

“It's the same question I’ve

been asking myself and every-
one around me. I'm like, wait,”
wait, hold it, we did this before.

I don’t know how our society-

can allow this to happen

again.”

ally accepted as the three pri-
mary causes of homelessness
among veterans, and in the case *

of Iraq and Afghamstan the

first has raised parncularv

concern.
Iraq veterans are less hkely
to have substance abuse prob-

lems but more likely to suffer:

mental illness, particularly post-
traumatic stress, - according . fo

‘the Veterans Administration.

And that stress by itself can
trigger substance abuse.
Some advocates say there are

also some factors particular to,
like “multiple =

the Iraq war,
deployments and the prolifera- .

‘tion of improvised exploswe

devices, that could be pulling an "

early trigger on stress disorders .-

‘that can lead to homelessness.
'~ While many Vietnam veter-
ans began showing manifesta- .
_tions of stress disorders roughly

10 years after returning from:
the front, Iraq and Afghamstan
veterans have ,shown the signs.-
much earlier. That coitld also be.,
because stress disorders are
much better understood  now-

ago, advocates say.
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. than they were a generatlonf‘_



