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Patty Loew:

A hero's welcome home for these Wisconsin veterans. 

Man:

I was wondering a while ago if I was the only guy that had tears in my eyes. 

Patty Loew:

They are all members of the so-called Badger Honor Flight, a chapter of the national program that flies thousands of vets to Washington, DC, free of charge, to see the World War II Memorial and other sites. “In Wisconsin” reporter Frederica Freyberg, along with videographer and veteran Butch Soetenga, take you along for an emotional daylong journey to our nation's capital and back home again. 

Man:

Good morning, sir.  Thank you for serving.  

Frederica Freyberg:

Roll call might be early for this honor flight. But for many of these vets, it was hard to sleep anyway. 

Man:

Couldn’t even sleep. We got in at 1:00, and he’s just been so excited to have this day. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Looking forward to a celebration with their name on it. 

Man:

Your sacrifice for this country with extraordinary and you are the greatest generation this world has ever seen. Thank you. (Applause) 

Man:

Every step of the day is about honoring and thanking them for what they did, and it just keeps building. 

Woman:

You betcha! All right! 

(Applause) 

Man:

Hello, sir, welcome to your nation's capital. We are very, very proud of you guys. 

Man:

Thank you so much for everything. We’re very, very proud of you guys. Thank you. God bless. 

Veteran:

Thank you guys, too! 

Frederica Freyberg:

A military receiving line greets members of Wisconsin’s greatest generation. One Air Force sergeant visibly moved by the moment. 

Woman:

To be able to thank them personally for their service, and for making a way for us and for this generation is just very, very endearing. 

Frederica Freyberg:

And it just keeps building. 

Woman:

This is all for you!  

Veteran:

We never had anything like this before.  

Woman:

This is wonderful! 

Frederica Freyberg:

Upon arrival, a full lights and siren police escort whisks the 100 or so veterans through Washington, DC, on their way to the sites they came to see. The impressive iconic locations in our nation's capital, and our war memorials erected in their honor. 

(“Taps” being played on trumpet) 

John Kerry:

Never seen this memorial before. It's one of the greatest days to get to see this memorial. 

Reinhold Eckelberg:

I was there when the flag was raised. I was on the island for 30 some days. It was probably 35. Our company, the company that I was with, we came off of the front line with seven men out of the whole company that was left. There is stories that I could tell. 

Frederica Freyberg:

So many decades later, the memories come flooding back. 

Woman:

He's really emotional. He was in Iwojima and wounded. 

Woman:

Thank you! 

Frederica Freyberg:

Deep emotion overlaid with the deep and vocal appreciation of others. At every stop, citizens turn out to welcome and thank veterans coming in on Honor Flights, like these Wisconsin veterans who come to see the World War II memorial. 

Man:

Welcome to DC.  

Veteran:

I’m looking for Killroy. He ran off with my wife. I wanted to thank him. (Laughter)

Milo Pinkerton:

For me, it's just an honor to be with him to share this moment. 

Woman:

Here we go, guys!

Veteran:

–Forever! 

Woman:

And it's very special to be here with him. Hey, dad, I didn’t get it yet. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Is it emotional?

Hub Pinkerton:

I suppose it is. It's getting to me a little bit. 

Mel Jacob:

I think it’s beautiful. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Is it meaningful to you?

Mel Jacob:

It sure is. Just being right there, and what it represents and so forth, it meant a lot to me. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Of course the memorial means a lot to him. Mel Jacob survived the sinking of the USS Indianapolis, a wartime tragedy that represented the greatest loss of life at sea in the history of the U.S. Navy. Of the nearly 1200 on board, just 316 survived, after four days offending off shark attacks, exposure and dehydration, waiting for rescue on the high sea. 

Veteran:

Got a lot of memories coming back from visiting a place like this. 

Veteran:

64 years! Oh, my gosh. 

Veteran:

This is my wife, Eileen. 

Eileen:

Good to meet you. 

Veteran:

Good to meet you. 

Eileen:

Thank you. 

Veteran:

Gosh, I knew this guy about 100 years ago. 

Frederica Freyberg:

For one family, the past bumped into the present. A surprise reunion as Medal of Honor recipient U.S. Senator Daniel Inouye steps out of his sedan to greet an old friend and fellow infantry member from Baraboo, John Geoghegan. 

Daniel Inouye:

John’s an old buddy of mine. We were in the hospital together in Battle Creek, Michigan, and I wanted the folks to know that he behaved himself. (Laughs) 

Patrick Geoghegan:

My father didn’t know that the senator was coming.  He didn’t know that my brother and I were coming, so it’s a wonderful day. This is the best day I’ve had for years and years and years. And he's had a lot of good days. 

John Geoghegan:

It's very emotional, and a complete surprise.  O course, the whole day has been. It's amazing. 

Brian Ziegler:

You can tell by the smile on their faces, and you talk to family members.  And this is one of the best days of their life. This is like a finality for a lot of them, as far as closures what they experienced in the war. 

Frederica Freyberg:

And it just keeps building as the departure gate at Reagan National turns into a dance floor for the veterans whose wartime tunes tended to big band. And if anyone thought the flight home would result in a letdown, then comes another blast from the past. 

(Man reading names of veterans on plane and handing out envelopes) 

Frederica Freyberg:

Something remembered by vets as one of the most important parts of any day. Mail call. Two hours in the air means savoring packets of letters and cards from family and friends. 

Once wheels down in Madison, trip reviews. 

Veteran:

The highlight was everything, wonderful from beginning to end. Terrific. 

Veteran:

In Washington, the band and the people. That was terrific. 

Frederica Freyberg:

Perhaps the best is still yet to come. As they ride down the airport escalator toward parking and home, the crowd and music erupt. The biggest welcome of the day comes as a welcome home. More than 4,000 people and a 25-piece band packed the airport in one final thank you for these Badger Honor Flight veterans whose smiles, surprise and gratitude say it all. 

Patty Loew:

A fitting tribute for their service to our country. There are five hub cities across Wisconsin that host the Honor Flights. The next Badger flight out of Madison is expected this fall, and 300 vets are on the waiting list. The flights cost about $100,00 each are primarily made possible by donations. For more information on the nationwide Honor Flight program and the flights organized in Wisconsin, go to our web page at wpt.org and click on “In Wisconsin.”  

