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24th Air Force
Command Chief

NOTAM
The Birth of our Nation
On the eve of the first day of fighting on the now hallowed grounds of Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, Colonel Joshua Chamberlain, Commander of the 20th Maine was delivered a most challenging conundrum: How do you force men to fight for freedom?  One hundred twenty war-weary men of the 2nd Maine Regiment, having lost half their brothers to the eleven battles the regiment had participated in since marching out of Bangor, Maine, more than two years earlier, had been forced-marched as mutineers to Colonel Chamberlain’s location for refusing to engage in further battles.  It was now Colonel Chamberlain’s duty to convince them to rejoin the fight, to shoot them for refusing to do their duty, or to escort them under guard to eventual courts-martial.

There isn’t enough space in this one-page NOTAM for me to recount everything Colonel Chamberlain shared with the men of the 2nd Maine Regiment that day on the road to Gettysburg nearly 150 years ago, so I’ll focus on two themes that have stuck with me since I first read them many years ago in The Killer Angels, by Michael Shaara.

First, he spoke to the moral virtues of that day’s Army. “This is a different kind of Army.  If you look at history you’ll see men fight for pay, or women, or some other kind of loot.  They fight for land, or a king, or because they like killing. But we’re here for something new. We’re an Army out to set other men free.”

Second, he described perfectly what it meant to be an American and an American soldier.  “This is free ground all the way from here to the Pacific Ocean. No man bows.  No man is born to royalty. Here you’re judged on what you do, not by what your father was. Here you can be something. Here’s a place to build a home. It isn’t the land, there’s always more land. It’s the idea that we all have value … you and I … we’re worth something more than the dirt. I never saw dirt I’d die for, but I’m not asking you to come join us and fight for dirt. What we’re all fighting for, in the end, is each other.”

All but six of the one hundred twenty men of the 2nd Maine voluntarily took up arms and joined their 20th Maine brothers that day to continue to fight for the uniquely American values and virtues so eloquently described by Col Joshua Chamberlain on that day.
As you light your barbecues, fellowship with family and friends, enjoy a trip to the outlet mall, or simply sneak away for a relaxing moment with your feet up this Fourth of July weekend, please reflect on the words of Joshua Chamberlain as you decide what is it you’re celebrating on the Fourth of July. Is it the Declaration of Independence, the Revolutionary War, the drafting of the Constitution, or is it the idea of self-determination declared within, fought for, and codified by these very things?  I’m mindful of the many things I have to be thankful for, including a life of opportunity based on merit rather than by birthright. Thanks for all you’ve done and will continue to do to ensure this very American idea continues to thrive.  Enjoy your weekend!
KEVIN G. SLATER, CMSgt, USAF

Command Chief Master Sergeant
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