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COVER PHOTO
A truck explosion gives participants in the April 25 Joint Read-
iness Training Center Operations Group Box Tour a chance to 
see how Soldiers train before being deployed. (U.S. Army  photo 
courtesy Operations Group )
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Fort Johnson community gathers to focus on quality of life issues

FORT JOHNSON, La. — The Joint Readi-
ness Training Center and Fort Johnson host-
ed its semi-annual Quality of Life Conference 
May 5 at the installation’s Warrior Center.

More than 100 Soldiers, Family members 
and Department of the Army civilians attended 
the conference which highlighted advance-
ments made in the JRTC and Fort Johnson’s 
quality of life, as well as a look ahead at other 
projects slated for the post identified as one of 
four Army installations to receive special qual-
ity of life improvements.

The event also elicited suggestions from 
those in attendance on ways to improve the 
quality of life at Fort Johnson.

Brig. Gen. Jason A. Curl, JRTC and Fort 
Johnson commander, shared with those in 
attendance his quality-of-life priorities: Edu-
cation, housing, childcare, health care, Army 
spouse employment and Family Morale, Wel-
fare and Recreation. 

By Chuck Cannon
Fort Johnson Garrison Public Affairs Office

They support his personal priorities: Care for 
people, build readiness and succeed in JRTC 
and Fort Johnson campaigns.

“These quality of life conferences — where 
you bring up issues that need to be fixed — help 
us make better decisions across the installa-
tion,” Curl said. “Some things we already know 
about, and we’re working on them, although 
probably not as fast as you — or we — would 
like. But continuing to bring it up is helpful, be-
cause some things might have slipped from 
our consciousness. They’re still important, but 
maybe we haven’t thought about them in a cou-
ple of months. Bringing it back up is helpful.”

Curl said there are issues the installation 
team is already tracking and are probably not 
going to be fixed for several reasons outside of 
the team’s control.

“But some of the issues, are things we’ve 
never heard before,” he said. “At these forums 
there always seems to be a couple of things 
that we’ll look at each other and ask, ‘Really? 
That’s going on here at Fort Johnson?’”

Curl addressed the upcoming gate closures 

and explained the need to get borrowed man-
power back to units for training. 

He also spoke about the new household 
goods system and said work continues to 
make it better for Soldiers across the Army.

Presentations covered childcare, education, 
housing — to include privatized accompanied 
housing and barracks, infrastructure 
and strategic partnerships.

Breakout sessions after each 
presentation allowed groups 
of five to eight attendees the 
opportunity to discuss the spe-
cific areas and come up with 
suggestions for improvements. 
The groups then shared their sug-
gestions with leadership, who acknowl-
edged the suggestions and promised to see 
which might be viable.

“I believe the quality of life conference serves 
two functions,” Col. C.J. Lopez, Fort Johnson 
garrison commander, said. “The primary one 
is it gives us an avenue for all the citizens of 
Fort Johnson to directly communicate with the 

people that prioritize the resources and devel-
op the strategic plan to evolve Fort Johnson 
into tomorrow.”

Lopez said he wants to give the voice of the 
citizens of Fort Johnson — Soldiers, Depart-
ment of the Army civilians and Family members 
— an avenue to inject suggestions into the in-

stallation’s strategic plans.
“Simply put, I want to hear from 

them, and I want our guys to chew 
on what they say and see if it’s a 
better idea for Fort Johnson to-
morrow,” Lopez said.

The garrison commander said 
the conference also serves as a 

reverse engineer of the primary func-
tion.

“Not a lot of people are aware of the volume 
of things that we do for the installation, so this 
serves to inform them and creates stakehold-
ers when we give them the mic,” he said. “We 
received some good feedback and are review-
ing what was said to determine how we can pri-
oritize the ideas, programs and initiatives with 

the resourcing,” Lopez said.
Logan Morris, civilian aide to the Secretary 

of the Army, was in attendance and said these 
types of conferences are important to the Sec-
retary of the Army.

“Most civilian aides are not co-located with 
an installation and very few get the granular 
feedback on Army policies that impact installa-
tions,” Morris said. “Since the secretary wants 
to know what we’re missing in the secret sauce 
that makes the Army a good place to live and 
work, these quality of life conferences provide 
direct feedback on Army programming, not 
only from a Soldier, family and DoD civilian lev-
el, but also with a partnership in the local com-
munity.”

Morris said, for him, the conference also 
provides a better understanding about why 
a certain policy is what it is — why it does or 
doesn’t work, and how to help the installation 
command team vector that up to big Army to 
impact the changes that need to happen to im-
prove the quality of life for everyone that lives 
here.
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(U.S. Army photos by Chuck Cannon)

Morris highlighted two important aspects of 
the conference for CASAs.

“First, the access to certain services or ame-
nities on the installation may be a challenge,” he 
said. “We might be missing the mark in terms of 
what we think Soldiers and their families should 
have versus what they actually have.”

The second aspect was his realization that 
the Army’s messaging and communications 
systems are a little disjointed.

“There are assets and services available 
that people don’t know how to get to,” he said. 
“There are a disparate number of ways the 
Army attempts to do that. We probably want to 
look at fixing those communication modes to 
better reach their intended audiences so that 
people think and know the Army is here to take 
care of them.”

 Fort Johnson hosts two Quality of Life Con-
ferences each year — in the spring and fall. 
The event allows Soldiers, civilians, retirees 
and family members to participate and provide 
feedback or suggestions on the state of quality 
of life on Fort Johnson.
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Chilling effects: 

GERMANY — If small drones are critical to 
the Army’s future fight, what happens when 
you run out of batteries?

That’s one of the questions the 10th Moun-
tain Division’s 3rd Brigade Combat Team tack-
led during a recent rotation at the Joint Multina-
tional Readiness Center in Germany. 

“We learned a lot of lessons about battery 
power. For example, the exercise that we con-
ducted was in the wintertime in Germany, so it 
was below freezing conditions and pretty ad-
verse weather conditions. And what we found 
was battery life was significantly degraded in 
the cold and affected the flight time and the 
ability of us to employ some of our drones,” 3rd 
Brigade commander Col. Joshua Glonek told 
reporters Friday. 

The Army gave the brigade more than 
150 unmanned aerial systems, from sensor 
drones to one-way attack munitions. Form 
factors ranged from small quadcopters to me-

dium-range reconnaissance drones that can 
weigh up to 50 pounds and fly 10 kilometers.

Seeking to get “a good sense of what drones 
were able to do,” Glonek said, the unit flew in 
heavy cloud cover, freezing rain, sleet, and 
snow. Propellers iced over. Some drones broke 
and needed repairs. Others crashed. And the 
freezing temperatures would cut flight times in 
half, Glonek told Defense One. 

“There’s a need for more power generation 
out on the battlefield,” Glonek said. “All this new 
technology, for the most part, is powered by 
batteries—rechargeable batteries.”

The unit has recommended that the Army 
“explore additional power generation capabil-
ities, specifically those that could be brought 
further forward, closer to the front lines,” 
Glonek said. “Because every time a drone 
comes out of the sky, the first thing we need to 
do is to detach the batteries and put them on a 
charger [to] get the drone back up.” 

The Army has been looking for ways to ex-
tend battery life and reduce reliance on towed 
and fuel-thirsty generators in the field. 

By Lauren C. Williams
Defense One senior editor

“We also tested, for the first time, a proto-
type of the [Infantry Squad Vehicle]-Heavy—a 
hybrid-[diesel] powered truck that contained 
enough onboard battery power to run our bri-
gade command post for 24 hours without hav-
ing to run external generators,” Glonek said. 

The two ISV-Heavy prototypes tested were 
mainly used for command and control, Glonek 
said, which allowed the units to move quickly 
and undetected. 

“It was part of our brigade tactical command 
post, and I used that to have a very rapidly mo-
bile C2 node that I can move around the bat-
tlefield,” he said. “You drive silently…all of the 
power that you need for command-and-con-
trol systems is built into the vehicle, so it didn’t 
require external generators or other power 
sources. And we were able to move in a very, 
very small package into areas where we could 
stay hidden from the opposing force.”

The Army also ordered electric-powered 
versions of the ISV but is pivoting to focus on 
hybrids only as part of a larger shift away from 
clean energy initiatives.

A U.S. Soldier assigned to 3rd Brigade, 10th Mountain Division sets up a Ghost drone to conduct surveillance during a live fire exercise at the 7th 
Army Training Command’s Grafenwoehr Training Area, Germany, Feb. 25. (U.S. Army photo by Kevin Sterling Payne)

        What one Army unit learned about cold-weather drone warfare

Frozen propellers and short-lived 
batteries are just some of the 
challenges these grunts faced during
training in Europe.
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MILITARY WORKING DOG
TRAINING DEMONSTRATION
MILITARY WORKING DOG
TRAINING DEMONSTRATION

Col. CJ Lopez, Fort Johnson garrison 
commander, visited a military work-
ing dog training demonstration April 

30, where he and other Soldiers volun-
teered by dressing up in bite suits. Mil-

itary working dogs aid Soldiers in war-
fighting and are trained for many jobs, 
including tracking, explosive detection, 

patrol, search and rescue and attack. 
(U.S. Army photos by Porsha Auzenne)

WITH COL. CJ LOPEZ
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Fort Johnson, La. — The Unit-
ed Service Organizations Louisi-
ana-Mississippi, USO Southeast 
Region, is excited to announce 
the upcoming delivery of approx-
imately 13,900 Moon Pies to Fort 
Johnson on May 15. The delivery 
is part of the regional “Patriot-
ic Pies” campaign, a communi-
ty-driven effort that brings a taste 
of home to service members and 
their families.

Made possible through a unique 
school-based fundraising initia-
tive, Patriotic Pies allows sup-
porters to purchase Moon Pies 
and opt to donate them directly to 
the troops. This heartfelt program 
connects communities with the 
military in a meaningful and tangi-
ble way, giving service members 
a sweet reminder that they are ap-
preciated and remembered.

The shipment will be delivered 

By USO to the future USO center at Fort 
Johnson, which is scheduled to 
open in October. Ahead of the 
grand opening, the pies will be dis-
tributed to troops and their fam-
ilies through USO Mobile team 
activations during five upcoming 
support windows throughout the 
installation.

“This generous donation is 
more than just a treat, it’s a pow-
erful show of support from com-
munities across the country,” said 
Jason Burkett, Executive Direc-
tor of USO Louisiana-Mississippi. 
“We’re honored to deliver these 
Moon Pies on behalf of those who 
gave so thoughtfully, and we look 
forward to sharing them with the 
incredible service members and 
families of Fort Johnson.”

For more background on the Pa-
triotic Pies program and the spirit 
behind this sweet salute to the 
troops, visit: www.patrioticpies.
com.

For the people who serve

to Fort Johnson to sweeten troop support
Thousands of Moon Pies headed

11 12

http://www.patrioticpies.com
http://www.patrioticpies.com


Preparing Fort Johnson for weather’s worst storms

Fort Johnson, La. — Dangerous 
weather can happen at any time. 
Fort Johnson has already seen the 
possibility of everything from high 
winds and rain to flooding and tor-
nados this year. With the upcoming 
hurricane season about to begin 
June 1, there’s even more reason to 
make plans and be prepared. The 
2025 hurricane season is expected 
to be more active than normal, with 
as many as 17 storms expected — 
nine of them potentially becoming 
hurricanes. These weather events 
have the potential to cause wide-
spread damage and endanger lives.

To help prepare for hurricanes 
and any number of other critical 
weather situations, a severe weath-
er brief was held May 7 at Fort John-
son’s After-Action Review theater. 
Command, unit leadership and key 
organizations integral to emergen-
cies were briefed on things like the 
monthly weather threat overview, 
outlook for Atlantic tropical weather, 
wildfire risk index, mitigation CON-
PLANS, disaster response task forc-
es, federal, state and local staging 
contingency and more. 

Mark Leslie, Directorate of Plans, 
Training, Mobilization and Security 
director, briefed at the meeting. He 
said the severe weather brief is one 
of the most important things DPTMS 
does all year because it enables 
them to preserve mission readiness 
and protect the community.

“This brief shares the installation 
plan with all the units, directorates, 
agencies and organizations on post, 
as well as with our local and state 
partners, so we can plan for and 
mitigate risk ahead of a crisis. Plus, 
if we do have a severe weather inci-
dent, everyone knows their part in 
the plan, and we can initiate that plan 
rapidly to restore services to the Fort 
Johnson community. Just like units 

By Angie Thorne
Fort Johnson Public Affairs Office

1413

deploying have a “road to war” plan, 
this installation has a “road to weath-
er war” plan every year so we can 
mitigate the risk to the community 
and sustain capability so the Joint 
Readiness Training Center and Fort 
Johnson can continue to fulfill its ob-
ligations to the Army,” Leslie said.

Nathan Jernigan, Director of Pub-
lic Works, also briefed the audience 
in attendance. He said the impor-
tance of DPW and how they react 
during a severe weather emergency 
is woven into the fabric of Fort John-
son teamwork and planning.

“The Severe Weather Brief has 
been proven as one of the most crit-
ical briefs provided to the installation 
leadership.  DPTMS professionals 
pull together stakeholders from 
across the installation and devel-
op a product that doesn’t just brief 
well, but is fully executable.  We have 
proven over and over, through hurri-
canes, tornadoes and wildfires, that 
the plan works,” Jernigan said.

Jernigan said the part DPW plays 
in the severe weather plan is imper-
ative because reliable, resilient and 
redundant power transmission and 
distribution infrastructure is the life 
source for the installation.

“Without power, critical facility 
system functions such as water, 
wastewater, communication net-
works, heating and air conditioning 
are inoperable.  Our PACE (Prima-
ry/Alternate/Contingency/Emer-
gency) Plan, as briefed, outlines the 
installation’s posture from the day-
to-day power grid operation to the 
execution of our facility generator 
plan during extended power outag-
es,” Jernigan said.

Leslie said the brief is important, 
but the many hours of intellectual 
energy invested in collaboration, 
synchronization, contingency plan 
development and analysis for just 
about everything you can think of is 
the foundation the plans are built on.

“This is really an “all-hazards” plan. 

By the time we give the brief, the 
staff that developed it, knows the 
plan and every contingency inside 
and out. They know the risks, the 
risk windows, the forecast and the 
installation’s capabilities. The brief 
is just icing on the cake and we dis-
seminate that information to every-
one, which instills confidence in the 
command that we have a solid plan 
to protect JRTC and Fort Johnson 
from a very unpredictable hazard — 
mother nature,” Leslie said.

He said the Fort Johnson commu-
nity should know and take comfort 
that this installation is prepared.

“In my opinion, we likely have the 
best plan in the world for severe 
weather. This is a team of very tal-
ented, dedicated individuals from 
across the installation that are de-
voted to ensuring our community’s 
safety. We will do everything possi-
ble to ensure they are informed be-
fore, during and after a crisis,” Leslie 
said. “The plan we briefed is avail-
able for all to see on the JRTC & Fort 
Johnson home page and I encour-
age everyone to take a minute to 
check it out. I also encourage every-
one in the Fort Johnson com-
munity to take some personal 
responsibility and prepare 
yourself and your family 
for severe weather 
season, June 1 – Nov. 
30.

 Available resources:
https://ready.

army.mil/ and 
h t t p s : //w w w.
fema.gov/ 

Fort Johnson 
Facebook

My Army Post App
Fort Johnson 2025 Severe 

Weather Podcast on the JRTC & 
Fort Johnson YouTube channel 
here: https://www.youtube.com/
wa t c h? v = n AU W B G B S s - I & n t -
b=1&msockid=43510b2d2c4a-
11f0a359ac672a94ed69

https://ready.army.mil/
https://ready.army.mil/
https://www.fema.gov/ 

https://www.fema.gov/ 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nAUWBGBSs-I&ntb=1&msockid=43510b2d2c4a11f0a359ac672a94ed69

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nAUWBGBSs-I&ntb=1&msockid=43510b2d2c4a11f0a359ac672a94ed69

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nAUWBGBSs-I&ntb=1&msockid=43510b2d2c4a11f0a359ac672a94ed69

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nAUWBGBSs-I&ntb=1&msockid=43510b2d2c4a11f0a359ac672a94ed69
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Learning to take OPSEC seriously protects everyone Garrison Headquarters and Headquarters Company 
hosts change of command ceremony

Fort Johnson, La. — May is National Oper-
ations Security Awareness Month. OPSEC, 
put simply, is what keeps sensitive information 
from getting into the wrong hands. Practicing 
OPSEC is essential to the success of the mis-
sion and the lives of U.S. service members, De-
partment of Defense employees, contractors 
and Family members. This is done by identify-
ing Critical Information and implementing safe-
guards for protection. OPSEC is a never-end-
ing process and it can include simple things 
nobody even thinks about. 

Sherry Johnson, Security Specialist with 
Fort Johnson’s Directorate of Plans, Training, 
Mobilization and Security, said you can have 
a bunch of unclassified information that were 
put out in different social media posts and indi-
vidually they are harmless, but together those 
things can result in someone gathering classi-
fied information.

“That can create a vulnerability. We real-
ly want to protect the installation, its Soldiers 
and its people. That’s our number one priority,” 
Johnson said.

Kenneth Smith, DPTMS operations security 
officer, said OPSEC is a shared responsibility. 

“It’s people coming together as a community 
to encourage individuals to take responsibil-
ity for their actions and the actions of others, 
which can enhance trust and cooperation,” 
Smith said. “Helping people realize they are 
part of a larger community that fosters a sense 
of belonging and connection when it comes to 
protecting each other is crucial to the OPSEC 
mission,” Smith said.

How do you protect critical information in 
your everyday life? Even small actions can 
keep yourself and others safe. Smith gives a 
few examples of easy ways to do that.

* Be cautious about discussing sensitive in-
formation in public places.

* Be aware of your surroundings and avoid 
talking about personal details.

 * Protect your personal information and be 
mindful of your digital exposure.

  * Safeguard your privacy from prying eyes 
and cyber-criminals.

 Keep It to yourself — How many times have 
you overheard a conversation from someone 
saying how they just won some money from 
the lottery? Or how they just bought a big new 
screen TV? I overheard someone talking very 
loudly on their cell phone one day about how 
they just got paid $1,000 and they were plan-
ning to go down to the club later to spend it all. 
Someone with evil intentions could easily take 
advantage of that person.

By Angie Thorne
Fort Johnson Public Affairs Office

A change of command ceremony was held for Fort Johnson Garrison Headquarter and Headquarters Company May 9 at the 1st Battalion, 5th Avia-
tion Regiment hangar at Maks Army Airfield. The outgoing commander, Capt. Kody W. Hoadley, was presented with a meritorious achievement med-
al and commemorative gift before passing the colors and command to incoming commander, Capt. Victor A. Davila Jr. (U.S. Army photos by Angie 
Thorne)

Shred personal documents and packages 
— You’d be surprised how many people might 
go through trash to get valuable information 
such as your banking or credit statements. 
Shred any documents with any personal infor-
mation or account numbers on them and, if you 
can, place those shreds in different trash cans.

 Be aware of suspicious packages — 
Speaking of packages, if you’re not expecting a 
package, be very wary of it. Did you hear about 
the package bombings that took place in Aus-
tin, Texas? Packages were sent to completely 
random addresses across Austin and when 
they were opened, they were killed on impact. 

 Ditch bumper stickers — I constantly see 
people with stickers plastered all over their ve-
hicle representing their beliefs, what organiza-
tions they’re apart of and more. This is not the 
smartest thing to do. This is one of those things 
that should be kept to yourself. For example, 

the whole world doesn’t need to know what 
you support the NRA.

 Mix it up — People case houses, buildings 
and workplaces looking for routines to take 
advantage of. Do you come and go at the same 
time every day? People have the same routine, 
but it might be a good idea to try to switch the 
routes that you use to get to work. Do your best 
to try to mix up your everyday routine. Even 
small changes such as leaving a few minutes 
later or earlier can throw off an adversary. Think 
about your daily routine and see what could be 
mixed up to throw anyone watching off. 

For more information about OPSEC, check 
out the Fort Johnson OPSEC podcast at 
https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/
relatedvideo?q=youtube+at+fort+john-
son+podcast&mid=41E81331492A3C06A-
25B41E81331492A3C06A25B&FORM=-
VIRE 

https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/relatedvideo?q=youtube+at+fort+johnson+podcast&mid=41E81331492A3C06A25B41E81331492A3C06A25B&FORM=VIRE 

https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/relatedvideo?q=youtube+at+fort+johnson+podcast&mid=41E81331492A3C06A25B41E81331492A3C06A25B&FORM=VIRE 

https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/relatedvideo?q=youtube+at+fort+johnson+podcast&mid=41E81331492A3C06A25B41E81331492A3C06A25B&FORM=VIRE 

https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/relatedvideo?q=youtube+at+fort+johnson+podcast&mid=41E81331492A3C06A25B41E81331492A3C06A25B&FORM=VIRE 

https://www.bing.com/videos/riverview/relatedvideo?q=youtube+at+fort+johnson+podcast&mid=41E81331492A3C06A25B41E81331492A3C06A25B&FORM=VIRE 



Soldiers and family members took part in Fort Johnson’s Motorcycle Safety Awareness Month Rally

(U.S. Army photos by Antoine Aaron) 1817



DALLAS — The Army & Air Force Exchange 
Service and The Home Depot are significantly 
expanding access to military-exclusive pricing 
and tax-free savings on nearly every home im-
provement product available.

 Authorized Exchange shoppers in CONUS 
can now access The Home Depot’s branded 
online page at ShopMyExchange.com. 

The expanded assortment includes power 
tool sets, outdoor power equipment, grills, gar-
den tools, ceiling fans and much more.

 “This is a major Quality-of-Life enhancement 
for our Nation’s Soldiers, Airmen, Guardians 
and their families,” said Exchange Director/
CEO Tom Shull. “Offering an expanded assort-
ment of discounted products from The Home 
Depot is a force multiplier for our heroes who 
have earned tax-free savings and military-ex-
clusive pricing for life using their ShopMyEx-
change.com benefit.”

 Shopping The Home Depot through the Ex-
change provides tax-free savings, in addition 
to a 1% discount on major appliances and 10% 
off all other merchandise. 

Shoppers may also use their MILITARY 
STAR card to purchase The Home Depot 

AAFES

products and receive free standard shipping 
(shoppers using another form of payment re-
ceive free standard shipping on orders totaling 
$49 or more). 

 All active-duty service members, depen-
dents, retirees, Department of Defense civil-
ians and retirees and honorably discharged 
Veterans who have confirmed their eligibility 

can now shop The Home Depot tax-free at 
ShopMyExchange.com.

ShopMyExchange.com offers free stan-
dard shipping on all orders made using a MIL-
ITARY STAR card. Shoppers using another 
form of payment receive free standard ship-
ping on all Military Clothing orders; or orders 
totaling $49 or more.

Exchange expands Home Depot assortment beyond major appliances

FORT JOHNSON, La. — When I was a lit-
tle girl, I dreamed of growing up to be an Army 
ranger. I always thought the things they did 
were sooo cool. I also loved that Army Sol-
diers seemed like normal, everyday people, 
with extraordinarily important jobs. It felt like 
my dream was almost within my reach.

Then reality smacked me in the face. 
Now that I’ve grown up, I’ve had to accept a 
hard truth about myself: You can’t love eat-
ing Raising Cane’s and still be ranger fit and 
ready. The yummy goodness that calls to me 
has become a game changer for my career 
choices.

So, for now, I’ll settle for doing something 
ranger adjacent — being an intern at Fort 
Johnson’s Public Affairs Office. My name 
is Elena Pigg and I’m a soon to be, May 15, 
Northwestern State University graduate. I’m 
also a barrel racer and a self-declared pro-
fessional drama queen — a unique combina-
tion that somehow led me here, to a position 
many might overlook, but one I’ve found to 
be anything but ordinary. Dare I say, to me, it 
might be just as cool as being a ranger. Okay, 
it’s a close second.

Throughout college, I’ve worn many hats 
— reporter, radio DJ, sports commentator 
and swim coach to name a few — but none 
of them spoke to my spirit quite like this role. 

Working at Fort Johnson isn’t just a job. It 
feels like a calling — one that echoes louder 

than the applause of any rodeo or 
the buzz of a live broadcast. 

Public Affairs Intern soaks up experience, finds true purpose
By Elena Pigg
Northwestern State University student

I knew I was home the moment my boss lit a 
cigarette, exhaled his past into

the air and spoke of the job he loved like a 
story he never got tired of telling. 

It was as if NSU had gently confirmed I was 
home. It wasn’t going to be easy — and Keith 
Houin, Fort Johnson Deputy Public Affairs 
Officer, made that clear the moment I walked 
through the door. He was right. 

It took grit. I had to get up before the sun rose 
and smear on makeup — don’t judge — on the 
mornings I traveled from Natchitoches to Fort 
Johnson to work at the Garrison Public Affairs 
Office. Oh, that whole makeup thing, might be 
another reason I wasn’t completely Ranger 
material. Anyway, driving more than an hour, 
to and from Natchitoches, twice a week on 

Louisiana’s crumbling backroads, as I com-
pleted the last few months 
of my college career, was 

intense. But I’d do it 
all again — without 
hesitation — be-
cause of the people I worked with 
at PAO and the Soldiers and fam-

ilies I was lucky enough to meet in 
my time at Fort Johnson. 

I want to take a moment to thank them for 
their kindness, acceptance, patience, humor 
and their unwavering commitment to what 
they do. Because of you, I was able to capture 
the heart of Fort Johnson through pictures 
and video — and show the world what I feel 
is one of the installation’s greatest strengths, 
family. 

 I’ve always felt like I carried the heart of a pa-
triot. As a child, I sat wide-eyed in my father’s 
constitutional law class at Louisiana Tech, lis-

tening as he read me the Constitution like scrip-
ture — each word a promise, each amendment 
a gift. He reminded me we were lucky to have 
those promises. That little girl, cradled in the 
rhythm of founding ideals, grew into a teenag-
er who dreamed of glory — of boots on foreign 
soil, of medals and legacy and becoming a war 
hero, forever etched into the fabric of history. 

However, life has a way of revealing our true 
purpose. For me, it wasn’t through battlefields, 
but through the quiet power of placement. In-
stead, heroism wasn’t found in ranger school, 
but behind the lens and pen, at Fort Johnson’s 
Public Affairs Office — on a military installation 
where stories matter, and voices are honored. 

So many people search for their purpose. 
They wander through their graduations in cap 
and gown with the questions of their future 

weighing heavier than their di-
plomas.

Graduates step into the 
world with trembling hands, 
uncertain of their path, unsure 

of their place.
But I am not one of them. Yes, the thought of 

taking that final step into adulthood stirs a qui-
et fear in me — but beneath that fear is clarity. I 
know where I’m meant to stand, who I’m meant 
to serve — the military community, steadfast 
and resilient. 

And I know why — because their stories de-
serve to be seen, their voices heard, and that’s 
what Public Affairs does for the community at 
Fort Johnson. 

Thank you NSU, for helping me connect with 
the intelligent, funny, talented and caring peo-
ple of Fort Johnson’s PAO, who have mentored 
me and helped me “Be All I Can Be.”

Elena Pigg, Northwestern State University student and Fort Johnson Public Affairs Office intern, 
works on an assignment to create an in-house graphic. (U.S. Army photo by Angie Thorne)

Commentary
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Box tour gives attendees peek into how Soldiers train
Soldiers, family members and the local commu-
nity signed up to attend the 2025 Joint Read-
iness Training Center Operations Group Box 
Tour held April 25 at Fort Johnson. (U.S. Army 
photos by Capt. Jay Branch, 1st Lt. Meya Morse, 
and 1st Lt. Zachary Hafele )
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A Fort Johnson Color Guard and a few words from Col. CJ Lopez, Fort Johnson garrison commander,  helped kickoff the 2025 MayFest, held 
May 2-3 at the Vernon Parish Faigrounds. (Photos courtesy Rick Smith, Vernon Parish School Board Media Relations)

Capt. Alexandria Federico, left, 548th Combat Training Squadron, loads a bin with paper products to shred during Fort Johnson’s annual 
Shred Day May 1. Mark Anderson, right, chief, Military Personnel Division, brings a bin full of paper products to shred. (U.S. Army photos by 
Chuck Cannon)
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First responder appreciation lunch 
Soldier and civilian first responsers stop by The Forge back patio May 9 to enjoy a free lunch. Volunteers cooked and served a menu including hamburgers and  sausage 
links with all the sides and drinks. The lunch was a thank you for their dedication and hard work as they keep the Fort Johnson community safe and sound.  (U.S. Army 
photos by Angie Thorne)



 (U.S. Army photos by Angie Thorne)

summer
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The Directorate of Emergency Services Traffic Division 
will release the following vehicles to MWR for disposal if 
they remain unclaimed. Vehicles are listed with the last 
four of their VIN number. If one of these vehicles belongs 
to you, please contact the Fort Johnson Police Traffic Di-
vision at 337-531-1806, 6675 or 2675.

Check VIN numbers

2016
UNK
UNK
UNK
2001
2000
2006
2004
2003
2011
2012
2005
1994
2007

Yamaha
UNK
UNK
McClain
Ford
Ford
Nissan
Cadillac
Ford
Chevrolet
Land Rover
Honda
GEO
Ford

R3
Boat trailer
Kayak trailer
Boat trailer
F150
Ranger
350Z
Escalade
Crown Victoria
Cruz
Land Ranger
Civic
Tracker
F150

2153
N/A
N/A
N/A
0450
3852
4586
5765
2046
6489
2214
6295
0139
7785
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From civilian nurse to Army leader: 1st Lt. Crystal Absher answers the call
By Jean Clavette Graves
B JACH PAO

FORT JOHNSON, La. — 1st Lt. Crystal Ab-
sher knows what it means to serve those who 
serve. 

After years working as a civilian nurse and 
building her career while supporting her Family 
through military life, she now wears the uniform 
at Bayne-Jones Army Community Hospital.

As an Army nurse in the emergency depart-
ment, Absher delivers expert care and steady 
leadership, supporting mission readiness and 
providing comfort to Soldiers and Families 
across the Joint Readiness Training Center 
and Fort Johnson.

Nursing wasn’t always part of Absher’s plan. 
Originally from Dallas, Texas, her path to the 
profession began as a military spouse search-
ing for meaningful work that could move with 
her Family. 

From her first experiences as a certified 
nursing assistant in North Carolina to pursuing 
advanced degrees across the country, nursing 
quickly became a passion and a calling.

“I enjoy helping others and being the rock for 
someone in need,” Absher said. “As a nurse, I 
finally found a career that fit my life and fulfilled 
me.”

Over the years, Absher expanded her skills 
and embraced opportunities to grow in the 
field. She earned her associate, bachelor’s, and 
master’s degrees in nursing while balancing 
military life and raising a Family. Along the way, 
she found her home in the fast-paced environ-
ment of emergency nursing.

“I’ve worked everywhere; from Level 1 trau-
ma centers in Baltimore to community hospi-
tals,” she said. “I enjoy the unknown 
of the ER. I like adapting to illness 
or injury that comes through the 
doors and being the steady 
presence, my patients need in 
critical moments.”

Despite a successful civil-
ian career, joining the Army 
remained a personal goal, ac-
cording to Absher.

“Joining the Army had al-
ways been something I wanted 
to do,” Absher said. “We priori-
tized my husband’s career and our 
Family for many years, but once our 
kids got older and my husband began thinking 
about retirement, it finally felt like my turn.”

With her Family’s support, Absher applied for 
and was selected for a direct commission into 
the Army Nurse Corps. Returning to BJACH in 
uniform gave her the opportunity to continue 
serving a community she already knew well — 

this time as both a nurse and an Army officer.
“Everyone deserves access to quality 

healthcare, and that includes the Soldiers and 
families who serve our nation,” said Staff Sgt.
Kirby Sharbono, a recruiter with the U.S. Army 
Shreveport Medical Recruiting Station. “Direct 
commissioning offers who are experienced 
healthcare professionals, like 1st Lt. Crystal 

Absher, give them the opportunity to bring 
their skills to the Army team and make 

a meaningful difference.”
In the ER, Absher embraces 

her role as both a leader and 
caregiver. She understands 
that Soldiers and their families 
often face emergencies with-
out nearby relatives or support 
systems. Nurses, she said, fill 
that gap.

“Our patients come to us 
scared, hurt or uncertain,” Ab-

sher said. “We are their advo-
cates, their steady voice, and often, 

an extension of family when they need it 
most.”

“Emergency department nurses are the un-
sung heroes of military healthcare,” said Maj. 
Tynika Reese, clinical nursing officer in charge 
of BJACH’s emergency department. “Every 
day, they deliver rapid, lifesaving care while 
also standing beside patients and families in 

their most vulnerable moments. At BJACH, our 
nurses support a mission that never stops — 
ensuring Soldiers, families, and rotational units 
are cared for so they can stay focused and 
ready.”

Absher’s path from civilian nurse to ac-
tive-duty officer reflects the critical role nurses 
play across military medicine — and why the 
Army seeks passionate, driven professionals 
to join its ranks.

“1st Lt. Crystal Absher brings everything the 
Army Nurse Corps needs — trauma exper-
tise, passion and a unique perspective shaped 
by her experiences as a civilian nurse, military 
spouse and now an officer,” Reese said. “She 
is a shining example of how diverse nursing 
paths strengthen our team and help drive Army 
Medicine forward.”

For Absher, donning the Army uniform is 
more than a career milestone — it’s a personal 
commitment to serve alongside those she has 
long supported. Whether providing urgent care 
in the emergency room or offering steady re-
assurance during life’s most difficult moments, 
she brings a wealth of passion, knowledge and 
commitment to the mission at Bayne-Jones 
Army Community Hospital.

For more information about Army healthcare 
opportunities, contact Staff Sgt. Kirby Sharbo-
no at 913-205-1795 or visit https://recruiting.
army.mil/mrb/.

1st Lt. Crystal Absher, a registered nurse at Bayne-Jones Army Community Hospital, talks with Sgt. 
1st Class Chip Allen while checking his blood pressure in the emergency department May 5. (U.S. 
Army photo by Jean Clavette Graves)

https://recruiting.army.mil/mrb/
https://recruiting.army.mil/mrb/
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Teen Center
grand opening!

(U.S. Army photo by Antoine Aaron)

Located at 5538 University Parkway 

Hours of operation:
Monday — 2:30-7 p.m.
Tuesday — 2:30-7 p.m. 
Wednesday — 2:30-7 p.m.
Thursday — 2:30-7 p.m.
Friday — 2:30-10 p.m.
Saturday — 2:30-10 p.m. 
Sunday — Closed

For more information call 337-531-1992
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Hurricane season starts June 1, are you prepared?
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