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Funeral for Army Private First Class Thomas L. Tucker

REMARKS BY GOVERNOR TED KULONGOSKI

Saturday, July 1, 2006
Thank you, Pastor McCloud.

It is a great honor to be invited by the Tucker family to say a few words, on behalf of the people of Oregon, about their beloved son and brother, Private First Class Thomas Lowell Tucker.  I want you to know that Oregonians across this state reach out to you, mourn with you, and pray for you.
Days like this are difficult to understand.  Like many of you, I pray for a quick victory and an end to this conflict and the safe return of our soldiers.  And like many of you, I believe that God sometimes answers our prayers in ways that we don’t understand.

But I have always believed that my God is a just God, and there is reason and purpose for our lives.  I don’t pretend to understand God’s will.  But I do know that if we have faith in his justice and reach out to him in contemplation and prayer, we will find some meaning behind this terrible tragedy.

And this I do know:  Private First Class Thomas Tucker went to Iraq for a particular purpose.  Let me speak to you in his own words:  “I’m going to defend my country.”  These are not my words.  These are not the words of any political leader, or military commander, or TV commentator.  These are a soldier’s words – and they came from the lips of Army Private First Class Thomas L. Tucker.

Nothing I say on this day of tears and heartbreak can possibly tell us more about the character of Private First Class Tucker – and the values he believed in – than the simplicity, sincerity, and generosity of those six words:  “I’m going to defend my country.”

President Lincoln made the same point about the brave soldiers of another war.   In the Gettysburg Address, he wrote:  “The world will little note, nor long remember, what we say here, but it can never forget what they did here.”

To Private First Class Tucker’s wonderful parents, Wes and Meg, his beloved sister Tayva, his friends across Madras, and countless Americans who now regard him as a brother and a hero, I make this promise:  we will never forget the name Thomas Lowell Tucker.  Nor will we ever forget who he was, what he did, or the love of country that led him from Madras to Iraq – and from Iraq to immortality.

I called Private First Class Tucker a soldier.  Every soldier wears the uniform – but not everyone in uniform is a soldier.  Soldiers get their boots dirty.  They carry 70 pounds of gear on their backs and courage in their hearts.   Soldiers sleep on the ground.  Fight the dirt and heat – even when they’re not fighting the enemy – and dream of home.

Soldiers carry family pictures in their pockets, and in the short hours between one day’s battle and the next, leave messages that say:  “Don’t worry.  I love you.  I’m going to be OK.  Everything is going to be OK.” 

Soldiers are young and often looking for direction and purpose – before finding both in the defense of freedom and our nation’s democratic values, including the value of dissent.

Soldiers stand long hours on post.  They obey dangerous orders without question.  And they risk their own lives to protect the lives of their brothers and sisters in arms.  

All of this is true and well understood.  What is equally true – but much harder to accept – is that soldiers die.  

A young man whom only a year ago was working construction, playing piano, riding dirt bikes and hunting in the Ochoco Mountains – testing the patience of his parents and smiling his way into the hearts of everyone he met – is suddenly a fallen American hero.

This is the soldier’s story.  This is Private First Class Thomas L. Tucker’s story.

But as the entire world now knows, there was an unexpected chapter added to Private First Class Tucker’s story that has become part of our collective conscience and memory.  The extraordinary and brutal death of Private First Class Tucker – and his comrade Private First Class Kristian Menchaca from Houston – has brought tears, shock, and sadness to us all.  

For his family and the people of Madras, the worldwide attention paid to Private First Class Tucker’s death does not make his loss any less painful.  And for the families of every other young man and woman killed in Iraq and Afghanistan, Private First Class Tucker’s death is no more tragic and grievous than the loss of their own children.  

National publicity must never be the yardstick by which we measure the depth of personal sorrow.  Still, there is no denying that the capture and killing of Privates First Class Tucker and Menchaca aroused not only attention – but anger – in a way that few, if any, of the other American deaths in Iraq have.

That anger is understandable.  I feel it.  Most every American feels it.  And yet Wes Tucker has told us that his thoughts are not on the atrocity Private First Class Tucker suffered at the hands of his captors.  He just wanted his son Tom home and remembered as a hero who died for his country and freedom.

For me, the courage of the son and the quiet dignity of his family, together, teach a powerful lesson to all of us.  It is the same lesson taught in Chapter 12 of the Book of Romans in the Bible:  “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, saith the Lord.”

Again, in the Gettysburg Address, President Lincoln said that the Civil War was a test of whether a nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to equality can long endure.  

Today we face another test – whether a nation dedicated to the rule of law can seek justice without demanding revenge.  I believe we can because that is who we are as a people.  And that’s who Private First Class Thomas Tucker was – as a soldier, a citizen of Oregon, and an American patriot.

Yes, we have our political and cultural differences – and they’re played out in legislative bodies, the courts, and on the editorial pages every day.  

But no matter what the issue – even sending our sons and daughters into the crucible of war – we do not let our inner demons rule the day.  We let our Constitution, Bill of Rights, and duly passed laws rule the day and leave it to the “better angels of our nature” to peacefully accept the outcome.

And that is the way it must be, because a just society is not the same as a mistake-free society.  As Wes Tucker has pointed out – our side has overstepped in this war too.  The difference is, as Americans, our answer to mistakes is to demand accountability – not to exact revenge.  
We leave it to judges and juries to sort out the facts and decide punishment.  

And even when young soldiers, sailors, airmen and Marines from small towns like Madras and large cities like Houston are consumed by the flames of war, we are still guided by the light of justice, and by our belief that while the human body can be destroyed – human dignity and the human spirit cannot.

So if Thomas Tucker could speak to us today, I believe deep in my soul that, despite the terrible fate that befell him, he would say the ways of our enemies are not our way.  The values of tyranny and religious bigotry are not our values.  And the hope for vengeance and retribution is not our hope.

Today the eyes of our nation are on Madras, Oregon.  And those eyes are filled with tears and sorrow because the powerful and promising life of Private First Class Thomas Tucker has been extinguished much too early.  Nothing can bring Tom Tucker back to his family and this community.  He is now – and for eternity – in the loving hands of God.  

But that doesn’t change the fact that Private First Class Tucker was the best Oregon had to give and that there is far more to learn from the way he lived than from the horrific way he was made to die.  We can learn from his abiding belief in duty, honor and country.  We can learn from his valor and his determination to see a job through to the end, no matter how difficult or dangerous.  We can learn from the way he loved his family and didn’t just ask for, but earned, the pride his parents and sister will forever hold in their hearts.

And we can learn by following in his footsteps until we come to the place he searched for early and found easily: a life of service and a commitment to doing what’s right.

“I am going to defend my country,” Private First Class Thomas Lowell Tucker told his parents.  He stayed true to his word – just as he stayed true to his family, his community, and the democratic principles he gave his life to preserve.

We are right to mourn him – and to pledge never to forget him.  But it would not be right to let his death overshadow his life.  And I don’t think that’s what Private First Class Tucker would want either.  His was a life filled with hope.  It was a life of meaning and consequence that no amount of brutality can silence.  

So while his loss is a crushing blow to us that will not soon heal, we can still find comfort in the memories he leaves us and in the knowledge that in death – as in life – nothing could crush his spirit.

Thank you.  God bless you.  And God bless Oregon and the United States.

