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The Minnesota National Guard is an integral part of 
the state’s plan for defense and civil support. Find out 
how they work with our elected officials to provide 
the highest level of service to our state and nation.
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The Minnesota National Guard thoughtfully utilizes 
state and national funding for its facilities, equipment 
and member benefits. The full financial report can be 
found here. 

MINNESOTA FACT: While the state of Minnesota is 22nd in population size, the Minnesota National Guard ranks 
eighth in total force strength across the National Guard of the 54 states, territories, and the District of Columbia.
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To the Citizens of Minnesota,

Since August 2020, I have been honored to serve as the 32nd Adjutant General of the Minnesota National Guard. 
Each year, I am excited to share with you the story of the tremendously talented men and women of your National 
Guard.

Across the nation, each branch of service has felt the struggles of recruiting, but I can proudly report that with your 
assistance, the Minnesota National Guard met its recruiting goals in our Army and Air branches for fiscal year 2023. 
Why is this important to you? When you need us, we are Always Ready, Always There, to support and defend our state 
and nation.  As we start the new year, please keep providing us with your leads - Minnesota citizens who want to give 
back to the community, expand their life experiences, and obtain career skills or benefits such as healthcare or funding 
for higher education - Minnesotans who want to be part of something bigger than themselves.

Our organizational priorities remain unchanged since the fall of 2021 and focus on People, Modernization, and 
Partnerships. Each priority is important, but as you read our report, please pay particular attention to how your 
Guard is modernizing. The 9/11 attacks and the Global War on Terror changed your Guard from a strategic to an 
operational reserve. This change necessitated having the same training, education, and equipment as our active-duty 
counterparts. Now, more than ever, we are integrated with our active-duty brothers and sisters, allies, and partners.  
We must keep pace with force modernization, which allows us greater interoperability with our active component 
military branches and our partners to face global threats.

To face these threats, we benefit from having two partners – Croatia and Norway, through the Department of 
Defense’s State Partnership Program. We have shared a partnership with Croatia for 27 years, and this past spring, we 
formalized our partnership with Norway. This year, we celebrated our 50th anniversary of the Norwegian Reciprocal 
Troop Exchange, and the State Partnership Program provides additional means to further train with our Norwegian 
friends.

Today, your Guard is 13,000 Soldiers, Airmen, and civilian employees strong. When we add the service members’ 
families and the civilian employers, we are in the tens of thousands- all part of our extended military family.  Without 
your support, we could not accomplish our state and federal missions. Thank you for your contributions to keeping our 
nation safe!

Maj. Gen. Shawn P. Manke
Minnesota National Guard
Adjutant General



In the Minnesota National Guard, we live here, we work here, and we serve here. That service extends not only to the nation, but to the communities we call 
home in ways only the Guard can. Becoming a member of the Minnesota National Guard is an opportunity to join a team of skilled professionals who are 
committed to serving a greater purpose. With hundreds of job specialties available and chances to gain leadership experience, members can serve in ways that 
align with their interests, which can also help accelerate their civilian careers and set them up for a successful future. With career and leadership opportunities, 
healthcare and education benefits, and the freedom to choose how you serve, you can become the best you can be in the Minnesota National Guard.

LIVE HERE. WORK HERE. SERVE HERE.SE
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04 MINNESOTA FACT: Lake Superior is the world’s largest freshwater lake by surface area. In fact, it contains 10% of all the earth’s fresh surface water. It’s at the end of the Saint 
Lawrence Seaway, which brings boats from around the world to the port of Duluth, Minnesota.



EDUCATION BENEFITS

Joining the Guard gives you more than the pride of 
serving your state and nation. The National Guard 
offers benefits to help pay for your education and 
expenses, so you can complete your education while 
you serve. The National Guard offers many programs 
for every type of student, whether you’re still in 
high school, attending college, or working toward a 
vocational certification.

BENEFITS OF SERVING

CAREER TRAINING

Members can find career training for hundreds 
of unique jobs across various fields. The skills 
and knowledge gained from military training can 
seamlessly transfer to various similar civilian career 
paths. This allows you to gain the experience and 
expertise needed to succeed as a civilian paramedic, 
aerospace engineer, truck driver, machinist, cyber 
information technology expert, and more.

PAY BENEFITS

Gain competitive skills while earning competitive 
pay. You will be paid for every day you serve, 
whether in training, weekend drills, annual training, 
or deployment. Your rank, job, and education will 
determine your pay level. The higher you go, the more 
you make. And the more time you serve, the more 
you can earn.

HEALTHCARE & LIFE INSURANCE

Airmen, Soldiers, Veterans, and their families 
have access to inexpensive healthcare through the 
TRICARE system and low-cost life insurance that 
pays up to $500,000. Take care of your health, your 
family, and your future.

RETIREMENT BENEFITS

Whether you plan to serve in the Minnesota National 
Guard for a few years or until you reach retirement 
age, there are financial planning options available 
to get you closer to your goals. Similar to a 401(k) 
plan, the Thrift Savings Plan puts a percentage of 
every paycheck into your retirement fund. After you 
leave the service, your account stays open which 
means your funds will continue to build and you 
can add money for other qualifying retirement 
plans. Additionally, after 20 years of service, you’ll 
be eligible for a pension which offers the rare 
opportunity to earn a fixed paycheck for the rest of 
your life, even after you stop working.

INCENTIVES

The Guard offers an exciting future and enormous 
benefits, including an enlistment bonus of up to 
$20,000 for recruits who meet 
education and contracting 
requirements. Members may 
also be eligible for re-enlistment, 
job-skill retraining, and other 
bonuses. In 2023 alone, more than 
$34.5 million in state and federal 
bonuses were given to more than 
3,200 members of the Minnesota 
National Guard.

REQUIREMENTS 
 
Air: 17-42 years of age

Army: 17-35 years of age

Medically and physically fit and in good moral 
standing

A U.S. citizen or permanent resident with a valid 
Green Card

A high school graduate or equivalent

A minimum score on the Armed Services Vocational 
Aptitude Battery Test, also known as the ASVAB

PHOTOS BY: left, Army Sgt. Jorden Newbanks; right, Airman 1st Class Karl Warner
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The State of Minnesota and the Minnesota National Guard are proud to partner with a wide variety of government and civilian agencies here and abroad that 
strengthen their abilities to serve.
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06 COMMON LOON: Known for their distinct calls, Minnesota’s state bird, the common loon, is more at home in the water than on land. While most birds’ bones are hollow and 
light, the extra weight of the loons’ solid bones help them dive as deep as 250’ and for as long as five minutes. Loons can fly up to 75 miles per hour.



MINNESOTA, CROATIAN 
PARTNERSHIP THRIVES IN 2023
Army Staff Sgt. Sydney Mariette

The bond between members of the Minnesota National 
Guard and the Croatian Armed Forces continued to 
grow during 2023 with 33 engagement events – eight 
more than in fiscal year 2022. Ninety Minnesota 
National Guard members and four Minnesota civilians 
partnered with their Croatian counterparts, learning 
from each other’s expertise in disaster management, 
aviation, cyber, field artillery, medical practices, and 
more.

“During this fiscal cycle, we wanted to broaden our 
horizons and establish hands-on learning in new areas 
related to military equipment, national security, and 
leadership,” said Army Lt. Col. Christopher Staples, 
Minnesota National Guard’s international affairs officer.

Unique to this training year was the inclusion of a 
water purification exercise. In December, eight Soldiers 
from A Company, 134th Brigade Support Battalion’s 
water purification section traveled to Split, Croatia, 
to train with Croatian Armed Forces’ Soldiers on the 
production of drinking water using a Reverse Osmosis 
Water Purification Unit. The military partners were able 
to produce drinking water from seawater. This exchange 
was the first time the Minnesota and Croatian Soldiers 
had worked together to purify seawater and was a key 
event in advancing Defense Support to Civil Authority 
capabilities.

“This exchange between Minnesota and Croatian 
Soldiers has been a once-in-a-lifetime experience,” said 

Army Staff Sgt. Halee Baratto, the water purification 
team’s noncommissioned officer-in-charge. “We spent 
three days working through the diagnostics and testing, 
and once we achieved safe drinking water, we ran to the 
sea, hugging one another and cheering for water!”

These exchanges are part of the U.S. Department of 
Defense’s State Partnership Program. Led by the U.S. 
National Guard Bureau, the program pairs states with 
nations worldwide, including Minnesota and Croatia, 
beginning nearly 30 years ago. The program fosters 

mutually beneficial relationships by building trust and 
understanding of partner-nations’ tactics and capabilities. 

The State Partnership Program facilitates global change at 
a personal level. It enables states and countries to support 
one another through simple tasks such as establishing 
aviation standard operation procedures, which has the 
ripple effect of bolstering a NATO partner’s security 
capabilities.

PHOTOS BY: left, Army Staff Sgt. Halee Baratto; center, Sgt. 1st Class Ben Houtkooper 07
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NORWAY STATE PARTNERSHIP 
PROGRAM PROCLAMATION
Army Staff Sgt. Sydney Mariette

On February 15, 2023, leaders from the National 
Guard Bureau, Minnesota, and Norway signed an 
official State Partnership Program agreement in 
Trondheim, Norway to further expand their 50-year 
relationship.

“As a Minnesotan and a member of the Minnesota 
National Guard, I am grateful the Department of 
Defense has officially approved our partnership 
with Norway,” said Army Maj. Gen. Shawn Manke, 
Minnesota National Guard’s adjutant general.

After 50 years of a partnership between the Minnesota 
National Guard and the Norwegian Home Guard 
through the U.S.-Norwegian Reciprocal Troop 
Exchange, known as NOREX, Minnesota will 
broaden its partnership to the entire Norwegian 
armed forces agencies through the State Partnership 
Program. This partnership will increase the Minnesota 
National Guard’s interoperability with a NATO ally 
and build upon already established ties.

“I am humbled and honored to be here today to 
dedicate this [State Partnership Program] agreement 
to all the people who started [NOREX] in 1973 and 
followed up through 50 years,” said Norwegian Army 
Gen. Eirik Kristoffersen, Norway’s chief of defense. “I 
think they would be very proud to see what we have 
accomplished.”

The Department of Defense’s State Partnership 

Program pairs the National Guard of a U.S. state 
or territory with a partner-nation’s military, security 
forces, and government agencies responsible for 
emergency and disaster response. The program 
began in 1993 with 13 partners and is known for 
its low-cost yet high-payoff application to security 
cooperation efforts. Thirty years later, the program 
has grown to 100 partner-nations and is a key U.S. 
security cooperation tool that facilitates collaboration 
across all aspects of civil-military affairs. 

Minnesota hosted a letter of intent signing ceremony 
at the Minnesota State Capitol in Saint Paul on 
February 4, 2023, with Minnesota Gov. Tim Walz, 
Norway Ambassador to the U.S.- Her Excellency 
Anniken Krutnes, U.S. Ambassador to Norway 
- His Excellency Marc Nathanson, U.S. Senator 
Amy Klobuchar, Congresswoman Betty McCollum, 
Norwegian Home Guard’s Chief - Maj. Gen. 
Elisabeth Michelsen, and Maj. Gen. Shawn Manke 
presiding.

PHOTOS BY: left, Air Force Master Sgt. Paul Santikko; top center, Army Staff Sgt. Luther Talks; bottom center, Army Staff Sgt. Bill Boecker

LAKE SUPERIOR AGATE: The Minnesota state gemstone is the Lake Superior Agate. It was formed during lava eruptions that occurred in our state about a billion years ago. The agate was 
then dispersed throughout Minnesota by glaciers during the last ice age. 09
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NORWEGIAN EXCHANGE 50TH 
ANNIVERSARY
Army Staff Sgt. Bill Boecker

More than 100 Minnesota National Guard Airmen 
and Soldiers partnered with the Norwegian Home 
Guard, known as the Heimevernet, for two weeks of 
winter-warfare training during the 50th U.S.-Norway 
Reciprocal Troop Exchange, Feb. 2-16, 2023. More 
commonly known as NOREX, it remains the U.S. 
Department of Defense’s longest-running troop 
exchange.

“When I was selected to attend NOREX, I had two 
goals,” said Air Force Master Sgt. Megan Shaner of the 
148th Fighter Wing. “First, to see Norway’s beautiful 
land and culture; it has been a life-long dream to 
visit where my family came from. Second, to build 
lasting friendships with our Norwegian Home Guard 
partners and strengthen the connection between 
Minnesota and Norway.”

Norwegian Home Guard trainers prepared the 
Minnesotans and began a five-day field exercise 
deep in the Norwegian mountains. Learning to use 
Norwegian equipment, they relied on each other for 
survival. The exercise included skiing, camp setup, 
and avalanche and cold-water rescue training. Despite 
severe weather, they were able to test their skills and 
complete the training successfully. After the training, 
the group was warmly welcomed by the Saint Paul-
based Serving Our Troops, which provided a steak 
dinner for them.

Guard members were invited into the homes of 

Norwegian host families for a weekend of activities, 
offering an opportunity for the Minnesotans to 
experience and learn from Norwegian culture 
and history. The troops also visited the village of 
Stiklestad and city of Trondheim.

“Our Home Guard hosts provided us with deeply 
meaningful experiences,” said Shaner. “I will be 
forever grateful for the time they invested.”

Simultaneously, members of the Norwegian Home 

Guard and their youth program participated in 
similar training and cultural 
experiences in Minnesota.

“I think I will draw from every 
experience here when I return 
to my unit,” said Shaner. “I 
have enjoyed every minute of 
the trip.”

PHOTOS BY: left, Air Force Senior Master Sgt. Glen Flanagan; far right, Army Staff Sgt. Bill Boecker

MINNESOTA FACT: During World War II, many Minnesotans of Norwegian descent answered the nation’s call to fight fascism. In July 1942, the Army established the 99th Infantry Battalion at Camp 
Ripley, Minnesota. Made up of 1,001 Norwegian-speaking Soldiers who became known as the “Viking Battalion,” they fought bravely across Europe, earning 15 Silver and 20 Bronze Star medals.

WATCH
VIDEO
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SERVING OUR TROOPS
Army 2nd Lt. Linsey Williams

Serving Our Troops is a Saint Paul-based organization 
of community and business leaders who have been 
on a mission to support members of the Minnesota 
National Guard for nearly two decades. Their care 
comes in the form of steak dinners for service 
members and their families. Whether at home or 
overseas, the goal of Serving Our Troops is to bring 

families together for a simple thing – dinner with the 
family.

“The beauty of Minnesota is that we care about our 
Minnesota National Guard members,” said founding 
member of Serving Our Troops, Pat Harris. “What 
happens is people come together. Our sponsors 
come together, businesses come together, restaurants, 
everybody just comes together to say, ‘thank you.’”

Businesses and organizations of all kinds join 

Serving Our Troops for their projects. From 
corporate organizations to restaurant owners, labor 
organizations to Veteran service organizations – 
volunteers from across the spectrum come together 
to cook and serve meals to service members and their 
families.

Since 2004, Serving Our Troops has served more than 
110,000 steak dinners to Minnesota’s military and 
their families. They have supported over 15 events, 
including overseas projects in Kosovo, Iraq, Kuwait, 
and Djibouti. In the U.S., they have served troops and 
their families in Minnesota, Ft. McCoy, Wisconsin; 
Ft. Sill, Oklahoma; and Camp Shelby, Mississippi.

Not only have Serving Our Troops been there for 
deployment ceremonies and reunions, but they have 
also supported the cultural meals of the Norwegian 
Exchange. In 2013, Serving our Troops took their 
brand of service member support to Værnes Garrison 
in Trondheim, Norway, to celebrate the 40th 
anniversary of the program. In 2023, the team again 
prepared more than 755 meals at two Minnesota 
venues and the Værnes Garrison to celebrate the 50th 
anniversary.

“It has been a fantastic experience. Serving Our 
Troops is rooted in close partnerships with the 
National Guard, and these relationships are 
important,” said John Marshall, Serving Our Troops 
co-founder. “We’ve been serving service members with 
the Minnesota National Guard for about 20 years, 
and we are humbled and honored to be serving at an 
event like NOREX.”

12 MINNESOTA FACT: Lake Superior is the world’s largest freshwater lake by surface area. In fact, it contains 10% of all the planet’s fresh surface water. It’s at the end of the St. Lawrence 
Seaway, which brings commerce via boat from around the world to the Port of Duluth.



CAMP RIPLEY’S FIRE DEPARTMENT
Army Capt. Will Hermanson

The Minnesota National Guard’s Camp Ripley has 
one of the few full-time fire departments in central 
Minnesota, with 17 full-time firefighters supporting 
the post and its surrounding communities.

The department responds to on, and off-post calls and 
has mutual aid agreements with three surrounding 
communities; Morrison County, Brainerd, and the 
City of Pillager. This agreement allows the team 
to work with local first responders and assist in 
emergency calls, increasing the chance to save lives. 

“Camp Ripley’s fire department is one of the state’s 
most dedicated, hardworking, and passionate,” said 
Minnesota National Guard’s Assistant Adjutant 
General Army Brig. Gen. Lowell Kruse. “This 
department and fire hall is not only for Camp Ripley 
but also for our community partners.”

The Camp Ripley Fire Department assists in training 
local, state, and federal organizations in fire and 
medical scenarios. Camp Ripley works with local 
volunteer fire departments’ off-post training for house 
burns, car accidents, water rescues, and more. When 
these organizations conduct training on Camp Ripley, 
they reach out to fill any training voids they might 
have.

“Whenever we conduct training that could benefit 
our partners, we try to open our gates and invite them 
to join us,” said Camp Ripley’s Fire Department Chief 
Pat Boone.

“Whenever we conduct training that 
could benefit our partners, we try 
to open our gates and invite them 
to join us,” said Camp Ripley’s Fire 
Department Chief Pat Boone.

Camp Ripley’s Fire Department also houses a full-
time Emergency Medical Team and an ambulance 
with a cooperative agreement with Mayo Clinic and 
trains in medical situations, working with local law 
enforcement, first responders, and even game wardens 
on basic CPR, drug overdose response, and first aid. 

“We share our knowledge and resources, so our 
community is confident that Camp Ripley and our 

partners are ready to respond to any situation,” said 
Boone.

PHOTOS BY: far left, Air Force Master Sgt. Paul Santikko; top left, Army Staff Sgt. Luther Talks; bottom left, Army Staff Sgt. Bill Boecker; top right, Tony Housey; bottom & far right, Army 
Sgt. Austyn Aagaard 13



NEW YELLOW RIBBON ORGANIZATIONS IN 2023

Minnesota Department 
of Transportation

Mille Lacs Corporate 
Ventures’ Grand Casino Ryan Companies YMCA of the North

NORWAY PINE: Of the 52 native tree species found in Minnesota, the state tree is the Norway Pine, more commonly known as the Red Pine. Minnesota is the only state that refers to 
it as a Norway Pine. This tree is self-pruning and is resistant to disease and insects.14

LEARN 
MORE



BEYOND THE YELLOW RIBBON
Cristina Oxtra

The mission of Beyond the Yellow Ribbon, also 
known as BTYR, is to establish and sustain a 
comprehensive community and corporate support 
network that connects and coordinates agencies, 
organizations, and resources to meet the needs of 
Minnesota’s veterans, service members, and families in 
all military branches. There are 53 cities and counties 
and 79 active companies and organizations in the 
BTYR network, which began in 2007. The combined 
efforts of the community and corporate networks 
make a significant impact. In 2023, they contributed 
more than $511,000 and 659,000 volunteer hours in 
support of the state’s military community.

Corporate networks

BTYR companies and organizations support the 
military community in many ways, including 
employment opportunities, benefits, recognition, and 
assistance. For example, in 2023, Thomson Reuters 
donated turkeys to service member and Veteran 
families for holiday meals. Ryan Companies donated 
baby items for families at the 133rd Airlift Wing. The 
Minnesota Twins, Minnesota Vikings, and Minnesota 
Wild hosted military appreciation days. General 
Mills hosted the Minnesota National Guard Women’s 
Leadership Forum. USAA sponsored Military 
Appreciation Day at the state fair. Allianz Life and 
Capital One hosted conferences where companies 
and organizations shared best practices in supporting 
military connected employees and families. 

Community networks

From January to September 2023, the network, 
comprised entirely of volunteers, coordinated more 
than 164 events, served at least 13,791 volunteer 
hours, and supported over 16,144 military 
community members. For instance, the Northern 
Dakota County network provided 170 boxed lunches 
for a deploying unit. The Pine City network donated 
presents for Veterans in need while the Big Lake 

network provided 140 birthday gifts for Gold Star 
mothers. The Hugo network hosted a free pheasant 
hunt for service members and Veterans. Community 
networks also helped homeless Veterans transition 
to permanent housing, volunteered at unit events, 
attended the Joining Community Forces conference, 
sent care packages to deployed service members, 
assisted with necessities, and recognized high school 
students joining the military.

PHOTOS BY: top right, Army Staff Sgt. Bob Brown; bottom right, Cristina Oxtra; far right, Army Sgt. Jorden Newbanks 15



MINNESOTA PROFESSIONAL SPORTS
Army Capt. Kristin Ohrt

Over the past twenty years, the Minnesota National 
Guard has built and maintained partnerships 
with Minnesota’s professional sports teams. These 
partnerships with the Minnesota Wild, Minnesota 
Twins, Minnesota Vikings, Minnesota Timberwolves, 
and the Minnesota United have created enduring 
relationships that allow service members to openly 

share our stories and showcase our values and 
commitment to the communities in which we live, 
work, and serve.

2023 marked the 20th anniversary of the Minnesota 
Twins Armed Forces Appreciation Day. Together, the 
Twins and the Minnesota National Guard recognized 
Soldiers returning home from deployments, paid 
tribute to Gold Star Families, and welcomed home 
Vietnam Veterans in recognition of the fiftieth 
anniversary of the withdrawal from Vietnam. The 

event included a flyover of two F-16 Fighting Falcon 
jets from the 148th Fighter Wing.

The Minnesota National Guard has supported 
professional sports teams with color guards, flyovers, 
static displays, service member re-enlistments and 
homecomings, first pitches thrown, families being 
re-united, Veterans thanked, Gold Star Families 
honored, and so much more. The stories we have 
shared are endless, and the memories and connections 
we have built through the years have impacted both 
our service members and those attending the games.

The partnership of sports teams in Minnesota has 
proven to benefit all organizations involved. Whether 
a U.S. Flag raiser at the Minnesota Twins, ‘Guardian 
of the Game’ for the Wild, ‘Hero of the Pack’ for the 
Timberwolves, or ‘Eye of the Loons’ for the United, 
service members are privileged to be highlighted at 
home games.

As Julie Vavruska, the Minnesota Twins director of 
community engagements and events, stated, “I want 
us to continue telling stories that need to be told, to 
craft meaningful themes, to give a day to those who 
deserve it most, and to educate and inspire younger 
generations. Most of all, I want the Twins and the 
Minnesota National Guard to do what we do best – 
create and deliver magic moments.”

We sincerely appreciate each of our professional sports 
teams and the relationships we have with them. We 
hope to continue to have them as enduring partners.

MINNESOTA FACT: Widely regarded as “The State of Hockey,” Minnesota has produced the most U.S.-born players in the National Hockey League’s history (7,432 as of March 
2020) and fielded the most Olympians representing men’s and women’s hockey.16



MINNESOTA STATE FAIR HONORS 
VIETNAM VETERANS
Cristina Oxtra

The 12th Annual Military Appreciation Day at the 
Minnesota State Fair, Aug. 29, 2023, featured 50 
educational and military-connected booths at Dan 
Patch Park, along with on-stage entertainment, 
recognition ceremonies, family-friendly activities, and 
a UH-60 Black Hawk helicopter flyover.

In observance of the 50th anniversary of the last 
service members leaving Vietnam, more than 175 
Vietnam and Vietnam Era veterans marched through 
the state fair. Then, led by an all-service Color Guard, 
they entered Dan Patch Park amid loud cheers and 
thunderous applause from hundreds of military 
veterans, service members, families, guests, and 
fairgoers. Flags waved and the song “Proud to Be an 
American” played as many people shook the veterans’ 
hands to thank them for their service or hugged them 
and greeted them with a heartfelt, “welcome home.”

On stage, retired Capt. Kay Bauer who served 35 
years as a Navy nurse, addressed her fellow veterans. 
Bauer was part of a forward surgical team at a hospital 
in Vietnam and received the Humanitarian Medal of 
Honor from the South Vietnamese government.

“The Vietnam war was a time of uncertainty, but it 
also revealed the strength of our human spirit,” Bauer 
said. “We faced challenges that tested us, and we 
found light in camaraderie, shared purpose, and the 
determination to protect the values we hold dear.”

“It was thrilling going down the street 
and seeing and hearing all the applause 
that we received from the crowds along 
the street,” said Marine Cpl. Don 
Heuer, in Vietnam Nov ‘66 to Nov ‘67 

The Vietnam War was the United States’ longest 
and costliest conflict of the Cold War. More than 
8.7 million Americans served in the Armed Forces 
during the Vietnam era from 1964 to 1973. More 
than 3.4 million were deployed to Southeast Asia 
and approximately 2.7 million of those served in 
the Republic of Vietnam. The Vietnam Veterans 
Memorial in Washington, D.C., is inscribed with the 
names of 58,279 service members who died in theater 
from 1957 to 1975. There are more than 5.8 million 

Vietnam veterans living in the United States, with an 
estimated 97,000 in Minnesota.

PHOTOS BY: top left, Army Staff Sgt. Sydney Mariette; bottom left and right, Bob Brown; top & far right, Army Staff Sgt. Mahsima Alkamooneh 17



SERVICE MEMBERS PROVIDE 
HEALTHCARE IN REMOTE AREAS
Sgt. 1st Class Sirrina Martinez

Soldiers with the Minnesota National Guard’s 204th 
Medical Company Area Support participated in 
Operation Walking Shield on the Leech Lake Band 
of Ojibwe Reservation in northern Minnesota, July 
21 - 28, 2023.

Throughout the almost two-week exercise, Soldiers 

received real-world training while providing medical 
care to tribal residents in multiple areas, including 
essential medical examinations, behavioral health, 
dietary consultation, and dentistry.

The 204th brought a variety of occupational 
specialties to the exercise, including medics, 
mechanics, generator mechanics, cooks, behavioral 
health technicians, dental technicians, and dentists. 
Partners who helped to coordinate the mission 
included the Leech Lake Band of Ojibwe, Cass Lake - 

Bena school, Indian Health Services, National Guard 
Bureau, and the U.S. Army Reserve.

Army Maj. Jake Redding, the commander of the 
204th, said that Soldiers within the unit were happy 
to help their fellow Minnesotans by directly impacting 
their communities and showing them what the Guard 
can do. 

“We can take care of simulated patients in a training 
center all day, every day,” he said. “But without having 
the actual patient there with a problem and the 
immediate changes that happen, we see the training 
value in this is exponentially better.”

The program brought in 296 patient visitors, and 
1,875 patient procedures were conducted. Patients 
were seen through scheduled visits and walk-in 
appointments. The total estimated amount of care 
provided at no cost to the public was more than 
$136,000.

For many Minnesotans in remote areas, such as 
the Leech Lake Reservation, it is difficult to find 
available health care services. Dorris Wittner, a Cass 
Lake resident and member of the Leech Lake Band 
of Ojibwe, said that dentist chairs in the region are 
booked out for weeks, months, or longer. 

“I love this program. It would be nice if they had it 
yearly,” she said. “We were here the first time they 
were here, and it worked out so fantastic. Keep 
coming back, please; we appreciate it.”

MINNESOTA FACT: The Minneapolis Skyway System stands out as the largest network of skyways globally. It links 80 blocks contiguously for a distance of up to 9.5 miles. The very first 
skyway, opened in 1962.18



COMMUNITY PARTNERS
Cristina Oxtra

The Minnesota National Guard received the 
nationwide fiscal year 2022 Exemplary State, 
Territory, or District of Columbia - Excellence 
in Diversity Award. This award is presented to a 
state that stands out by consistently contributing 
to diversity and inclusion initiatives and ideas, 
institutionalizing best practices, building measurable 
milestones, and attaining individual or group diversity 
and inclusion goals.

The diversity and inclusion initiative achieves its goal 
of diversity through inclusion by:

•	Valuing individuals

•	Identifying, recruiting, and retaining the best 
available talent

•	Providing resources, education, and training on 
matters related to diversity and inclusion

Within Minnesota’s diversity and inclusion initiative 
is the special emphasis program. The special 
emphasis program is made up of Airmen, Soldiers 
and Civilians from across the Minnesota National 
Guard who volunteer their time on various special 
emphasis councils, each focusing on a particular topic 
including:

•	African American and Black Heritage

•	Asian American and Pacific Islander

•	Disability Employment Awareness

•	Hispanic and Latinx Heritage

•	Holocaust Remembrance

“Having diverse partnerships within 
our community ensures we are in step 
with the cultures and traditions of our 
service members and reinforces our 
commitment to the communities in 
which our service members work and 
live,” said Air Force Lt. Col. Corey 
Robinson, Minnesota National Guard’s 
director of diversity & inclusion

•	Indigenous Heritage

•	LGBTQ+

•	Women’s Leadership

These councils partner with organizations in the 
community, highlighting national observances, 
attending and supporting local events, representing 
the Minnesota National Guard, and hosting special 
events.

PHOTOS BY: left, Sgt. 1st Class Sirrina Martinez; top center, Army Staff Sgt. Mahsima Alkamooneh; right, Cristina Oxtra 19



INSPIRING FUTURE AVIATORS
Amy Lovgren

On June 20, 2023, the 133rd Airlift Wing hosted an 
aircraft tour for middle and high school students to 
demonstrate the opportunities available to them with 
a military aviation career.

“Throughout my career, I have been inspired by other 
pilots, such as my World War II Veteran grandfather 
who flew for the 133rd,” said Air Force Maj. John 

time the Duluth-based 148th Fighter Wing provided 
an F-16 Fighting Falcon jet. The participants had 
lunch at the base and heard about various careers in 
aviation before touring both air frames.

“I believe our younger generation becomes what they 
see,” said Floyd Balentine, director of OBAP’s Twin 
Cities ACE Academy. “This is why the Twin Cities 
ACE Academy volunteers its time in motivating, 
cultivating, and inspiring the next generation.

The OBAP’s ACE Academy is a nationally recognized 
program co-sponsored by the Federal Aviation 
Administration and the National Black Coalition of 
Federal Aviation Employees. The purpose of Aviation 
Career Education is to offer first-level exposure to 
the aviation industry by providing aviation career 
exploration for middle and high school students. In 
2014, Balentine along with Capt. Victor Smith and 
First Officer Donald Gardner founded and launched 
the OBAP Twin Cities ACE Academy.

“I hope that the youth here today will be inspired to 
pursue careers in aviation,” said Sjoblom, “And know 
that military service can support those aspirations.”

Sjoblom, a C-130 Hercules aircraft pilot at the wing. 
“I have worked this event for many years, and it’s 
exciting to see the returning students and see how 
their interest in aviation has grown.”

The Minnesota National Guard hosted 25 
students from the Organization of Black Aerospace 
Professional’s, known as OBAP, during their Aviation 
Career Education, or ACE, program. The academy 
visit has occurred more than ten times at the wing and 
has grown over the years. The 2023 event was the first 

“Throughout my career, I have been 
inspired by other pilots, such as my 
World War II Veteran grandfather who 
flew for the 133rd,” said Air Force Maj. 
John Sjoblom

MINNESOTA FACT: Fort Snelling is Minnesota’s first military installation. It was built in 1819 and, Mendota, the first large settlement was developed in its vicinity. With the 
establishment in 1834 of the main factory of the American Leather Company in Mendota, the fort became the main settlement of Northwestern America.20



MONTH OF THE MILITARY CHILD
Cristina Oxtra

The Minnesota National Guard’s Child & Youth 
Program, in partnership with Mall of America, hosted 
an open house on April 14, 2023, to recognize the 
commitment, contributions, and sacrifices military 
youth make for the nation.

There are more than 15,000 children in Minnesota 
who have at least one parent serving in the military.

“They are there every step of the way through a 
parent’s deployment and military service. They know 
when it is time for mom or dad to prep, pack, and 
leave for a weekend drill, monthly training, or year-
long deployment,” said Laura Groeneweg, lead Child 
& Youth Program coordinator. “Military connected 
children share the burden of service when their family 
member miss important events in their lives or when 
frequent moves force them from what they know into 
new and different experiences. It’s a treasure when 
there are events military families can enjoy as a family, 
make memories, and relish their time together.”

The open house included music, face painting, games, 
character appearances, giveaways, treats, rides at the 
mall’s Nickelodeon Universe, and a Build-A-Bear 
experience provided by USAA and the Minnesota 
National Guard Association. As part of the Month 
of the Military Child celebration, the Minnesota 
National Guard’s Child & Youth Program also hosted 
both an art and photo contest. Additionally, families 
could request a letter from Gov. Tim Walz thanking 
military youth.

“The Mall of America is proud to be one of the many 
Minnesota businesses that fully support and recognize 
Month of the Military Child,” said Sara Durhman, 
director of community relations at the Mall of 
America. “At our core, the mall is about creating 
memorable experiences and leading from the heart. 
A large number of our team members are veterans or 
active members of the Reserve and Guard. They lead 
with heart and go above and beyond every day. They 
are key to our success.”

“The Mall of America is proud to be 
one of the many Minnesota businesses 
that fully support and recognize Month 
of the Military Child,” said Sara 
Durhman, director of community 
relations at the Mall of America.

21PHOTOS BY: left, Amy Lovgren; middle, Bob Brown; right, Cristina Oxtra
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MINNESOTA MILITARY RADIO
Army 2nd Lt. Linsey Williams

At the heart of Minnesota Military Radio are the 
partnerships it has formed with the Minnesota 
National Guard, Beyond the Yellow Ribbon, 
Minnesota Department of Veterans Affairs, and the 
Minneapolis VA. In 2010, when Vietnam Veteran 
Tom Lyons was asked to host a weekly program 
to discuss topics relevant to Minnesota’s military 
and Veteran communities, his first call was to the 
Minnesota National Guard’s adjutant general.

Since the first show the Minnesota National Guard’s 
voice expanded across the state with weekly messages 
from the adjutant general, monthly updates from the 
command senior enlisted leader, and unique stories of 
service and support from Minnesota National Guard 
members and Beyond the Yellow Ribbon networks.

A program unlike any other, Minnesota Military 
Radio joins multiple state and community partners 
to provide information to listeners on 66 live radio 
stations across the state and worldwide via podcast.

The show began with a small footprint but had a 
considerable investment of studio and staff time, 
equipment, and technical expertise from iHeart Media 
Minneapolis. This investment has allowed the show to 
grow and flourish, reinforcing its role in Minnesota’s 
military and Veteran community.

Whether recording from the Twin Cities, Camp 
Ripley, or beyond, Minnesota Military Radio goes 
wherever it can amplify information for the state’s 

military community. In 2011, the show visited the 1st 
Armored Brigade Combat Team in Kuwait to capture 
their stories. In 2016 and 2019, the program joined 
the Saint Paul-based organization Serving Our Troops 
to bring a piece of Minnesota to deployed service 
members. In 2017 and 2023 the show traveled to 
Norway, capturing the excitement of the Norwegian 
Exchange.

In 2023 Minnesota Military Radio hit a milestone 
when it reached 13 years on the air and 700 unique 

shows recorded. Until this year, Tom Lyons has 
been the program’s sole host. 
On Memorial Day 2024, he 
will make way for a Veteran 
of another generation. Retired 
Army Command Sgt. Maj. 
Doug Wortham, former Senior 
Enlisted Advisor of the Minnesota 
National Guard, will take the 
helm.

PHOTOS BY: left & center, Army Staff Sgt. Mahsima Alkamooneh; right, Army Staff Sgt. Bob Brown 

MINNESOTA FACT: Minnesota is the most northerly of all the contiguous United States (reaching lat. 49°23’55” N). The state’s motto is from the French “L’Etoile du Nord,” which means 
“Star of the North.”

LISTEN
NOW
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MINNESOTA BUILDING AND 
CONSTRUCTION TRADES COUNCIL
Army Spc. Andrew Nayenga and Army Staff Sgt. 
Mahsima Alkamooneh

On July 23rd, the 34th Infantry Division “Red Bulls” 
Headquarters and Headquarters Battalion hosted 
a family day to honor the support system of their 
service members. To kick off the event, Red Bull 

Soldiers gathered for a time-honored tradition with 
a twist, a formation in front of their families and 
friends.

“Headquarters and Headquarters Battalion’s family 
day is the most important ‘people-first focused’ event 
we run,” said Army Lt. Col. Jay Hackett, battalion 
commander.

The site of the new headquarters building was buzzing 
with activity, with this year’s event including a bounce 
house, face painting, rock climbing, a petting zoo, and 
more.

The Minnesota Building and Construction Trades 
Council, a Yellow Ribbon organization, supported 
the event with more than 30 volunteers. The council 
has developed a close relationship with the Minnesota 
National Guard, dating back to 2019.

In 2022, Minnesota Building Trades, which 
represents more than 70,000 construction workers 
in the state, became a Beyond the Yellow Ribbon 
organization, showcasing their support for veterans, 
service members, and their families. With the new 
partnership, they provided volunteers to cook at the 
Red Bull family day and a similar event hosted by the 
133rd Airlift Wing that year.

“Our intentions are simple: to use our power, 
resources, and influence to do good things for others,” 
said Joe Fowler, Minnesota Building and Trades 
Beyond the Yellow Ribbon committee member. 
“Participating in these events is a way for [us] to give 
back. It selfishly feeds the soul and lightens the heart, 
leaving a long-lasting smile on my face for days.”

MINNESOTA FACT: The gopher state has some of the oldest rocks found on earth that were formed about 3.6 billion years ago. About 2.7 billion years ago, basaltic lava sprouted from 
cracks in the ground of the primitive ocean. The remains of this volcanic rock formed the Canadian Shield in northeastern Minnesota.24



NATIONAL ENLISTED CONFERENCE
Sgt. 1st Class Elizabeth Peña

Top leaders of the National Guard Bureau emphasized 
the importance of empowering enlisted personnel 
during the 52nd Annual Enlisted Association of the 
National Guard of the United States conference in 
Rochester, Minnesota, August 13-17, 2023.

In an opening statement, Air Force Lt. Gen. Marc 
H. Sasseville, the vice chief of the National Guard 
Bureau, hit on the crucial impact the enlisted force 
has on military combat power.

“You are the envy of militaries worldwide,” said 
Sasseville. “The National Guard noncommissioned 
officer, is the envy of every foreign senior leader I talk 
to.” 

The National Guard currently has about 440,000 
Guard members, serving across the fifty-four states, 
territories and the District of Columbia. The 
association represents all the enlisted Airmen, Soldiers, 
retirees, and their family members from these areas. 
Headquartered in Alexandria, Virginia, they maintain 
a full-time staff to represent the interests of enlisted 
service members in legislative matters at the Pentagon 
and on Capitol Hill.

The national conference serves as a vital forum 
where senior National Guard leaders can engage in 
open, meaningful dialogues with enlisted members, 
fostering a deeper understanding and stronger bond 
between the ranks.

The 2023 conference agenda featured speed 

mentoring sessions, breakout discussions, and panels 
led by senior enlisted leaders. These sessions tackled 
a broad spectrum of compelling questions, delving 
into areas from professional advancement and skill 
enhancement to methods for tapping into one’s innate 
potential.

“Engaged leadership – we didn’t get in these seats 
without being engaged, and we didn’t get here alone,” 
said Command Chief Master Sgt. Lisa Erikson, the 
command senior enlisted leader of the Minnesota 

National Guard. “A team has worked with us, beside 
us, and behind us the entire way. Always surround 
yourself with those that challenge you and lift you. 
That is part of being an engaged leader.”

PHOTOS BY: far left, Sgt. 1st Class John Angelo; left column, bottom & far right, Army Staff Sgt. Mahsima Alkamooneh; top right, Sgt. 1st Class Sirrina Martinez 25




