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Dedication
To the memory of David “Doc” Gwinn and his fallen comrades
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P R E F A C E
The contents of this book grew out of a three-day symposium, “Nature’s Grace: America’s 

Veterans and the Healing Power of Nature,” held on the campus of the University of Utah, 
November 13, 14, and 15, 2019. Attendees included university social scientists and their stu-
dents; nature-based recreation service providers; representatives of various philanthropic, 
conservation, and governmental organizations; and a variety of health care professionals, in-
cluding recreation therapists, rehabilitation counselors, social workers, nurses, clinical psy-
chologists, psychiatrists, and an orthopedic surgeon. The participants were united by their 
commitment to better serving Armed Forces personnel, veterans, and their families through 
health-promoting outdoor recreation activities. In addition to containing the symposium’s 
proceedings, the book includes complementary reading that puts a personal touch on the 
challenges facing our military family. This work is intended to bring the costs of war home to 
readers who otherwise might be distanced from its devastating effects. If, after reflecting on 
the content, readers are moved to come to the aid of our military family, the time and effort 
put into the writing will have been well worth our while. To that end, we invite readers to 
join us in paying our collective debt to those who have sacrificed so much in defense of our 
country. 
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F O R E W O R D
Supporting the Next Greatest Generation

Major General Anthony L. Jackson, USMC (Ret)

Tom Brokaw described the generation that spent their youth maturing through the Great 
Depression of the 1930s, and then marched, sailed, and flew off to fight the great battles of 
World War II, as the Greatest Generation.1 Based on my 36 years of military service, I submit 
to you that we are privileged to be in the company of the next Greatest Generation, the men 
and women who now don the uniforms of our Armed Forces. They have stepped up by the 
millions, volunteers all, to uphold and defend the principles that have guided our nation since 
its founding almost 250 years ago.  

These patriots have served around the globe against tenacious enemies from unheralded 
places in Africa to little known islands in the Far East. They have fought in the deserts of the 
Middle East and in the mountains of Afghanistan. They continue to put themselves at risk on 
a daily basis. Sometimes their routine victories achieve a headline here at home, but most of 
the time those small victories that lead to overall success are rarely publicized. On the front 
line, at the pointy end of the spear, victory is measured by doing your job on a daily basis and 
surviving to do the same thing the next day.

I am occasionally asked who these young volunteers are who march off to war. In an-
swering that question, I often harken back to my first few months in Iraq in 2004. I arrived 
in March. Marines from all of our California and Arizona bases had just returned to Iraq to 
relieve the Army’s 82nd Airborne Division in the Al Anbar province. I was in Camp Fallujah 
just outside the now famous town of the same name. Soon after our arrival, all hell broke loose 
when four Americans were brutally killed while traveling through Fallujah. The Marines 
found themselves in ferocious battles against Al Qaeda forces throughout the province. Even 
our headquarters was bombarded with rockets and mortars for 45 consecutive days. Marines, 
soldiers, sailors, airmen and women stoically and heroically carried out their missions. It was 
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as if the loss of life or limb was determined by some random lottery, but I never witnessed a 
single person waiver in their duty.

Every day I saw Marine units as they prepared to go into battle or were just returning 
from fierce fire fights. I looked deeply into the faces of those Marines, and I saw the answer to 
the question, “Who are these young people who so courageously march off to war?” In those 
faces I saw my sons’ friends. I saw your sons and daughters. I saw your neighbors’ children. I 
saw the faces I see at high school sporting events. I saw the surfers of our nation’s beaches. I 
saw the faces of young men and women who attend our churches, synagogues, and mosques. I 
saw faces in a rainbow of colors. I saw the inheritors of the legacy of our Founding Fathers. In 
those faces I saw what makes our nation great. I saw a reflection of the beacon of freedom that 
promises opportunity throughout the world. I loved what I saw in their enthusiasm, youth, 
bravery, dedication, and self-sacrifice.  

Conflicts in the Middle East proceed at a different pace. Routine and not so routine over-
seas deployments will likely continue in the years to come for tens of thousands of men and 
women who serve in our Armed Forces. So, the question becomes, “What will our nation do 
for its returning veterans and their families who have shown the metal to be its Next Greatest 
Generation?” It is one thing to say, “Thank you for your service.” Such words of gratitude are 
appreciated. If you have a dollar to spare to support the cause, that is also good. If you have 
advice to give, that, too, may be beneficial. In doing any one of these things, you are being 
helpful. However, I think there is something much more impactful we can do. 

This is where the healing power of nature comes into play, and where those organiza-
tions that bring healing to veterans and their families through nature-based activities are so 
important. Through encounters with nature, we can help transform the intellect, dedication, 
mental toughness, discipline, work ethic, leadership, and all the other skills and abilities that 
made these women and men so successful while in uniform into future leaders in American 
government, business, health care, education, and, especially, as actively engaged citizens in 
building a better democracy. We must ensure these men and women have every opportunity 
to succeed as they transition back into civilian life.  We owe them the highest measure of our 
devotion.   

I say “Thank you!” to those who have reached out to these young men and women who 
return from the extreme circumstances of war for introducing them to the healing power of 
nature.  Let there be no question that nature salves the body, both mentally and physically. 
Whether kayaking a wild river, climbing a mountain, hiking a trail, skiing, fishing, hunting, 
gardening in one’s backyard, sitting quietly amongst the trees along a river bank or stream, or 
gazing upon the wonders of our national or state parks, we all find peace and understanding 
in recognizing that we are but a small part of nature’s wonders.  

Following my career in the Marine Corps, it was in nature that I found my second calling. 
As the 19th director of the California State Park System, I witnessed first-hand the resilien-
cy-building and restorative power of nature. I found meaning and purpose in that work. I en-
courage veterans and their families to do the same, and I applaud all those organizations that 
reach out to our nation’s defenders to reconnect them with the land they fought for. The next 
Greatest Generation will be eternally grateful and better off because of your efforts. With your 
guidance, they can enjoy nature’s healing power in a way that will benefit them, their families, 
and generations yet unborn for years to come. Now go out there and do your good work.
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P R E L U D E
“Nature’s Grace: America’s Veterans and the Healing Power of Nature”

Less than 1% of U.S. citizens serve in the Armed Forces. Consequently, few people in our 
country are directly exposed to the costs of war. Without experiencing these costs at a visceral 
level, it may be difficult for readers to fully digest what this book has to offer. So, please follow 
this link to an 18-minute video designed to bring the costs of war home in a personal way. The 
video is adapted from a photo essay of the same name, published by Sagamore-Venture in 2019. 
View the video first, and then read what follows to get at the heart of the matter. 
 
https://nrluutah.smugmug.com/NRLVIDEO/Natures-Grace-2020/Natures-Grace-Video-2020/

Dan, Kelly, Deborah, and Matt



PA R T 

I.
Setting the Agenda

“When Steve Clendenning came 
home from the war, he was still 
constantly on guard—hypervigi-
lant. ‘I never sat with my back to 
an entrance or exit. Nightmares 
jarred me awake in the middle 
of the night, and I checked and 
rechecked windows and doors 
whenever I heard a sound. I never 
slept well. I had a hard time find-
ing peace, and if I did get snippets 
of it, they didn’t last. It was all so 
exhausting . . . until, until I found 
myself walking the Appalachian 
Trail.’”

adapted from Walking Toward 
Peace—Veterans Healing on 

America’s Trails, by Cindy Ross 
(Mountaineers Books, Seattle, 

forthcoming)





C H A P T E R 

1.
Cry Me a River: The Healing 
Power of  Moving Water*

Daniel Dustin, University of  Utah

In Memoriam
David “Doc” Gwinn, 2nd Battalion/7th Marines

* Reprinted with permission from the River Management Society Journal, 31(4), 2018, pp. 
16-18.
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“A slow force took hold of us; the bank began to go backward. I felt the complicated  
urgency of the current, like a thing made of many threads being pulled, and with this  

came the feeling I always had at the moment of losing consciousness at night,  
going toward something unknown that I could not avoid, but from which I would return.  

I dipped the paddle in.”
Deliverance, James Dickey1

 
I am sitting on the front of a NAVTEC J-Rig with my feet dangling in the Colorado 

River. It is May 25, 2018, and I am part of a Warriors on Cataract flotilla heading toward 
Cataract Canyon, Utah. Seated beside me is Jackie Heffington, mother of the late David “Doc” 
Gwinn, Navy Corpsman to the 2nd Battalion, 7th Marines in Afghanistan. David’s service in 
Helmand Province, site of some of the fiercest battles with the Taliban and source of some 
of the severest casualties suffered by U.S. troops, was gut wrenching. Doc’s mission was to 
save lives, and now, just a few short years later, we are floating the Colorado River through 
Cataract Canyon to commemorate the loss of his life. Jackie is accompanied by a handful of 
Marines from David’s unit, along with David’s widow, Amanda, David’s sister-in-law, Jamie, 
and David’s brother, Luke, and sister, Mandi. Jackie is here to try to better understand why 
David so enjoyed these river outings with his comrades from the 2/7th. She is trying her best 
to take in this river experience through the eyes of her son. 

“Water symbolizes many things connected with healing. Pouring forth from within  
the depths of the earth, it represents life and regeneration.”

Healing Places, Wilbert Gesler2

There is something about running rivers that is inherently therapeutic. There is some-
thing about the current, the sheer force of moving water pushing relentlessly downstream, 
carrying universal messages along with it about life itself.  Karen House, a licensed therapist 
and whitewater rafting guide is on the trip with us. Karen, a Special Forces widow herself, 
assures us the Colorado River is big enough to handle anything we care to toss into it. She 
encourages us to discard unwanted thoughts and feelings into its depths and retrieve new 
thoughts and feelings from it. The river, Karen explains, is for deliverance, for purging those 
unspeakable things that eat away at our souls. The river is a place for leaving behind self-de-
structive thoughts and replacing them with life-affirming thoughts to fortify us for a future 
that lies downstream.

“The river was blank and mindless with beauty. It was the most glorious thing I have ever seen. 
But it was not seeing, really. For once it was not just seeing. It was beholding. I beheld the river 

in its icy pit of brightness, in its far-below sound and indifference, in its large coil and tiny 
points and flashes of the moon, in its long sinuous form, in its uncomprehending consequence.”

Deliverance, James Dickey1

But a river’s therapeutic role is much more complex than this. The river serves multiple 
salving purposes for these Marines, whose lives were so tightly bound together by war, and 
whose lives now, all too often, have come unraveled upon returning home. In Blue Mind,3 a 
book about the centrality of water to human life, Wallace Nichols discusses three different 
mindsets, what he calls our Red, Gray, and Blue Minds, each responding to the river in their 
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own way. Red Minds reflect an edgy high, characterized by stress, anxiety, fear, and maybe 
even a little bit of anger and despair. It is a state of mind that is a result of the “fight or flight” 
response related to survival situations—a cocktail, as Nichols puts it, of norepinephrine, do-
pamine, and cortisol, producing feelings of exhilaration. Cataract Canyon’s rapids, especially 
Big Drops One, Two, and Three, cater to the Marines’ Red Minds. With little to no rafting 
experience, they eagerly attack The Big Drops in Paddle Boats. The closer to the water, the 
closer to the rocks, the closer to the waves, the closer to the risks, the better. The adrenaline 
rush is a welcome contrast to their now ordinary and everyday existence. 

The eddies and slower currents above and below the rapids offer the Gray Mind of numbed 
out depression and the Blue Mind of calm centeredness time for reflection and introspection, 
for exorcising demons, for anticipating what lies ahead, and, afterwards, for contemplating 
what has just been achieved.  Basking in the afterglow of having accomplished something sig-
nificant as a team, the “tribe”4 is back together again, and it feels really good.5 The Big Drops 
were not the enemy per se, but they were a formidable challenge worth tackling, and their 
successful negotiation is something to be celebrated.

“It’s hard to be in a bad mood around beautiful flowing water. Whatever cares you  
have are lightened when you spend some time with water. The presence of a brisk,  

bright mountain stream makes you smile, it makes you feel better,  
whether you’re already feeling good or you’re low.”

The Big Thirst: The Secret Life and Turbulent Future of Water, Charles Fishman6

Once ashore, camp provides time to share stories about the day’s adventure, to eat to-
gether, to laugh together, and later on, around the campfire, to talk about “Doc” Gwinn, and 
the role he played in saving Marines. And on the final morning, which this year happens to 
be Memorial Day, the talk turns to the everlasting respect and admiration the Marines will 
carry in their hearts and minds for David Gwinn. To an outsider, it is hard to fully compre-
hend the strength and depth of the bond that holds these Marines and their fallen comrade 
together.5 There are other veterans on the trip from other branches of the Armed Forces and 
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from other wars, but the 2/7 Marines are a tight-knit bunch. They tease each other unmer-
cifully, and to an outsider the humor borders on cruelty. Yet it becomes crystal clear, though 
unspoken, that each of these Marines would sacrifice their life for one another. Indeed, based 
on the Helmand Province death toll, it is painfully obvious that many of them already have 
laid down their lives for one another. That they have come together on this spectacular river 
in this spectacular part of southern Utah to pay tribute to those fallen and those still standing 
is a remarkable thing to behold. It is also remarkable to bear witness to their celebration of 
life itself, and the promise this river rendezvous holds for their future. This is one Memorial 
Day I will never forget.

“What if your doctor handed you a prescription for stress or ill health that read, ‘Take two 
waves, a beach walk, and some flowing river, and call me in the morning?’”

Blue Mind, Wallace Nichols3

While I cannot speak for Jackie Heffington, I would like to think that she, like me, now 
better appreciates that “we owe our veterans the best rivers to run, the best trails to hike, the 
best canyons to explore, and the best mountains to climb. We owe them the best of what 
America has to offer. They have earned the right of first refusal to these opportunities by 
volunteering to do what the rest of us have not. They have paid for them with their blood.”7, 8 
Less than 1% of Americans now serve in the Armed Forces, and supporting nonprofits such as 
Warriors on Cataract that provide veterans with whitewater rafting opportunities is a power-
fully symbolic way to say “Thank you for your service” and to demonstrate palpable ongoing 
civilian support for our military family to help heal the wounds of war.

 Running rivers is also a critically important therapeutic alternative to the traditional clin-
ical settings so many veterans avoid. As Karen House avows, “the value of what happens out 
here cannot be replicated in any clinical office by any traditional means. There is something 
truly magical about stepping out of your comfort zone into something that is so powerful, so 
majestic, and so healing. You cannot help but be fully engaged in a totally different process 
as you move down the river.” The river is nonjudgmental. It simply listens. Keith Branch, a 
2/7 Marine on this river outing adds, “Trips like this are natural medicine for me and my  
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brothers. I believe in the healing power of the river and the canyons. They reestablish bonds 
and recharge us for the coming year. I can say for certain that trips like this save lives.”

I don’t know that we will ever be able to understand the healing power of moving water 
scientifically,9, 10 but I don’t need science to affirm what I know in my heart to be true. There 
is great metaphorical power in moving water. Like life itself, there are important lessons to be 
learned from having surrendered to its never-ending advance. Whether it is how to negotiate 
turbulent times while avoiding dangerous pitfalls, or biting off more than we can chew only 
to find we can chew it after all, or accepting the fact that life is so much larger than any one of 
us, there is something about running rivers that cultivates a healthier perspective regarding 
humankind’s place in the order of things.

“Then in the Arctic half-light of the canyon, all existence fades to a being with my soul  . . . 
Eventually, all things merge into one, and a river runs through it. The river was cut by the 

world’s great flood and runs over rocks from the basement of time. On some of the rocks are 
timeless raindrops. Under the rocks are the words, and some of the words are theirs . . .   

I am haunted by waters.”
A River Runs Through It, Norman Maclean11

It is important for river managers, guides, and stewards of America’s riparian environ-
ments to be aware of these deeper layers of meaning participants take away from their river 
running experiences. While rivers certainly are great sources of recreation in its most com-
mon sense, rivers are also great sources of “re-creation” in its most profound sense. Rivers 
provide a deeply therapeutic experience for those who open themselves up to their healing 
properties, and for that reason river professionals should take great satisfaction in the work 
they do. Whether they realize it or not, they are in the healing business.    

In Moby Dick,12 Ishmael begins by seeking the solace of water to bring him out of the 
“November” of his soul. Perhaps this is the most important therapeutic contribution the 
Colorado River makes to the 2/7 Marines. As it winds its way through Utah’s Cataract Canyon 
below its juncture with the Green River in Canyonlands National Park, the Colorado River 
transforms winter into spring, darkness into light, and sadness into the promise of a new 
beginning.




