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Veterans share their ‘Coming Home’
By Lauren Heaton

Though it’s been nine years since he 
returned from the �ghting, Iraq war veteran 
Aaron Hughes deals with the memories 
of his deployment every single day. So the 
photos, drawings, writing and installations 
of tanks, drones and the desert landscape 
depicted by him and other recent war veter-
ans in the current exhibit, Coming Home at 
Antioch College’s Herndon Gallery, are very 
personal. The show is a collective expression 
of what it’s like to come back to an ostensibly 
peaceful society after living daily with the 
threat and active production of war.  

Black and grey drones formed by the 
words of former drone pilots litter the wall 
of the gallery’s main installation. One drone 
reads: “Did we just kill a kid?...Yeah, I guess 
that was a kid,...Was that a kid?...No. That 
was a dog,...A dog on two legs?” In the fore-
ground, penguins stand with their young 
�ying what would be kites. But instead, 
attached to threads of red yarn, they �y 
drones in the air above. Elsewhere in the 
gallery, photo transfers of soldiers in desert 
scenes and Iraqi civilians hang side-by-side, 
grainy and faint as the memories them-
selves. A video of American soldiers moving 
their bodies in expression of the chaos, 
terror, shock and confusion of their experi-
ence overseas plays in the gallery loft. And 
a collection of books by veterans depict 
stories like the project former U.S. Marine 
Ehron Tool started, sending tea cups as 
peace offerings to United Nations ambas-
sadors such as John Negroponte of the U.S. 
and Adolfo Aguilar Zinser of Mexico.

According to Hughes, while most Ameri-
cans don’t sit around every day thinking 
about the bombs and the killing that hap-
pens overseas in their name, many of the 
soldiers who have been there can’t stop 
thinking about it. They think about the 
people they met, those they befriended 
and those they killed, and the fear they 
had along the way of losing their own lives. 
When Hughes came back to his home in 
Chicago, he knew no other veterans and 
found it extremely dif�cult to bridge the 
gap to friendship with those who had no 
idea what he had seen during his 15-month 
deployment in Iraq. 

“Few people understand the complexity 
and the trauma of war — a system designed 
to kill other  human beings,” Hughes said. 
“And being part of it is traumatic — like being 
in a black hole where you experience some-
thing but you never process it. What you end 
up with is this absence of meaning.”

But for Hughes, the opportunity to com-
municate his feelings about his service to 
both citizens and other veterans has been 
cathartic. He described it as going back 
into the hole to “create meaning and lan-
guage to counter the trauma.” 

One experience in particiular, which 
Hughes included in a story-telling per-
formance at a gallery talk here in June, 
was about his �rst weeks of deployment 
when he was approached by an unknown 
Kuwaitee Humvee while standing guard at a 
checkpoint. Having been trained not to trust 
any non-Americans, Hughes was scared 
and he called his sergeant at guard to warn 
him. When the Kuwaitee arrived, Hughes 
learned he had come to offer the young sol-
dier some tea. But Hughes refused the tea, 
as he did many times after, until, living back 
in the U.S., he was making a presentation 
as a representative of Iraq Veterans Against 
the War at the �rst international conference 
of Iraqi oil workers. Hughes spoke about 
his need to take responsibility for his role 
in the war and became emotional when an 
Iraqi citizen came on stage to embrace him 
for his courage. Afterward, the Iraqi offered 
him some tea, and for the �rst time, Hughes 
accepted. He has since travelled as far as 
Beirut and Japan to perform tea ceremonies 
and dialogue about war.

While Antioch College has traditionally 
opposed war and violence, Coming Home 
is not intended to be a political statement, 
according to Herndon Gallery curator 
Dennie Eagleson, who co-curated the cur-
rent exhibit with Antioch alumna Lynn 
Estomin. The show is intended to provide 
a space for veterans to express what war 
does to those who carry it out. And at a 
time when the Spring�eld Air National 

Guard and Wright Patterson Air Force 
Base are supporting the increased use of 
unmanned aerial vehicles (drones), the 
work also shows how different kinds of 
warfare affect the human mind. Eagleson 
hopes the exhibit helps to engage Antioch 
students, some of whose family members 
have served in the military, on the subject 
of war and warfare. 

“We want the students to appreciate what 
these people are doing to keep us safe, and 
the burden they bear, and to give a voice to 
people who have been there” in the �ghting 
zones, Eagleson said. 

To that end, next weekend the gallery 
will host a series of free writing workshops 
to give new voice to local veterans and 
connect them to the community. The work-
shops will be led by Lovella Calica, founder 
of Warrior Writers, an organization based 
in New York City that helps veterans �nd 
healing through artistic expression. The 
program begins Friday, July 26, 10 a.m. to 
noon, with a talk about using writing as 
a tool for healing. The session continues 
Saturday, July 27, 10 a.m. to noon, with 
writing exercises and sharing stories. The 
workshop will conclude with a reading by 

workshop participants on Saturday evening 
at 7:30 p.m. in the Herndon Gallery. The 
community is invited to attend. 

Calica has worked with veterans for sev-
eral years and has been enthralled by the 
stories and the writing she’s seen, and she 
wanted others to see the depth and beauty 
of the work as well, she said in an interview 
this week. 

“A lot of vets haven’t had the opportunity 
to share honestly and openly about their 
experiences,” Calica said. “But often when 
they do, they feel relieved, and they have 
a sense of connection with others about a 
shared experience so that they don’t feel so 
alone and isolated.”

Since traveling and discussing his experi-
ences in war, Hughes has met many other 
vets who understand exactly what he 
means. The act of expressing, especially to 
other veterans, has helped him to cope with 
his stress.

“To be able to create meaning that’s 
shared through performance and writing 
and hearing other veterans expressing 
similar thoughts and experiences — it’s 
transformative.”

Contact: lheaton@ysnews.com

SUBMITTED PHOTO BY DENNIE EAGLESON

Two pieces of a complimentary installation by war veterans Aaron Hughes and Ash 
Kyrie tell a compelling story about the use of drones in the “Coming Home” exhibit at 
the Herndon Gallery. 

Prone to Adventure.
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2 year / 24,000 mile
Maintenance Plans Available 

on NEW In-Stock 2013 Models of 

Legacy, Outback, 
Impreza Sedan & Wagon,
XV Crosstrek & Tribeca 

*excludes WRX & STI Models*

Now through
July 31, 2013
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CERTIFIED PRE-OWNED VEHICLES

2011 Impreza WRX STI BL806449 ......................................... $34,995

2012 Tribeca C4400611 .......................................................... $34,495

2010 Outback 2.5i Limited A3371761 .................................... $25,495

2010 Legacy 3.6R Limited A2232011 .................................... $24,495

2012 Legacy 2.5i Limited C3018847 ..................................... $22,995

2012 Impreza 2.0i Limited CH242200 ................................... $20,995

2013 Legacy 2.5i  Premium D3016216 .................................. $20,995

2012 Legacy 2.5i C1015370 ................................................... $20,995

2012 Impreza 2.0i Premium CH214591 ................................. $20,495

2009 Outback 2.5i Limited 97339039 .................................... $19,995

2011 Impreza Outback Sport BG810110 .............................. $18,995

2009 Forester 2.5x Limited 9H726941 .................................. $18,495

2011 Outback 2.5i B3368995 ................................................. $15,995

CARFAX 1-OWNER

2010 Chevrolet Silverado 1500 LTZ AZ186325 .................... $27,995

2010 Tribeca 3.6R Limited A4401762 .................................... $27,495

2011 Cadillac SRX Luxury Collection BS585549 ................. $26,995

2008 Mercedes-Benz M-Class 8A305395 ............................ $25,495

2013 Subaru Forester 2.5x Premium DH426934 .................. $24,995

2013 Subaru Legacy 2.5i Limited D3009641 ........................ $24,995

2011 Surbaru Forestor 2.5x Limited BH722835 ................... $23,995

2011 Subaru Forester 2.5x Premium BH719278 .................. $22,495

2011 Subaru Forester 2.5x Premium BH741096 .................. $22,495

2012 Chevrolet Colorado LT C8138307 ................................ $19,995

2010 Mercury Mariner Premier V6 AKJ07333 ...................... $18,495

2009 Subaru Forester 2.5x Limited 9H726941 ..................... $18,495

2011 Kia Sorento BG053542  ................................................. $17,995

2008 Subaru Impreza 2.5i Premium Package 8H802958 .... $15,995

2005 Nissan Pathfinder LE 5C737585  ................................. $11,495

2008 Chevrolet Impala LS 81343318 .................................... $ 9,995

2002 Hyundai Santa Fe GLS 2U313272 ................................ $ 6,495

2001 Volkswagen Passat GLS 1.8T 1P269287 ..................... $ 5,995

2008 Toyota Yaris 85203524 .................................................. $ 5,995

2011 Hyundai Accent GS BU186240 ..................................... please call
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