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     When most people think about the Medal of Honor , images from Holly-
wood action films often come to mind and those larger -than-life heroes writ-
ten for the silver screen.  But in reality, most of those who earned the medal 
are more like Clark Kent than Rambo ð seemingly ordinary people who have 
accomplished extraordinary acts. 
     Michael òMikeó Fitzmaurice, born 1950 in Jamestown, North Dakota, is 
one of these people. He did not want to go to college and joined the Army 
out of family tradition more than anything else.  He enlisted with some bud-
dies at the height of the Vi-
etnam War and later found 
himself in Khe Sanh, Vi-
etnam. 
     When he landed, he 
thought he was going to 
have it made, but that fan-
tasy was short lived. Reality 
reared its ugly head and 
reminded Fitzmaurice that 
war is no picnic ð  itõs hell.   
     His actions speak vol-
umes to his intestinal forti-
tude, tenacity and devotion to his fellow soldiers.  
     Since his tour of duty, Mike has led a relatively quiet life, but he has con-
tinued to serve ñ  finishing out his Army career with the South Dakota Na-
tional Guard and also working for the VA as a plumber from 1987 until his 
retirement in 2011.  
     The South Dakota Veterans Home is named in Mikeõs honor.   We thank 
Mike for his service and encourage all to view this link:   
http://www.blogs.va.gov/VAntage/32564/north -dakota-man-earned-medal
-of-honor -in-vietnam/  
(this story courtesy of the VA) 
 

Michael j. Fitzmaurice  - one of south 

dakotaõs super heroes 
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     SDDVA staff delivered Veterans Day messages in Newell, Spearfish, Huron, Milbank, Kimball, 
Black Hill State University and Ellsworth Air Force Base.  
     Although in different corners of the 
state, the message was the same ñ- 
THANK YOU VETERANS!     
     Since 1775, the United States has had 
41,892,128 soldiers step up and serve dur-
ing war times.   In an effort to strengthen 
the need to record the stories of our he-
roes, SDDVA Secretary Zimmerman 
shared this analogy in his message.   With 
41,892,128 serving during war times, can 
you imagine 41.8 million stories!!!  How 
many books would that be?  41.8 million 
stories with five pages for each hero, that 
is 209,460,640 pages!!!   If each book has 
250 pages, thatõs 837,843 books!!!! 

Zimmerman message  
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VABHHCS Final EIS available  

     The United States Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) Black Hills Health Care System (BHHCS) 
announces the availability of the Final Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) regarding the pro-
posal to reconfigure their health care system. The document carefully evaluates the possible envi-
ronmental effects of the VAõs preferred alternative to reconfigure as well as six alternatives. The 
final EIS identifies the measures to mitigate adverse effects.  It also addresses the comments re-
ceived from veterans, stakeholders, government agencies and members of the public during the 
comment period that was open from October 2015 to June 2016.  
     òThe document is not a final decision; however, it is an important and necessary tool for mak-
ing a final determination on the proposed reconfiguration of services and resources to provide 
high -quality, safe, accessible, and cost-effective care closer to where veterans liveó, said Sandra 
Horsman, Director, VABHHCS. òIt has taken a lot of work and public involvement to get to this 
pointó.  
     As a result of consultation and public input, the VA changed its preferred alternative to main-
tain a presence on the historic Hot Springs campus by providing outpatient care through a Com-
munity Based Outpatient Clinic in Building 12.  
     The document is available on the website www.blackhills.va.gov/vablackhillsfuture/ .  

http://www.blackhills.va.gov/vablackhillsfuture/
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     South Dakota Army National Guard Chief Warrant Officer 2 Damon Lappe knew from an early 
age that he wanted to be a pilot. Growing up, he dreamed of attending the Air Force Academy to 
fly the planes he had seen in the skies over Ellsworth Air Force Base.  
     Then one day, when he was 12 years old, Lappe saw several HH-60M Black Hawk helicopters 
fly over his house. The whirring of the blades, the stealthy shadows that swept across the ground 
and the sudden wind stirred his determination, and he decided he was going to do whatever it 
took to become a Black Hawk pilot. 
     Lappe wasn't the only one who was enchanted by the idea of becoming a pilot.  Capt. Brittany 
Pearson, who was already enlisted in the SDARNG, was approached by a Reserve Officer Training 
Corps recruiter. For Pearson, one conversation with an aviation officer changed her life and plant-
ed the seed that started her dream of becoming a pilot.  
     Attending the ROTC program in college is one way to start the path to becoming a South Da-
kota Army National Guard pilot. Lappe chose another path and attended Warrant Officer Candi-
date School.  
     Once graduated, both Pearson and Lappe attended Army Aviation School to specialize in flying 
the Black Hawks of the Rapid City-based Company C, 1st Battalion, 189th Aviation Regiment.  The 
189th's primary mission is to provide aerial medical evacuation during natural disasters or emer-
gency operations and to support U.S. military personnel in a theater of war or during peacekeep-
ing operations.  
     Pearson and Lappe said the unit is looking for more soldiers for their pilot program and current-
ly has several openings for qualified applicants. 
     In order to attend Army Aviation School, applicants must meet a rigorous list of requirements in 
order to apply. An applicant considering becoming an aviator must take several tests, including 
the Selection Instrument for Flight Training test, a flight physical examination, and achieve a high 
enough score on the Armed Forces Vocational Aptitude Battery.  
     After almost two years of intense training, Pearson and Lappe were finally ready to own the 
sky. Although flying is their passion, both Pearson and Lappe also have demanding civilian ca-
reers.  
     Lappe works as a police officer for the Rapid City Police Department. When he's not fighting 
crime, Lappe has to ensure he makes time to meet his flight hour requirements. Between the long 
hours at the department and even longer flight hours, Lappe spends as much time as he can with 
his wife and two kids. 
     During her time away from the flight line, Pearson works as a 7th grade school teacher. She al-
so commits her time to coaching various middle school sports including basketball and volleyball. 
She spends long hours preparing lesson plans and game plays in order to make time to get her 
flight hours in every other week.  
     For the 189th pilots, flying isn't just about accomplishing a dream. The aviators play an im-
portant role serving the state of South Dakota and the nation. Often times, the Black Hawk crews 
are called in by the state to rescue stranded or wounded hikers. The Black Hawks are also able to 
fly, carrying loads of water to provide fire suppression support when forest fires break out over the 
Black Hills.  The flight crews use the same skills they use to rescue hikers to rescue wounded ser-
vice members in battle.  
     Saving lives is what the 189th pilots do. It took innumerable hours, incredible amount of hard 
work and dedication, and many sacrifices along the way, but in the end they accomplished their 
dreams of becoming pilots. 

Dream of flying, serving others inspire sd 

guard soldiers to become pilots  
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