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Nominee: 

Susan N. Garling 

Public Affairs Specialist 
 

Ms. Garling’s position within Public Affairs includes but is not limited to: 

• Planning and coordinating public affairs support to all organizations of the 
installation; supports community relations, media relations and command 
information programs 
 

• Coordinates and ensures successful execution of Fort Lee support at 
public events and celebrations 
 

• Establishes, coordinates and conducts tours of Fort Lee 
 
• Establishes and disseminates Media Releases/Advisories and News Clips 

 
• Writes news/feature articles and other materials for the Fort Lee Traveller 

newspaper and online/social media 
 
• Coordinates Civilian Military Council meetings with multiple localities, 

ensuring  successful community partnerships 

  



DEPARTMENT OF THE ARMY 
US ARMY INSTALLATION MANAGEMENT COMMAND 

HEADQUARTERS, UNITED STATES ARMY GARRISON, FORT LEE  
3312 A AVENUE, SUITE 123 

FORT LEE VA 23801 
 

  

 
REPLY TO 
ATTENTION OF: 

 
IMLE –PA 12 January 2015  
 
 
MEMORANDUM FOR Office of the Chief of Public Affairs, Army Community Relations 
Division, ATTN:  SAPA-CRD, 1500 Army Pentagon, Room 1D470, Washington, DC 20310-1500 
 
SUBJECT:  Department of Army Community Relations Award, Individual Achievement Category 
 

1. I am honored to endorse Susan N. Garling, Public Affairs Specialist, U.S. Army Garrison, 
Fort Lee, for the Department of the Army Community Relations Awards in the Individual 
Achievement Category. 

2. The 3-day event, “To Be An American Soldier,” for a 13-year-old boy from Illinois 
reflected the very best of the Department of the Army and Fort Lee. The exceptional 
support provided to this boy following a request from the Make-A-Wish Foundation 
promoted the U.S. Army in a dedicated and positive manner. 

3. Ms. Garling coordinated, supervised and executed the event, which included participation 
from a wide array of organizations on Fort Lee; showcasing the Home of Army Logistics 
and providing a 13-year-old boy the experience of a lifetime. Her dedication and 
scrutinizing attention to detail provided for a smoothly conducted and polished event that 
received significant media coverage and highlighted the values, skills and service of 
American Soldiers.  Ms. Garling’s vision and execution resulted in a highly successful 
collaboration with Army organizations, the media and community for an event that truly 
reflected the U.S. Army as an Army of professionals, and exhibited the service’s 
commitment to communities and our future Soldiers. 

4. If selected, Ms. Garling will accept the award.  Her mailing address is 3312 Adams 
Avenue, Suite 123, Fort Lee, VA 23801.  She can also be reached via email at 
Susan.n.garling.civ@mail.mil, telephone at 804-734-6797 or fax at 804-734-7488. 

5. For further information, please contact the undersigned at 804-734-6862. 

 
 
 
 
 

STEPHEN J. BAKER 
Director, Public Affairs 

mailto:Susan.n.garling.civ@mail.mil
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REPLY TO 
ATTENTION OF: 

 
IMLE –ZA   
 
 
MEMORANDUM FOR Office of the Chief of Public Affairs, Army Community Relations 
Division, ATTN:  SAPA-CRD, 1500 Army Pentagon, Room 1D470, Washington, DC 
20310-1500 
 
 
SUBJECT:  Department of Army Community Relations Award Program Endorsement 
 
1. The U.S. Army Garrison, Fort Lee, Virginia, is proud to endorse Susan N. Garling for 
the Department of the Army Community Relations Awards Program in the Individual 
Achievement Category, based on her establishing, overseeing and executing a 3-day 
Make-A-Wish event at Fort Lee (“To Be An American Soldier”) for 13-year-old Jack 
McDonough. 

2. Hosting and executing this event provided an excellent endorsement of the 
Department of the Army and Fort Lee in support of a young teen’s dream to be an 
American Soldier.    

3. The event exhibited the very best of the Army, the Fort Lee community and our 
military members. Hundreds of Soldiers from all Fort Lee schools took part and embraced 
Jack, giving him the total Army experience. This 3-day TV and newspaper media event 
touched and changed lives. Hundreds of photographs were taken and a hardback book 
was created and presented to Jack. He will never forget his 3-day experience as an 
American Soldier, nor will those who participated in the event.  

4. If selected, Ms. Susan Garling, Public Affairs Specialist, will accept the award.  Ms. 
Garling’s mailing address is 3312 Adams Avenue, Suite 123, Fort Lee, VA 23801.  She 
can also be reached via email at susan.n.garling.civ@mail.mil, telephone at 804-734-
6797 or fax at 804-734-7488. 

5. For further information concerning this endorsement, please contact the undersigned 
at 804-734-7188. 

 
 
 
 

PAUL K. BROOKS 
COL, LG 
Commanding 

mailto:susan.n.garling.civ@mail.mil
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Summary of the Nominee’s Role in the Mission 
Event Purpose:   The mission was clear – to ensure a 13-year-old boy’s dream of 
becoming an American Soldier came to fruition. Jack McDonagh has always loved the 
Army. When granted a wish through the Make-A-Wish Program, he researched the 
internet and picked Fort Lee as his choice of installations to serve his time as an 
American Soldier.  

Fort Lee had the opportunity to show not only Jack but the world what is was like to be 
an American Soldier.  For three days, Jack would live the life of a Soldier. He dressed 
like a Soldier, carried out missions as a Soldier and was up at 5am to lead troops in PT 
and salute as the American flag was raised. All media outlets where interested in the 
story from the onset.    

Ms. Garling wasted no time in tackling this massive endeavor on her own. She 
immediately began making calls and coordinating. For this mission, it was necessary to 
include the smallest of details. Ms. Garling researched, reviewed and considered all 
options before finalizing the plan.  

This mission would put all eyes on Fort Lee so it was essential that it be done right. But 
just as important, it was critical that Jack’s three days as an American Soldier be 
precise and accurate, leaving him with the realization of what it really means to be in the 
military…in the Army.  

Ms. Garling more than excelled in her role as liaison and manager for this event.   
Because of her dedication, knowledge and ability to address the community, the 
outcome left Jack not wanting to go home. He was embraced by the Fort Lee 
community, to include our Soldiers and military members from other countries. This 
mission left an impression for all who took part, but most importantly, left Jack with an 
experience bigger than he could have ever imagined. The 13-year-old boy from Illinois 
left Fort Lee with a gift that will never be forgotten – knowing what is is like “To be an 
American Soldier.”  
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Planning 
(Describe the individuals planning process, communication objectives, key findings and budget 

analysis) 

The entire planning process for an endeavor of this size and magnitude took months to 
refine down to the smallest of details. Due to Ms. Garling’s extensive knowledge of the 
various schools, available apparatus/simulators and contacts on the installation, she 
was easily able to compile and establish a full three day itinerary that would offer Jack 
the many aspects of being an American Soldier.  

Including all schools and various agencies on post was required for Jack to obtain the 
full experience. Calls were made, points of contact established and planning was 
underway. Commanders from across the installation willingly took part in this endeavor.  

Once Ms. Garling obtained approval from legal, she began meeting with the various 
entities to discuss and fine tune the actual plan. The itinerary was scrutinized and 
discussed. Meetings were held to fine tune each mission that would be part of Jack’s 
experience. Practice runs were held days prior to ensure every detail was in place, 
everyone knew their role and each mission would be completed in a timely manner. Due 
to the overwhelming amount of support from the Fort Lee community and interest from 
the media, it became clear that Jack was going to get the maximum Army experience 
during his time as a Soldier, including being on TV.  

The communication objectives were simple:  demonstrate that the Soldiers at Fort Lee 
are part of a professional Army that is dedicated to excellence and support of our 
communities and its youth, especially those who are America’s future Soldiers. 

The key finding to this mission was the discovery of a community willing to join together 
to make the wish for one 13-year-old boy come true. Military members, community 
members and civilian personnel pulled together, reaching out to their contacts to get this 
mission underway. Once the word was out, donations starting coming in for the many 
items that would be needed for Jacks’ Army experience to be fulfilled. 
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Execution 
(Provide details of the individual’s execution of mission) 

Ms. Garling achieved one of the most successful three-day events executed by Fort 
Lee. The outcome was summed up best by Jack’s father who said, “Jack’s experience 
here at Fort Lee has been so much more than expected. Jack is overwhelmed by the 
outpouring of support shown to him and the Army’s willingness to make him one of their 
own. Army personnel have made such a positive impact on a young boy but have 
impacted the community.” 

More than 65 points of contact were necessary for the completion of this event. Detailed 
coordination and superb organization skills were critical components to the success of 
this event. Ms. Garling organized volunteers, community members, military personnel, 
equipment, facilities, DoD civilians and key Fort Lee leadership, realizing that these 
were all key to the events success. The minute details included providing Jack with two 
sets of ACU’s, name tags and patches, EMT support in the event of a medical 
emergency, lodging accommodations on post for the family, a welcome packet to 
include a map of the area with places to eat, free bowling and pool passes for the 
evening hours, security and gate guards awareness of the event, creating an actual 
time schedule for each day and event, an overall plan of action (who would be involved 
in the movement of each piece), a legal review of the entire endeavor, coordination with 
Make-A-Wish and the family for pertinent information, scheduling and special 
accommodations for media and Make-A-Wish staff to attend the three-day event, 
coordinating the details with each point of contact at each stop along the way, plan and 
execute a dry run with all moving parts and participants, a back up plan for outdoor 
events in the event of rain, and finally creating a hardback book of photos through 
Shutterfly to help Jack remember all aspects of his total Army experience at Fort Lee. 

From the first day of planning, it quickly became apparent that this mission would be 
unique from many others executed by Fort Lee, and that it would quickly grab the 
attention of the community and media. Ms. Garling was intuitive and innovative in her 
approach. She quickly obtained the donation of two new uniforms and a new pair of 
boots. Of course, no military uniform is complete without name tag and patches. Jack’s 
uniform even included an instructor pin and the Ordnance crest.  

To give Jack the maximum experience of Army life, this endeavor required  involvement 
from various schools and agencies, to include the Transportation School, Quartermaster 
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School, Rigger, Army Logistics University, Combined Army Support Command, 23rd 
Quartermaster Brigade, U.S. Army Ordnance School and the Commander from each.  
Hundreds of Soldiers embraced their time with Jack and were eager to show him the 
ropes. This mission would not be complete without the participation of Fort Lee’s 
Commanding General, MG Wyche and the other generals on the installation. Unknown 
to Jack but during his stay, he would have the opportunity to run the post, sit at the 
commanding general desk for a photograph and meet with Fort Lee’s key leaders. 

Establishing, coordinating and executing the full three day itinerary was quite the 
undertaking. The itinerary included: 

• riding in both wheeled and tracked recovery vehicles 
• participating in recovery operations with students 
• hands on in the robotics lab, putting various robots through obstacle courses to 

meet an objective 
• meeting with the Commanding General to discuss the Army and what is means 

to be an American Soldier 
• Engagement Skills Trainer (EST) 2000 simulator – hands on learning and 

practicing the art of marksmanship using an M16 
• Reconfigurable Virtual Tactical Trainer (RVTT) simulator – taking part in a 

humvee convoy, enhancing communication efforts while making their way 
through hostile territory 

• Rigger School to participate in the parachute simulator 
• Hold formation and march with his troop of 100+ Soldiers 
• Tactics training 
• Land Navigation training and mission, to include leading his unit through 

negotiations with foreigners   
• Participant and winner of a Combatives Tournament 
• MRE Luncheon with students, cadre and the Garrison Commander 
• Quartermaster site tour – Refueling various military vehicles 
• Transportation site tour – Hands on with numerous military vehicles and 

apparatus. Also inducted into the Transportation Corp Regiment by Brigadier 
Gen. John Sullivan, Army Chief of Transportation 

• Final farewell from more than 200 Soldiers lining Jack’s hotel entrance  

Much of the coordination efforts were done behind the scene.  For example, prior 
planning with EMTs in the event Jack was in need of medical assistance during his stay 
at Fort Lee, requesting a legal review once the three day itinerary was complete and 
ready for review and obtaining necessary paperwork on Jack’s special needs and 
medical conditions. Ms. Garling also obtained special permission for the family to use 
the various FMWR facilities while here on post. 
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Media from local TV stations and newspapers took part in the three-day event. 
Arrangements were made to have Jack interviewed for television, telling his story and 
offering his account of his time at Fort Lee as an American Soldier. The media was able 
to capture the outpouring of support from the Fort Lee community, reflecting how they 
stepped up to make this three-day experience for Jack truly something to be 
remembered by all.  

Ms. Garling realized early in the planning, that every Soldier must have a battle buddy. 
That tasking was quickly addressed. Ms. Garling arranged and coordinated with our 
Ordnance School to obtain three Soldiers who would be his battle buddies for the 
duration of his time at Fort Lee. One of the first planning strategies, unknown to Jack, 
was to present him with two uniforms when he arrived, having been told to report for 
duty at 0800. He was greeted by his battle buddies who took him away in a humvee for 
his first mission of the day. It was these small details and thought out additions to this 
mission that made such an impact on Jack, the media and the community. 

During his three days as an American Soldier, Jack was promoted to 1LT and allowed 
to show off his leadership abilities. He led the unit during formation and during the 
morning march/run. It was during this time that military members from other countries 
were coming up to Jack and presenting him with their country’s patch. This was quite an 
honor for Jack and a special moment for those who were there to witness it.  

Presentations were made to Jack by all key leaders from Fort Lee. Jack was able to 
meet with each separately and have candid discussions about his time at Fort Lee and 
the meaning of being a Soldier.  

The moment had come when it was time to say goodbye. Jack’s time as an American 
Soldier had come to an end. Much to his surprise, when his humvee pulled up on front 
of the hotel and he stepped out, there were over 200 Soldiers in formation there to say 
farewell. The emotion of this moment was overwhelming for many. As Jack made his 
way into the hotel, hand shakes, tears and admiration for our military was evident. A 
Soldier presented Jack with the first coin he had ever received. Foreign military 
members also presented Jack with tokens from their nations. A final photograph of Jack 
was taken with these 200 Soldiers before he entered the hotel.  

A hardbound book of Jack’s days as an American Soldier was created and mailed to 
him. Jack’s wish to be an American Soldier came true thanks to the efforts of Ms. 
Garling and the massive outpouring of support from Team Lee. Bonds were formed and 
he now has best friends – battle buddies – who pledged to remain in contact with him in 
the years to come. 
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Effectiveness 
(Describe what the individual achieved. Concrete evidence of success and achievement of 

stated goals) 

The effectiveness of this mission exceeded all expectations. 
Ms. Garling was exceptional in overseeing this mission. The 
Army received very positive marks from community 
members and the media alike. The positive elements of 
what it means to be an American Soldier were reiterated 
and made know to the civilian population through numerous 
local and online media reports covering the event. Local 
coverage included the following: 

Boys live out dream at Fort Lee 
July 30, 2014 | Richmond Times-Dispatch 
Dressed in his new camouflage uniform, combat boots and orange hard hat, 13-year-old Jack 
McDonagh climbed into an Army tank Tuesday and settled into the front seat during a three-day 
immersion experience at Fort Lee sponsored by the Make-A-Wish Foundation. 

Make-a-Wish makes a teen a honorary soldier at Fort Lee 
July 30, 2014 | WWBT NBC 12 
Jack McDonagh has always wanted to be a soldier in the Army. Thanks to the Make a Wish 
Foundation and Fort Lee his dreams have come true. 

Make-A-Wish Foundation helps 13-year-old boy fulfill wish of being a 
soldier 
August 2, 2014 | The Progress-Index 
Jack and his family flew from Chicago for his mini bootcamp experience at Fort Lee July 29-31. 
His mother said the family was overwhelmed by the generous spirit of everyone at Fort Lee and 
that the experience was incredible. 

There is no doubt that without the ingenuity and innovative thinking exhibited by Ms. 
Garling in this endeavor, this mission would not have achieved the same positive and 
overwhelming results.  

Military members, community members, Fort Lee leaders, DoD civilians and the media 
all played a role in showing the best of what the Army has to offer. With compassion 
and dedicated efforts, Fort Lee reflected an Army of one, all working together to make 
the wish of a 13-year-old boy come true. 

 

http://www.timesdispatch.com/news/local/tri-cities/petersburg/boys-lives-out-dream-at-fort-lee/article_980e06f3-2317-522c-8eb9-15e7335f0b68.html
http://www.nbc12.com/story/26153088/make-a-wish-makes-a-teen-an-honorary-soldier-at-fort-lee
http://progress-index.com/news/make-a-wish-foundation-helps-13-year-old-boy-fulfill-wish-of-being-a-soldier-1.1729388
http://progress-index.com/news/make-a-wish-foundation-helps-13-year-old-boy-fulfill-wish-of-being-a-soldier-1.1729388
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Value to the Army 
(Describe the importance of the individual’s work, how it benefitted the organization, the 

community and the Army and how its costs compared to its benefits.  

Ms. Garling’s talents and dedicated efforts were critical to the success of this mission. 
The Army and individual personnel at Fort Lee were seen as leading by example, 
character building, influential and positive in their efforts – failure not being an option.  

The time given by our military members to participate in this endeavor has  promoted 
the Army in a positive light, showing the Army to be a strong and organized force yet 
able to incorporate compassion in that mix. 

Priceless is the word that comes to mind when looking back on the value of this 
mission. Lives where changed, people were united for a common cause and the 
outpouring of unity and support for one 13-year-old boy has left an indelible mark on the 
Fort Lee community as a whole; and especially on those who participated. 

 


