DON AND PAMELA BURDEN
2765 CROCKETT CIRCLE

LOS OSOS, CA 93402

805-528-5196

June 17, 2009

To Whom It May Concern:
As Thomas Burden’s parents, we are writing this letter to support his effort to have his Navy discharge status changed from a “less than honorable” to “general”.  We believe there were some very unusual factors that negatively influenced Tom, prior to, and at the time of his AWOL and subsequent discharge.

In the summer of 2001, after graduating from high school, Tom needed to separate himself away from the group of friends he had in Costa Mesa and in particular a neighborhood family (Blake Schow).  This adult parent and his wife had been encouraging and abetting Tom in some very self destructive behaviors. (We will address that later in this letter.) He was on a course that would be very damaging to his growth and maturity. Since additional schooling (college) was not something Tommy wanted or was prepared for at this time, we agreed, as a family, to have Tommy move to Washington DC and live with his older sister and her husband (Julie and Kirk Brustman). This would remove him from the immediate problem of the neighbor and would give him a chance to join the military. They were both willing to help acclimate and prepare him to join the Armed Services.   Both our daughter and son-in-law were experienced military personnel having served in Military Intelligence in the US Army after graduating from college. They both served in Kuwait, and Kirk had earned the “Soldier of the Year” award while in the US Army. He was at the time and is currently employed by the Army as a private contractor.  When Tom went to join the Navy, he did it alone, traveling to the nearest recruiting station, and was quite proud to report to us that he scored as high as he did (87%) on the initial tests (See attachment).  He was looking forward to being trained for a career “in anything I want to do, once I get to my ship” is how he phrased it.
This positive experience continued through Boot Camp and in the graduation ceremony he was part of the Color Guard, carrying the Navy Flag.  However, because he was in the “delayed entrance” program, with his home base San Diego, and on a ship that never left port because it was being overhauled, Tom ended up back in the Southern California area, where he fell into the habit of seeing the very people that were destructive to his growth and we sent him away from.  His frustration was also growing as he discovered he wouldn’t be considered for a particular school he applied for and would have to wait months to take the appropriate test.  We also remember him wanting to be part of the SWAC to assist with the Navy Seals, and later to go to the school that would train him in repairing engines.  These disappointments and frustrations (of nothing seeming to happen) followed one after another. His attitude towards the Navy deteriorated and undoubtedly showed in his dealings with his shipmates and superiors. Unfortunately his renewed associations with these “old friends” now were once again influencing his decision making.  He didn’t tell us his “plan” to get out of the Navy, and we were very shocked to learn what was happening.  

The following is an explanation of the disturbing and unusual development with the neighbors that led to Tom leaving Costa Mesa.  Our relationship with them was on the surface, friendly, neighborly and supportive as mutual parents. But what was actually occurring was the undermining of  our parental responsibilities with Tom and the normal development of an adolescent.  They encouraged him to disregard our decisions, family values and rules, and to deceive and lie to us.  They also indulged him with almost anything that we denied him.  We did not discover this interference and meddling until he was already over 18. This relationship abnormally affected his ability to understand and respect authority.  It was during this period of time (from age 15-20) when he was extremely rebellious and disobedient.  Professionals that we sought advice from (family counselors, public and private school officials, church members, attorneys) had never heard of such behavior and interference by adults who had children of their own. We are relating 3 specific examples (of many) to show how Tom lost his ability to think clearly and act rationally.  His behavior in the Navy seems consistent with his inability to recognize the importance, as well as the experience, of respecting authority figures, especially when they were not giving him what he deemed as his “rights”. 
· When Tom was 16 “Blake” picked him up at school, and drove him to a train station to go visit his brother at college to have a “wild, drinking weekend”.  At the time we were 3000 miles away attending a grad school event for our daughter and had hired an adult teacher to stay in our home with Tom.  We all were very concerned (especially the teacher) when Tom failed to return home that evening.  We called everyone we knew who might have knowledge of his whereabouts, including “Blake” (who denied, knowing anything about it, obviously lying).  Finally, by the afternoon of the next day we heard from Tom, who was back home, but lied at the time about how he was able to get to the train station without a car.
· Before he began his senior year in high school, he asked and wanted to attend a new school in Tennessee, aimed at 16-20 year olds who wanted a smaller setting for learning, and do a lot of outside survival training. The school was run by a couple who we knew as excellent educators, and the husband was a retired marine.  This appealed to Tom and he would still be able to earn his high school diploma that year.  However, after only 2 months he became disenchanted and angry, did not like all the rules and had nothing good to say about it.  Tom ran away one night from the school, and for 6 days we did not know his whereabouts.  We did not know how he had managed the trip from Tennessee to California financially, until some months later when Tom told us that the Schows had wired him the money he needed to run away.

· Shortly before his senior prom (we had worked it out for him to live at home,  finish high school, while having  family counseling, no drugs, no drinking) he wanted to use my husband’s new car for the event.  Because we felt it important for him to be satisfied with his own car, we said no.  He complained for a while, and then it stopped.  We thought, “Good, he’s maturing”.  However, the night of prom, as we watched him drive off down the street, he pulled into the Schows’ drive-way, got into their new car and drove off, while “Blake” parked Tom’s car inside his garage and pulled down the door.  When Pam approached Tommy later that evening about it, he said, “I told you I didn’t want to drive my car, and when I told  Blake,  he said, “ well, you don’t have to drive your car, you can drive ours!”
Following this last exampled incident, and since this was the first indication that we had of the Schows interference, Don met with them and made it clear they were to have no further contact with any member of our family. Obviously that demand was ignored.  After leaving the Navy, it has taken Tom several years to actually grasp the damage this neighbor had caused to him in his understanding of parental and/or adult authority. He has worked hard at ridding himself of the “sense of entitlement he felt he deserved” while under the influence of the Schows.  He has completely severed any communication with the Schows.  We do not offer these incidents as an excuse in any way for Tom’s behavior and decision to leave the Navy. However, it certainly explains the attitudes and behaviors that he developed and exhibited while under their influence.  Proof of their continued influence and interference after he joined and was serving in the Navy is on Tom’s personal exit paper. (attached)  It lists this neighbor (Blake Schow) as his closest “relative”.

As parents who naturally see the good in their children, we can say that Tom has been slow to mature, but thankfully we have been able to keep an open communication with him.  He is making positive choices now, starting his senior year in college with a major in Geomatics, and is recently engaged to a wonderful young woman who will also graduate next spring. Tom has also shown many leadership qualities at his college, managing people well and being an exceptional organizer of large school events in his role as a college Senator.  He has taken an active part in forming and participating on his college’s men’s soccer team, and doing so as a backup goalie.  He is showing a team spirit of working together, even though he may not be the star.  We can see a responsible young man emerging from an angry, confused, and misled adolescent.
We urge you to recommend an upgrade for Tom due to the very extenuating circumstances surrounding his short service career, and allow him to have the opportunities offered those who never chose to raise their right hand and pledge to defend our great country.  His lack of finishing his military commitment will always be a wound to us, as we hold dearly the belief that EVERY American should serve their country in some capacity to really understand the meaning of “freedom” and “safety”. Pam’s father, grandfather, uncle, and brother, our daughter and son-in-law and Don have all honorably served.  Please give Tom a chance to correct this grave mistake that he now acknowledges he made.  

Most respectively,

Don and Pamela Burden

