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Bridging the divide between young and old, College of the 
Ozarks’ Patriotic Travel Program aims to bring honor and appre-
ciation to this country’s veterans from a new generation. Molly 
Matney, White River Valley Electric Trust scholarship recipient and 
College of the Ozarks senior, is among those millennials who have 
a new-found connection to the veterans. 

“You have a veteran and a millennial student, who is several gen-
erations removed, paired, and all of that sort of melts away and they 
bond together,” College of the Ozarks Executive Vice President 
Fred Mullinax said.

It’s that connection that brings a new responsibility for Matney. 
“As a member of the younger generation I have a really strong 
sense of responsibility to not let what our veterans did be forgotten. 
I feel a responsibility to make sure that those stories continue even 
after they’re gone,” she said.

Traveling to Vietnam

In the fall of 2014, Matney traveled, along with 12 veterans 
and fellow College of the Ozarks classmates, to Vietnam for what 
she describes as a powerful and rewarding two-week learning and 
growing experience.

“It was our task to be with the veteran, to learn their stories and 
come back to the U.S. with a new appreciation and understanding 
of what patriotism means, a new understanding of the very mis-
understood and controversial Vietnam War, and to give them the 
honor and respect they deserve,” Matney said.

All 12 veterans who went on the trip with the students are Viet-
nam veterans who have ties to the country. Matney was paired with 
John Clark, former Vietnam prisoner of war. For Clark and many of 
the other veterans on the trip, it was their first time returning to the 
country in which they had served so many years ago.

Clark was in the air force during the Vietnam War. He came to 
be a POW when his plane was shot down over the Laotian bor-
der while he was doing tactical reconnaissance missions between 

Thailand and Laos. He was captured by North Vietnamese soldiers 
and spent six years in Hoa Lo Prison, known to American POWs as 
“Hanoi Hilton,” in North Vietnam. 

 “The POWs on our trip were both the most positive people I’ve 
ever met and it’s crazy to think about the trials and suffering they 
went through and yet, both of them are incredible men of God with 
faith and optimism about the future, and it’s really incredible,” Mat-
ney said. “It really shows something about strength of character and 
it’s really inspiring to be able to witness and have them in my life.”

Throughout the trip, Matney had the opportunity to hear many of 
the stories Clark had from his days spent as a POW. “It was amaz-
ing to be able to share those experiences with him. It puts your life 
into perspective. The little trivial things you think about on a daily 
basis. You just realize how insignificant and inconsequential they 
are.”

The Patriotic Travel Program has sent students and veterans on 
18 trips to locations across the globe. Each trip is unique because 
it is tailored to include destinations that are relevant to the experi-
ences of each veteran. The trip to Vietnam was particularly unique 
because most events from the Vietnam War aren’t memorialized 
there. 

Matney recalled that some of the most powerful moments of the 
trip involved simply standing in an empty field with nothing mark-
ing what had happened except for the stories that the veterans had 
to tell. “There wasn’t always a lot to see but there’s power in places 
and people. What was really powerful was just being there in that 
place and even though you couldn’t physically see what happened, 
you could see it through the eyes of the veterans in the way that 
they told their stories.”

Competition and Opportunity

The competition was steep to be selected for a Patriotic Travel 
Program trip. Mullinax, who is also leading the way for the Patri-
otic Travel Program, receives at least 10 applications for every slot 
that’s available for a student on a trip. In fact, Matney applied for 
multiple trips sponsored by the college before being selected for the 
trip to Vietnam.

Students applying for the Patriotic Travel Program are required 
to write a one-page letter describing why they would like to go on 
the proposed trip, which can be difficult for passionate students 
like Matney because it is difficult to say everything in only a single 
page. In that letter, Mullinax asks students if they have any family 
ties as they relate to the places the program travels to.

“When they start digging into this information they discover a 
lot about themselves and their family history, and it makes it more 
interesting for them and it also helps us knowing this background 
for the students that are selected as we pair them with veterans who 
are also selected,” Mullinax said.

Once selected for the trip, College of the Ozarks foots the bill 
for each student. For many students, these trips are the only oppor-
tunities they have to see different places in the world because they 
come from low-income backgrounds and can’t fund it themselves.

“College of the Ozarks provides amazing opportunities like this 
to help out students who have the ambition, drive and interest, but 
who don’t have the funding to do so otherwise,” Matney said.

While the college provides many opportunities to the students at 
no cost to them, including their education, not all costs are covered. 

College brings patriotism to millenials
Patriotic Travel Program pairs 
College of the Ozarks students 
with 12 Vietnam veterans

College of the Ozarks Senior Molly Matney with Former Prisoner of War John Clark at 
China Beach in Da Nang, Vietnam. Photo/ Molly Matney
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There are some student fees and the cost associated with books that 
the student must still cover. As a White River Valley Electric Trust 
scholarship recipient for the past three years, the scholarship has 
helped Matney cover many of these costs.

“The scholarship has been a huge blessing to me because it has 
enabled me to have opportunities like this because I don’t have to 
worry about where I am going to get the money to pay for all of 
my books. I’m able to focus on my school and my future career 
because I have the scholarship to take care of that stress,” Matney 
said. “It’s also huge for my family to know that I’m taken care of in 
a way that they can’t provide for me.”

Teaching Patriotism

Academics, vocation, culture, patriotism and Christianity are 
the five goals of College of the Ozarks. While, according to Mul-
linax, many of them are fairly obvious, they are things that students 
should be exposed to in order to be good students and moral citi-
zens. The promotion of citizenship through patriotism assists in that 
goal.

Mullinax goes on to say, “A willingness to serve a call that’s big-
ger than one’s self. To serve for one’s country and, if necessary, to 
sacrifice for that country and so we feel that these are attributes that 
every student should be exposed to and that every student should 
possess in order to be a good, moral citizen in our society.”

Matney demonstrates a deep passion for patriotism, especially 
after returning from Vietnam. “I was taught to be patriotic but it’s 
not just an idea or an abstraction anymore. It’s very personal to me 
now. When I think of veterans, I think of the faces of the men and 
women who have gone on our trips and who I’ve met working at 
the college and being involved in this program.”

While many students return from the Patriotic Travel Program 
trips and refer to their experiences as life changing, Mullinax hopes 
they return with an understanding that the freedoms and privileges 
that we enjoy did not come free. “It’s very important that they 
understand that they are heirs of a legacy that had to be defended 
at various times and continues to be defended and likely will be 
defended into the future.”

Students also return with a renewed sense of responsibility; the 
responsibility to ensure that the sacrifices of veterans are never 
forgotten, especially for the millennial generation.

Matney feels a strong calling to ensuring that message is heard. 
“I think we forget that it’s not all eagles and flags. You see things 
on social media with a bald eagle soaring over an American flag 
with quotes about what it means to be patriotic or a veteran. A lot of 
the stories I hear from veterans, they’re not pleasant stories. A lot of 
them went through absolute hell. War is not pretty. I think we have 
to recognize that being patriotic means recognizing those sacrifices 
and the ugly part of what our veterans had to go through to provide 
freedoms for us. I think it’s important to recognize that it’s not just 
this pretty, easy concept. It requires discipline and personal sacri-
fice.”

History and patriotism aren’t the only life lessons students take 
from the trip with the veterans.

“One of the things I learned from our veterans is perseverance,” 
Matney said. “The things they saw and endured. The fact that 
they’re able to walk away from those experiences and have this 
incredible love of life and this unbeatable spirit and desire to live 
with kindness and joy is inspiring. It inspires me to have persever-
ance no matter what.”

The students and veterans visited the Hoa Lo Prison, known to American POWs as the “Hanoi Hilton,” in Hanoi, Vietnam. This is the prison that Matney’s paired veteran, Clark, and one 
other veteran on the trip, Bill Bailey, were held prisoner in during the Vietnam War. Photo/ John Luck

On the cover: Matney and Clark at the farewell dinner at the conclusion of the Patriotic 
Travel Program trip to Vietnam. Photo/ John Luck


