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By Renee Gurley | Contributing Columnist

Renee Gurley is a storyteller and
educator dedicated to helping
veterans find healing through words.
(Courtesy of Renee Gurley)

November is the month the U.S. pauses to honor

those who have served. Flags are waved in red,

white and blue. Tributes are posted. Ceremonies

recognize feats of bravery.

But for many veterans, their story is more

complicated. The Department of Veterans Affairs’

2024 Annual Suicide Prevention Report puts the

current average at 17.6 veteran suicides per day.

Numbers like this suggest veterans need more

than a once-a-year celebration.

The question “What can be done?” doesn’t offer

easy answers. However, writing is a possible elixir.

Dr. James Pennebaker, a psychologist and pioneer in expressive writing

research, found that even short bursts of writing about emotional experiences

can improve mental health and reduce symptoms of PTSD. Something

powerful happens when veterans put pen to paper.

Two Inland Empire organizations leading this work are the Veterans Success

Center at Cal State San Bernardino and the Mil-Tree Writing Group in Joshua

Tree. These aren’t just writing workshops — they’re spaces for connection,

voice and healing.
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At Cal State San Bernardino, the Veterans Success Center offers writing

workshops and publication opportunities that help student veterans explore

their voices in an academic space that respects their lived experiences. Agustin

Ramirez is the director of the center.

The center also hosts the group Written by Veterans, facilitated by Andreas

Kossak. The group has monthly online meetings on Saturday mornings and

meets from time to time in person at the center. Written by Veterans

encourages veterans to write and publish their work. They have published five

anthologies that often feature pieces by veterans who have never published

before. The group also tables at events like the Veterans Mental Health

Summit, the Los Angeles Times Festival of Books, and the 29 Palms Festival of

Books.

A participant in the Written by Veterans program said, “What they don’t know

is how to tell that story … If not for Written by Veterans, I would still be

searching for an acceptable way of telling people my story.”

An Army veteran explained, “Being part of Written by Veterans allowed me to

reconnect with others and share my experience as an immigrant. The support

helped me publish my story so a larger audience could understand the

struggle many face.”

Members of Written by Veterans gather, Los Angeles Times Festival of Books 2024. (Photo by Marion Kossak)



In Joshua Tree, the nonprofit Mil-Tree brings together veterans, active-duty

military and civilians through art and storytelling. Founded by Cheryl

Montelle, Mil-Tree hosts everything from dance workshops to community

murals. Its writing group, led by author Renee Pickup, meets online every

Monday and draws people from across the Morongo Basin and beyond.

“Writing is an act of empathy,” Pickup says. “That’s how we heal ourselves and

how we heal each other.”

Veterans in the group echo that sentiment.

“As a veteran,” said Pat Wallis, “the role of writing and our Mil-Tree group in

healing and connection has been irreplaceable … . Having the group to help

validate and provide feedback builds a sense of belonging — a cosmos

weaving of sorts.”

Lawrence Markworth, a Vietnam veteran, added, “Writing is one of the most

healing exercises I can do for my PTSD. The group’s feedback and camaraderie

make me a better writer and give me a sense of belonging. I feel safe in this

group.”

Others speak to writing as survival. One Marine veteran shared, “In 2009, a

fellow Marine I served with committed suicide, and another friend in 2015 … .

I wanted to express what I’d say if I ever had to give a eulogy for a comrade.

Writing can be very therapeutic.”

For Army Lt. Col. (Ret.) John J. McBrearty, the transition to civilian life after a

fast-paced career was rough.

“It all came to a screeching halt,” he said. Through VA support groups, he was

introduced to Written by Veterans, where he found healing and purpose. Since

joining, he’s published 18 books and won First Place at the National Veterans

Creative Arts Festival. “Writing is cathartic. It helped me come full circle and

contribute again.”

What makes these programs powerful isn’t just the writing — it’s the

community. Too often, veterans are expected to reintegrate quietly, without

asking for help or telling their truth. Writing groups disrupt that silence. They

say: your story matters, and we’re here to listen.

The shift is profound. One moment, they are strangers. The next, they’re

nodding in recognition, laughing at a shared absurdity, or offering support

through a paragraph.
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These groups also create ripple effects. When veterans read their work aloud,

they invite others to see them as more than a uniform. They become full,

complex human beings.

As we honor those who have served this November, let’s also support the

spaces where they can write, reflect and rebuild. Whether through the

structure of a university center or the creative openness of a desert circle,

writing offers veterans a way to process the past and shape the future.

If you know a veteran, invite them to tell their story. Better yet, invite them to

write it. If you’re a veteran, know there are communities ready to welcome

your voice.

Because every story told is a step toward healing. And every story heard is a

step toward understanding.

Renee Gurley is a storyteller and educator dedicated to helping veterans find

healing through words.

https://www.pressenterprise.com/sitemap/2025/
https://www.pressenterprise.com/sitemap/2025/
https://www.pressenterprise.com/sitemap/2025/11/
https://www.pressenterprise.com/sitemap/2025/11/
https://www.pressenterprise.com/sitemap/2025/11/27/
https://www.pressenterprise.com/sitemap/2025/11/27/

