Walter: “powerful warrior.” People with this name desire a stable, loving family or community and have a need to work with others. Walter is a powerful warrior--not with a weapon, but with his mind and his heart. His parents unknowingly gave him a name whose meaning he would uphold each day of his career; the stability he offered his family and community is something from a storybook. When searching for subjects for this book I knew I would find men and women with a life so well led, people we can all respect. Walt is one of them.
When Walt was a kid, his father installed radios in cars at the local police departments and performed other communications work; this enabled him to establish lasting, valuable relationships with law enforcement. Back in those days, the cop on the corner had no trouble tapping Walt's behind with his nightstick as Walt skittered past when he had gotten in trouble at school.
It was a simpler time; the police wore many hats;  they carried ropes in their cars to recover loose horses, checked the homes of vacationing residents, delivered news of deceased loved ones to family members, acted as school crossing guards when necessary, and directed commuter traffic every evening from the train station. Although the world has gotten too big for the police to continue all of these practices, there are some things that never change.
These childhood experiences made a lasting impression, and Walt knew that he wanted to serve his country and his community in some way. Initially, he joined the Navy. He spent his time in the Navy on Parris Island training Marines to invade islands, and it was something he loved. The structure, the discipline and the service were something he felt he was meant for. Unfortunately, married life disagreed.
Walt was often away and it was taking a toll on his young bride. Because his marriage was more important he left the Navy after four years. After leaving the Navy, he got a job in a large manufacturing company, but discovered that was not something he wanted to do for the rest of his life. He had a friend who had joined the police force, and, having always respected the law, it wasn't hard to convince Walt to join their ranks at the end of his tour. Convincing his wife was another story, taking a pay cut and entering a dangerous, unpopular profession was not something for which she was ready. Luckily, she was supportive; she understood and knew that his sacrifice would be greater than hers if he could not do what he believed he was called to do.
His daughter, Sandy was a year old when he became a police officer. As she grew to understand his chosen career, she couldn't have been prouder. She was so proud that she offered to help in any way she could. It wasn't enough that she went to the station once a week holding Daddy's hand, that she knew every officer's name, and they hers; she wanted to do more. When Walt eventually took over the Marine Division, Sandy, age 12, was at the ready. Sandy would pretend to drown while the officers 'saved' her, put her on a backboard and brought her in. In exchange, she learned CPR and continued the tradition that her Dad had started when he was a child: the tradition that involves love and respect for the men and women that patrol our streets.
Ironically, the incident that struck Walt the hardest was his first drowning, and Amy Brown's name is forever carved into Walt's heart. In March 1969, four short months after being sworn in as a police officer in Westport, Connecticut, Walt responded to a call for a missing 4-year-old girl. Other than cute kittens, nothing touches more hearts than the innocence and purity of children. Each time an officer is called out for a missing child, they may as well be on a roller coaster. Their hearts fall into their stomachs and a range of emotions play through them as they wonder what they will find.
Because of a fresh snowfall, Walt could easily follow the girl’s tracks down to the pond where he could see her floating face down in a hole in the ice. He doesn't remember thinking about what to do; he simply threw down his gear, removed his shoes and made his way onto the ice. Once it broke under his weight he swam to Amy, knowing in his heart she was already gone. Despite his attempts at CPR, she vomited her lunch but no breath would ever make its way through her body again.
Nothing anyone will ever tell you can prepare you for that kind of call; there is no course at the police academy that tells you how you will feel when you hold a dead child in your arms. Nothing that will convince you that 35 years later you can close your eyes, relive the entire incident and vividly remember the contents of her stomach, always knowing her last meal. Nothing that can prepare you for that fear: the fear of hearing her mother wailing behind you. The fear of having to tell her mother that she is gone once you stop CPR.
While Walt was wet and shivering in 30 degree weather trying desperately to bring Amy back, the ambulance and his supervisors had arrived. They took over life-saving attempts and brought the mother to the hospital where they could break the news to her in a more controlled environment. Walt was left to drive 24 miles in a freezing uniform, to walk up his front steps and tell his wife why he was home, to hug his then 2-year-old daughter and go right back out to patrol once he was clean and dry.
What he wanted more than anything was to cry--for the child, for the mother, for every man or woman who tries to breathe a false life into a lifeless body. To cry because it's so hard to face the reality. Because they are the first responders, they are supposed to save lives. Sometimes they can't.
But sometimes they can. One evening, Walt was working at a local tavern and witnessed a terrible accident. A 28-year-old woman was walking between parked cars to enter the tavern when a car traveling at a high rate of speed hit the line of cars, pinning the woman between them. Both her legs had been severed just above the knees. She was conscious the entire time. 
Walt was the first one to the scene while the blood literally drained from the gaping wounds. Thinking quickly, Walt fashioned tourniquets with by-standers belts in an effort to prevent her from bleeding out there on the street. He held her hand, trying to make her believe that she would be fine, hoping that she could stay alert long enough to be saved. By the time the paramedics arrived, the woman had formed a bond with Walt and was terrified of him leaving her side. Walt rode with her to the hospital and stayed until she was brought into surgery. Knowing that it would be hours before she was conscious, Walt , once again, washed up and returned to his post. Because that is what cops do.
Compelled by a concern for her well-being, Walt and his wife, Jan, visited the young lady in the hospital the next day. She was pleased to see him and grateful for what he had done. Although most people don't understand, when you go through something that traumatic and personal, it creates a bond. The visit gave them both the closure they needed. Police go through these types of experiences on a regular basis, and they create many bonds. Like it or not, they represent a lifeline for so many people.
Not many people like working for a living, but we chose a career path, with its ups and downs and we can usually leave it behind. It doesn’t seep into the crevices of our minds and home life. Police work can do that, Walt and many like him, learn ways to cope. They are not cold, heartless and emotionless; they simply learn when they can and can't display that emotion. They have to be able to get up the next day knowing that they may witness a death, abuse or simple cruelty. The only way to do that is by shielding themselves from the pain and horror. They go to the next call, and the next, and the next. There is no break. There is no warm welcome when they arrive.
More often than not, they are alone, there simply isn’t enough money to staff a police force where everyone can have a partner. Shifts can get long and lonely when you are driving around thinking about the last call, the next call and whether or not you should call for back up when pulling over a car. There is no water cooler to gather around and no chatter from the people at the desks around you; just the sound of your radio.
Unfortunately, there were no radios or cell phones when Walt began his law enforcement career by walking a beat in the center of the town; talk about lonely! Officers had to run down the street to the call box to request back-up. They could then wait or go back to the scene of the crime. Once he was assigned to a patrol car, there was one time he wished he had waited for a backup as he should have. As he was chasing an intruder on the second floor of a vacant building, Walt was pushed out a second floor window. The building had once been a sanitorium. The perpetrator knew he could get away quicker if Walt was incapacitated, so he pushed Walt out of a second-floor window.     
Push a guy out a window? Walt wasn’t a “guy”, he was a “pig”, demonstrations were commonplace, and, more often than not, his small town force wasn't trained for it. A strike by the 50 employees of the local nursing home seemed like something they could easily handle, but with only 60 miles between their town and New York City, the strike became something much more. Six buses full of protestors arrived and they had a full scale demonstration on their hands. Headquarters sent more men to cover the crowd. There was apprehension on both sides, but at the end of the day only law enforcement was negatively portrayed. Holding your head high became more and more important. But Walt kept coming back his head held high.
In Walt's third year of service, he was struck by a car at an accident scene and both his legs were crushed. He was in and out of work several times throughout his career because of this. Despite the pain, Walt did whatever he could to continue on in the department. Walt was made for the job and it was a part of who he was and still is. He wanted to be part of a group that, even in those days, was persecuted and lacked support.
After seven years on road patrol, it was this injury that brought Walt to the Marine Division, because it was the only way he could stay on the job, and it happened to be a division no one else wanted, but it was the most stylish. He exchanged his uniform pants for navy blue Bermudas, his gun belt for a smaller weapon, and his police hat for a baseball cap. Since no one else wanted the job, Walt was the man. The only thing he knew about boating was where to get his boat shoes. But he learned, because he loved the job and wanted to remain on the force.
Shortly after the release of the movie The End, starring Burt Reynolds, Walt came upon a woman in the middle of Long Island Sound, swimming out further and further from land. Immediately concerned for her safety, he stopped to speak to her. She said that she was going to swim until she exhausted herself and then she would die just like Burt Reynolds wanted to do in the movie. She struggled hard when he tried to get her into his boat until finally he grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled her aboard. She was later transported to the state mental hospital where she was legally detained. Much to his surprise, he found her a month later trying to do the same thing!  She had just been released and was determined to complete her original plan. After saving her life a second time, Walt never saw her again and often wonders if she succeeded or was able to find enough hope and happiness to withstand the trials of life.
Walt turned a one man division into one with 17 special service officers and 40 auxiliary officers. But even success couldn't keep him on the job forever. The day came when the surgeon told Walt he simply couldn't work anymore. He was a man with a mission, a house, a daughter in college, and a wife. He was now moving to Florida with a medical pension and a broken heart. The only thing he could do was cry. Men like Walt are built for service, and with a kind heart, a quick smile and a soft voice, he was the type of officer we all want to see on our street corner. His job did not define him--he defined his job.
Looking back, he can see the pivotal points in his life. Naturally, one of them occurred while he was working. He was called to the scene of a sinking sailboat with a family of four aboard. While rescuing the father, the sailboat went down and pulled Walt into 200 feet of water. He was sinking with the boat and he could not get free. As Walt was certain he was about to die, he heard a voice tell him to remove his gun belt. He did, and he floated to the top. His gun was caught on the mast and would surely have drowned him if he hadn't removed his gun. It was this incident that reminded Walt that he had a calling, that there was more for him than simply retiring.
Walt still has a mission; service hasn't left him. Years ago, Walt was putting people in prison, and today he is feeding their stomachs and souls. Early in his career, Walt became a Christian; it defined how he treated people and how they treated him. In the mid-80's, on a trip to a prison for a Christian retreat, a Hell's Angels member that Walt had put in jail for 25 years attended the retreat for the free meal. Instead, he found God and became a church member. This is the calling Walt now has: if he cannot bring peace to society through the prevention of crime, he will do it through the promotion of love and running a food pantry four days a week.
     “I am now seventy years old and my family still catches me assessing situations that I think might be dangerous or suspicious.  They say, ‘Dad’s on duty again!’
     “But a real cop never loses his edge; a real cop always checks his surroundings; a real cop cares about people and tries to help when it’s needed.  I had another career for twenty years after I left the force, but in my heart of hearts I will always be a cop.  When it’s really part of who you are, you don’t take it off when you give up the uniform.  I miss it every day and it will always be the best job I ever had!”
The photo of Walt his first day in uniform still sits on his wife's bureau, there are 5 full scrap books honoring his 17 years of service, and Walt and his wife, Jan, fill each word with pride when they speak of his career. When I spoke to Walt, he had me on speakerphone and Jan contributed every chance she got. It was easy to visualize him sitting in a chair focusing on the phone and his answers while Jan busied herself in the background, placing her hand gingerly on his shoulder as she leaned forward to answer questions. Their obvious love for each other after so many years was heartwarming. In a world where so many marriages end in divorce, they were able to keep it together.
Jan didn't want him to join the police force, yet she listened to Walt recount his shift each night. She often couldn't sleep because of what he witnessed, but she polished his badge and sent the love of her life out to protect the love of someone else's. Oftentimes, the person in uniform is not the only one serving the public. It is also the family that waits at home. They serve and sacrifice alongside the person wearing the badge.
The thing about Walt that makes him so memorable? His closing words to me: “I hope that when I get to the gates of Heaven, St. Peter, or whoever is waiting for me, has a badge to give me so I feel at home again.”
