***A/O Victims & Widows Support Network publishes this article with the faith that people will go beyond any barriers of political stance on war & focus rather on the exposure to the dangerous chemicals & the consequences of them.***
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Seeing Orange: Becky Gibbs Takes Husband’s Remembrance National

by Lois Ann Marler

Becky Gibbs has a new passion. Unfortunately, it spawned as a result of her husband’s untimely death. In June 2008, Gibb’s husband, Bill, died a mysterious death in spite of medical intervention. Unsatisfied with the official death certificate findings, Gibbs, who lives in rural Phelps County, began her own investigation into her husband’s demise, only to discover an agonizing and startling pattern seen frequently among veterans of the Vietnam War. Gibbs is convinced that her husband died as a result of his exposure to Agent Orange, a deadly chemical used during the Vietnam War. 

Customers at Foods for Health in Rolla readily recognize Gibbs as the blonde, jovial “Hippie-type” who assists them with her vast knowledge of the health-food industry. As a baby-boomer born in Fort Dodge, Ia., Gibbs was coming of age during the Cultural Revolution in the Vietnam War era, and regularly protested U.S. involvement in the war. In fact, her anti-war activity brought her and her future husband together. “Bill and I met at a dance in 1966,” Gibbs recalled. “We saw each other again at an anti-war demonstration in Iowa City, Ia., in 1969, and were together ever since.”
Bill Gibbs, also from Iowa, had just been discharged from the Navy in 1969, an “undesirable discharge,” similar to a dishonorable one. Becky Gibbs explained how her husband had become a conscientious objector to the war in which he was involved. “My husband was in the U.S. Navy and served in Vietnam from 1968-69,” she recalled. “One day, he told his general, ‘I’m not fighting in this war anymore,’ surrendered his gun and uniform, and was placed in solitary confinement for 90 days for insubordination.” Gibbs continued by saying that, though she knew her husband had been in the military, she never knew of his service in Vietnam. “He told me he had been stationed in the Philippines,” said Gibbs, “because he was ashamed of what he had done in Vietnam.” Years later, like many Vietnam War veterans who had been discharged in an unsavory manner, Bill Gibbs’ discharge status was changed to “general discharge,” reinstating his good name.
Bill Gibbs was one of the “lucky ones,” coming stateside alive and meshing with American society well, holding down employment and raising a family. “We had a good life,” Gibbs explained of her marriage to Bill. “We had every intention of growing old together.”

Until 2007, the Gibbs led a happy life together in their rural Ozarks home. Bill, a vegan, enjoyed good health and was an avid cyclist. Then paradise began to crumble. “Actually, Bill’s nightmares began in the mid ‘90s,” said Becky Gibbs, recalling the time when she began to learn the truth that Bill had concealed for decades. “He began having flashbacks of these terrible atrocities that he carried out in Vietnam, the things that drove him out of the military.” After sharing the truth with his wife, Bill Gibbs’ nightmares subsided, and the couple thought it was the end of their plague with the war.

“In July 2007, Bill became dissatisfied with everything in his life,” Gibbs explained. “He was unhappy with everything, even his job, which was not like him at all. Then he began having gastrointestinal problems, and eventually became so weak that he couldn’t drive.” Gibbs took her husband to numerous doctors at the Veteran’s Administration (VA) hospital where batteries of tests were performed, but the couple never received solid answers – or a diagnosis – for Bill’s deteriorating condition. “He was going completely downhill,” Gibbs confessed. 
Bill Gibbs died in a nursing home on June 17, 2008, two days after Father’s Day, at the age of 60 while on a feeding tube. “I thought he would be alright. I always believed he would recover,” Gibbs explained of the baffling situation. Bill Gibbs left behind his loving family, including wife Becky and three grown children, Ariel, Max and Ruby.
Even though Becky Gibbs knew that her husband had fought in the Vietnam War, details surrounding that deployment were unknown to her. “Bill told me once that they would spray the forests and around U.S. bases with ‘something’ that they could taste for days and would stick to their skin for days as well,” Gibbs said of the toxin she now believes was Agent Orange, which contains dioxin. “Dioxin can have a 40+ year latent period,” she explained of the toxin known to cause cancer, birth defects and myriad other health calamities. 

“Agent Orange” is the code name for a powerful herbicide used in the forests of Vietnam during the war, primarily in the 1960s, which contained toxic dioxin, a known carcinogen. Several lawsuits have been filed against companies who manufactured the powerful chemicals, including Dow Chemical and Monsanto, with a 1984 payout in the amount of $180 million.

Unsatisfied to sit and do nothing, Gibbs turned to a national organization, Agent Orange Victims and Widows Support Network, Inc., for answers. The organization sponsors “Quilt of Tears,” which takes 26 memorial quilts around the country to raise Agent Orange awareness and serves as a memorial to those who have died from suspicious health complications following their service in Vietnam. Gibbs is planning to make a quilt block to be included in one of the touring quilts, in memory of her husband. “There were more than 56,000 troops killed in the Vietnam War, but many more have died as a result of the war after returning home,” Gibbs explained. “Quilt of Tears also supports building a sister memorial to the Vietnam War Memorial in Washington, D.C., to recognize those who died after coming home.” 
A black and gold bracelet adorns Gibb’s wrist which was custom-made by Agent Orange Victims and Widows Support Network. “These bracelets are made out of old airplanes,” said Gibbs, whose father served in the U.S. Air Force during World War II. Gerald and Jennie LeFevre, founders of Agent Orange Victims and Widows Support Network, began the bracelet concept. Gerald LeFevre, a Vietnam War veteran, also attributed his deteriorating health to Agent Orange exposure. 
At Bill Gibbs’ private memorial, the family released balloons at the request of Max Gibbs, Bill Gibbs surviving son.  The Gibbs family balloon concept has now become a national movement. “I wrote a letter to the national organization, explaining how I lost Bill to Agent Orange and that I planned to release 1,000 orange balloons on Veteran’s Day here in Rolla,” Gibbs tearfully explained. “They liked the idea so much that they decided to suggest it to veterans and their surviving families all across the country.” Numerous individuals are planning similar orange balloon releases on Veterans Day, from New York to California. Gibbs is satisfied that the public balloon release will serve as an educational tool on how the nation’s veterans are still being impacted by Agent Orange.  
Becky Gibbs’ ordeal has changed her outlook on life. “I now see men my age and wonder if they were also exposed to Agent Orange,” pondered Gibbs. “I just can’t get rid of this war. I’ve lost high school friends to it, and now my husband.” 

Gibbs looks forward to the nationwide event on November 11. “I want everyone to know that Vietnam vets are still dying on a daily basis from Agent Orange exposure,” she said. “The national orange balloon release will be an annual event.” The orange balloon release honoring Bill Gibbs and other Vietnam War veterans is open to the public and scheduled for Veteran’s Day, Tuesday, November 11, 2008, at 12:00 noon at Lions Club Park in the south field. Everyone is invited to bring orange balloons (preferably latex balloons due to environmental concerns) or just come to be a part of the memorial. Contact Becky Gibbs at (573) 364-7860 or (573) 364-2561 for more information. 
For more information on Agent Orange or Quilt of Tears, visit Agent Orange Victims and Widows Support Network’s Web site:  http://www.agentorangequiltoftears.com.
Lois Ann Marler writes from the pristine Ozark hills where she was born. She salutes all the men and women who valiantly served in the U.S. Armed Forces. Contact her at lmarler@bigkonline.com

