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Burke, VA – It is difficult to determine whether there were more tears or smiles during the service celebrating the life of Tom Porter who passed away recently at age 93.  I had the privilege of knowing Tom for nearly 40 years.  During that period, I never heard one word of anything but praise and admiration for Tom.  He was truly an icon.
Tom was an Oklahoman through and through.  He was born in 1928 in Lawton and raised on the family cattle farm during the depths of the Great Depression.  Like so many Americans in the Midwest growing up during that era, he attended the local one-room schoolhouse (riding a horse each way to get there).  He experienced the challenges of living in the Dust Bowl and watched his family providing food to families desperately heading west to seek a better life.
Tom was a superb student and graduated from high school at the top of his class at age 16.  He soon enlisted in the Army for two years, before attending the University of Oklahoma on the GI Bill.  Now a commissioned 2nd Lieutenant, he found himself being a platoon leader in the Korean War near the DMZ.   While leading troops on a nighttime mission in July 1952, he stepped on a land mine and lost both legs.  For exceptional leadership of his men while severely wounded, Tom was awarded the Silver Star and the Purple Heart.
Tom’s recovery was long and arduous, but had a wonderful ending when he met Eleanor, a physical therapist at the military hospital in San Antonio.  They were married in 1954 and moved toTom’s hometown back in Oklahoma.  In 1957 they relocated to northern Virginia where, based on his degree in animal husbandry, he began a lengthy career in the U.S. Department of Agriculture where he ultimately became a Division Director.
When I first met Tom at our church in the early 1980’s I was immediately struck by his firm handshake and huge smile.  I did not find out until two years later that he was wearing prosthetic devices on both legs below the knees.  What I did learn was that this man was one of the most generous, enthusiastic men I have known.  After his four children were grown, Tom worked closely with youngsters in each confirmation class to help them grow both spiritually and socially.  He and Eleanor took each confirmation group for a week to their summer camp at Lake Anna.  During these adventures, Tom drove his boat, while patiently teaching each youngster to water ski.  He prided himself on ensuring that each teen was able to “get up” on the skis and then would honk the boat horn wildly to signify their success.   Tom also coached local youth sports, including baseball, softball and basketball - all on those prosthetic devices.
Following 9-11, Tom and El embarked on a new mission:  visiting amputees at the Army Walter Reed Medical Center to provide encouragement to scores of recent military amputees injured in war in Iraq and Afghanistan.  El not only baked cookies herself, but collected more from neighbors and church members to distribute on each visit.  Tom had instant credibility while encouraging the severally injured soldiers.  Who better to provide a model for recovery than this septuagenarian (and later, octogenarian) with the big smile and impressive life post-amputation?  I never observed Tom on one of his weekly visits to Walter Reed, but I can easily visualize the warm reception and gratitude of young soldiers still struggling to cope with their wounds.
Tom always sat in the same seat in our church and was enthusiastically greeted by nearly every communicant as they returned to their seats.  Everyone wanted to receive that firm handshake.  I count myself blessed to have known Tom and received that handshake so many times.
Tom Porter was truly a man’s man.
I thought you might like to know.
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