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Stories from War and Battles of a Journalist

From paperboy to Washington Post military reporter, journalist Dan Lamothe, 41, started out as a paperboy and then first got published in high school while writing for his local town’s newspaper in Chicopee, Massachusetts. He planned to stay in Massachusetts but ended up reporting from over 30 countries for the Washington Post. Lamothe attended the University of Massachusetts Amherst and got his master’s degree at the University of Maryland College Park. While interning for the Baltimore Sun, his former editor was married to an editor at the Military Times newspaper chain, and they directed him to military beats. Since then, he has specialized in writing about the U.S. military.
 It hasn’t always been easy for Lamothe, with a rigorous work schedule and reporting tragic stories. Visiting countries affected by war and interviewing injured American soldiers has been an emotional journey for him but he has learned to not take this baggage with him in his personal life. By covering individual stories from the perspective of people in war, he has given a voice to veterans and soldiers who risked their lives to protect America. During a wide-ranging interview about his podcast “Letters From War” - about four brothers and their roles in World War II.  – Lamothe spoke about how journalism helped him achieve his goals. 
This interview has been edited for length and clarity.

Alyssa Enright: Why does society need information on the military? 
Dan Lamothe: The military is the most obvious symbol of American foreign policy. It is the most obvious symbol of our government priorities, and of how we as a country interact with other countries for better and worse. It’s the single biggest piece of the federal budget. The Defense Department's budget is more than $800 billion every year. Trying to figure out how that is spent, how it's misspent, how priorities are shaped, and how the power of that is often tied to that money. Understanding that and explaining that it's important.
Enright: What was the purpose of your World War II podcast “Letters from War”? 
Lamothe: This particular story had not been told. I think it was a way to, in the [brother’s] own words [in personal letters they wrote to each other], hear them out as they're in very casual and, at times, loving language describing to each other what they're seeing, which includes being blown out of their own foxholes. The part that I really loved about the podcast was that you could feel the individual, you can feel the human quality. It's about regular people from a regular town being thrust into war.
Enright: What was your favorite story you’ve covered? 
Lamothe: There's a guy named Kyle Carpenter. He was a young Marine in Afghanistan in 2010. This kid was about 20 at the time. A Taliban fighter throw a grenade up at him and his friend when they were in a guard post on a small base. He made the decision that he was going to jump on this grenade to try and protect his friend. He was grievously injured, and pieces of his body were badly blown up. I can say this is one of my favorite stories because 13 years later, he's a published author, he skydives, runs marathons, and is a motivational speaker. It's both this story that's very inspiring to me and just feels good to share. Like terrible things happen and then when people can recover from those terrible things, you can't help but love to see that.
Enright: What would you say is the most important story that you've written? 
Lamothe: Last year, we had thousands of people rushing to the airport in Afghanistan to get out. When we had the U.S. military that was not fully prepared for that. Pretty much if I was awake, I was working. The government was repeatedly downplaying how awful it was on the ground at the time. The Taliban were executing people outside the airport. And the message from the administration was largely, “We have control of this.” And they really didn't at the time. So, you can get beyond what the spokesman is telling you on a podium to what the actual truth is. You can affect change by just pointing out things that are not what they say they are.
Enright: When you interview people from the military, do you feel like you must show empathy to them, especially if they have PTSD from their experience?
Lamothe: I was interviewing Marines who had gone through a hellacious time. I mean, some of them watched their friends die. One of them we interviewed sitting down in a hospital. He had a leg missing, an arm missing, several organs missing and yet he was still like, “I'm good, let's talk about this.” If somebody's gotten to that point where they're like, “I want to tell my story.” Yeah, I want to hear that. I want to share that and that was a really powerful day. I mean, there was a point where he was describing what he had done and there wasn't a dry eye in the room and that includes me.
Enright: How has being a journalist helped you achieve your own goals in life? 
Lamothe: My goal was to share cool and interesting stories of people and choices they make. At some point, I think everybody should be having that conversation with themselves about, am I happy? I've come to see the path I've had, the opportunities I've had, and the places that have hired me, as a gift. You can be exhausted by the day and with a story that has had you working for 13 days straight and want a break. And yet at the same time, look at it and say, “kind of lucky to be doing it.” I'm doing something that a lot of people would kill to have the opportunity to do. So, you can be grateful and at the same time trying to take care of yourself.
