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Town waits, prays for a lost Marine

Friends, strangers united by plight of longtime go-getter

DECATUR, Ill.


After Hymn No. 428--"For the Healing of the Nations"--they said a prayer for Private Gifford, wherever he is.

"O God . . . look with compassion on the whole Gifford family," 140 townspeople here intoned at an impromptu community church service for the missing Marine, though to many in attendance he was a stranger. 

Pvt. Jonathan Lee Gifford Jr., who disappeared last week when his unit was attacked in Iraq, now belongs to all of Decatur--a central Illinois town that's too big for everybody to know everybody else but small enough for residents to pull together in times of trouble. Many people in this town of 81,860 have, at least in spirit, joined Gifford's defiantly optimistic mother and sleepless father in the long and difficult wait for word of a hometown hero's fate. 

"Having this happen has really driven it all home for us," said Phil Finn of the local American Red Cross. "John is the first to have something happen of this nature."

Gifford's angular features and piercing green eyes have put a face on the distant war for many in Decatur, an agricultural and blue-collar town that until recently had been spared bad news from the war despite having many of its own in Iraq.

"Events like this tend to make communities smaller," said ex-Navy man Ken Smithmier, president and chief executive officer of Decatur Memorial Hospital, which has surrounded itself with yellow ribbons and 800 miniature American flags snapping in the blustery prairie wind. "It's a rallying point."

Gifford is, as the military puts it, DUSTWUN-- Duty Status Whereabouts Unknown. Between March 26, when he learned his son was missing, and Monday--a span of five days--Jonathan Lee Gifford Sr. slept three hours and hardly ate.

"It's been tough," he said softly.

The elder Gifford, a short, wiry man who resembles his son, declined to say more; family members, including the Marine's mother, Vicky Langley, say they have made a pact at the urging of the Marine Corps not to discuss the case until it's resolved.

"Until we see Johnny's face, nobody's talking," his grandmother Reva Godfrey said.

Finn said, "They're just asking, 'Give us a little space.'"

So Vicky Langley waits quietly beneath the mounted buck head with the arrow through its antlers in her little gray house on Hickory Street across from the sprawling, pungent operation of the agricultural giant Archer Daniels Midland. And her ex-husband, Gifford's father, kills the long days riding his motorcycle and hanging out at his cinderblock bar and grill, Pappy's.

Their 30-year-old son, a quiet but tenacious young man, played football and wrestled for the now-defunct Stephen Decatur High School.

"It's just like one of my own sons," said his old football coach, Dwight Simmons.

Simmons recalled Gifford as unfailingly "yes sir-no sir" polite, but with a determined, hard-nosed demeanor that allowed him to overcome a slight build. Gifford usually played on the offensive and defensive lines for the football team. He was rewarded for his toughness with Simmons' whimsical Slobberknockers Award, given to those who "knocked the slobber" out of opponents, Simmons said.

"He was a go-getter, always wanted to succeed in whatever he did," Simmons said.

When he was in school, Gifford used to ask Simmons question after question about his own experiences in the military. "It was one of his decisions from Day One," Simmons said. "He wanted to be in the armed forces."

Though those who know Gifford say he deferred his dream of serving in the military for several years because it worried his mother, Simmons said that Gifford's quiet resolve eventually won the day and he joined the Marines.

Now his mother's fears have come home, though Finn described her as "extremely upbeat and confident." Langley attends support-group meetings that have nearly outgrown Room 016 in the basement of Grace United Methodist Church.

According to the Red Cross, about 180 families in Decatur have sons or daughters in the war as National Guardsmen and reservists. That doesn't include others in the service full time. "Nobody knew there were so many," Finn said.

"We're all in a holding pattern here," Finn said, "not just for John, but for everybody."

On a map of Iraq in the windowless room where the support group meets, orange tacks show where parents and grandparents in the group think their loved ones are. A solitary white tack shows where Gifford went missing.

Upstairs in the sanctuary last week the community church service prompted by Gifford's disappearance was filled with prayers and psalms and hymns, including "Let There be Peace on Earth."

The program from the service ended this way:

"Depart in silence or remain in prayer."

