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Their words never failed him

Langley students meet their sailor after year of le  tters

By Kaitlin Manry

Herald Writer

LANGLEY - The letters FEVERTISING
came. EXPECT EXCELLENCE

They came when he wa:
new in Afghanistan,
struggling to adjust to
120-degree temperature
and rocky, mountainous
terrain.
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They came when he wa:
homesick, missing his
wife and four adolescent
daughters.

They came on Christma
Valentine's Day and
Easter - when he needed them the most.

On Thursday - finally - after a year's worth of leftehe came.

Naval Chief Petty Officer Ray Griffith arrived at Ldag Middle School on
Thursday to meet the sixth- and seventh-gradeggrarwho faithfully wrote
to him during his year in Qalat, Afghanistan.

On Friday, his pen pals gave him a hero's welcoomaptete with a naval
color guard, a proclamation declaring this week Raijfith Week in Langley
and the gift of a wooden pencil and pen made bytheol's shop class.

"Every time | opened a box from the U.S., that ganeea piece of home |
didn't have," Griffith told the students. "You guysde home come to me. ...
I'm here in person to say a simple one thing. Thamk Thank you. Thank
you."

Before the war, Griffith, 41, had no connection toidttey Island. He was
firefighter from Albuquerque, N.M., and a membetl Naval Reserve. Aftel
he was sent to Afghanistan to train Afghan troopsstbdents found his name
on a Web site - anysoldier.com - and started writing

In exchange for the handwritten letters, Griffith verto the students.

He e-mailed them photos of himself in military fatigs and pictures of
children too poor for shoes.

He told them about the mountains that surroundedaip, and the military
interpreters who helped him find his way in a forelgnd. He sent them an
American flag that flew at his base. It now hangsnfe in a shadow box, at
the school.

They brought home to him. And, in turn, he broudetwar to them."I'd see
the articles in the paper about people being kitieer there and I'd get really
upset," said sixth-grader Stephanie Otteman, wharozgd a bake sale to ser
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Kate Ewing, 12, a seventh-grader at Langley
Middle School, shares a laugh with her
houseguest and new friend Chief Petty Officer
Ray Griffith during a school assembly in his
honor Friday.
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Griffith and his troops snacks, movies and sandal#he barefoot children
they met. "l thought, 'Oh my gosh. It could be oh¢he people | know.""

From May 2006 to May 2007, when Griffith returnechts life as a firefighter
in Albuquerque, sixth-grade teacher Rachel Kizeiogérally mailed him
packs of 30 to 40 student letters.

He'd open the letters slowly, savoring each word. sletdside some for the
inevitable days when no mail would come and woule githers to soldiers
without any mail to read.

Students told him about their island, about the iemthey saw on Friday
nights and the latest soccer games.

They drew him pictures of flowers and flags.

They told him they were proud of him. They asked toraome visit.

This week, he finally did.

After just a few weeks at home with his family, Grlifivoarded a plane and
flew to Seattle with a ticket paid for by the LangMiddle School Associated
Student Body.

He was met at the airport by a handful of cheerindestts, and stayed in the
homes of his pen pals.

At Friday's assembly, the school band serenadedgiaying "Anchors
Aweigh" and "The Star-Spangled Banner."

Principal Rod Merrell named Griffith the "Cougartbé Week." And the entire
student body stood up to applaud the man who, tneecaurse of a year, had
become more than a friend. He had become a hero.

Griffith didn't say much.

He couldn't.

"l did everything in my power to fight back the tedrhe said, red-eyed in his
crisp white uniform, decorated with dozens of colbriibbons. "I didn't want
to cry in front of the kids. The butterflies ane thverwhelming feeling | have
in my body - | don't have the words. They were soeia."

Griffith didn't understand why everyone - studerggchers, parents and towr
leaders - were so nice, so grateful.

For them, the reason was simple.
He came.

Reporter Kaitlin Manry: 425-339-3292 or kmanry@heraldnet.com.
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