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STANDING UP FOR THE 'KIDS' AFFECTED 
BY EXPOSURE TO AGENT ORANGE 
BY MOLLY LOOMIS 

L
ike many veterans, my dad nev­
er spoke about the Vietnam War. 
He'd close the door to any kind 
of conversation with a comment 

about just getting sunburned in the South 
Pacific. I believed him, mostly. I built a 
story in my head of long days spent loung­
ing, drinking cocktails, and playing cards. 
It wasn't until I got older that I wondered 
if the silence had to do with the fact he'd 

come home with a suntan 
while so many others came 
home with something far 
worse. 

I came to believe---at 
least as a kid-that his time 
in Vietnam wasn't import­
ant enough to him to share 

Molly Loomis any war stories. On the 
other hand, if it had meant 

so little to him, I doubt he would have en­
dured taking me as a bored teenager to see 
his ship when it came through town, or that 
a circle of his shipmates would come for­
ward when he died. I'm not trying to make 
my dad's time in the Navy into something 
it wasn't, it's just that it wasn't as simple as 
sunbathing. 

In 2010, without any family history or 
known risk factors, my dad was diagnosed 
with bladder cancer. It didn't feel right. But 
what felt even stranger was that as he faced 
chemo and surgeries, I was going in for 
procedures ofmy own. 

All my life, I'd had unexplained health 
issues. Something was wrong, but no one 
could pin it down. As symptoms worsened, 
a neurosurgeon identified a birth defect. A 
timebomb of sorts was ticking away in my 
spinal cord, shutting down organs and body 
systems. I had been born with a birth de­
fect without any relevant family history or 
known prenatal risk factors. 

A SURREAL EXPERIENCE 
l "l 7hen someone dies, we're left to mull 
VV over the memories and details again 

and again. So, I guess I was trying to make 
my dad feel more alive when nine years lat­
er, in 2022, I began looking for information 
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A young Molly Loomis at Lake Tahoe In 1979 with he: f,rt!l-~r, Hlchard M. Loomis, who NMNI on 
the Navy Amphibious Transport Dock ship, the U.S.S. ()gdffl (l.PD-5) In Vietnam. 

about his time in the Navy. That's when i ;,;,!·ot(:: r.o my Senator, Jon Tester. I sub­
I learned about the PACT Act, and about mitte<l a leLter through his website, but as 
Blue Water Navy veterans; health condi- the weeks passed, it increasingly felt inad­
tions with links to Agent Orange; and birth equate. 
defects in children of exposed veterans. It As I worked to le·arn more about Agent 
was the most surreal thing I have ever ex- Orange exposure in veterans, stories kept 
perienced. surfacing about families whose children 

I texted a Navy SEAL friend, asking how born before they went to Vietnam were 
much time my dad would have served on his healthy. Meanwhile, too many of those 
ship d~ng his whole ~our ,?f duty or "were born after were dealing with birth defects 
there shifts or somethmg? I thought that and health conditions that no one else in the 
my dad may have visited his mom for her • family had. The despair and hopelessness 
birthday whe~ th~ ship docked i~ Da_Nang. expressed again and again by those chil-
0~ maybbe he d J~s

11
t bee~dwoedrkidng m San dren is heartbreaking. 

Diego, ut was sti cons1 er eployed? E 1- • h I'd d b t 
• h "d h • . ar 1er m t e year rea a ou a pro-Then agam, e sa1 e was Just sunbathmg . ' . 

• th s th p "fl s dd I ryth" posed bill sponsored by Sens. Marco Rubio . m e ou ac1 c. u en y, eve mg (R 
that had seemed so strange with my dad' . ·Fla.), Corey Booker (D-N.J.), and~­
and my health made sense s gie Haasan (D-N.H.) calling for a colJIDllt-

In 2020, I moved from Idaho to Montana. m~nt to_ bett~r support Agent ~range "kids" 
~ving the small town and the tight com- with spma b1fida. It seemed rruracul~us that 
munity I'd lived in for nearly twenty years forty-plus years l~ter, ~here was still ~o­
was difficult. But I needed to be somewhere mentum and consideration for a generation 
with more medical resources, so I moved a ofpc~ple affected by war. 
few hours north to a city in Montana. I had Children are easy to rally support for 
no idea that the U.S. Senator at the helm of when they're cute and cuddly, but Agent 
the PACT Act, who also chaired the Senate Orange "kids" are finnly set in middle age, 
Committee on Veterans' Affairs, was from ~eading post after post by adult children 
Montana. hke me, it seems the tactic of "waiting for 

After submitting my forms to the VA it an army to die" could just as easily be ap­
was time to send another letter. This ti:ne 
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plied to the kids affected by dioxin. 
If the door had been opened, even 

a crack, by the PACT Act to allow 
legislation to evolve based on the 
latest and best science, then why 
shouldn't a similarly new one apply 
to the list of birth defects? Instead of 
just thanking Sen. Tester, I started 
asking how I could help. 

A BIG SU RP RISE 

Somehow, to my immense sur­
prise, my name is now attached 

to the bill sponsored by Sens. Tester 

and Rubio to form a research com­
mittee to investigate the im.13,act of 
toxin-exposed veterans' off spring. 
That's all descendants, all veterans, 
and all toxin exposures. People have 
been congratulating me, but that 
doesn't ring right since all I did was 
ask how I could help. As I've come 
to learn, Vietnam Veterans of Amer­
ica has done the heavy lifting on 
Agent Orange exposure for decades. 

The road ahead feels monumental, 
especially considering how broken 
the system already is for veterans. 
But just because something is hard, 
doesn't mean we shouldn't do it. 

Forming a research committee is 
the first step in· what I hope will be 
legislation that ultimately will result 

in better care for veterans and their 
families because I don't think you 
can separate the care of one from the 
other. The health of a parent, child, 
and spouse is intertwined. My mom 
and dad, for example, juggled Dad's 
chemo treatments with my spinal 
cord surgery and hospitaliz.ations. 

Recently, a veteran said to me, 
"The government screwed up with 
Agent Orange kids-you guys ended 
up as guinea pigs for what my kids 
or grandkids might go through and 
it's clear we haven't done a good job 
dealing with it. We have to do better." 

For some Agent Orange kids and 
their families, change will come too 
late. For me, that's exactly why it's 
so critical to be involved.♦. 
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