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THEATER REVIEW |
An intense spiritual trip

Three actors and sophisticated video |
animate C.5, Lewis's Christlan fantasy |
from the 1940z C3 '
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MUSIC REVIEW

From the past, but not a blast
Haliday music from & Mandand falk
ansamble was wide-ranging and
pleasant but lacked a spark. C3

KIDEPOET

A tiny talent

An Byear-old from Winchester reached
the final four of “MasterChed funior,” a
coaking shaw for children, CB

CARODLYN HAX
Feeling bottled up inside

A reader cites lasting damage from
never being allvwed to mourn a pet’s

death or be dissatisfied as a child, C8

PRI IENSFER FRiE

They’re military-family kids. They're

B-R-A-T-S

Don’t even think about changing the name.

BY Jouy KELLY

‘Would you rather be called a brat or a
champ? The answer might seem obvieus.
Why choose to be an onmly, impudent child
when you could be a vallant victor? That's
what Diebbie and Jennifer Fink thought,

BITYWILY,

The Bethesda, Md., mother and daughter
are the anthors of "The Little CH A M PFs™a
S8-page self-published boolk aimed at the
elementary-school-age sons and daughters
of U8, military personnel and their civilian
school matas,

It tells the story of five military dependents,
or “brats.” as the offspring of service membsers
are commonly known. They include Gonzo,
an Army brat whose father | about to ceploy
for the third time; Lo, a Marine brat wehose
father has received & medical discharge; and
Smiley, a Navy brat whose family has moved
seven times in his life.

Except the book doesn't eall thesa charac-
ters brats. “We are called the Little Champs,
because CHAMP stands for Child Heroes
Attached to Milltary Personmel,” narrator Simi-
ley explains. “We sure like the way that
gonunls,”

Well, you're about the only one, Smiley,
Around Thanksgiving, & clarion cell went out
acrogs ocial media: Debbie and Jennifer
Fink wers trying to abolish the word "brats,”

The brats mobilized for war.

Bob Holliker i an Alr Force brat — or, as
he likes to write it, “Brat," as if it were a
nationality or religion. His father was a
commissary officer, and Bob grew up on
bases in Japan, Puerte Rlco, France and
Germany. Bob joined the Air Force and
becume a pilot, which means his two kids are
brats, too.

In early Movember, Bob saw something on

Facebook abouat "The Little CH.AM.Ps" and
about Operation CHAM.Ps, a nonprofit
group the Finks created to offer free babysit-
ting to military parents in the Washingion
area. On one of the charity's Web pages was
the exhortation “Brats are now champs.”

“I hooked at it and sald, You've got to be
kidding,” =aid Bob, who retired outside
Toledo. “My initial reaction was anger. Then 1
thought, if these people are successful, [ will
lose my heritage. I'm not tyving to be a smart
aleck here, but 1 can't tell you if they
re-branded it ‘champs’ becanse of marketing

BERATS CONTINUEDON C3

The children's book “The Little C.H.AM.P.5" by Jennifer and Debbie Fink, both civilians, attempts to re-brand a long-used appellation for military offspring.
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She tried to rename ‘brats.” She didn’t foresee a battle.

ERATH FROM C1

conslderations or becanse of social engi-
néering, because the pretty people don't
like the word ‘brats’

Kay Kern, whose father served 28
yimirs in the Army, was in Columbia, S.C.,
bl peanion of & group called Southern
Emats when she learned of the Finks'
hogle *That was the big topic of conver-
setlon: Who are these people trying to
infringe upon what we consider our

T

heritage

Thousands of adult brats joined a
Hacehook group that Bob created called
"HRATS: Stolen Valor — Stelen [dentity,
n-,hi:n that references the frandsters
whi claim military honors they dido't
earn. Brats from across the country
started chiming in, prodaiming thelr
bt pride and wondering just who these
Fipk womnen thought they were.

An urge to help

Jennifer Fiok is 23. When she was
sindent at Chuorchill High School, she
started volunteering with the Red Cross
ab what was then Dethesda Naval Medi-
cal Center,

_“I'was a civilian living in Bethesda and
Tt hies first 17 yeirs of my life T had no
idea there was a military Installation, bet
dkone the president’s hospital, in my
hoimee town," she said,

Jennifer increased her voluntser
hours, eventually spending up to Mve
hours a day working with wounded
warriors and their famities

She decided there waz “a definite need
tis celebrate and validate our military-
conected children” She also thought it
wianld be valuable to bridge the military)
ciilian divide.

In 2011, Jennifer approached her
maoim, Debbie, b self-deseribed "edu-tain-
er” whose gelf-published kids' books
include one on how to cope when a
pErEnt has cancer.

“amid, "Whatever your next project is,
put it on the hack burner. Your next
praject has to be on military-connected
fanilies, " Jennlfer said,

The book they wrobe together was
orginally titled "The Litte Brats.” They
stk drafis to officers and enlisted per-
smnel, to children, to nonprofits that
warkl with military families, They want-
e feedback, Jennifer said, but they also
wanted to forge connections with groups
that might get the ook awider andience.

The title received a bit of "pushback”
Jennifer said.

“While we know brats is a name that’s
uead with pride, there are a large number
of military-connected children and their
families and organizations who really do
notlike the term ‘brata; " she said,

Ome of those groups was the Military
Child Education Coalition outside Aws-
L

“We just told them we don't use the
term,” said MCEC's president and chief
executive, Mary Eeller. “We train a tre-
mendous ampunt of peopla who have nao
experience in the military. . . . 1t's kind of
like you can refer o yoursell one way or
the family can vefer to themselves one
way, but you wouldn’t want an outsider
who didn't understand your experience
b g€ that term.”

Jennifer said she and her mom keked
around other numes: military-connected
chibdren, military lids, little patriots.
They ended np coining their owm term:
champs.

“Evervone loved it Jennifer said of
the book. “They absolutely loved it"

Well, not everyone,

What's im 2 name?

No one knows for sure how military
kids got tagged with "brats” Some
sourees elaim it commes fom England and
stands for British Repiment Attached
Traveler, though that seems highly un-
fikely. Others like to say it means bold,
respurceful, adaptable, tolerant. (Or
brave, resilient, American, tenacious;
opinions vary)

The word has come todeseribe varions
“third-culture kids": children who grew
up being dragged around the country or
around the world becanse of a parant’s
job, There are State Department brats
and 1AM brats and Aramco brats, whoss

paremts helped deill for oil in Saodi
Arabin,

“Certainly it has a negative connota-
tion, =0 when we're growing up we don't
cull ourselves brats,” said Morton Ender,
a professor of soclelogy at West Point
whose mother served in the Ammy.
“When you get older, you learn the term
i= meant affectionately”

“Brat," he sajd, has “a sort of swagger”

“Champ” doesn't swagger. To some, it
reeks of everybody-gets-a-trophy politi-
cal correctness.

But what's worse, Ender said, is that if
you're raised in the milltary, “child he-
roes" COmes across a8 “egotistical, ceole-
bratory, hyperbolic. That doesn't reso-
nate with the military culture, Milltary
people don't call themssives heroes.
That's a term for someone else to wse
Fven real heroes don't like the term.”

But what really sesmed to irritate
hard-core birats was the fact that neither
of the Finks had been raised aroumnd the
military. How could anyone bot a brat
hope to speak for the braterati?

{Full disclosure: I am a brat Although
it’s been nearly #0 years gince [ lived on
an Air Force base, [ still miss the sound of
gomic borms.)

Jennlter Fink of Bethesda
wraole *Th e Little

CH.AMP.s" — Child
Heroes ARached to Military
Personme]l — and started n
nonprofit dedicated to
helping sllitary families, She
gnye she and her sponsors
drowned ander what she Felt
was eyberbullying afer the
bool's AmEzon page Was
flooded with sttacks.

Om the plus 8ide, o military upbringlng
exposes o persen to many different col-
tares. On the minus side, it can leave you
feeling as though you don’t belong in any
of them. The adults that filmmaker (and
Army brat) Donna Musil intarviewed for
her imovie “Brits: Our Fourney Home”
talk about the difficalty in answering &
gimple gquestion: Where are you from?

In the film's sarvation, Kris Eristoffer-
son, son of an Adr Force general, says: “Tt
was a strange aad interesting childhood:
cruel, magical, privileged and painfol, all
at the samme tme"
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A brat hissy fit

In Movember, the Amazon page for the
Finks' boak started floeding with hun-
dreds of one-star reviews, posted, Jennl-
fer zuid, by people who couldn't poasibly
have read the book. (She said they sold
only & halfdozen copies in the past
mnnth or 80}

Tt is "clenr that she has jumped on the
‘we suppoert the troops” bandwagon for
financial gain,” read one review, “and 15
trying to rewiite our BRATS history —a
history she knows nothing about,”

Some attacks veered into the personal.
Om Bob Holliker's "Stolen Valor™ Face-
book pige, someone posted Debbie
Fink's home address. Another brat point-
ed oot that the Finks are Jewish, (The
posts wers removed, Holliker gaid.)

Crithes noted that the book’ illustra:
tor, Walter Blaclwell, was the former
head of the National Veterans Business
Development Corporation, a nonprofit
eriticized in a 2008 Senake report for
lavish spending on dinners, travel and
saluries, ("Our llugtrator iz a Navy vet-
eran and gerved our nation” said Jenii-
fer when asked about Blackwell,)

Brats groused about the USO-funded
trips Debhie took to 105, military bases in

Germany, [taly, Japan and South Eorea,
whiere ghe visited Defense Department
schools, read from “The Little
C.H.AM.P.5" and edu-tained children.

Brats  scoured  the  Operation
CH.A M. Fz Web pages and parsed state
mernts from Jemmifer and her mother
leoking for ammunition. There were
dark mutterings that the whole thing
wis somehow a scam.

“People pasume we're Hning our paock-
els with profit’ Jennifer said, “"We're a
R01{e)(3), 100 percent volunteer-run. Mok
one person has earned & penny”

She said procesds from the sale of the
book were what covered training, back-
ground checks and insurance for the
babaygitting program, called "Champgit-
ting”

Omn Now. 25, the Military Child Bduwea-
lion Coalition posted an announcement
on s Facsbook page, “After earefol
consideration,” it began, “we are with-
drawing oor support from The Little
Champs program.”

MCEC assured evervone that all of its
copies of "The Little CLH_A M. Pa" wainld
e thrown out. The brat bombardmernt,
MCEC's Keller said in an interview, "was
distracting us from doing our work.”

Om Dee, 1), the Finks announced they
were pulling the plug on Operation
CHAMPzs

"We have reached this decision relue-
tamtly, folbowing weeks of escalnted divi-
give attacks from a group of adult chil-
dren of military Servicemembers, which
began as a difference of opinion regard-
ing terminology,” read & statement on its
Web site.

Jennifer said they and their sponsors
were drowning under what she foels was
cybarbullying.

"It wasn't worth it Jennifer sald. "It
wis 5o not why we started this”

There was a backlash against the
bucklash, Jacey Eckhart, director of
spouse and family programs ar Mili-
tary.com, wroteé neolumn deploring the
brouhaha. Its first sentence: “This is why
we can't have nice things, people”

Eckhart, an Alr Force brat married toa
career Mavy man, wag surprised by the
vitriol the Finks encountered. “1 have
been in this space since 1996 and 1 have
not seen that kind of thing happen,” she
said in am interview,

Eckhart said its doubtfnl that the
Finks' little book — one of dozens of
similar bools that ceoss her desk every
year — could have led to a wholesals
change in nomenclamre.

“Clearly here, the Finls have stepped
intasome Kind of gap that really brooght
out a lot of emotion in people,’ she said.

Anmd they did it st & unique point in
time: While brats once graduated from
their high schools in Heidelberg, Ger-
many, or Ckinawsa, Japan, certain they'd
never see their classmates agaln, now

they eould find one another online — Gl
nze the Internet to pound the Finks into
submission.

Taps for champs

Somc brats see the viclory as an
opportunity for the brat community Lo
show its strength, to get recognition far
sacrifices made during childhood, o
reach out to current brats,

"CHAMPs i8 just a speed bump”
Holliker said. "They're the catalyst.
They're the blessing that got us looking
sk how remigs we've bean in mentoring
younger brats ourselves”

What has Jennifer learned?

*That there's no reom for eiviliang o
play a role” she said, "They've made thal
very clear”

As for her immediate fotere, Jennifer
suid, she’ focused on plonning her wed-
ding. She's engaged to & man who |8
Rerving in the 15 military, although she
sabd security concerns prevent her from
suylng which branch and where,

Thatmeans if ker husband gtayvs in the
sarvicn, and if they have children, theao
those kids could be . , . well, what wordd
youl call them, Jennifer?

"I would use any and all the names:
that celebrte them: military-connected
kid, military kid, brat. champ, fabulous
child whose father is a hero and who
gerved our country”
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