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By	Fraser	Sherman	Updated	January	04,	2022	America	has	long	had	a	complicated	relationship	with	tattoos.	In	times	past,	VFW	Magazine	says,	a	Naval	tattoo	seemed	to	many	people	an	iconic	symbol	of	swashbuckling	adventure;	to	others	it	embodied	sleaze	and	a	disreputable	lifestyle.	In	the	21st	century,	with	tattoos	so	common,	the	U.S.	Coast
Guard	and	other	military	branches	have	become	increasingly	chill	about	tattooed	recruits.	You	can	join	the	Coast	Guard	with	tattoos,	but	there	are	limits.	Sleeves	are	fine,	but	only	small	hand	tattoos	and	no	visible	neck	or	face	tats.	Racist,	extremist	or	sexually	explicit	tattoos	are	unacceptable.	Tattoos	and	the	military	have	been	paired	since	the	days
of	the	Roman	army.	Roman	soldiers	would	receive	tattoos	of	dots	marking	their	membership	in	the	army	and	in	particular	units.	The	sleazy	side	of	tattoos	goes	back	that	far,	too.	For	many	Romans,	tattoos	were	a	mark	worn	by	slaves	and	criminals	rather	than	by	proud	soldiers.	The	practice	remained	popular	in	Christian	Europe	until	the	eighth
century	C.E,	when	the	Roman	Catholic	Church	outlawed	tattooing.	In	the	1700s,	however,	English	sailors	encountered	foreign	cultures	that	practiced	tattooing	and	they	began	getting	their	own	tats.	The	practice	soon	spread	to	America.	A	tattoo	of	a	regimental	insignia	not	only	encouraged	group	bonding,	it	helped	identify	bodies	in	days	before	dog
tags	and	DNA	identification.	Tattoos	on	military	members	remained	a	thing,	but	the	Pentagon	hasn't	always	been	comfortable	with	that.	The	Coast	Guard,	for	instance,	wants	its	members	to	present	a	sharp,	professional	military	appearance,	while	allowing	for	personal	expression	through	skin	art.	The	same	is	true	of	the	other	branches:	tattoos	are
tolerated,	but	they	mustn't	be	excessive.	Veterans	Breakfast	Club	says	the	U.S.	Coast	Guard,	along	with	the	Navy,	Army,	Air	Force	and	Marine	Corps,	has	grown	more	liberal	about	tattoos	in	recent	years.	The	reason	is	simple:	the	military	needs	to	enlist	capable	young	Americans	and	that's	a	heavily	tattooed	population.	Nearly	half	of	young	America
has	tattoos,	so	restrictive	policies	would	eliminate	a	lot	of	otherwise	promising	recruits.	Changes	to	the	military	tattoo	policies	have	made	them	more	or	less	uniform	across	the	American	armed	forces.	In	the	Coast	Guard,	tattoos	are	allowed	as	long	as	they're	reasonably	discreet.	You	can	cover	your	chest	in	ink,	for	instance,	as	long	as	nothing's	visible
above	the	neck	of	your	T-shirt.	Sleeves	are	fine,	and	leg	tattoos	are	acceptable.	Coast	Guard	tattoos	are	acceptable	on	your	hands,	up	to	a	length	of	1	inch,	but	not	extending	past	the	first	knuckle	closest	to	the	wrist.	In	addition	you	can	have	a	finger	tattoo	on	each	hand,	no	longer	than	first	to	second	knuckle,	plus	one	ring	tattoo.	The	ring	can't	be	on
your	thumb.	You	cannot	have	Coast	Guard	tattoos	on	the	face,	head,	neck,	scalp,	tongue,	lips	or	eyelids.	The	service	also	bans	tattoos	that	represent	racism	or	discrimination,	indecency,	extremist	views,	lawlessness	or	violence.	Sexually	explicit	tattoos	are	another	no-go.	The	other	services	are	more	or	less	on	the	same	page,	but	they	are	more
restrictive	on	hand	tattoos.	The	Navy	is	the	only	branch	that	allows	visible	neck	tattoos.	The	crew	of	a	Coast	Guard	cutter	Joseph	Tezanos	offloads	nearly	$15	million	in	cocaine	and	transfers	custody	of	two	suspected	smugglers	at	Coast	Guard	Base,	San	Juan,	Puerto	Rico,	on	July	12,	2021.	U.S.	Coast	Guard	The	Coast	Guard	is	the	smallest	of	the	U.S.
armed	forces	(apart	from	the	newly	formed	Space	Force)	with	over	50,000	active	members.	This	is	separate	from	the	Coast	Guard	Reserve	and	Auxiliary.	It	is	a	military	service,	although	it	is	not	a	part	of	the	Department	of	Defense.	In	the	wake	of	the	9/11	attacks,	the	Coast	Guard	was	transferred	from	the	Department	of	Transportation	to	the
Department	of	Homeland	Security	in	2003.	In	the	past,	the	Coast	Guard	has	been	placed	under	the	Department	of	the	Navy	during	wartime,	and	current	federal	laws	authorize	this	to	be	done	at	the	authorization	of	Congress	or	the	president.	The	Coast	Guard	is	headed	by	the	Commandant	of	the	Coast	Guard,	a	position	held	by	Adm.	Linda	L.	Fagan	as
of	2022.	She	is	the	first	woman	to	head	a	branch	of	the	U.S.	military.	Coast	Guard	operations	are	divided	into	Atlantic	and	Pacific	commands,	with	a	vice	admiral	in	charge	of	each	region.	The	commands	are	subdivided	into	nine	districts	(they	are	not	numbered	consecutively,	which	is	why	there	are	districts	with	numbers	above	nine).	Here	is	an
interactive	map	of	the	nine	districts	and	the	states	in	each	district.	The	Atlantic	Area:	District	1	-	Northern	New	Jersey,	New	York,	Connecticut,	Rhode	Island,	Massachusetts,	New	Hampshire,	Vermont	and	MaineDistrict	5	-	Pennsylvania,	southern	New	Jersey,	Delaware,	Maryland,	Virginia	and	North	CarolinaDistrict	7	-	Puerto	Rico,	Florida,	Georgia,
South	Carolina	and	34	foreign	nations	and	territoriesDistrict	8	-	26	states,	including	the	Gulf	of	Mexico	coastline	from	Florida	to	Mexico,	the	adjacent	offshore	waters	and	outer	continental	shelf,	as	well	as	the	inland	waterways	of	the	Mississippi,	Ohio,	Missouri,	Illinois	and	Tennessee	River	systems.District	9	-	The	five	Great	Lakes,	the	Saint	Lawrence
Seaway	and	parts	of	the	surrounding	states	including	6,700	miles	of	shoreline	and	1,500	miles	of	the	international	border	with	Canada	The	Pacific	Area:	Each	district	is	divided	into	sectors.	Each	sector	is	responsible	for	protecting	inland	waterways	and	coastal	waters	within	the	U.S.	Economic	Exclusion	Zone	(any	water	within	200	miles	of	shore).	For
example,	Sector	St.	Petersburg,	within	District	7,	is	responsible	for	the	western	coast	of	Florida,	plus	a	large	portion	of	the	Gulf	of	Mexico.	Sector	Buffalo	is	responsible	for	the	Lake	Erie	and	Lake	Ontario	shorelines	and	a	segment	of	the	St.	Lawrence	Seaway.	The	operational	units	within	each	sector	are	stations,	which	ships	and	boats	use	as	a	home
base,	and	air	stations,	where	Coast	Guard	air	crews	are	based.	The	Coast	Guard	generally	uses	the	same	order	of	rank	as	the	U.S.	Navy.	Here	is	a	list	of	the	Coast	Guard	ranks,	along	with	the	Army,	Marine	Corps,	Navy	and	Air	Force.	Next,	we'll	look	at	the	ships	and	aircraft	that	the	Coast	Guard	use.	On	Nov.	11	each	year,	Americans	honor	Veterans
for	their	willingness	to	serve	and	sacrifice	for	the	common	good.	Being	a	Veteran	myself,	I	know	that	there	are	many	facets	to	how	military	service	impacts	an	individual.	Some	of	these	facets	are	so	nuanced	that	they	might	seem	insignificant.	To	people	who	have	never	had	an	immediate	family	member	or	close	friend	in	the	military,	these	impacts
could	be	invisible.	Nuanced	and	seemingly	insignificant	as	they	are,	these	impacts	are	anything	but.	They	add	up	over	years	of	service	and	they	can	change	the	entire	course	of	the	service	member’s	life.	The	way	to	learn	about	these	not-so-visible	impacts	of	military	service	is	by	listening	to	Veterans’	stories.	In	this	vein,	I’m	offering	my	story.	It	is	also
my	wife’s	story	and,	together,	it	is	the	story	of	a	dual-military	couple	balancing	their	commitment	to	the	Coast	Guard	with	their	commitment	to	each	other	in	the	months	before	and	after	our	nation	was	turned	upside	down	on	Sept.	11,	2001.	Sara	and	I	graduated	from	the	U.S.	Coast	Guard	Academy	in	the	spring	of	2000.	We	had	been	dating	since	our
third-class	(sophomore)	year,	and	under	the	Academy’s	“buddy	program,”	we	were	able	to	be	stationed	in	the	same	location.	I	was	assigned	to	Coast	Guard	Cutter	Alert,	and	Sara	was	assigned	to	Coast	Guard	Cutter	Steadfast,	both	based	in	Astoria,	Oregon.	The	first	eighteen	months	as	a	junior	officer	are	busy.	You	are	learning	new	jobs,	attending
vocational	schools,	and	working	toward	watch	qualifications	in	order	to	become	a	productive	member	of	the	crew.	I	was	working	toward	qualifications	for	engineer	of	the	watch	and	deck	watch	officer.	I	also	had	a	number	of	collaterals	such	as	damage	control	assistant,	morale	officer,	and	fueling	officer.	Sara	was	a	dedicated	deck	watch	officer	and
served	as	a	boarding	team	member,	law	enforcement	officer,	and	morale	officer.	Patrols	are	the	lifeblood	of	a	cutter	and	where	it	performs	the	Coast	Guard’s	mission.	With	our	ships	being	the	only	210-foot	cutters	in	Astoria,	Alert	and	Steadfast	worked	in	port	and	starboard	rotations.	This	meant	one	ship	would	be	in	port	while	the	other	was	running
fishery	patrols	and	drug	interdiction	operations	in	the	waters	between	British	Columbia	and	Central	America.	Each	patrol	lasted	six	to	eight	weeks.	By	May	of	2001,	we	had	settled	into	our	shipboard	routines	and	started	to	plan	for	our	next	assignments.	Summer	began	with	Sara	being	on	patrol.	I’m	a	foodie	and	I	had	promised	her	that	when	she	got
back,	we	would	drive	my	Jeep	to	a	remote	section	of	the	beach	for	an	elaborate	picnic.	It	was	also	the	perfect	cover-up	for	a	marriage	proposal.	The	picnic	didn’t	go	quite	as	planned.	I	was	so	focused	on	not	screwing	up	the	proposal	that	I	forgot	entirely	about	the	food.	Also,	Oregon	beaches	are	not	known	for	being	timid.	Not	long	after	we	arrived,	the
temperature	dropped	and	then	the	wind	picked	up	and	started	blasting	us	with	sand.	Sara	wanted	to	leave	but	I	insisted	we	stay	longer	and	take	a	walk.	Being	the	good	sport	that	she	is,	Sara	played	along	and	I	finally	got	to	propose.	She	said	yes	and	then	we	scurried	back	to	the	cover	of	the	Jeep.	Given	the	ships’	busy	schedules,	we	planned	to	elope
sometime	in	the	fall	of	2001	and	then	have	more	traditional	wedding	the	following	spring.	My	ship	departed	to	patrol	off	the	coast	of	Mexico	a	few	weeks	later.	On	the	morning	of	Sept.	11,	we	had	a	brief	refueling	stop	in	Mexico.	I	was	on	duty	on	the	ship	as	engineering	officer	of	the	watch	when	we	received	a	priority	Z	message,	which	requires
immediate	action.	The	message	provided	few	details	of	the	attacks	and	ordered	us	to	get	underway	immediately.	As	the	ship’s	crew	struggled	to	make	sense	of	what	was	happening	and	why,	we	set	armed	guards	on	the	gangway	and	I	rushed	to	light	off	the	ship’s	engines.	Being	at	sea	in	a	foreign	country,	our	access	to	news	was	limited	and
inaccurate.	None	of	our	crew	would	have	an	accurate	picture	of	what	had	happened	at	the	Pentagon,	World	Trade	Center,	and	Shanksville	until	our	return	to	Astoria	nine	days	later.	In	the	meantime,	I	had	no	way	of	communicating	with	Sara	other	than	a	few	abbreviated	emails	sent	and	received	through	Alert’s	spotty	internet	connection.	While	we
focused	on	our	immediate	work,	everything	else	was	uncertain.	In	the	span	of	hours,	we	had	gone	from	serving	in	the	military	during	a	time	of	peace	to	serving	in	the	military	during	a	time	of	conflict.	We	didn’t	know	how	long	the	9/11	surge	efforts	would	last	and	how	that	would	impact	our	ships’	schedules.	While	the	ships’	operations	surged,	the
bureaucratic	assignment	process	churned	on,	inching	us	closer	to	a	deadline	to	submit	“dream	sheets”	to	detail	our	requests	for	our	next	assignments.	As	the	deadline	loomed	closer,	the	assignment	officers	made	it	clear	that	without	a	marriage	certificate,	a	request	from	Sara	and	me	to	be	co-located	would	not	be	considered.	We	thought	we’d	have
plenty	of	time	to	elope	once	I	returned	to	Astoria,	but	then	my	ship’s	patrol	was	extended	to	support	maritime	security	efforts	and	Sara’s	deployment	was	moved	sooner.	We	soon	realized	that	we	would	only	have	48	hours	in	port	together	once	my	ship	arrived.	To	further	complicate	the	logistics,	my	dad	and	his	wife	were	flying	in	to	Oregon	for	a
previously	scheduled	visit.	To	have	only	them	at	our	elopement	wouldn’t	be	fair	to	Sara’s	family,	so	we	decided	to	keep	our	marriage	a	secret.	The	problem	was,	this	left	us	a	grand	total	of	two	hours	to	get	married.	Coast	Guard	Commander	Sara	DiLuna	poses	with	her	children	after	she	gave	their	Cub	Scout	pack	a	tour	of	USCGC	Stratton.	While	I	was
underway	in	the	Pacific,	Sara	coordinated	the	details	from	Astoria.	My	ship	arrived	mid-morning	on	Sept,	20.	I	disembarked	the	moment	the	brow	was	in	place	at	the	Coast	Guard	pier	and	Sara	picked	me	up.	We	raced	home	where	I	changed	into	a	pair	of	khaki	pants	and	a	shirt	that	she	had	ironed	for	me.	She	put	on	a	blue-flowered	sundress	and
grabbed	an	old	fleece	sweatshirt	on	her	way	out	the	door	in	case	the	weather	changed.	We	hurried	to	the	Astoria	pier	to	meet	the	officiant	and	our	two	witnesses.	And	there,	on	that	overcast	day	near	the	mouth	of	the	Columbia	River,	we	exchanged	our	vows.	The	ceremony	lasted	all	of	ten	minutes.	We	celebrated	with	a	brief	lunch	at	Cannery	Cafe	on
the	pier	with	our	witnesses,	snapped	a	quick	picture,	removed	the	rings	we	had	exchanged	just	thirty	minutes	before,	and	then	got	in	the	car	to	make	the	hundred-mile	drive	to	the	Portland	Airport	to	pick	up	my	dad.	Those	hundred	miles	were	hardly	enough	time	for	the	events	of	the	previous	two	weeks	to	sink	in,	but	it	was	all	we	had	before	turning
to	the	business	of	helping	America	regroup	and	prepare	for	a	new	era	in	defense.	A	day	and	a	half	later,	Sara	was	underway	to	the	busy	ports	of	San	Francisco	and	Seattle	to	ensure	commerce	continued	flowing	by	providing	security	escort	services	for	merchant	ships.	While	many	newlywed	couples	struggle	in	their	first	year	of	marriage,	ours	was
actually	quite	blissful	.	.	.	we	saw	each	other	only	three	times,	and	one	of	those	times	was	through	a	set	of	“big	eye”	binoculars	as	our	ships	passed	each	other	in	the	waters	of	Northern	California.	In	our	Christmas	cards	that	year,	Sara	and	I	revealed	to	our	family	and	friends	that	we	had	gotten	married.	We	reaffirmed	our	vows	in	a	traditional
ceremony	one	year	and	one	day	later	in	Sara’s	hometown	of	Phoenix,	Arizona.	After	seven	years	in	the	Coast	Guard,	I	resigned	my	commission	to	pursue	my	entrepreneurial	passions	and	eventually	start	a	service	design	company	for	the	federal	government.	Sara	continues	to	serve	and	just	celebrated	her	eighteenth	year	in	the	Coast	Guard.	We	have
two	great	little	kids,	ages	seven	and	nine,	and	our	life	as	an	active	duty	military	family	is	typical	of	any	family	with	two	working	parents	–	extremely	chaotic.	As	September	approaches	each	year,	I	find	myself	reflecting	on	the	tragedies	9/11.	In	recent	years,	I’ve	also	struggled	to	find	a	way	to	talk	with	my	kids	about	what	happened.	At	this	young	age,
there	are	only	so	many	details	I	can	give,	but	even	when	they	are	old	enough	to	know	everything,	I	wonder	if	they’ll	ever	be	able	to	truly	comprehend	the	magnitude	of	the	attacks.	What	I	talk	about	instead	is	how	afterward	there	was	an	undeniable	force	that	united	all	Americans.	Heroes	emerged	from	the	stories	of	horrific	tragedy,	and	this	wasn’t
just	individuals,	but	groups	of	strangers	who	shared	a	unity	of	purpose	to	rescue,	recover,	and	restore	our	way	of	life.	Our	family’s	history	is	intrinsically	tied	to	the	tragedies	of	9/11	and	that	effort	to	recover	and	restore.	Though	Sara	and	I	were	simply	service	members	fulfilling	our	duty	to	protect	and	defend	the	United	States,	the	story	of	our
marriage	in	the	wake	of	the	attacks	illustrates	one	of	the	less-visible	facets	of	what	it	means	to	serve.	For	us,	as	with	any	Veteran	or	active	duty	service	member,	by	agreeing	to	serve,	we	give	up	control	of	certain	aspects	of	our	lives.	Even	above	the	biggest	milestones	in	life,	the	mission	comes	first.	The	people	we	love	often	come	second.	That	is	our
sacrifice	and	it	is	a	sacrifice	that	our	family	members	make,	too.	About	the	author:	John	DiLuna	is	a	Coast	Guard	Veteran	and	the	founder	and	CEO	of	Technical	Assent,	a	service	design	company	that	helps	federal	government	agencies	improve	performance	and	customer	experience.	He	is	also	a	Coast	Guard	spouse	and	father	of	two	young	children.
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