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Six years ago, Vicki Dickinson's phone rang. It was her 
daughter-in-law. "She said, 'The chaplain is here.' And I knew 
what that meant," said Dickinson, a Battle Creek resident. "I 
hung up with her and I couldn't breathe."  
 
Dickinson's son, Michael, was serving in the U.S. Army when 
he was killed in Iraq by a sniper in 2006. The 26-year-old was 
on his fifth tour and was supposed to return home just nine 
days later. 
 
"You lose a piece of you," Vicki Dickinson said. "It's gone, and 
it doesn't come back." 
 
Other Gold Star Moms are familiar with the feeling. 
 
Emily Hansen, an Athens resident, said she was at work when 
she was escorted to the building's human resources 
department in 2010. There, she was told that her 25-year-old 
son, Jimmy Hansen, had been killed on a base in Iraq while 
serving in the U.S. Air Force. 
 
"I wanted to walk out the door," she said, "but they shut it on 
me." 
 
Now, both Hansen's and Vicki Dickinson's daily attire include a 
gold star pin. It represents their membership in American Gold 
Star Mothers, a national organization of women whose 
children served in the military and either died in action, 
accidents or suicide. Emily Hansen, who is the local chapter's 
president, said there are 12 members in the group's western 
Michigan division. 
 
"I contact moms to let them know they're not alone," she said, 
"and that you don't have to join, but we're here to support 
you." 
 
Tina Buschke, a Battle Creek resident, knew her membership 
was optional – but her title as a "Gold Star Mom" is not, she 
said. 
 
On Thursday, it will be a year since Buschke's only child, 
Joshua Throckmorton, was killed. The 28-year-old was killed 
by an improvised explosive device in Iraq while serving in the 
Army. Throckmorton was married with three children. 
 
Buschke said she was in disbelief over her son's death. 
 
"You know they're not lying to you, but you want them to," she 
said. "I have a hard time accepting he's gone." 
 
The members, who call themselves Gold Star Moms, stay 
active through monthly meetings, attending local military 
funerals and establishing memorial scholarship funds in their 
children's names. The Michael Dickinson Memorial 
Scholarship sends teenage children to summer camp, the 
James A. Hansen Memorial Scholarship helps high school 

students in Athens pay for college and the Joshua 
Throckmorton Memorial Scholarship Fund gives college 
funding to Battle Creek Central High School graduates who 
played football. 
The group also has a private Facebook page that allows the 
mothers to communicate during some of their lowest 
moments. 
 
Their stories are different, the women say, but their endings 
are sadly the same. Buschke said attending celebrations is 
hard. Vicki Dickinson, who lost 50 pounds after her son died, 
said material things now have no significance. The hardest 
part, Emily Hansen said, is seeing someone who looks like her 
son. 
 
"We're trying," Emily Hansen said. "Not trying to move on, but 
trying to deal with a new normal." 
 
There is also a Gold Star Dads group. Jimmy Hansen's father, 
Rich, is the state captain for Michigan's organization. Rich 
Hansen said the group is only an online forum, but provides a 
virtual place for men around the country who are often 
overlooked and who often find no other way to grieve the loss 
of their children. Like the mothers, Rich Hansen said, fathers 
need support. 
 
"I just want them to know there's somebody out there," he 
said. 
 
All Gold Star organizations are intended to serve as a support 
system for their members and as a way to honor loved ones. 
But for mothers it is often a painful reminder that they have 
lost their "fallen heroes" – such as Senior Airman Jimmy 
Hansen, who joined the Air Force to follow in his father's 
footsteps; Staff Sgt. Throckmorton, who originally wanted to 
be a police officer; or Staff Sgt. Michael Dickinson, who 
wanted to join the Army since he was a child after hearing old 
war stories from his grandfather. 
 
Still, the ladies know constant grieving is not what their sons 
would have wanted even though they would have wanted to 
be remembered, Buschke said. Community support for their 
children and others serving in the military has been strong, 
said Emily Hansen, but many still don't know what the gold 
star symbolizes. She encourages people to ask, she said. 
 
"We don't want special treatment," she said. "We just want our 
sons to be remembered." 
 
And though they met at their most trying times, the ladies have 
formed a loving bond with each other. 
 
"I've known these women less than a year, but I love them," 
Buschke said. "They're my sisters." 
 


