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A few simple acts grow into
a foundation for veterans
who find themselves adrift

Story and photos by Patsy Lynch

t started with a few concerned people who decided to act on

their beliefs that charity should begin at home. In their case,

it was providing food and blankets to the homeless, some of

whom were military veterans. As more people started getting

involved, these simple acts grew into a nonprofit organiza-
tion that now provides transitional housing, job training and sub-
stance use counseling.

As one resident said, “This is my safe space. I know that while I
can come and go as I please, I am part of a community that sup-
ports me when I am up and gives me a hand when I fall.” This is
The Baltimore Station.

The Baltimore Station is unique as it offers creative therapies,
physical activities and educational experiences to veterans who are
involved with the program. These programs also include peer coun-
seling, alcohol and substance use disorder counseling and support
services for those who relapse. They also provide daily meals.

This approach lays the groundwork for those veterans who, after
their separation from military service, found themselves adrift and
may have led to being homeless. The Baltimore Station’s outreach
provides veterans the opportunity to reconnect with the community,
improve their mental health while replacing negative behaviors such

as alcohol and drug use with positive behaviors that encourage them
to become more involved in their community and take responsibility
for their own lives.

For John Friedel, the executive director of The Baltimore Station,
service is a family tradition. While not being a veteran himself, he
comes from a family of veterans and wanted to give back.

“After spending time in the private sector, I wanted to give back to
the community.”

As Friedel observes, The Baltimore Station provides a therapeutic
environment for veterans who may be having a challenging time

reintegrating back into their communities after their time in service.

“Some of the veterans who come to us have a variety of issues
including but not limited to mental health concerns to on-going
health-related issues that may have stemmed from their time in
service. We work with various VA programs to make sure that these
veterans are provided the support they need and the opportunity to
gain experience in new or different skills that will help them in the
future.”

He continued by saying that within the last few years, there has
been a shift in the veteran population that they serve.

“We are seeing older veterans who may have a higher level of
physical and mental health issues that need to be addressed. So, our
programs include at least one hour a day with one-on-one mental
health counseling provided by licensed social workers and mental
health professionals. Personal hygiene and dental care along with
providing meals and transitional housing are also available. Those
veterans who have participated in these programs and move on, are
welcome to come back if their circumstances change. If we can, we
will reach out to those who may need help and try to provide what
services they need.”

“We have had family members of the veterans who have ‘gradu-
ated’ from our programs, as well as the veterans themselves come
back and talk to our current residents about their own experiences
and to show that they too can succeed.”

When asked about the absence of women veterans, Friedel admits
that he would love to have the funding and staff to provide those
services that may be unique to women.
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“Sadly, women veterans are often overlooked. It
breaks my heart that we simply don’t have the re-
sources to help women veterans at this time. We do
liaison with the VA locally to provide information
about services or try to help those women who
need more immediate medical attention. I am
hopeful that in the future, The Baltimore Station
will be able to provide similar services to women
veterans as we are able to currently provide to our
male veterans.”

James Lee Hardy, an Army veteran with over 20

ning the military after high school, he trained as an electrician
and found success in the private sector. However, his involvement
with drugs led to a series of choices that wreaked havoc with
his personal life.
“I was walking to the VA office here in Baltimore because
I was feeling suicidal,” Smitty said. “It was a cry for help. I
was hospitalized for a few days and the VA offered me some
programs that really didn’t meet my needs.”
Finally, he found out about the Baltimore Station
and enrolled in the programs offered.
“I really like being part of the Baltimore Station

years of service is the outreach coordinator for The Bal-

timore Station. A big man, his calm demeanor is a welcome

asset when a troubled veteran comes looking for help.
“For those veterans who come through our doors, the

because of the high level of concern,” said Smitty.
“Unlike other programs that are more concerned
about money (that they can get from the VA),
here at the Baltimore Station I know that people

hardest part for them is trust.”

Hardy sees his job as being able to provide vet-
erans coming to The Baltimore Station with a
sense of community, a sense of belonging and like
others who work here, uses his own experiences to
help him relate to others.

“I can relate to the people who come here. Be-
ing in the military, one has structure, which may
have been lost,” said Hardy. “Here one can find
a community and try to rebuild their lives.” Hardy
goes on to say that the various therapeutic programs

available are designed to help reestablish one’s sense of
purpose and pride. “I can get you here, provide some struc-
ture and help you up, when you fall. But in the end, as I also
tell these veterans, you chose where you want to go.”

For David T. Smith, aka Smitty, The Baltimore Station has
been a lifeline for him. A native of the Baltimore area, Smitty is
an engaging man with a smile that encompasses an entire room.
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care about me. I know that if I fall, I can come
back here. I am not going to be kicked out. There
a sense of community here, a feeling of belonging.

am cool with my daughter, her husband and even my
ex-wife. We are cool.... we just can’t live together,” Smitty
laughs.

He said his life is more stable and is grateful for the services
he has and continues to receive, including a variety of
medical services provided by the VA through The
Baltimore Station

“I am grateful for the services I am getting here,”

Smitty said. “I want to give back to others. Yes, I

do live one day at a time because I tell people that

it’s crazy to want to go back to my old life. I value

being valued and when I meet other vets who

are reluctant to seck help, I tell them that they are
worthwhile and by helping them get help, I know
that I am valued.”
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The Baltimore Station’s residential and out-patient programs
are designed to help homeless veterans suffering from chronic
substance use disorder mental health challenges. Veterans gradu-
ate with permanent housing, sustainable income and the tools they
need.

Currently, The Baltimore Station is providing about 100 veter-
ans with transitional housing with the assistance of the Veterans
Administration. The Baltimore Station will take a homeless veter-
an into their program from anywhere around the county.

They will work with the local VA to provide transportation to
Baltimore in the most efficient way so that the veteran can get the
treatment he needs as quickly as possible. The Baltimore Station
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will take a homeless veteran into their program anywhere in the
country. They will work with the local VA to provide transporta-
tion to Baltimore in the most efficient way so that the veteran can
get the treatment he needs as quickly as possible.

Volunteers are an integral part of The Baltimore Station. They
collaborate with paid staff members providing a variety of thera-
peutic services that play a key role in the resident’s self esteem and
self~worth.

For those interested in volunteering as individuals or as a group
are encouraged to contact Volunteer Coordinator Lilly Frazier
at lfrazier@baltimorestation.org. For those interested in learning
more about The Baltimore Station, visit www.baltimorestation.org,
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