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Colin Schuster sits in a darkened 
MU lecture hall as the projector illuminates 
paintings and multimedia art on a sterile white 
screen during a summer art class in 2010. 
Nearly one year before that moment, he was 
returning home from his second deployment in 
Afghanistan. 

That day in art class, his emotional dam 
broke. “I started crying,” Schuster says. “I saw 
the beauty in things I had never seen before. It 
totally opened me up emotionally after having 
to shut it all down.”

He says he now sees more of the beauty 
in life. He also reached the emotional depth 
he found in art class when he read Sebastian 
Junger’s War for the first time. He recalls 
this line verbatim: “Combat isn’t where you 
might die — though that does happen — it’s 
where you find out whether you get to keep on 
living.” He says it’s the most remarkable book 
about war he has read. “He finally put into 
words for me all of the emotion I had wrapped 
up that I never had been able to analyze and 
deal with,” Schuster says. 

After serving four years of active duty in 
the Army and spending a total of 13 months 
in Afghanistan on two separate tours, Schuster 
is now a staff sergeant in the Army Reserve. 
His battered and beat-up University of North 
Carolina baseball cap has been through both 
deployments.

 During his time in the service, Schuster’s 
military experiences awakened something 
within him. He was a shy soldier until he 
volunteered to help with the humanitarian 
effort in Afghanistan. His primary duties 
as a volunteer were to aid locals, oversee 
construction projects, speak with tribal elders 
and attend shuras, which are meetings similar 
to parliaments. During one mission, he set up 
a makeshift medical clinic in Sekci, a village 
about 130 miles north of Kandahar Province, a 
desolate area that has little medical care. “We 
laughed, and we joked, and we ate with them,” 
he says. “We played with the kids. It was a 
blast.”

Schuster also visited elementary schools in 
Afghanistan and got that warm fuzzy feeling 
when he taught children how to make paper 
airplanes and shared his candy sent from home. 
Schuster says those experiences and his faith 
enabled him to see the human side of war.

Still, he did see his share of firefights 
and violence. After the sound of gunfire had 
ceased and all was still, Schuster’s unit would 

perform battle damage assessments. “We 
would be dragging bodies out of ditches that 
other people had killed, along with all of their 
weapons,” he says.

When he returned to the U.S. in July 2009 
after his second tour, Schuster thought he had 
post-traumatic stress disorder. He experienced 
paranoia in gas stations, airports, grocery 
stores and malls. He says his body was telling 
him everyone wanted to kill him, even though 
he knew that was impossible. With time, the 
sensation lessened. He was comforted when 
he read Dave Grossman’s On Combat: The 
Psychology and Physiology of Deadly Conflict 
in War and Peace. Grossman wrote that 
what Schuster was experiencing was a part 
of the natural survival instinct that becomes 
hardwired into human biology while enduring 
trauma on the battlefield.

The paranoia subsided as Schuster 
assimilated into university life after the 
service, something he says wasn’t difficult, 
even though he was five years older than most 
of his freshman peers. He says he could easily 
pass for a freshman thanks to his youthful 
looks. His peers in chemistry class weren’t 
aware of his age and his military service until 
the last few weeks of class.

Schuster, now 24, says the outgoing 
personality he uncovered in Afghanistan has 
come in handy when making friends at MU. 
“I have a ferocious love for people,” he says, 
adding that the people in his classes often 
become like a family to him.

After he finishes his schooling at MU, 
he hopes to become an orthopedic surgeon 
in the Army. After he injured his shoulder 
weightlifting (he’s in the gym every weekday), 
Schuster had a centimeter and a half cut out of 
his collarbone to prevent bone from rubbing 
on bone. Before he went under the knife, he 
watched videos of surgeries on YouTube to 
understand the intricacies involved with his 
procedure. Schuster says he is fascinated by 
the concept of human biology and structured 
creativity. “It’s high-class carpentry,” he says.

In 2013, Schuster plans to re-enlist. 
Wherever he is re-deployed, his lucky, ragged 
UNC hat will be going with him. “I can’t let 
the Army go,” he says. “I thought about not 
re-enlisting and just doing the school thing for 
a while, but I just can’t. I have buddies who are 
over there, and I’ll just look at their pictures. 
I’m jealous. How dare they go without me?”

– DAVID CAWTHON
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Because of his young looks, many of colin Schuster’s classmates don’t 
realize he is a veteran. Photograph by nIcK ScHnelle
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