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ou never do chores in the military without 
your boots on,” says N.D. National Guard 
Staff Sergeant Nathan Johnson, “unless 

you’re unable to put them on during an attack.” 

Stationed at the Forward Operating Base (FOB) 
Warhorse near Baqubah, Iraq, the possibility of an 
attack on the gritty U.S. stronghold where Johnson 
served with the 188th Air Defense Artillery  
Regiment was a real one. During the course of  
Nathan‘s tour, Baqubah had emerged as a scene  
of intense guerrilla activity.  

As Nathan laced up his boots each morning in  
preparation for the duties and dangers he’d confront 
as an Officer in Charge of Air Defense and Air  
Management, his wife, 
Christina, was roughly 
8,000 miles away in 
Bismarck, N.D., helping 
their one-year-old son, 
Isaac, do the same.

Isaac’s “boots” are actual-
ly orthopedic leg braces, 
designed to help him 
walk. But since they  
are printed in the same  
desert camouflage his 
dad wears, putting them 
on each morning becomes 
a ritual of tribute,  
instead of a chore. 

That’s because Isaac is 
his father’s son. “A dad-
dy’s boy for sure,” Nathan 
says with a smile.

Iraq will always be here”

Mounds of melting  
snow lined the streets  
of Bismarck the night 
Isaac was born. It was 
March 18, 2010. 

Nathan was in Iraq,  
and his Chief Warrant 
Officer ordered him to 
call his First Sergeant  
on the double. Nathan 
immediately thought of 
his friends in Afghanistan 
with whom he had served 

during his initial deployment from 2005–2007. “At 
first I thought something went wrong in Afghanistan 
with a few of my close friends,” Nathan recalls.  
“he told me about a Red Cross message, saying 
Christina had to have an emergency C-section. he 
assured me everything was okay, but the situation 
sounded bad enough for me.” 

Nathan’s fears were warranted. Christina had  
been rushed to the hospital, and was very ill with a  
serious pregnancy complication called pre-eclampsia. 
After an emergency C-section, a tiny baby boy was 
delivered … seven weeks premature. 

Isaac weighed exactly 3 pounds when Christina 
held him for the first time. Doctors determined that 

he’d had a stroke before 
he was born, affecting 
a part of the brain that 
controls vision and motor 
skills. Three days later, 
Isaac suffered a brain 
hemorrhage. Doctors 
placed a port in his head, 
to create a reservoir where 
fluids could collect and be 
drained to relieve pressure 
on his brain. Isaac was 
fighting for his life.

Making matters worse 
for the young family was 
Nathan’s deployment. 
“The day they found the 
hemorrhage was difficult, 
but there wasn’t much I 
could do from Iraq,” Na-
than says. “I just wished 
I could have been there 
for Christina. I stuck it 
out for a few weeks with 
everything going on back 
home … until they decided 
to put the port in Isaac’s 
head. The best advice any-
one told me was, ‘Johnson, 
Iraq will always be here, 
go home and make sure 
everything is good there.’” 

Impossible Questions

For the next seven weeks, 
Isaac remained in the 
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Neonatal Intensive Care Unit, and the Johnsons 
grappled with the profound questions surrounding 
the future of their fragile son. 

As a Special education teacher, Christina felt the 
same agonizing frustration that so many of her  
students’ parents must have experienced. “We were 
told on one end that he may simply need a therapy 
here or there, and at the other end, that he may never 
walk, talk or see. Will it get better? Will he still get  
to play sports? Why us?” Christina wondered.

Meanwhile, Nathan—now home to stay after a year 
in Iraq—was in denial over his son’s delayed develop-
ment. “I just pretended it wasn’t real for the longest 
time,” he admits. eventually, the missed milestones 
could no longer be ignored. “We were sitting in the 
living room one night,” remembers Christina, “and 
Nathan looked at me and said, ‘This is never going  
to go away, is it?’ That was our moment of reality.” 

Helping Hands

The Johnsons were determined to do all they could 
to help Isaac reach his full potential. Nathan, 
Christina, Isaac, and older brother Carter moved 
from Bismarck to Fargo in 2011. From there, they 
assembled a team of dedicated experts that would 
empower Isaac to reach their high expectations.

Michelle peterson, a Developmental Specialist with 
the Anne Carlsen Center KIDS program, would 
work with the family at home, providing support, 
instruction, information and resources to help  
Isaac realize his full potential. Beyond Boundar-
ies Therapy would help with developing motor and 
speech skills, and the North Dakota Vision Services/
School for the Blind would work to help Isaac  
maximize his limited vision. 

The first step in plotting out a course for Isaac was 
a clear evaluation of his potential. peterson (known 
by many as “Micki”) was there to provide the 
straightforward assessment the Johnsons needed. 
“Micki was the first person not to sugarcoat things 
for Christina and me,” says Nathan. “She laid every-
thing out for us and explained that ‘this was wrong, 
he needs to do this better, work on this, watch for 
this, he will struggle with this.’ To me it was like 
someone beat down the elephant in the room.”

Working with peterson and other KIDS program per-
sonnel, the Johnsons have had the support system in 
place to focus on Isaac’s overall development within 
his natural environment. In the process, the family 

has learned that not all therapies require trained  
experts; in fact, four-year-old brother Carter also 
plays a major part in Isaac’s continued success. 
“hands down, Isaac could not have a better big broth-
er,” says Christina. “Carter is a very strong-willed, 
independent 4-year-old, which has helped push Isaac 
in his development. Carter loves to help Isaac walk 
and has taught him most of the words he knows.”

A Bright Future

Isaac, who turned 3 years old on March 18, is a 
“happy, mischievous, talkative child,” say his proud 
parents. “But if there was one word to describe him, 
it would be determined,” adds Christina. “he loves 
being able to do things on his own.” 

These extraordinary qualities have made a big 
impression on the KIDS program team members. 
“If you were to just look at Isaac’s medical file,” says 
peterson, “You would think that this little boy would 
have significant impairments. But spend just five 
minutes with Isaac, and you easily forget that he 
has challenges. his strong will, determination and 
the support of his parents and brother have already 
brought Isaac further than most of the experts 
would have anticipated.”

As Christina puts it, “We cannot wait to see what 
the future holds for Isaac. each day is a blessing. 
he continues to amaze us each day.”

To be sure, not every day is going to be easy. Isaac 
does have his challenges; the stroke he suffered left 
him with cortical vision impairment—a neurological 
issue that causes his brain to incorrectly interpret 
what his eyes see. Cerebral palsy affects his legs 
and feet. But more noticeable than the walker Isaac 
sometimes relies on … or the brown-and-tan “boots” 
strapped to his legs … is a tremendously happy  
little boy, whose march towards independence is  
proceeding with the strength and resolve of a soldier.

Just like his proud daddy.  

An army of four: 
(from left to right) 
N.D. National 
Guard Staff  
Sergeant Nathan 
Johnson with  
sons Isaac (3)  
and Carter (4) and 
wife Christina.


