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- They’re trained for war ...
and Wall Street

A Philadelphia firm prepares wounded veterans to become securities
brokers. After all, anyone who’s excelled in combat can surely brave
the high-pressure world of finance -- even in these tough times.

By David Zucchino
March 14, 2009

Reporting from Phil-
adelphia -- If you
didn’t know John
Jones, you'd assume
he was just another
overworked securities
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John Jones, who lost both legs in Iraq, is the sidewalk to wolf
enrolled in a six-month brokerage course at Jown a quick lunch
Drexel Hamilton in Philadelphia. “The Ma-
rine Corps is just a big business with toys. I
operated and managed 65 people,” he said.
“If you can do that, there’s nothing you can’t
do in a corporation.”

in this city’s financial
district.

But when Jones sits
down, his recent past
is on full display. Titanium shins poke out from the cuffs of
his dress slacks, revealing prosthetic legs. Jones was a Marine
staff sergeant in Iraq in 2005 when a land mine blew off both
legs below the knees.

Now he spends his days hunched over a desk, taking a crash
course to become a licensed securities broker. Jones doesn’t
have a college education or a finance background, but he does
have a wealth of experience as a leader and decision-maker in
highly stressful situations.

At one point, his post-combat future came down to competing
for a role as a wounded veteran on the soap opera “All My
Children” -- he lost the final audition to a friend -- or brav-
ing the current Wall Street image of greed and recklessness to
become a broker.

“It all boils down to morals: Do the right thing, keep your
integrity intact,” Jones said of his intention to join an industry
blamed by many Americans for helping trigger the nation’s
economic collapse.

Jones and a fellow soldier, Army Master Sgt. George Holmes,
are the first two students in a six-month course designed to
train seriously injured veterans for finance industry jobs. The
Philadelphia brokerage firm that runs the program was found-
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ed by a wounded Vietnam veteran who believes that anyone
who excels in combat can flourish in the high-pressure world
of Wall Street.

The timing may not seem opportune: The financial sector is
in meltdown, the stock market is volatile, layoffs are rampant,
and the public backlash against Wall Street is fierce and un-
sparing.

So why bring wounded veterans into this cauldron?

“These are the guys who sacrificed to keep us free. If you don’t
trust them, you don’t trust anybody,” said Lawrence Doll, the
disabled Vietnam veteran who started the Drexel Hamilton
brokerage.

The firm’s program prepares wounded veterans for the two
grueling exams required to become licensed securities bro-
kers. If the veterans pass, they are guaranteed a job -- either
with Doll’s firm or another brokerage company -- buying and
trading securities. The program pays for living, travel and in-
struction expenses, at a cost of roughly $19,000 per veteran.

Jones and Holmes, who beat out 15 others for the first two
slots, are immersed daily in the ways of Wall Street. Most
classes are held at Drexel Hamilton’s 14th-floor office in a
Philadelphia skyscraper, with weeklong field trips to the New
York Stock Exchange, Goldman Sachs, the Chicago Board of
Options Exchange and other places.

The two were honored Sunday at a securities conference at
the University of Pennsylvania’s Wharton School, where they
were seated at dinner with T. Boone Pickens, the Texas bil-
lionaire financier. Pickens offered both men jobs.

Drexel Hamilton is dominated by brokers who serve in the
Pennsylvania National Guard. They use terms like “boots on
the ground” to describe field trips and “basic training” to de-
scribe the course.

“Guys with MBAs from the Ivy League can only wish they
had the kind of in-depth training these two guys are getting,”
said Harry J. Gobora III, a retired National Guardsman and



the firm’s chief operating officer.

Holmes, 37, has an MBA and worked as a credit analyst for
a bank and a credit-rating agency while also serving in the
National Guard. He volunteered for tours in Iraq and Afghani-
stan, where he was badly wounded in a rocket attack in 2008.

Two soldiers next to him were killed, he said. His femoral ar-
tery gushed blood “like a fountain” before he clamped down
on it with his hand. His arm bones were shattered, his ear-
drums perforated, his leg ripped open and his neck torn by
shrapnel. Scars dot his neck.

After at least 10 surgeries on his right arm, Holmes is still
learning to grasp items. He shakes hands and types with his
left hand. He sometimes has to strain to hear phone conversa-
tions and instructor’s comments. He has occasional memory
lapses that he suspects were caused by the rocket blast.

When he first heard about the training program, Holmes “was
in the hospital bed thinking, well, I'm wounded. I don’t have
a job,” he said. “If I go back to banking, read the headlines:
Thousands of people in banking looking for jobs. So I was in
a tough spot.”

After seven years away from finance, Holmes slowly is master-
ing the intricacies of Wall Street trading. Despite the current
unsavory reputation of bankers and traders, Holmes said, he
wants to apply the professionalism and leadership he learned
in the Army to his new field.

“In the military, there’s a code you live by, and that can trans-
late to the civilian world,” he said.

Joel Canfield, a National Guard lieutenant and Drexel Hamil-
ton broker who runs the program, said it benefits veterans and
the industry. Three percent of federal contracts are set aside
for financial firms run by disabled veterans.

“We tell firms that this is their chance to help restore faith in
the market one veteran at a time,” Canfield said. “People want
integrity and responsibility. Who can you trust more with your
money than a guy who has made a tremendous sacrifice for
his country?”

Jones, 32, who was completing his second year of college in
Colorado when he entered the program, takes a bit longer than
Holmes to absorb complicated financial concepts -- though
Jones jokes that he’s a superior student.

The two had never met before joining the program, but they
have developed an easy camaraderie. Both are tall, fit and
energetic, with the straightforward, get-’er-done mentality of
noncommissioned officers.

Holmes is controlled and focused. Jones is known for his col-
orful vocabulary and occasional outbursts. He recalled curs-
ing at the medic who had cut off his holster while rushing to
treat him. “That was a $75 holster!” Jones said.

Jones said it took two years of grueling physical therapy to
learn to walk on prosthetic legs -- “a real pain in the butt.” He
says he has had so many surgeries that he’s lost count.

During a recent phone tutorial -- the instructor who was sup-
posed to teach in person was laid off -- Holmes took notes with
his good hand while Jones cradled his head in both hands. The
instructor was rattling off terms like “puts,” “calls,” “strike
prices” and “break-even points,” and Jones stopped her.
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“Whoa, whoa,” he said. “Can you go over that again?”

But over time, Jones said, he’s been able to master the mate-
rial.

“My background is in sleeping out under the stars and blowing
stuff up,” he said. “But the Marine Corps is just a big business
with toys. I operated and managed 65 people. If you can do
that, there’s nothing you can’t do in a corporation.”

After six months of the immersion training, Jones predicted,
“I’ll end up being more qualified than someone who went to
school for four years and got their degree in finance.”

Jones heard about the program when he was in New York, one
of four wounded veterans out of 700 chosen to screen test for
“All My Children.” He was skeptical -- especially about the
job guarantee.

“I thought: There is no possible way anybody can guarantee
you a job in this economy,” he said.

He decided to apply after learning that retired Gen. Peter
Pace, former chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, was on the
program’s advisory board.

Jones also was concerned that six months spent far from his
home in Ft. Collins, Colo., would be “just another deploy-
ment” away from his wife and three children. But the program
provides regular home visits for him and Holmes, who lives
with his wife in Schuylkill Haven, Pa.

Once the two veterans graduate in July, said Canfield, the pro-
gram manager, four more wounded veterans will be trained.
He said 47 vets have applied for the next course, and more
than 300 have inquired about the program -- many of them
Vietnam veterans.

The more he learns about Wall Street jobs, Jones said, he’s
convinced that the leadership and decision-making skills
learned in combat make veterans like him uniquely suited for
the intense competition.

He rattled off a long list of skills -- discipline, decisiveness,
the ability to lead people and solve problems under duress --
forged in war zones.

“Leadership is the key,” he said. “It’s what America needs. It’s
what the finance and business world need. We have it.”



