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To hear Tribal member 

Shelly Nichols discuss her 

song “Warrior Wings,” go 

to www.spreaker.com and 

search for “Smoke Signals 

podcasts” or click on the 

link on the Smoke Signals’ 

Facebook page.

By Dean Rhodes

Smoke Signals editor

Tribal member Shelly Rae Nich-

ols served in the U.S. Navy from 

1990 to 1993 aboard the U.S. Cape 
Cod stationed in San Diego, Calif.

Like other members of the mili-

tary – male and female – she had 
the potential to endure the trauma 

of physical injury and post-trau-

matic stress disorder during the 
Desert Storm era. However, female 

veterans too often carry additional 

trauma from their service, such as 

military sexual trauma, which can 
range from harassment to rape.

For Nichols, a rape committed by 

a shipmate occurred in 1991 while 

in the Philippines and contributed 

to cutting her military career short. 
After her attacker was court-mar-

tialed, sentenced to a year in the 

brig and then drummed out of the 
Navy, Nichols was re-assigned to 
the Cape Cod, were she was con-

tinually harassed for reporting the 
attack.

Eventually, her commanding 
officer give her an out – she could 
leave the Navy.

“I wanted to stay in for quite a 

while longer, but I had to leave. It 
was sad,” she says from her home 

in Moses Lake, Wash.
She married and had two chil-

dren, and buried the military sex-

ual trauma deep inside her under 

many layers of emotional scar 

tissue.

Nichols’ military sexual trauma, 
along with a foster care childhood 
that included abuse by a relative, 

eventually led her to write what 

would become the lyrics to “Warrior 

Wings,” which will be one of 15 
songs to be included on “Warrior 
Songs Vol. 2: Women at War” that 

Tribal veteran’s song included on ‘Women at War’ CD
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Tribal member and Navy veteran Shelly Rae Atkinson Nichols records 

backing vocals for her song “Warrior Wings” at Blue Room Studio in Madison, 

Wis., in June with singer Anna Wang at the controls. The song, based on 

Nichols’ writings, will appear on “Warrior Songs Vol. 2: Women at War,” which 

will be released on Nov. 10.

will be released on Saturday, Nov. 

10.

Warrior Songs is a nonprofit or-

ganization based in Madison, Wis., 
which facilitates healing among 
U.S. military personnel, veterans 

and those working with veterans 
by using songwriting and the arts 
as vehicles.

“Women at War” will be the sec-

ond release from the organization’s 
“Story to Song” program, which is 
designed to transform buried expe-

riences and feelings into a song that 
heals and entertains while it also 

educates, motivates and inspires.

Warrior Songs collects stories 
for its “Story to Song” program in 
a variety of ways – at songwriting 
workshops, testimony submitted to 

its website and through personal 
encounters on Warrior Songs out-
reach trips across the country.

Veterans are then paired with 

songwriters to develop a song of 

self-expression and healing. Once 
approved by the veterans, the song 
is taken into a recording studio 
and performed by established mu-

sicians.

For Nichols, New Jersey song-

writer Garrett Stahl took her diary 

writings and poetry and helped 
create a song. After Nichols and 
Stahl agreed on the final lyrics, 
Nichols met singer and classically 
trained pianist Anna Wang, who 
recorded the song in June 2018 
with Nichols providing backing 
vocals on the track. Wang performs 
all of the instruments and sings 
lead vocals.

“For me, this process broke open 

a heavy shell I was hiding behind 
for so many years,” Nichols says. 

“One-hundred percent body, mind 

and soul, along with tears of sad-

ness, but with the strength from the 
great creator I found the strength 
to tell my story.”

 “Warrior Songs seeks to educate 
the public and veterans’ commu-

nities about veterans’ issues like 

PTSD, MST and other war trau-

mas,” founder Jason Moon says. 
“Helping veterans to turn the 
destructive force of war into some-

thing meaningful and beautiful 
allows them to reclaim hope and joy 

as important forces in their lives.”

Nichols, 46, says she hopes her 

song of picking up the pieces – 
“Now living the life she’s always 
deserved/One about freedom, one 

about pride/Telling her story to 
heal the wounds inside” – will 
help anyone who has experienced 
abuse, either in the military or in 

civilian life.

“For me, it’s to let other women 

or men know that it’s OK to open 

up your shell. … I am hoping that 
for other women that this song tells 
them to not be afraid to tell your 

story. If you were raped, report it. 

Don’t wait for years. I’m hoping 
my song says that even though you 
may have had a hardship, you can 

still break out of it and feel alive. 

Tell your story.”

To listen to Nichols’ song, visit 
warriorsongs.org/track/1564075/
warrior-wings. 

Are you missing out on what Cultural 

Education has to offer? Follow us on Facebook 

to get detailed class information, photos from 

events, and updates.  

Plus, check out the tribal calendar for a quick  

glance of upcoming events and classes.

Open to Tribal and Community members.  

Join us!

cultural  
education

Search Facebook for Grand Ronde Cultrual Education

Tribal Calendar // www.grandronde.org/tribal-calendar


