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Heroes are people who put themselves at risk for the benefit of others.


—OLIVER NORTH


[image: star]









[image: star]


Real heroes don’t wear spandex leotards and capes.


My heroes wear combat boots, flak jackets, and flight suits.


—OLIVER NORTH
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For Betsy


My mate, my muse, my hero
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Those who volunteer to serve in this long war are the best and bravest of their generation.


—OLIVER NORTH
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Oliver North and “Doc” Jack Fowler at Peter Wilde’s The Unspoken Bond. Freedom Alliance








Introduction


WALTER REED NATIONAL MILITARY MEDICAL CENTER


BETHESDA, MARYLAND


4 JULY 2013


The first U.S. military casualties inflicted by radical Islamic terrorists on September 11, 2001, didn’t make it to this hospital. All 106 living victims, injured and burned inside the Pentagon when American Airlines Flight 77 was hijacked and smashed into the west wall of the building, were treated at other medical facilities. In the days since, however, this hospital and its predecessor namesake have treated more than thirty-five thousand wounded Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, Guardsmen, and Marines.


Many of the grievously injured young Americans cared for in this hospital—and others like it—would not have survived in earlier wars. Thanks to advances in battlefield trauma treatment, rapid helicopter medical evacuation, forward field hospitals, advanced surgical procedures, and antibiotics, thousands of those who would otherwise have perished are alive today.


For most of those wounded on the battlefield, their initial medical treatment was provided by a field medic or a Navy medical corpsman. A sculpture at the main entrance to the hospital called The Unspoken Bond is a tribute to these “First Responders of the Battlefield.”


The statue, a Navy corpsman dragging a wounded Marine to safety, is inscribed: “This memorial is dedicated to the hospital corpsmen who served with the Marines in the Pacific during World War II. ‘Doc’ was that special comrade who pulled them to safety, patched their wounds and shared their foxholes. Established in war and ennobled in peace, this bond shall always endure.” That same sentiment applies in every armed conflict—whether it’s an Army medic, an Air Force “P.J.,” or a Navy corpsman risking life and limb to save another.


Standing before this sculpture with Jack Fowler, the Navy corpsman who bound up my wounds during a bloody battle in Vietnam, I am once again reminded what selfless service really is. Amazingly, “Doc” Fowler is still treating wounded Marines—and Sailors, Soldiers, Guardsmen, and Airmen.


In 1969, after he was wounded in action, Jack came home, went to college on the GI Bill, and returned to service as an officer. During a thirty-three-year career in Navy medicine, he has treated thousands for traumatic brain injury, chronic pain, and post-traumatic stress. Some of his patients are in this book.


Each time I return from an overseas assignment for FOX News, I come to this place to visit the troops who were wounded during our “embed” with their units. Doc Fowler has accompanied me through the corridors of this hospital and into the rooms of shattered survivors more times than I can remember. The care and compassion for the heroes recovering here—and for their loved ones praying for healing—are evident in every visit. So too are the remarkable advances in military medical care since we were wounded in Vietnam.


Jack’s vivid description is graphic—but important to understanding how things have changed:


In our war, a field corpsman had a Unit One with basic first-aid equipment, a few glass bottles of Ringers saline solution, battle dressings and tourniquets, morphine syrettes, patches to cover a sucking chest wound, an emergency “trache tube” to open an airway, some sterile scalpels, suture sets, scissors, tweezers, hemostats, some copper sulfate pads for burns, and not much more. Most of our casualties were fragment wounds from shrapnel and bullet holes. A badly wounded Marine with arterial bleeding in Northern I Corps might make it if we could get a helo in immediately to lift him out to the “Delta-Med” field hospital at Dong Ha or maybe out to a hospital ship, but in bad weather that didn’t always happen. And even when we did get ’em out—it was usually many days before the wounded got home. Today, almost everything is different.


There are still some things that are the same as it was back then: it still takes just an instant to get terribly wounded; but in this war, most of the casualties are from improvised explosive devices (IEDs). Many of the most seriously injured have severed or mangled limbs, severe arterial hemorrhaging, and traumatic brain injuries that may or may not be immediately evident. The good news is that today’s field corpsmen and medics are better trained and equipped than we were.


In addition to modern versions of the first-aid gear I carried, they also have blood volume expanders in plastic pouches for treating shock and blood loss, hemostatic (clotting) material, even battle dressings impregnated with hemostatic gauze to stop bleeding.


Best of all, most of our wounded are rapidly moved—usually in minutes rather than hours—by helicopter to the best trauma care in the world at a field hospital in-theater. When they are stabilized, they’re put aboard a U.S. Air Force C-17 “Nightingale”—a flying hospital—and flown to Landstuhl Regional Medical Center in Germany. Then—usually within seventy-two to ninety-six hours after being wounded—they arrive at Andrews Air Force Base and are brought here.


This is where the high-speed trip stops. Despite all our advances in medicine, recuperation and rehabilitation still take much longer than it did to get hurt. Many of our casualties need multiple surgeries. And while most of them are remarkably fit when they were wounded, healing for body, mind, and spirit is nearly always more painful than the original injury. Recovery also requires the active participation of those who love them—their parents, spouses, children, siblings, and close friends.


In the dozen years since Operation Enduring Freedom began in Afghanistan, the U.S. military has transformed how families can stay connected with their wounded Soldiers, Sailors, Airmen, Guardsmen, and Marines. During previous wars there were no provisions for bringing family members to a military hospital where their wounded loved ones were recuperating. If they wanted to do so, they had to get there on their own. That’s no longer the case.


Each service now has programs for notifying, maintaining contact with, and helping get immediate family members to the bedsides of our casualties. For example, the Marine Corps’ Wounded Warrior Regiment, headquartered at Quantico, Virginia, now has detachments at military hospitals like Walter Reed NMMC. Part of their task is to facilitate travel and lodging for spouses or parents so they can join their wounded mates or offspring.


It’s a morale-building program that has now been replicated in every branch of the U.S. armed forces. While it isn’t perfect—nothing in war ever is—it works. Best of all, support for the families of our wounded is now a mission for every senior military leader in this war. Much of that is the result of “lessons learned” in this long fight.


In March and April 2003, during the first phase of Operation Iraqi Freedom, our two-man FOX News team was embedded with elements of Marine Regimental Combat Team 5 (RCT 5)—a 6,500-strong Air-Ground Task Force, leading the eastern attack north from Kuwait to Baghdad. Griff Jenkins and I rode on dozens of emergency casualty evacuation (cas-evac) flights aboard the CH-46 helicopters of HMM-268—the “Red Dragons”—commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Jerry Driscoll.






[image: photo]


FOX News cameraman Griff Jenkins glad to be alive after another harrowing cas-evac mission aboard a Marine CH-46 helo during the fight for Baghdad in 2003. FOX News







An excerpt from a report we filed on April 5, after a particularly hair-raising cas-evac mission in Al Aziziyah—just south of Saddam’s capital:


Somehow, Driscoll manages to put the CH-46 down in the middle of an intersection. . . . Marines, dismounted from their vehicles, are firing into the buildings in every direction. An M-1 tank’s main gun booms above the din. . . . Marines and Corpsmen carrying litters start running in a low crouch for the back of our helicopter. As the casualties are being loaded aboard, an RPG passes in front of the helicopter, exploding in the dirt about fifteen meters beyond us, prompting Driscoll to call over the radio, “How much longer, folks? This is a pretty sporty zone.”


While I’m considering this description of the hottest LZ I’ve ever been in, three Humvees race up from the left, machine guns blazing from their rooftop turrets. It’s the mobile command post for “Grizzly Six,” Colonel Joe Dunford, the commanding officer of RCT-5.


With the enemy pinned down by heavy fire from the Humvees, eleven casualties aboard our helicopter and ten on the bird behind us, the two heavily loaded CH-46s lift a few feet off the ground. With power lines just inches away from the blade tips, they rotate 180 degrees so they can head out over “friendlies.”


Though we never broadcast the faces of American casualties, a FOX News viewer watching at home thought she recognized her son among the wounded Marines aboard my helicopter. The inquiry from an anxious Marine’s mother was relayed to us, but we didn’t know—and there was no way to find out.


That’s unlikely to occur today because senior military officers in every service have made next-of-kin notification, casualty tracking, and family support a primary mission in every branch of our armed forces. One of those who helped make these issues a priority in the Marines is “Grizzly Six”—the RCT commander who courageously raced into that 2003 gunfight to protect his wounded Marines. He now wears four stars.
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    With “Grizzly Six,” now a four-star in Afghanistan, July 2013. FOX News





    In February 2013, after serving two years as Assistant Commandant of the Marine Corps, “Fighting Joe” Dunford was appointed by the president and confirmed by the Senate as Commander of the NATO International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) and U.S. Forces Afghanistan. Joe Dunford’s rapid promotions have not dimmed his concern for America’s “hurt heroes” and their families. His wife, Ellyn, is cut from the same bolt of cloth.
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The profession of arms in the United States armed forces has to be the most challenging vocation in the world—for those who serve, and for those who love the service member. There is no other calling I know of that places so many challenges on familial relationships, so much stress on loved ones, as military service. I didn’t always grasp that.


In 2005 the Marine Corps permitted our FOX News team to do a “double embed.” Part of our War Stories team went with me to Ramadi, Iraq—then the bloodiest place on the planet—with 1st Battalion, 6th Marines. While we were in Anbar Province, senior producer Greg Johnson, a camera crew, and a satellite team went to Camp Lejeune, North Carolina, the unit’s home base.


The “rules of engagement” for our documentary teams were very simple: we agreed not to broadcast the names of anyone without permission of the deployed Marines and their families. And we made a commitment to not display home addresses, show license plates, or put children on TV without both parents’ agreement.


Titled “From the Frontlines to the Homefront,” it was an emotion-packed broadcast, for the Marines, their families—and for me. Weeks later, when I returned home, Betsy said: “That was a great episode of War Stories. I’m glad you finally understand what we all went through while you were off at your wars. . . .”
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A Marine contingent departing for Afghanistan. DOD
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Some of the toughest moments for service members and their families are days when they depart on deployment to war. There are almost always tears. DOD
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Oliver North with Lieutenant Colonel Bill Jurney in Ramadi, Iraq. FOX News
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While Bill and his battalion were in the bloodiest place on the planet, Sue Jurney held things together on the home front at Camp Lejeune, North Carolina. FOX News







She wasn’t being mean-spirited or acrimonious—just stating the obvious. Parting at the beginning of a deployment is never easy. There are almost always tears. When small children are involved there are always questions: “Why is my daddy [or my mommy] leaving?” And of course, “Will he [or she] ever come home?”


Lieutenant Colonel Bill Jurney, the commanding officer of 1st Battalion, 6th Marines, described what he missed during these separations this way: “It’s the simple things. Seeing your kids asleep when they don’t know you are there. . . . Coming home and playing in the front yard with all the neighborhood kids. Those are the things I miss the most.”


From my experience, he’s spot-on. But it’s also true that when a service member deploys to a war zone they are surrounded by comrades focused on the mission at hand, shared hardships, adrenaline, and often a singular aim of staying alive. For those left at home there is loneliness, uncertainty, anxiety, and the sole responsibility of raising a family.


Bill Jurney again: “We’re not asking anybody to feel sorry for us. . . . Most spouses of United States Marines are pretty dog-gone strong-willed and independent. They have learned to adapt and live their lives and raise our families in our absence.”


His wife, Sue, agrees: “It’s not just a job, it’s a lifestyle, and it affects everybody in your family. Military spouses sacrifice every day. The way we handle things at home is important. . . . If our guys over there are concerned and worried about how things are going at home, they can’t stay focused on their mission. . . .”


That’s a unique perspective in today’s culture. Few relationships in our society are stress-tested like those in military families. That’s why “Fighting Joe” Dunford describes his wife, Ellyn, as “the most valuable player in the Dunford family.”


Just two days before her husband flew off to take command of U.S. forces in Afghanistan, Ellyn Dunford agreed to sit down with our FOX News team at their new quarters on a military base near Washington. She shrugs off Joe’s “MVP” characterization with a grin—but she also says with a knowing laugh, “Having two little kids in diapers is hard” no matter where you live or what your husband does.


They have been married since 1984. Yet, without the need to consult a calendar, Ellyn estimates she and her husband have spent more than a third of their marriage separated by Joe’s overseas deployments and the cumulative weeks and months he spent in the field on training exercises and military schools. She acknowledges that constant moves as “Military Migrant Workers” make it challenging to raise three children and build her practice as a physical therapist. But she smiles when she says, “Our oldest son went to eleven different schools by the time he graduated from high school.”
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    With Ellyn Dunford, wife of General “Fighting Joe” Dunford, the day before he deployed as Senior American Commander in Afghanistan. FOX News





It’s not a complaint—just a fact of life. With justifiable pride she shows us around the house she occupied only three days earlier and says, “We’ve moved four times in the last six years. I’ve learned to pack light—and quickly.”


When asked if she worried when she saw news reports about her husband in combat, Ellyn pauses a moment before responding: “Like most military wives with a deployed spouse, I watched the news. We all spoke with those who came back from deployment about what was going on, and some of his troops were very free in what they told me. . . . I tried not to think about it that much. I equate it to being married to a fireman. You know he’s going out on calls, and you know there’s great danger, but you don’t dwell on it.”


Multiple moves, combat deployments, and lengthy separations haven’t dimmed Ellyn Dunford’s affection for her Marine. Asked to reflect on his best qualities, she said, “I admire the way my husband has been faithful . . . to the Marine Corps and our country . . . to those he serves with . . . and as a father and a husband. Everyone struggles with juggling the different aspects of life. . . . I think our family has done it pretty well.”


Ellyn Dunford’s family clearly comes first. But her commitment to the families of those who serve with her husband is a close second. When Joe commanded RCT-5 in combat she spent thirty to fifty hours per week maintaining contact with the families of those he led. She describes that period of her life in a single word: “intense.”


“I shared my email address with every single spouse within the headquarters group, and then with all the battalion commanders’ spouses. . . . I told them to forward to me any issues they couldn’t deal with . . . ‘send them up to me, and I’ll take care of it.’ . . . I went to every memorial service and funeral in the Camp Pendleton area that I found out about.”


She still makes countless visits to military hospitals to meet with wounded Marines and their families. Using the words of a military wife, a mother, and a health-care professional, she knows how crucial families and loved ones are for healing and rehabilitation and why such hospital visits make a difference:


“It’s knowing somebody cared . . . that they came, not just for a photo op or because it’s on a checklist of things to be done this week. . . . For them to know that you actually care is very important because their service member’s injury is the great unknown. They don’t know how they’re going to heal. . . . What’s going to happen after they leave the hospital? Having a visit from a senior person who responds to their concerns is reassuring.”


Ellyn Dunford is well aware that being the wife of America’s senior battlefield commander puts her under a microscope. She describes her new role as “part health-care professional,” part “mentor to others,” and part “educator . . . in a positive way” to help Americans understand the real needs of our warriors and their families.


She points out that today just “one percent of our population serves” in our military, so few of our fellow citizens even know a military family. For many civilians “their context may be a movie. But there are very few movies I’ve seen that reflect my experience or my husband’s.”


Ellyn has been asked, “Will you be going to Afghanistan with your husband?” Others have inquired if she is compensated for the time she spends visiting hospitals and counseling spouses on employment opportunities. Her answer: “I was paid back with the appreciation of the people I helped. . . .”


I ask her what she wants the American people to know about the young people serving today. Her response is particularly relevant to the stories in this book:


“Don’t patronize them. . . . Don’t be afraid of them. . . . Don’t pity them. Treat them as individuals—human beings of great value. You can’t paint military families with a broad brush. Each situation is going to be a little bit different. . . .


“. . . All of them are affected just as much as a civilian family by our economic situation. . . . For those who have been badly injured, rehabilitation is the most immediate concern. . . . For other members and their spouses it’s the transition out of the service and finding good employment. . . . Some will need additional training and education to be productive. . . . They volunteered to go into harm’s way to protect us. . . . When they leave the service, they deserve to have good jobs. . . . That’s the best way we can honor them and their families for their selfless sacrifice.”


At the end of our interview, I ask Ellyn Dunford what she would tell her grandchildren when they asked what she did during this long war. Her response: “I’m going to say, ‘I took care of my family and other people’s families.’ ”


That sounds just right to those whose stories follow.
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Brian Meyer on a typical combat patrol, ready for anything. Brian Meyer
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TWO FINGERS TO HOLD



Jesseca and Brian Meyer


The radio in the Combat Operations Center (COC) crackled with a garbled message followed by the nine-line EOD order. The Marine watch officer monitoring the communication traffic shouted through the hole in the primitive mud wall, alerting Staff Sergeant Brian Meyer and members of his Explosive Ordnance Disposal (EOD) team. A suspected improvised explosive device, commonly known as an IED, had been discovered by a squad of Marines on routine patrol and now an EOD response team was needed somewhere outside the wire of Patrol Base Almas.


In the sixth month of his seven-month combat deployment to Afghanistan, Brian had made about eighty such trips beyond the confines of PB Almas to dispose of IEDs, the terrorists’ weapon of choice. He didn’t know at the time that this would be his last trip and his longest journey.
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Her radiant smile and stunning features captivate you immediately. Even though she is just five feet one, her father’s Aztec blood and her mother’s Spanish heritage make Jesseca Meyer stand out in any crowd.


They met in August 2008 at the Democratic National Convention in Denver. Jesseca, a college junior majoring in sports management, was working at the Pepsi Center as a security supervisor and was assigned to accompany a Marine Corps bomb team tasked with sweeping the third level of the arena for any explosive devices. Four Marines paraded in with their equipment and their egos. Brian, a member of the team, was immediately drawn to her beauty. He sensed she’d spent a lifetime around tough guys, so he decided to turn on the charm rather than the testosterone. His efforts paid off and before the convention ended a friendship was formed as she stayed in Denver and he returned to Camp Pendleton, north of San Diego. The relationship progressed as the couple talked by phone daily and texted in between calls.


A few months later, Brian asked Jesseca to come to San Diego for a Halloween celebration at his house. At the time, Brian and three other Marines, Justin Schmalstieg, Bryan Carter, and Mark Wojciechowski, known to his friends as Tony Wojo, all assigned to 1st EOD Company, rented a home outside Camp Pendleton’s back gate. As Jesseca would learn, life in the Marine Corps is fragile. All four roommates would go on to earn Purple Hearts; two would die in combat. Just six months after the party on April 30, 2009, twenty-five-year-old Staff Sergeant Mark Wojciechowski was killed in action in Al Anbar Province, Iraq, three months into his second combat deployment.


Brian and Jesseca’s friendship grew into love. The first week of May 2010, they flew to Florida for the annual EOD Memorial Ball, an event honoring members of their brotherhood who made the ultimate sacrifice.


During one of the presentations, a ranking member of the EOD community praised the wives for the extraordinary role they played in supporting their husbands while doing some of the most dangerous work in the military. As thoughts flashed through her mind about what Brian and his men did on each and every assignment, Jesseca knew she wanted to be that support and spend the rest of her life with him.
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Pepsi Center in Denver, Colorado, where Jesseca and Brian first met in 2008. Chamber of Commerce
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Justin Schmalstieg, Bryan Carter, and Brian Meyer before deploying overseas. Bryan Carter
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Brian Meyer and Mark Wojciechowski in their dress blues. Bryan Carter
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EOD Memorial, Niceville, Florida. Bryan Carter







Maybe sensing Jesseca’s commitment, the next day, as they walked along Florida’s Emerald Coast, the macho Marine stopped, got down on one knee, and asked her to marry him. She eyed the handsome Marine with an adoring sense of humor but no ring and replied, “Is this a joke?” When he convinced her he was serious, she agreed.
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